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		Description

Welcome to Ponyville, the most equal and joyous town in all of Equestria. We pride ourselves in our unity, in our conformity to the one true harmony. Discover why your heart aches and why hostility thrives around you. We welcome all guests to visit us and explore the truths they so yearn to find. You'll find we're all smiles here.
Join us today and feel your free thoughts whisk away. We do not express uniqueness here, thus, no conflict has or will ever come to our town. Come one, come all, and join the hundreds who have given up their cutie marks to bond in the joy of sameness.
After all, we're all equal here.
- Your gracious and benevolent overseer, Starlight Glimmer
"Sometimes somepony needs to be superior."
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		Part 1 - Equality is Magic


			Author's Notes: 
Takes place before the season 5 finale.



My Little Pony, My Little Pony

Ahh-ahh-ahh-ahhh

My Little Pony,

I used to live uniqueness every day,

My Little Pony,

Until Starlight Glimmer showed me the way,

Mild ventures,

Not much fun,

Identical hearts,

Do right not wrong,

One in sameness,

It’s an easy test,

‘Cause E-QUAL-I-TY is the best,

You have My Little Ponies,

Do you know we’re all exactly the

Same…

Twilight peered out of her window into the warm-blue morning sky. The sun’s rays shot bright over town. Cubic-shaped clouds were strung across the sky—each in parallel with one another—hanging lazily in the still air.
“What a beautiful day today,” Twilight said with a beaming smile. “I’m so happy our benevolent overseer, Starlight Glimmer, decided to bless us with such a wonderful morning.” Neither a peep nor a squeak was heard from outside. Everything was quiet and calm. Everything felt at peace in Ponyville.
But something intrigued Twilight. Despite the gorgeous day, there was nopony outside to enjoy it. The roads by her home were empty and devoid of any movement—even the grass seemed to stand still. She was tickled by the thought that she seemed completely alone there by the windowsill. That no matter what she did right now, nopony would notice.
But she knew she was watching.
“Heh heh,” Twilight attempted to chuckle, her smile pushed her cheeks aside as she stepped away from the windowsill. She looked down at her flank, faintly illuminated in the light from the window. An equal sign, plain and grey, had once again replaced her stars and sparkles cutie mark. “I’m so happy to have this back.”
She stood still on the second floor of her new cottage. Well, new might be overstating it. Despite how much the sun’s rays tried to breach the only window into her home, it could not prevent the place from seeming dim and lifeless. The muddy brown walls didn’t help the matter much. Nor did the brown ceiling and the dark brown floorboards or the one feature of that room other than the window: a tan-colored hay mattress for a bed. But this was her new home now. Overseer Starlight assigned her to it. And now everypony had a home like hers to live in.
Twilight walked down the wooden stairs, each step slightly lopsided and crooked. Her eyes twitched as each step she took caused the stairs to creak in agony. She paused every few moments to stretch her spine. Last night was rough. Regardless of how innocent her hay mattress looked, the hay within it was so brittle and pointy that it filled a night of tossing and turning into a parade of needles wanting to play tag with her as she slept. At least the mattress could act as dinner if you were under house arrest like Mayor Mare was yesterday. Assuming you liked cold prickly hay that is.
As she entered the bleak room below, she wondered if her friends might be enjoying the sunshine today. She imagined them giving each other wide smiles… standing there… outside. She couldn’t think of what else they might be doing. Not much seemed to happen in Ponyville these days. Nothing exciting anyway.
“Alright,” Twilight said to herself, a gleaming smile in the darkness. “Do I have everything with me?” She squint her eyes around the first floor of her cottage. At its center was a shoddy wooden table that had tipped over to one side. One of its legs had broken off before she could put anything on it to weigh it down. At least nothing spilled off when it broke. Towards one side of the room was a dusty-brown cabinet that had its frame fitted in such a way that it overlapped the slots of each drawer. It was impossible to open. Nothing worthwhile in there; not that she had opened it to know. On the other side of the room was bookshelf with twenty copies of Obedience, Equality, and You—Overseer Starlight’s finest work. According to Starlight herself, the book keeps getting better and better, even through the fiftieth read-through. Twilight was so glad this was the only book she had here; it was the only book she would ever want to read. She smiled through the single tear that slid down her cheek.
“Yep. I’ve got everything with me.” There was nothing worth bringing. She took a moment to let out a long happy sigh. There was nothing like living in a home where its premier attraction was its bruised brown wooden floorboards. Even Spike got his own cottage to sleep in. Twilight appreciated how most of the floorboards weren’t overlapping each other. Only some were.
She shook her head. “I still cannot believe this place was built yesterday… by Sweetie Belle… with a hacksaw.” Twilight allowed her head slump down and her jaw to rest a moment as a frown. She took a deep breath and slowly walked her way over towards the door, hanging her head there a moment to let her internal grimace subside. “I just need to get to my friends,” she whispered. She puffed out her cheeks and took one final breath. “Let’s do this.”
She burst open the door and greeted Ponyville with a smile so bright it would work as a reading light. “Thanks unto to our gracious overseer, Starlight Glimmer, for this spectacularly beautiful morning.”
The town remained silent.
“How are you today, Starlips?” Twilight asked the turquoise and purple star-patterned tulips lining the front of her cottage.
The Starlips stood motionless, undisturbed by the still air, their buds slumping over slightly as if tired and heavy. Each of the brooding flowers seemed discontent but nonetheless diligent in their posture. With their stems straight as a pole, a single leaf bent upward towards their bud placed them in the petrified stance of a salute.
“Glad to hear it,” Twilight said looking away from the clash of colors. She began trotting down the street towards the center of town, her smile still stretched across her face.
Around her were many similar looking cottages to hers. Each one was squeezed together in a uniform formation that flanked the street. All of them had their own little gardens of turquoise and purple Starlips which gave each brown house a style that just could not please the eye.
The thatched-roofed cottages peered over her. Their single windows on the second floor glaring at Twilight with every hoofstep she took. Looking back, all she could see was a dark and empty void. She wondered if there was anypony in those houses. This neighborhood was recently constructed onto the edge of Ponyville—One of Starlight’s many planned renovations—it would make sense that ponies had yet to be assigned to them.
On her way into town, Twilight saw Bon Bon in the front of her own home. She too had an equal sign as a cutie mark and wore a massive smile. Despite how bright and sunny the day was, she managed to look dimmer than usual.
“Hi there, Twilight,” Bon Bon said waving a watering can she held in her hoof. It appeared she was about to caress her Starlips with a gentle sprinkle of Starlight approved purified river water. Not all river water was equal after all. Not until Starlight approved it.
“Careful there, Bon Bon.” Twilight held up a hoof. “You don’t want to make the same mistake Lyra did.”
“I would never imagine doing that.” Bon Bon gave a gleeful smile and a little chuckle. “I wasn’t about to forget the most important step… uh, which is equally important to every other step, of course.” She hunched over nervously.
“Do you need any help-”
“No, no, no need to trouble yourself, Twilight. I’ve got my Glimmer Beaker right here.” She pulled out a beaker half her height that had Starlight Glimmer’s star and streams cutie mark emblazoned on it.
An invention of Starlight’s, the Glimmer Beaker is a device to ensure every measurement was made equal through the measurement of Glimmers. A Glimmer is the exact measurement of one amount. It works for every conceivable type of measurement regardless of what is being measured or how it is being measured. One example was the cottages in the neighborhood. Each has its dimensions set precisely to thirty-three Glimmers by twenty-two Glimmers equaling out to exactly two-hundred and two square Glimmers. Twilight recalled how Big Mac questioned the mathematics of that measurement. She also recalled how she hadn’t seen him for the past few days.
“Glad you have your Glimmers covered,” Twilight said. “I love your Starlips by the way. I have the same ones in my front yard too.”
“So does my neighbor. Aren’t they just the prettiest flowers?” Bon Bon’s head made an involuntary jerk as she appreciated them. She picked up her watering can and poured it into the beaker measuring out exactly half a Glimmer: the precise amount of water an obedient Starlip needs. “Any plans for today?”
“Oh Bon Bon.” Twilight waved a hoof. “You know we’re not allowed to have plans.”
“Right,” Bon Bon said, a few beads of sweat were forming on her forehead. “Of course.”
“Though I am on my way towards Apple Acres for no particular reason, and definitely not because my friends might wind up there as well.”
“That would be a coincidence that in no way could have been arranged beforehand.”
“Precisely.”
The two of them stood there staring at one another, neither daring to make a motion. Bon Bon grew more flustered and her hooves became more jittery the longer they waited. After a few moments, her eyes retreated back to her beaker to double-check her Glimmer measurement. After she was satisfied, she began to pour every drop of approved water onto a single Starlip.
“I best be on my way,” Twilight said.
“I’ll see you later, Twilight.” Bon Bon waved her hoof goodbye. Then she held it close to her chest, her smile faltering. “Um… Twilight.”
