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		Description

Whether time heals all wounds or simply exacerbates them remains to be seen.  When Twilight outlives her friends and loved ones (even the ones she thought were immortal) she has a crisis of faith.  Can she still be called the Princess of Friendship if she has no friends to speak of?
While coaching her grandniece and nephew to inherit Equestria's throne, Twilight will converse with an unusual constellation, partake in some good ol' fashioned suicidal ideation, and steal powerful curses as she searches for purpose.  In travelling to faraway lands and meeting strange and fascinating creatures, Twilight might just learn the most important lesson of all; how to love herself again.
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		The Alicorn that Time Ignored



They say time heals all wounds.  They also say time rots everything.  The people who made up the quotes regarding time were probably just glad they didn't have to live for thousands of years to witness all of time's beautiful and terrible capabilities.  Is it not the inherently-limited nature of these mortal coils that makes existence all the more precious?  While it's true nopony must