“Yeah?”
Bon Bon gave a nervous chuckle. “If you do by some random circumstance run into Lyra—who is probably just around town somewhere—” her laugh died down and she put her hoof over her mouth “—would you let me know you saw her?”
“Of course,” Twilight said continuing her trot towards town. “Why wouldn't I?”
As she approached Ponyville proper, Twilight could see her castle standing pristine and majestic in the distance. It seemed it could sprinkle the sun’s rays all over Ponyville; that is if it wasn’t for Starlight’s recent safety precautions. Around her castle now stood a tall grey-stone wall with a moat around its perimeter. A few piranhas snapped as they jumped out of the water. Around those was an invisible magical barrier followed by a visible magical barrier just in case ponies didn’t see the first one. All of which was surrounded by one last deterrent: a particularly sharp white picket fence with a sign that said NO TRESPASSING.
“Glad I don’t live there anymore,” Twilight said aloud to herself. She strained to maintain her smile.
She continued her trot through the more familiar places of Ponyville. Many of the houses had yet to undergo Starlight’s renovation projects. Every structure that was not up to her equality standards was covered foundation to roof in yellow caution tape. Even though they were inaccessible, each house still had packs of Starlips planted in front of them.
There were more ponies commuting through town square. All of them wore bright beaming smiles and sported their own equal sign cutie marks. Junebug and Amethyst Star seemed like they were having a delightful conversation by the well, which was almost entirely covered up in yellow caution tape.
“Hello, friends,” Twilight said through a small gap between her teeth as she passed.
Junebug turned towards her, her smile gleaming in the sun’s light. “Hi Twilight. Say, you wouldn’t happen to have seen Octavia around have you?”
“Didn’t you hear?” Twilight slowed her stride. “She was incarcerated for free thinking.”
Amethyst Star shook her head with the same smile plastered on her face. “The nerve of some ponies, thinking they can undermine our gracious overseer like that.”
“I’m glad they brought her to justice.” Junebug widened her smile as she waved to a pair of guard ponies; each sharing her smile. Unlike the royal guards, these guards were hoofpicked among Ponyville’s populus to take part in Starlight’s new Peace Force. Their mission was to maintain harmony in the town and to alleviate anypony who might try to free others or themselves from her true harmony. Along with their equal cutie marks, each guard pony wore a light purple vest and a harness full of peacekeeping items such as pepper spray, a baton, and smiley face muzzles; however those worked.
“Stay harmonious,” one of the guards said as they passed. “And praise be to our gracious overseer.”
“Praise Starlight Glimmer.” Twilight smiled. She waited for them to leave before turning back to Junebug and Amethyst. “You’ll see her soon,” she said through gritted teeth.
Junebug and Amethyst both looked away as if not to notice what she had said. They struggled to maintain their smiles as worry seeped into their faces. Twilight continued on her way towards the apple orchard. She hoped they could hold out just a bit longer.
Even as Twilight trotted away from the town into the country, the sides of the path were crowded with purple-turquoise Starlips. She looked away from the weeds only to find they were above her in potted plants hanging from the trees. “Just a little farther until I reach Apple Acres,” she said to herself.
Applejack’s former farm had undergone some changes recently. For starters, Starlight changed the name of Sweet Apple Acres to Apple Acres. Thankfully she had noticed the farm’s sheer prejudice towards sour apples. That was sweet of her. Afterwards she had the brilliant idea to organize a community effort to give the barn some extra glimmer. The aftermath of which was plain to see. Twilight covered her eyes with her foreleg as the extreme radiance of the barn assaulted her. She tried to work out the rest of the way by memory, slowly feeling her way towards the farm’s gate, but she couldn’t manage to think straight in the barrage of light. She opened her eyes a smidge to orient herself but was nearly blinded by the pure radiance emanating from the farmhouse.
“I just don’t know ya’ll.”
“Applejack, is that you?” Twilight called out.
“Uh, we’re this way Twilight.”
“Here?”
“You can open your eyes, sugarcube.”
Twilight opened her eyes and saw Applejack, Rarity, Pinkie Pie, and Rainbow Dash all staring at her. The blazing shine of the barn was less intense under its roof where they stood. Regardless, her friend's overbearing grins kept her feeling unsteady. “Hey girls. How are you all doing on such a blindingly gorgeous morning?” Twilight began to see her friends more clearly. They too were dimmer than usual and had their cutie marks replaced with equal signs as well.
“As equally fantastic as always,” Pinkie said with a massive grin. Even her expression looked fabricated. “I assume the same is true with you.”
“Of course.” Twilight’s smile went slightly crooked.
“We were just talking about you, Twilight,” Rarity said. Her cheeks competed against her eyes for room on her face.
“Really?” Twilight said. “What about me?”
Rainbow Dash waved a hoof with glee. “About how alike we all are, of course.”
“Sounds like I missed out on quite the conversation.”
“That’d certainly be the case,” Applejack said, her mouth trembling in her attempt to maintain her grin.
They all stood there staring at each other. Each of them exchanging happy glances as they waited for the next pony to say something. The only sound to be heard was the slight shivering of the apple trees that rustled the leaves on their branches. All else was silent.
Twilight gazed across her friends. “Soooo… what have you guys been up to?”
“Oh you know,” Rainbow said, “the usual stuff.”
“Neat.” Twilight nodded. She had hoped for a longer conversation.
“We spent all ‘er yesterday spiffing up the barn,” Applejack said.
“Yeah.” Pinkie Pie gave a short hop. “Isn’t it just the glimmeriest? The whole town got together and lent a helping hoof as our gracious overseer Starlight demanded. Although...” Pinkie put a hoof on her chin and looked into Twilight with a deep smile. “I didn’t see you here yesterday. Were you busy helping to make that massive statue of Starlight?”
“Actually,” Twilight said, “I was just moving into my new home- there’s a statue of Starlight being made?”
“Indeed there is, Twilight,” Rarity said. “It will be marvelous in both size and majesty; at least, according to what I’ve heard. Why, when finished it will be the epitome of her gracious selflessness that has blessed all us ordinary ponyfolk.”
Applejack stiffly shook her head. “I still can’t believe they’ll be replacin’ your old boutique with that there statue they're buildin’.”
Rarity slowly turned towards Applejack in jittery motions. “Neither can I, Applejack. Neither can I.” Her eye twitched. “It’s such an honor really. Especially after she decreed a banishment on all my sequins.” A large cackle broke out of her, shortly interrupted by her stuffing her hooves over her mouth. Each of them glanced over their shoulders to see if anything had taken notice.
“Why were your sequins banished?” Twilight asked, her grin falling on one side of her mouth.
“I must agree that they did clash against her... glimmer,” Rarity said. “It’s important that nothing as paltry as sequins mess with her branding. I for one am glad they could be disposed of posthaste.” She winced as she gave a slight awkward laugh.
“Plus, we put them to good use.” Rainbow Dash managed a wink.
Twilight gazed up at the beaming roof. “I see.”
Pinkie Pie clapped her hooves together. “You know what. I’m really impartial to this discussion we’re having. Let’s continue it elsewhere so that everywhere has an equal opportunity to hear our chatter that in no way stands out compared to any other chatter.”
Rarity nodded her head. “That’s a splendid idea, Pinkie Pie.” Each pony gave her a troubled stare. “I-I mean, what a wonderful… train of thought you had… not that we were thinking anything in particular. Err, well, what I meant to say was what a delightful course of action we are all going to take that has none of those unforgivable ideas associated with it, because what pony would conceive of such disharmonious atrocities such as those… heh heh… heh.” Rarity gulped. “Praise Starlight.” She snapped her mouth shut. Her eyes darted around in paranoid distress.
Each of them stood stiff, only occasionally daring to look over their shoulders for anything that might be looking their way. After a few moments, they all gently trotted into the farmhouse, slightly jittery as they did so. They peered out the door one last time and saw nothing but the lonely gateway glistening in the sparkle of the farmhouse. Applejack timidly put a hoof on the knob and shut the door behind them.
“I can’t take this no more!” Applejack stomped her hooves on the floor. “I ain’t gonna take anymore of Starlight’s equality nonsense.”
“Here here,” Rarity said, lifting her head.
Twilight took a deep breath, relishing the moment to stretch her jaw. “I suppose it’s a bit late to ask, but you’re sure it’s safe to talk in here?” Twilight gazed around the barren place that was once the apple family’s dining room. Every chair, table, and countertop had been removed leaving the place desolate. No doubt Starlight planned to use it for storage later. Together they sat in the dark of the Applejack’s former abode with only small slivers of light peeking through the edges of the drapes stretched over the windows.
Applejack began soothing her chin with her hoof. “The safest place this side of Ponyville, I reckon. The barn’s so bright, I doubt Glimmer herself would look this way.”
Rarity grimaced. “It was at great cost.”
Rainbow shuck her body in a rapid vibration to ease her stiffness. “At least we took care of two demands at once.”
“But did we have to use all my sequins?” Rarity pouted. “That was at least forty Glimmers worth of sequins.”
Applejack glanced towards Twilight. “How are you holdin’ up?”
“I’m fine,” Twilight said stretching out her wings. “But I don’t think I can hold up for much longer. I could barely keep my smile going out there.”
They all looked down towards the floor as they tried to bring their muscles back to life. There was no longer a smile among them.
Rarity began rubbing circles in her cheeks. “I know I may not look the part, but I am glad to be with you all here.”
“Me too.” Applejack managed a slight grin.
“I’m glad you all got my notes to come here,” Twilight said.
“Yeah,” Rainbow said with a quick belch. “But couldn’t you have used tastier paper?”
Twilight frowned. “It was all I could get my hooves on. And we had to make sure nopony else saw what was written on them.”
“Wait, we were supposed to eat the message?” Rarity looked unsettled as she produced the note. It read, Meet at the barn; noon tomorrow; eat after reading.
Twilight gave her a dull look.
“I didn’t think it meant literally.”
Twilight stretched her legs to the side. “Whatever, what matters is that we’re here together.”
Applejack cracked a sore in her neck. “I take it you got a plan for dealin' with Starlight.”
“I do.” Twilight groaned as she stretched her spine. “Just give me a moment.”
“Yes,” Rarity agreed. “Let us enjoy this brief respite while we have it.” She slumped down to the floor. “My apologies, Pinkie Pie, but I may not be able to give a genuine smile for at least a week.”
Each of them looked around the empty room a moment.
“Pinkie Pie, where are you?” Applejack called out.
“Yeah yeah, keep talking, I’m working on something,” Pinkie called from the second floor. “I’ll be with you in a bit.”
Rarity shugged. “At least she can remain energetic at a time like this.” She turned towards the others. “Remind me again how we can be so sure nopony is listening to us here.”
Rainbow Dash began violently flapping her wings, stretching them to their extremes. “It’s those dumb Starlips.”
“We all—” Rarity yawned “—know those flowers are grotesque and clash with the brown finish of Starlight’s rather horrid architectural flair. But what does that have to do with somepony listening in on us?”
“When Octavia was talking about how much she wished she could perform one last ballad with her cello, I saw their buds move and point at her. Next day, she's nowhere to be seen.” Rainbow Dash whipped her tail. “Starlight must use those Starlips to catch anypony ‘expressing free thought,’” she mimicked Starlight’s voice.
“You mean to say those Starlips have been listening to us.” Rarity began fanning herself. “I did have some rather harsh criticisms I just about told them.”
“That would explain why they’re all over town,” Applejack said. “Starlight’s guard ponies must take away anypony those things spot.”
“So there aren’t any around here, right?” Rarity asked.
“Don’t worry.” Rainbow Dash gave a flick of her hoof. “I made sure none of them got planted while I was dumping sequins all over the barn.”
Rarity glanced to the side and sighed.
“Good thing too,” Applejack said. “’Cause after the barn shinin’, I yelled a what-for in here so loud, it’d shake the wool off a herd of sheep.”
Rainbow dash groaned and began flying circles in the air. “Five days of smiling around Ponyville, doing nothing and talking about nothing.” She landed with a pound on the floor. “I’m all for Ponyville being in danger and all, but I never thought danger could be this boring.”
Applejack rolled her eyes. “I don’t know if I can agree with you, but if we’re going to do somethin’, we best do it soon. I don’t think Ponyville can take much more of Starlight.” She turned towards Twilight. “You ready to let us in on this here plan of yours?”
Twilight was on her back trying to work out the cricks in her body. “Sorry. It was a long night.” She stood herself up. “Well first, there’s one thing I still don’t get. Have you noticed how things are different from last time?”
“Like how Starlight is way more direct with controlling everypony than she was before?” Rainbow asked.
Twilight gave a tired glare. “Well that too. But besides that?”
Rarity glanced at the equal sign on her flank. “Indeed I have, Twilight. Despite having my cutie mark taken away, I am still able to notice the aesthetical atrocity that has plagued this town.”
“And I can still fly super fast.” Rainbow Dash made some rapid figure-eights in the air, leaving a muted rainbow trail along her path.
“And shoot,” Applejack said, “I can still spout more phrases than a pony who stepped on a mousetrap.”
Twilight lit her horn in a pinkish-lavender glow. “And I can still use my magic. But why? We have the same cutie marks Starlight forced on us before. It doesn’t make sense.” Twilight noticed her friends were looking uneasy. Each of them had a nervous expression on their face. “Is something wrong?”
Rarity looked towards her. “I don’t get it either, darling.”
“I’m just hopin’ there ain’t some insidious reason for it,” Applejack said.
Rainbow Dash shrugged. “Maybe Starlight was in such a rush to equalize the town, she forgot to take our talents away from us.” She rubbed the back of her head, still unsure.
“Maybe.” Twilight wasn’t satisfied. “Regardless, we have our talents and we can use them to put an end to her tyranny.” She began pacing around the room. “I can’t imagine taking over Ponyville has been easy for her. She’s trying to make everypony equal in a town that has uniqueness expressed all over it.”
“Everypony has been quite afraid to show their uniqueness now,” Rarity said. “We all worry we may disappear if we do so.”
“Exactly.” Twilight pointed towards her. “She’s gotten everypony in town to fear her.”
Applejack opened her mouth to say something, but changed her mind. “Never mind, continue.”
“What we need to stop her—like how we stopped her before—is a town of ponies refusing to play into her game. If we can get everypony in town to stand with us in opposing her, what can she do about it?”
Applejack looked unsure. “Those ponies are more nervous than a pack of gazelles. Are you sure they’d listen to us.”
“And what about her guard ponies?” Rainbow Dash said. “Even if they’re our friends, they don’t seem like themselves right now.”
“Your right, Rainbow,” Rarity said, “and if we start an uprising, the ponies could get into a scuffle with the guards.”
“I don’t want nopony getting hurt ‘cause of what we might do,” Applejack said. “They’re innocent in all this.”
“Don’t worry,” Twilight said, “nopony will be hurt."
"How can you know?"
"Because we’re not going to gather a crowd outside where the guard ponies are watching. Instead, we’ll break free everypony she has imprisoned." The others raised a surprised eyebrow at her. "I’m sure they’d have nothing more to lose by joining us, and given how many ponies have been taken away, I’d imagine we’ll gather quite the crowd. A crowd so large, nopony will have to fear rallying with us against her.” Twilight puffed her chest forward. “And I know just where they’ve been taken.”
“You know where they’ve been taking ponies?” Rarity said.
“You know where Fluttershy was taken?” Rainbow snapped.
Each of Twilight’s friends gazed deep into her eyes. “Yes,” she said. “According to a pony—who wishes to remain anonymous-“
“Applebloom?” Applejack lowered her head.
Twilight was stunned. “How did you know?”
Applejack glanced away and sighed. “She came up to me two days ago more panicked than a jackrabbit.” She closed her eyes. “I tried to calm her down and talk some sense into her, but—” she took a deep breath and winced. “A... guard pony came by and snatched her away from me.” She fought back her tears. “I just had to smile there and take it. Just watch her being taken away.” Beads of water began dripping down her cheeks.
Twilight was taken aback. It never hit her that Applebloom may have been taken away too. “I’m so sorry, Applejack.”
Applejack sniffed and opened her mouth to respond, but she couldn’t get any words out.
Twilight lowered her head and continued. “She told me that she saw a pair of guards taking two other ponies into town hall. Afterwards, only the guards walked out. Wherever Starlight has been imprisoning ponies, it must be somewhere from within town hall.”
“Did she manage to say who was taken?” Rarity asked.
Twilight hesitated. “Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo.”
“They have my sister!” Rarity gasped.
“They took scoots!” Rainbow snarled.
“And poor Applebloom too.” Applejack hung her head.
“Speaking of sisters,” Pinkie said hopping back into the room, “Maud was visiting me this past week. Bet you didn’t know that because I haven’t seen her at all these past few days.” Everypony stared at her. A moment passed before Pinkie collapsed onto the floor and began bawling. “How could you do this to us, Starlight? You promised us harmony but all you gave us was deceit and lies!”
Twilight put a hoof on Pinkie’s shoulder. “Don’t worry P-”
“LIES!!!”
Everypony backed away and stood motionless for a minute. Twilight shook her head straight and continued. “Listen girls, we all know that the harmony Starlight claims is a lie. It's all a lie.” She shot her arm forward. "But we’ll get Fluttershy, Applebloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, Maud, and everypony else Starlight has taken away out of her prison.”
“But how are we supposed to break them out?” Applejack asked, wiping away a tear.
“That’s easy.” Rainbow Dash shot up into the air. “We still got our stuff.”
“And I don’t think Starlight counted on that,” Twilight added. “The only way she can remain in power is if she keeps everypony separated and afraid. Once we rally everypony and escape her prison, we’ll convince the rest of the town to stand with us against her.”
“Just like her last town I suppose,” Applejack said nodding.
“Exactly,” Twilight said. “Without everypony doing her biding, her system falls apart. And against so many of us, she won’t be able to do a thing about it.”
“Hoowee, Twilight. Leave it to you to figure out a plan like this.” Applejack lowered her voice. “I hope you ain’t wantin’ to lead this stampede on your own.”
“Of course not,” Twilight said. “I could use all the help I can get.”
“Then one jailbreak coming up,” Rainbow said, grinning with excitement. “What do you say, Rare?”
Rarity sat there pondering, looking up towards the ceiling deep in thought.
“Rare?”
“Oh yes, I’m up for it as well, darling. But I do wonder if Princess Celestia has noticed what has been transpiring here. It’s been nearly a week and Starlight isn’t particularly subtle in her takeover.”

Meanwhile, on a balcony extending from Canterlot Castle, Princess Celestia looked down at the turquoise bubble force field surrounding Princess Twilight’s castle. There appeared to be a stone wall around the bubble as well. “That can’t be right,” she said to herself. The structures below looked strangely yellow and there was a particularly bright light coming from one side of the town, as if a star had decided to take residence there.
Celestia pulled out a device named the Smileogram—it was a gauge that indicated the percentage of smiles in a given area—and pointed it towards Ponyville. The needle on the device vibrated at one-hundred percent. It shook violently, as if it was trying to breach beyond that limit. She gave a sigh of relief. “I guess everything’s fine. Twilight must be performing some experiments down there.” She took a moment to ponder about the wonders of being young. “I might as well let her have her fun, especially with how she helped me last week.” She smiled and continued on her day.

“I just wonder how she hasn’t noticed anything,” Rarity continued. “Should we have Spike send her a message in case things go wrong?”
Twilight shook her head. “I would, but I don’t know what cottage Starlight assigned him to. And it would appear too suspicious to go looking for him; especially with all the Starlips around that part of town.”
“So I take it it’s all or nothing.” Rainbow gave a smug. “I work better under pressure.” She rubbed her hooves with excitement. Then she raised an eyebrow towards Pinkie Pie. “What’s up with that?” She pointed at Pinkie’s cutie mark which had the equal sign they all had but with a curved line on one side of it that made it look like a pair of eyes and a smiling mouth.
Pinkie perked up and looked where she was pointing. “Oh yeah. I drew those while you were talking.” She pulled out a can of black grease and gave a cheeky smile. “Now our cutie marks look like smiley faces.” Each pony looked at their own flanks and they too had curved black lines beside their cutie marks.
Applejack investigated Pinkie's work. “Heh, that’s mighty sweet of you, Pinkie, but don’t we need to be discreet on this mission?”
“Covert this is not,” Rarity remarked as she roamed a keen eye over her cutie mark. “Though I will say the proportions look well balanced, and variety is in this season.”
Twilight groaned. “Pinkie, these cutie marks will give us away before we can even get close to town hall.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Pinkie said with a wave of a hoof. “We need a symbol so we know what ponies are on our side, right? Plus, it’s a smiley face; the exact opposite of what Starlight promises us.”
“Not like we haven’t had enough of those.” Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes.
Twilight reconsidered what Pinkie said. “Maybe your right. We’ll only be exposed on our way into town hall. Once we’re there, it might be nice knowing who we can trust when we start breaking ponies loose.” She walked over to the door. “We best get on with this. Is everypony ready?”
They all took a moment to relish in one last deep breath before giving the widest smile they could give. “Ready!”
“Yep.” Pinkie Pie patted her tail. “I’ve got the party bomb all packed up and ready to go.”
Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Wait, what?”
Pinkie hopped with excitement. “Let’s storm this castle!”

	
		Part 2 - Jailbreak



“Good afternoon everypony!” Starlight Glimmer’s cheerful voice came booming over Ponyville. “Great news: the statue of your benevolent overseer has finished. We will need all the help we can get moving it into place. Won’t you lend a helping hoof? As a reminder to anypony who finds themselves thinking of their own ideas, please turn yourself in to your nearest Peace Force pony. They’ll handle it from there. Remember to keep those smiles wide! And let us continue to bathe in the harmony of sameness and equality.”
Twilight Sparkle, Pinkie Pie, Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and Rarity trotted into town with a spring in their step and a wide grin across their face. It was more overcast now than before they had entered the barn. Even without the sun, the town looked unordinary mute for a cloudy day.
The five of them trotted through crowds of shifting ponies, all of them exchanging smiles as they went. Some they crossed took notice of something different about them. They were unable to put their hoof on what it was. Pupils dilated from those who realized what was off. The sight of their equal sign cutie marks—with the addition of a curved line that made them look like a smiley face—caused their smiles to waver. Many began stepping further out of their way while others glanced elsewhere entirely.
“She knows we’re here,” Raindow Dash whispered through her teeth to Twilight. She gestured her head towards a group of purple-turquoise Starlips. Each one had their buds pointed at them as if slowly tracking their movements.
Twilight tried to ignore them. “This shouldn’t take long.”
They trotted towards town square. At its center, just inside town hall, they would find a path to where their imprisoned friends had been taken. In front of the structure stood a dim yellow pegasus and a dusky blue unicorn—they recognized them as Sunshower Raindrops and Noteworthy. Each of them had the purple vests and harnesses of Starlight's Peace Force guard ponies. They were beaming great smiles towards the square as they stood on either side of the doorway into town hall.
The five ponies walked up to meet them. The two guards didn’t seem aware of their presence as they stared like statues past them. Rainbow Dash flew up and waved a hoof in front of Raindrops. She didn’t blink. Rainbow raised an eyebrow towards her friends. “Way’s clear, I guess.” She placed a hoof on the door.
“Woah there, friend.” Raindrops came to life. “Access to town hall is strictly limited to Overseer Starlight and her chosen guard ponies.”
“We don’t mean to bother nopony,” Applejack said taking a step back. “We just have a few friends inside we’d like to chat with.”
Noteworthy shifted his eyes towards her. “Well I’m afraid rules are rules, and we follow them to the letter.” He pulled out a copy of Starlight’s Obedience, Equality, and You. “And there are a lot of letters in this book.”
“But how did our friend get inside if that’s against the rules, huh?” Rainbow stared at him, a displeased smile on her face.
Raindrops held up a hoof and closed her eyes as she recited from her memory. “Only guard ponies and those they escort my enter town hall. No visitors allowed at anytime ever. See page seventy-seven for more details.”
“Wait a minute. Look.” Noteworthy pointed towards Rarity’s hindquarters.
“I beg your pardon?” Rarity said. Her smile went skewed.
“Hey yeah,” Raindrops said. “She has a smiley face as a cutie mark.” She looked across the rest of them. “They all do.”
Noteworthy flipped open the book and stomped his hoof down. “Alternative cutie marks are strictly and mercilessly forbidden. It says so on page one.”
Raindrops rubbed her chin as she investigated them. “But are these alternative cutie marks?”
“Of course they are! Do you see that curved line on their flank?”
“But they still have an equal sign.”
“Additions to the image are not to be tolerated.” Noteworthy held up his head. His smile began falling towards a scowl.
“I don’t remember reading that,” Raindrops scratched her head. “Didn’t Starlight write on page twenty-three that the equal sign is the most prominent of symbols? That wherever it is placed, harmony will follow. What’s the big deal if there’s a line drawn beside it? It’s still an equal sign.”
“Aha.” Noteworthy turned towards her. “But you see, your point is mistaken. In context, that passage refers to philosophical insight, not factual law. The book clearly states that nothing is to tamper with the symbol of true harmony.”
“But doesn’t it also state that ponies must adhere to having an equal sign cutie mark measuring two-thirds Glimmers by one-third Glimmers? They have that.”
“But they have disgraced the sanctity of the image with that line?”
Raindrops waved her hoof. “So they got a smudge on their flanks. A little certified water and it’s gone.”
Noteworthy glared at her, his smile gone. “You know full well that Starlight outlawed water touching flanks on page three! I realize you’re new to the Peace Force, but even you should have this book memorized.”
Raindrops glared back. “Oh what, and four days makes you an expert?”
Noteworthy turned his back to her. “By my math, that’s three more days an expert than you.”
Raindrops raised an eyebrow. “Did you just do math? Didn’t Starlight outlaw any and all math she had not yet pre-established?”
Noteworthy turned his head skyward, refusing to look at her. “It was not math: it was fact. And what is also fact is that these ponies are blatantly disgracing Starlight’s sacred image.”
“And I’m saying that you’re making Glimmer hills out of half-Glimmer hills.” Raindrops gave him a sneering pout. “Why don’t you check the book if you’re so confident?”
“I don’t need to check when I know I’m right.”
“Well isn’t that convenient.” Raindrops threw her hooves in the air.
“Indeed it is.” Noteworthy gave a fierce nod of his head. “Starlight’s words clearly state that one’s cutie mark must be symmetrical in order to represent the equality in all things. Only by that condition can it be the universal symbol for all that is same. Do you see symmetry in their cutie marks?”
Raindrops thought a moment and shrugged. “Their cutie marks are symmetrical.”
“What? No they aren’t.”
“Of course they are. It all depends on where your cross section is.”
Noteworthy glared at her with suspicion.
“Okay, picture this with me. If you draw a horizontal line across their cutie mark and fold their cutie marks over that line, the image is the same on both top and bottom. Ergo, symmetrical.”
“You know what?” Noteworthy shook a hoof at her, his face glowing red with fury. He paused a moment. “You make a good point actually. That does make the top half equal to the bottom half.” He placed a hoof on the book in front of him. “Perhaps I overlooked something in my fiftieth read through.”
Raindrops entitled herself to a proud smile and turned towards the others. “You’ll have to excuse us, we’re...” She glanced to the left and then to the right. Nopony was there. She gazed out into the crowd but could not spot the five ponies anywhere in town square. “Where’d they go?”
“Huh?” Noteworthy looked up and noticed the missing ponies as well. He shugged. “Must have gone home, I guess.”
The two of them took a moment to reorient themselves at their post, returning to their smiling bliss beside the door as they did so. They gazed out into town square, their postures stiff. Raindrops glanced around her one more time. “You think we should peek inside town hall? Just in case.”
“We’re not supposed to think, remember?”
She nodded. “Fair point.”

“Well that’s out of the way,” Rainbow Dash said. The five of them stood in the center of the audience chamber of town hall. Not much had changed on the inside save for the posters of Starlight Glimmer that were hung around them. Each of them featured Starlight in a different pose. Some were majestic, others fierce, but they all showed her ruthless determination, that nothing would stop her from accomplishing what she had set out to do. One poster on the far wall in front of them stood out the most. It showed her colored with intense reds and whites with a streak of dark blue running through her mane. She was staring deeply into any spectator, imprinting the words written in a blue banner below her: EQUALITY.
“Inspired,” Rarity said. “Now where from here would they take everypony?”
Twilight gazed around the hall. “I don’t know. Let’s search the place for any clues that-”
“Like here?” Pinkie pointed towards the floor beneath them. A straight crack in the floor ran between them, leading outward and in a square around them.
Applejack tilted her head. “Wait, is that a-”
The floor split open. They plummeted into a tube that wound to and fro. Applejack, Rarity, Twilight, and Pinkie each screamed on their decent. They were cut short when they landed on a firm hay mattress below them.
“You ponies okay?” Rainbow’s voice echoed through the chute above them. She was hovering over the trapdoor.
“Could be better,” Rarity said in a daze.
Twilight shook her head straight. They were inside what looked like a rocky chamber that had been dug beneath town hall. Their cell was surrounded by three closely knit earthen walls—it was hardly ten Glimmers worth in length. Each wall reflected an ominous blue glow that came from torches mounted on the walls in the hallway outside. A calm dark purple glowed from the base of each torch with a flickering turquoise flame breaching out from it. There were more torches lined up further down the hallway, but she could not get a good view of them by the rocky bars that held them inside their cage. Other than themselves and the mattress they fell on, their chamber contained a feeding trough filled with brittle hay and a copy of Starlight’s book that Twilight refused to acknowledge. “You know, for a prison, this isn’t much different from my cottage.”
“I wouldn’t call this an upgrade, darling,” Rarity said.
“I guess.” Twilight flapped out her wings with a huff. Then something struck her. She blushed as she calmly collapsed her wings, promising herself that she would remember them next time.
Applejack groaned. “How the hay did we fall for that?”
“Isn’t this where we want to be?” Pinkie’s voice echoed throughout the rocky chamber. “Though it’s just a hunch, I’d say we’re closer to where everypony was taken.”
“Is that you, Pinkie Pie?” A soft voice spoke from outside and around their cell.
Twilight perked up. “Fluttershy? Fluttershy is that you?” The four of them raced towards the bars of their cell.
“Twilight, is that really you?” Fluttershy said in coy shock. She sounded as if she was in a cell to their left.
“Oh Fluttershy,” Twilight said, “it’s so great to hear your voice again.”
“I’m… so happy to hear your voice too, Twilight.” Fluttershy lowered her voice. “Did they take you away too?”
“Actually, we were on our way to break everypony out of here.”
“And don’t you fret, Fluttershy,” Applejack said. “We’ll get you and everypony else out of here lickety split, ya hear?”
There was a slight pause before Fluttershy spoke. “I wouldn’t doubt you for a second.”
“Did I hear you say Fluttershy was down there?” Rainbow Dash called from above.
“Indeed, Rainbow,” Rarity called up to her. “We found her. Come down here and-”
“What the-”
The ground began shaking. A loud rumbling bounded through the hallways. The floor beneath them recoiled and swayed. Each of them was pulled towards one side as the walls of their cell shifted over. The chute above them slipped over the top cracks of their cell leaving a bare rocky ceiling in its wake. The rumbling stopped.
“What was that?” Pinkie said on her back.
“I don’t know,” Applejack said.
“It must be whenever somepony gets thrown down here,” Twilight said. “The cells shift over to make room for the next victims to be tossed in.” They all raised an eyebrow towards her. “I saw the design in one of my books.” She blushed.
“Hmph,” Rarity pouted. “Figures Starlight would put the most effort into her prison system.”
They heard a tumble above them that ended with a splat. “Oof.” Rainbow Dash fell into the cell to their right. “Where did everypony go?”
“We’re over here, Rainbow,” Applejack spoke through the bars. She turned back to the others. “So how are we gettin’ out of this mess again?”
“Wait!” Pinkie began to hyperventilate. “How are we going to get out of here?”
Twilight lit her horn up and popped onto the other side of the bars. Her five friends looked at her dumbfounded. She popped each of them outside of their cells—Pinkie Pie, then Rarity, then Applejack, then Fluttershy, then Rainbow Dash—which left her friends sitting there in the hallway, bewildered by how simple that was. The feeling quickly subsided as they embraced Fluttershy, each saying how much they had missed her. She was chilly and stiff, but their hug filled her with life. The warm joy of being reunited lifted their spirits. They had not realized how devoid of hope they were before that moment. As they hugged, that hope began to flow within them once again. Tears slid down their cheeks as the held each other tight.
“I was so afraid in there,” Fluttershy said, tightening her grip.
“We were afraid for you too, darling.” Rarity said, caressing her mane.
Applejack gave Twilight a slight nudge. “I’m glad these cutie marks aren’t stoppin’ you from doing your magic.”
“I’m glad Starlight didn’t count on my magic working.” Twilight nodded.
They were distracted by many familiar faces trying to peak out of their own cells towards the noise. Each pony was silent, unsure of what to think. They all were desperate for a sign of hope.
Twilight lit up her horn once more. “Let’s free these ponies.” She reared and sprint down the hallway, popping ponies out of their cells as she went. Ten, fifty, hundreds of ponies rejoiced as they embraced each other on the other side with great joy and thankful tears. After teleporting so many ponies out of their cages, Twilight began slowing down to take a few deep breaths. She found Lyra downtrodden in a cell of her own. “Bon Bon’s been looking for you,” she said, a slight smirk on her face. Lyra slowly raised her head and gazed at Twilight with wide and hopeful eyes.
She popped Lyra out of her cell and was immediately hugged by her. “Oh thank you thank you thank you!” Lyra could not contain her gratitude. She then peered into Twilight’s eyes. “You have no idea how awful it’s been down here.”
“What’d they do to you?” Rainbow Dash said, following behind.
“It was terrible.” Lyra looked away. “They… they made us—” she gulped “—watch children’s programming.”
“The fiends,” Rainbow snapped.
“Though actually...” Lyra tapped her chin. “I kinda want to watch more of that show for some reason. What was it called again…”
“Mind getting us out of here?” In the cell over, Applebloom waved a hoof towards them. She was sitting patiently with Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo beside her. Their beating eyes made it clear they were anxious to get out. Twilight popped them out of their cell. Applejack, Rarity, and Rainbow Dash ran over and hugged them.
“Oh Applebloom,” Applejack said.
“It’s alright, AJ” Applebloom patted her sister’s back. “You don’t have to worry about us.”
Applejack chuckled. “You know that’s what us big sisters do.”
“Indeed, Sweetie Belle,” Rarity said. “Next time Ponyville is undergoing a hostile takeover, I’m keeping you by my side.”
“Thanks Rarity.” Sweetie Belle buried herself in her sister’s embrace.
“You ready to show Starlight what we’re made of, squirt?” Rainbow said.
Scootaloo fluttered her wings and nodded. “Oh yeah.”
“We’ll get our cutie marks back, right?” Applebloom stuck her tongue out at the equal sign on her flank.
“You bet your hindquarters we will.” Applejack adjusted her hat. “Come on. Let’s wrangle this crowd together and bring this stampede to Starlight.”
Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy were busy handing out containers of black grease to groups of ponies Twilight had freed. “Alright everypony, like mine.” Pinkie pointed at her equal sign cutie mark that had a curved line drawn beside it. “Draw those smiles nice and wide.” Someone interrupted her train of thought. “Maud!” Pinkie hugged her.
“I’m glad you’re well, Pinkie Pie,” Maud said bored. “I nearly lost hope in there.”
Pinkie tightened her embrace. “I’m so super glad you’re well too, Maud!”
Twilight wiped her brow. Jogging back and forth through the hallways, the only remaining cells she found were empty. “That should be everypony.” Hundreds of ponies filled the hallway around her; each communing and cheering with genuine delight. Energy flowed through the crowd as if they had just learned today was their birthday. Their commotion stopped when the sound of two chatting ponies echoed from further down the hall.
“A curved line could act like a symbol of separation, as if a border between ponies and Overseer Starlight’s harmony.”
“But both strokes of the equal sign are on the same side of the curved line. What would it be separating?”
“Well clearly—” the two guard ponies, Noteworthy and Raindrops, rounded the corner to discover hundreds of wide eyes staring back at them. They pondered as they stood in front of the crowd that had gathered in the hallway outside of their prison cells.
After some moments of silence, Raindrops shook her head. “Yeah, I’m done with this.”
“Me too.” Noteworthy agreed.
They undid their harnesses and joined the group.

Starlight Glimmer yawned as she lounged on Twilight Sparkle’s throne in the cutie map room of her castle. Inside of a wide glass bubble placed on top of the table in the center, she could see Twilight and her crowd of ponies celebrating in the underground. “Alright everypony,” Twilight’s voice called out. The crowd of ponies turned towards her. “Let's free our friends from Starlight's tyranny, and take back our town.” The crowd cheered.
“Pfft,” Starlight blew out her tongue, her arm hanging off the seat. “They’re quick to turn around.” She admired the crystalline sheen of Twilight’s castle. She hadn’t gotten around to redecorating the place yet; keeping everypony in check was busy work. Between monitoring the town for any wannabe rabble-rousers and ordering her guards to deal with the neighsayers, she only had time to paint equal signs over the cutie marks on top of the six main throne chairs. Though, maybe she wouldn’t have to redecorate. The castle had begun to grow on her. She always thought she deserved a throne of her own.
“Is everypony ready?” Twilight said from within her glass bubble. She lit her horn. “Three… two… one!” A purple pop and they had all disappeared.
Starlight lit her own horn and changed the image in the glass bubble to one on the surface where the plethora of ponies had appeared. Many of the townsfolk around them jumped back in shock. Gaping jaws replaced their smiles.
“Everypony listen to me,” Twilight’s voiced echoed throughout the town. “There’s no need to fear Starlight Glimmer. She may have taken our cutie marks away and she may threaten to take us away, but together there is nothing she can do to stop us. Together we can put an end to her tyranny. Together we will take back the town and our cutie marks.”
The town’s ponies began shifting with worry, uncertain of what to do. Many ponies began glancing over their shoulder towards the guard ponies intermingled among them. The guards too were baffled. They began to reconsider. For how blatant their presence was, nothing rose to defy them, nothing came to silence them, and nothing could come to stop them.
The townsfolk began stirring, growing excited by the opportunity to do something different; the chance to return to the town they once had and loved. Joyous commotion began to sing throughout the streets as they came together. A large thump hit the ground as a group of ponies carrying a statue of Starlight’s likeness decided they no longer had the needed to fulfill that demand. Even Starlight’s guard ponies, who could do little more than shrug, joined their friends in the assembly. Hope swelled throughout the town. For the first time in a week, their Ponyville felt alive once again.
“That’s enough,” Starlight said. The glass bubble went transparent. “I have everything I need. Big Mac, bring me my PA remote. These ponies need a public service announcement.”
Big Mac glowered at her from across the room. “Nnnope.”
Starlight gave him a tired glance. “Don’t tell me the princess is getting to you too?”
His expression remained stern.          
She sighed. “And here I thought you’d make the perfect guard pony. You know, the ones that don’t talk much. But alas, I suppose I just have to go get it myself.” She stood herself up with a groan and began walking through the castle.
Starlight hit her forehead as she tried to wrack her memory. “Where did I put that remote?” She peered down the hallways, scanned the dining room, shifted furniture in the bedroom and guestrooms, opened all the cabinets in the kitchen, and peeked briefly in the library. It was nowhere to be found.
She returned to the throne room. There was her remote, lying sideways on the floor by Twilight’s throne. “Oh there it is.” She trotted over and picked it up. “Isn’t it always in the last place you look,” she said with playful glee that soon turned into tiresome frustration.
Starlight shook the smile back on her face and turned the device on. “Good afternoon once again my obedient and equivalent subjects. It has come to your benevolent overseer’s attention that-”
The doors at the entrance shot open. The thundering of hundreds of hooves raced through the entry way. Starlight peeked over her shoulder to find dozens upon dozens of ponies, each glaring back at her with upset frowns across their faces. Leading them was Twilight Sparkle and her five friends.
“The jig is up, Starlight.” Rainbow Dash pointed.
“We ain’t gonna let you control us no more.” Applejack stomped her hoof down.
“Yeah.” Fluttershy put on the most intense pouting face she could muster. “We’re not afraid of you.”
Starlight chuckled to herself. “I’ll admit, I thought my magical force field would have kept you out longer. I suppose you’ve got me now.” She met their confused glances with a petite grin.
Twilight stepped forward. “We’re done playing games, Starlight. Where are our cutie marks?”
“Oh Twilight,” Starlight said, waving her hoof in a playful manner, “I thought you all enjoyed my games.”
“Maybe if your games were any fun we would,” Pinkie Pie snarled.
“Hey,” Rarity said, tilting her head, “why do you still have your cutie mark? I realize it was a sham before, but could you not even bother to fake it this time?”
Starlight brushed the star and streams cutie mark on her flank. “I’m quite fond of my cutie mark.” She took a few paces around the map room. “Why should I go through that whole façade again? I already tried the whole banded in unity thing before. That turned out great. Plus it’d hardly fool you six. I figured a more… direct approach would be appropriate this time.” She noticed the cutie marks they wore now had a line drawn beside them that made their equal signs look like the eyes of smiley faces. She examined them with delight. “Neat touch on your cutie marks by the way.” Her voice became more intense as she waved her hoof through the air. “Really throws their whole symbolic nature out the window, don’t it?”
“Told you,” Noteworthy said to Raindrops beside him.
“Pah,” Rarity spouted, “as if we need to listen to some hypocrite-narcissist who does as she pleases while imposing her rules onto everypony.”
“Hey,” Starlight snapped, “I am not a narcissist.” She put a hoof on her chest. “I am a gracious and benevolent beacon of hope for all of Equestria. Soon my radiance will shower upon the ponies of this decadent land and true harmony will be founded in my stead.” She shooed her hoof towards the crowd. “Now would you mind taking two Glimmer-sized steps back? I’m not comfortable with you standing that close.”
Twilight brushed her hoof along the floor. “You’d better tell us where our cutie marks are right now.”
“Or what? You’ll blast me with your harmony beams?” Starlight waved her hooves jeeringly. “Haven’t you done enough of that already? Why don’t you just step aside, Twilight. I need to have a word with the ponies behind you.”
Twilight stood her ground. “You think I would just stand by while you terrorize my friends? No.” She burst out her wings. “I will stand against anything that puts my friends in danger.”
Starlight leaned her cheek against her hoof, admiring how precious the moment was. “Then one question, Twilight: why don’t you do that?”
“Huh?”
“Why don’t you stand up for your friends against what really threatens them?”
Twilight shifted her eyes along the floor a moment. “Isn’t that what I’m doing right now?”
Starlight’s smile grew wide on her face. “What have you been doing this past week, Twilight?”
Twilight was confused. What did that have to do with anything? She thought back and remembered only the monotony of smiling each day, chatting with ponies about nothing of interest, and feeling hallow inside after each empty interaction. “Isn’t it obvious?” A slight burning sensation began to kindle inside of her. “I’ve pretended to be happy with everypony under your twisted version of harmony. All any of us did was prance around with false smiles on our face day after day.”
“Really?” Starlight stoked her chin. “That’s not how I remember it.”
“Enough!” Twilight grew furious. “Where are our cutie marks?”
“Oh stop fretting.” Starlight began pacing away from her. “Your cutie marks were never taken away from you. They were merely covered up.”
“You mean, we’ve had our cutie marks this whole time.” Twilight glanced at the smiley face on her flank. “That would explain why our talents are still with us.”
Starlight flipped around. “But that doesn’t explain how those were put on you, does it, Twilight?” A smirk crossed her face.
Twilight raised an eyebrow towards her. “No. I suppose it doesn’t.”
“I’ll ask again,” Starlight addressed the crowd, “does anypony here remember what happened this past week?”
Twilight looked across the crowd of ponies. Each of their heads hung low as if some heavy weight was holding them down. None of them met her glance. “What’s wrong?” Twilight asked. “We were all held down—together—under Starlight’s iron hoof. But not any-”
“My iron hoof?” Starlight placed a hoof on her chest in innocent shock. “That’s quite the accusation, Twilight.”
“What’s going on, Starlight?” Twilight glanced from her downtrodden friends to Starlight’s expression of sadistic pity. “What did you do to my friends?”
“You’re asking the wrong pony, Twilight. Are you this quick to forget your failures?”
“What is there to remember?” Twilight stomped her hooves down, a maelstrom began raging within her. “Besides a bunch of empty smiles and joyless prancing, nothing has happened this past week except for your oppression invading our town.”
“Come now, princess of friendship, there’s no need to start a fuss. Lucky for you, it seems your little ponies didn’t forget.”
“Forget what!”
Applejack took a deep breath and stepped forward. “Twilight… do you remember a week ago when you were headin’ to Canterlot about some issue Princess Celestia wanted to discuss with you?”
It sounded familiar, but Twilight couldn’t recall the specifics. “I remember Princess Celestia mentioning that there was some strife happening in Canterlot that she wanted me to look into. But didn’t…” Twilight couldn’t remember anything past that point. What specifically she was summoned for or what became of Celestia's request remained blank to her.
“You came back on the train the next day,” Rarity continued. “You looked rather down when you departed the station.”
“Yeah.” Pinkie jumped in. “But when I asked you how it went, you pushed me away and never answered.”
Fluttershy looked away, clamping her mouth with a slight whimper.
Rainbow Dash put a hoof on her shoulder. “And when Fluttershy asked you if something was wrong, you yelled at her to go away and locked yourself in your castle.” Fluttershy shut her eyes and nodded.
Twilight took a step back. Her friends were sincere. “How could I have done that? I… I would never scold Fluttershy.”
“Let them finish, Twilight.” Starlight said, breathing in the moment.
Her friends hid their faces, downtrodden and sorry. Applejack met her gaze. “That was six days ago. Ever since then, you stopped actin’ like your usual self. You got persnickety and frustrated from little things that never bothered you before. Like whenever Pinkie told a joke and we’d laugh, you’d get upset by it. It seemed like you were angry at our… our…” Applejack winced, not wanting to admit what she couldn’t fight against any longer. “Angry at our friendship.”
Fear seeped into Twilight’s heart. She didn’t want to listen any longer. She wanted to deny it all. Scream that none of it was true. That it was all a lie. But she could not stop herself from heeding every word they said.
Applejacks eyes were locked on the floor. “It seemed like any moment we shared as friends, it made you upset and cynical-like.”
“Yeah,” Pinkie said making grandiose hoof motions as she spoke. “You started shouting how none of it really matters and that it was all a lie and stuff.” She tried to laugh as if it was a joke, but couldn’t follow through with it. “It was kinda scary.”
Twilight could hear her voice shouting it’s all a lie in the distance. She mimicked the words with her mouth, trembling at how familiar they felt.
Rainbow Dash grimaced. “You were furious the next day when you came out of your castle. We were worried something happened to you. But…” she hesitated. “But then you started blasting everypony in town with your magic, which gave us these.” Rainbow produced her flank with the equal sign on it. The smiley face stared cruelly into Twilight.
“That can’t be true,” Twilight said. “I would never do that to any of you. We’re friends, I could never…” Her words petered out as her gaze latched onto Starlight’s glass bubble. In it she saw herself raging through Ponyville. Terrified ponies were fleeing in any direction they could. Rays of purple were shot in all directions, flashing across her eyes, draining the spark from any pony they crossed. She stomped through the town, many ponies exhausted on the ground beneath her, their cutie marks replaced with grey equal signs.
Rarity continued. “Next thing I could remember, Starlight’s voice was welcoming us to a bright and sunny morning. We were so worried that Starlight might have done something to you. But… erm…”
Rainbow Dash picked it up from there. “The next day, we searched the town to find you, but you were not happy to see us. You started accusing us of disrupting the harmony that Starlight had blessed us with and crazy stuff like that. We tried to snap you out of it, but...” She hung her head. “That’s when you took Fluttershy away from us; as a warning.”
“We’d just about lost hope then.” Applejack shook her head. “We just started actin’ like everypony else in town: smiling and obeying. Anything to keep those guard ponies off our tails. Without you, without the Twilight we knew, none of us dared to speak out.”
Twilight’s was affixed on Starlight’s glass bubble. She saw herself marching through Ponyville, proud and satisfied. Terrified ponies greeted her with massive nervous smiles as she passed. Each widening their grins whenever she approached them. The glass bubble changed scenes to her taking a pleading Lyra into town hall, then to her approaching Octavia who was trembling in the corner between two cottages. Twilight could not bear to keep looking, but she could not stop herself. Inside she saw herself dragging a poor and confused Fluttershy away from the rest of her friends. Something lurched inside her. Following that, a smiling Applejack watched as she tore fearing Applebloom away from her grasp. Twilight's face fell towards the floor.
“You were my best guard pony,” Starlight said with pride. “So much so, I had everypony in the Peace Force wear purple vests to commemorate your service.”
“But how could I…” Twilight slumped down, her breathing jagged. The glass bubble showed her standing tall over the Ponyville. “How could I have done this?” Tears began filling her eyes. She felt a dark weight inside pulling her down. You caused this. You caused this to everypony you love. She wanted to scream. None of it’s true! None of it! It’s all a lie! But shame swelled up inside her holding her in place.
“You see, Twilight,” Starlight approached her. “We’re all equal here; except for you, and for me. Someday you and all the ponies here will appreciate that fact.” Starlight turned towards the crowd. “Cause I ask you, would you rather have Twilight take my place? Or will you accept that you need me to guide you towards true harmony?”
“Simmer down, Starlight,” Applejack said. “I ain’t finished talkin’.”
Starlight looked towards her displeased. She rolled her eyes and waved the back her hoof.
Applejack knelt down towards Twilight, a petite smile on her face. “Do you remember yesterday? When you came up to me? You were talking and acting like any of us were that day. You were acting like your usual self then—as far as anypony could act under Starlight’s hooves. You were cautious around the guard ponies and talkin’ gob through your smile. I told you about Fluttershy, and Mayor Mare and about the barn shining, remember? And then you wrote those notes to us all about meeting together at the farmhouse. We were nervous what you might be like when you showed up. But when you started talking of your plans to put an end to Starlight’s reign, well…” Applejack began to tear up. “It felt like we had our friend back again. We were worried you might never come back to us, Twilight.” Applejack removed her hat and placed it to her chest. “I… we didn’t know how to tell you what had been happening. We worried something took over our friend and… we were afraid to say so. I know it wasn't right for us to hide what you did from you, but I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive us. And I hope you know in your heart, that we forgive you, Twilight.”
“Charming,” Starlight said dully, “but she chose to take this path. It's a pity that you are all so unwilling to accept the joy Twilight bestowed upon you. But I assure you, if I didn’t rein her in, you’d be in a much worse place.”
“She didn’t do any of this on purpose.” Fluttershy stood tall on her hooves. “I know Twilight—we all know Twilight—and she would never mean to cause her friends harm.”
“You’re one to talk.” Starlight smirked. “But you’re welcome to keep thinking that way. After all, I did nothing that led Twilight to do this. I was merely invited in after the fact once her eyes fully opened to the truth.”
“What truth?” Rainbow Dash snarled. “That everypony should be miserable for your glory?”
“That this course is inevitable,” Starlight snapped. “If not today, then someday Twilight will demonstrate her power over you, over all of you. You saw how easily she freed you from the prison she built. Who’s to say she won’t use that talent to throw you in one someday? She’ll have all you bowing and kissing her hooves before you know it. And once she does, you’ll reminisce about how good you had it while I was in charge. You’ll all come begging back to me before you know it. And when that happens, I’ll consider your pleas. But until that time comes, I hope you enjoy measuring out Sparkles.”
“Ya’ll know what, Starlight. There’s something about all this you just don’t get.” Applejack stood herself up. “It ain’t gonna be like that. We know who our friend is.”
“Yeah.” Pinkie sprang up. “Twilight’s never wanted her friends to bow to her.”
“She’s never wanted to outshine anypony.” Rainbow Dash put a hoof on her chest. “I do enough of that for the two of us. But just because you want everypony bowing to you doesn’t mean she wants the same thing.”
Rarity walked up beside her friends. “And if you’re going to accuse our friend in this way—not to mention enslaving us all and asking us to be happy about it—then you are not welcome here in our town.”
“Here here,” Mayor Mare called from the audience.
Starlight glared at them. “Do I need to remind you that it was Twilight who put those cutie marks on you?”
Raindrops flew up from the crowd waving a copy of her book. “Do we need to remind you that these are your symbol?”
Starlight and the crowd began arguing back and forth, shouting over one another. Twilight still laid on the floor between them barely able to fathom herself. One thing didn’t make sense to her. Where did Starlight come into all of this?
“Go ahead and believe that.” Starlight shouted over the crowd. “And run me out of town while you’re at it. I got what I was looking for. Once you’ve all been indoctrinated into her harmony, you’ll come back to me begging Starlight, Starlight. Please take Twilight away from us. We were wrong.”
Applejack shook her head. “As I said, you just don’t get it.”
“What don’t I get?” Starlight hammered her hoof onto the floor. “That you’re giving Twilight a free pass for her actions because she’s your friend?”
“No.” Fluttershy stated. “We know full well what Twilight did. But we are always willing to forgive her for any wrongdoings she is sorry for.”
The answer struck Twilight. “Wait everypony.” She sprung up and held a hoof towards the restless crowd. They quieted down, but were still shifting with impatience. Twilight turned towards Starlight. “A week ago… we met in Canterlot, didn’t we.”
“Coming to your senses?” Starlight asked in a maliciously playful tone.
Twilight was struck with realization. After receiving a summons from Princess Celestia and on her way to meet her in Canterlot, she had noticed a crowd of ponies arguing with each other in one of the Canterlot’s grand gardens. She had gone over there to see what the commotion was about. Starlight Glimmer was there on a makeshift stage reciting some equality doctrine of hers towards any onlookers who passed by. That’s what was causing the strife Celestia had summoned her for. The specifics hadn’t come back to her yet, but somehow she managed to quell the crowd and... Twilight was struck once more and looked towards Starlight.
“I tried to befriend you.”
Everyone in the room was shocked. Even Twilight struggled to believe it herself.
“That’s right,” Twilight said. Her eyes grew wide as it all became clear. “I wanted to know what you were doing there, but you pushed me away. You told me how you had nothing now because of what I had done.” She recalled Starlight shouting her frustrations at her, ranting on and on about how everything was perfect until Twilight had dismantled her town.
Starlight’s face flushed.
“But I wanted to talk with you anyway. You agreed to lunch—albeit, begrudgingly.” Twilight could remember how awkward it was. Starlight would cause a racket whenever somepony else spoke to her. “I wanted to show you how happy everypony could be with their talents and how happy you could be sharing yourself with them.” Twilight nodded to herself, her spirit flowing through her once more. “I walked you around Canterlot, didn’t I? I showed you the sights, we did some pony-watching in the park. I remember when that filly asked you to toss her flying disc back. You tossed that away from her, but had it curve in such a way that it landed right back into her mouth. I couldn't figure out how you did that.”
Starlight looked away.
“Then I asked you if there was anything you wanted to do and you asked me if I could show you some of my magic, so…” Twilight paused and blushed. “Oh. That explains where you learned force fields.” She stuck her tongue out. “And was that my purple on the Starlips?”
Starlight raised an agitated eyebrow at her.
“I’ll admit, I should have waited before showing you those spells.”
“Woah woah,” Rainbow said, “Backup. You tried befriending Starlight? After what she nearly did?”
“Yes,” Twilight said. “I wanted to show her how happy everypony was with their talents. That harmony didn’t come from us being equal, but rather from us bonding in the joys of our differences.”
“But conflict and strife happens because of those differences,” Starlight said.
“Sometimes,” Twilight said, “but it’s worth working through. Our differences allow us to help each other with what we can’t do on our own. And just because we’re different doesn’t mean we’re not equally important.”
Starlight looked away, a scowl on her face.
“But what happened up there?” Applejack asked. “What led to all of this happening?”
Twilight’s excitement turned towards a frown, her glance slipping towards the floor. “Right. We butted heads a lot in Canterlot. I thought we were making progress, but we began growing furious with each other.” She remembered how every moment they seemed to get along, the next moment they would get mad and upset at the other. “I tried to do all I could think of, but you ran away before I could say anything more. I was so riled up that I was glad you ran away. I wouldn't have to deal with you anymore. I gave up on you." Twilight let out a heavy sigh. "Later, I… I felt terrible. I felt that I had failed in my duty as the princess of friendship.” She hung her head. “I felt like I had failed you, Starlight.”
“Even the princess of friendship must have to make an exception every now and then,” Rarity said.
“Please,” Starlight snorted. “You just wanted to turn me into one of your subservient friends.”
“I wanted to help you, Starlight.” Twilight let out a huff. “I was upset… with myself. I was angry and worried that I may have ruined the only chance I would have to show you the joy of friendship. I struggled to handle my failure, especially without my friends there with me.” Twilight lifted her gaze towards Starlight. “And you took advantage of my grief, didn't you.”
“Of course I did,” Starlight said. “What do you think I built my town from, friendship? I find those who are wrought with grief to be… quite susceptible to accepting the truth.” She lit her horn. “I know my own magic too you know.”
“You made me do this. You made me hurt my friends.”
“I didn’t create your emotions, Twilight. The hurt burned inside you as it did me. I just added a little touch of my influence to push you over edge. You did what you wanted to do, I just allowed you to express it. Amazing what some blind emotions can do once you give them a direction to go.”
“But why?”  Twilight said. “Why make me do this?”
“Why?” Starlight stomped her hooves down. “Because your harmony, your talents, your friendship, it’s a lie. All of it! It’s all a lie!”
It’s all a lie screamed through Twilight’s head. “Is that what it feels like, Starlight? That it’s all a lie?”
“Of course that’s what it feels like. That’s what it is! I let you loose from my spell so you could see that yourself. It’s all a lie! And someday you’ll learn that what I offer is true. What I offer is pure! Someday you’ll all understand that your lives are better with me on top.”
Applejack sidled beside Twilight. “Remind me why you tried to befriend her again?”
Twilight turned towards her and the crowd. “For the same reason you’re allowing me to be your friend now.” She turned back towards Starlight. “I forgive you, Starlight. For what you’ve done to us, to me, in the past and now, I forgive you."
Starlight looked away from her. Her muscles grew tense, refusing to budge one bit as Twilight spoke.
Twilight continued. “I know we have had many disputes, but I am willing to put those aside so that we can begin anew. If you'll accept it, I offer you my forgiveness in the hopes that you too may experience the joy that friendship has brought into my life. It doesn't have to be this way Starlight, and if you'll give me another chance, I'd like to show you what friendship and harmony can be."
Starlight’s horn shined brilliantly sharp, a miserable scowl across her face. She let out a scream and charged the crowd. The herd split apart to avoid her rampage. She ran passed them and sprinted out of the castle, the door slamming shut behind her.
Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “Well there she goes again.”
Rarity shook her head. “It would appear Starlight the Gracious can’t even accept something graciously given to her.”
“I feel bad for her,” Fluttershy said. “She’s trapped in what she thinks is best for everypony, but she can’t see how much it hurts them and herself.”
“Still,” Twilight said,” it’s her choice to accept my forgiveness or not.”
“Our forgiveness,” Applejack said wrapping her arm around Twilight. “Though, I’d appreciate a few apologies from her first.” She winked. “Glad to have you back, Twilight.”
“I’m glad to have all of you back too. I’m sorry for-”
“Tut-tut-tut,” Rarity interrupted. “Now Twilight, we know you. And I hope you know that we are always willing to forgive you—even though Starlight seemed most at fault here.”
“But I let my emotions get the better of me. I wanted to lash out. For a moment there, I too believed friendship was all a lie. Starlight wouldn’t have been able to influence me if I could have moved past my failure.”
Pinkie Pie hopped up. “Well in that case, we forgive you, Twilight.” She wrapped her arms around her.
Twilight’s eyes began to water, an honest smile on her face. “Thank you. Thank you all.” The six friends hugged one another, holding each other tight as joy filled their hearts.
“Pardon me,” Applebloom said from inside the crowd. “I don’t mean to interrupt things, but how were we supposed to get our cutie marks back?” The group of ponies looked at the equal signs on their flanks. Suddenly the question they all had but none of them could put the hoof on was realized. They turned towards Twilight for an answer.
Twilight tapped her chin. “Well, if I was the one who put them on you, then surely…” she flew into the air and lit her horn creating a calming lavender glow over the crowd. One by one, each pony's equal sign flew off their flanks and vanished; their own unique cutie mark appearing in its place. The crowd ignited with energy and cheers. Some ponies hugged, others danced, and some were staving off thankful tears. Many had awkward faces, wanting to smile, but their cheeks were too sore to allow it. One thing was clear though: there was celebration in Twilight’s castle.
“I’m going to water my tulips!” Bon Bon shouted.
“I’m going to perform a ballad!” Octavia cried.
“I’m going to study philosophical debate!” Noteworthy yelled.
“I’m going to watch that show!” Lyra said with jubilation. Bon Bon stared at her.
“I’m not going to study philosophical debate!” Raindrops screamed.
“Eeyup.” Big Mac smiled.
“And I’m not going to build a house!” Sweetie Belle cheered.
“Woohoo!” Pinkie shouted as she did a jig. “Aww yeah-” she was interrupted as she looked at her cutie mark. The three balloons had a black curved line beside them. She giggled. “Oh yeah, gotta wash that off.” She turned her attention to the group of celebrating ponies. “Alright everypony. The town may be in need of a massive cleanup, but there’s one thing that we need to do first.” She reached into her tail and pulled out a decorated pink ball with a fuse coming out of it. “Let’s party!” She threw the party bomb into the air. Streamers, confetti, and kazoo noises burst out in spectacular fashion. The room filled with cakes and pastries, music began pumping through the hallways, and the remainder of the party bomb formed a disco ball that hung itself to the roots above them. Each pony began swaying and stretching in whichever way was best for them.
In the joy of the moment, Twilight wondered if Starlight might get to experience this someday. Each pony here, as themselves, laughing, dancing, celebrating. Maybe someday. She shook her head at the thought. Maybe someday.
But something still troubled her. It was a quiet but brooding fear that occupied her thoughts. Could Starlight be right? Would she become the tyrant Starlight claimed she would? Demanding the town, her friends, to bow to her and subject to her whim?”
No. That won’t happen. That can’t happen. Twilight looked at her friends dancing together, each wearing a genuine smile across their face. Because I have them: my friends.
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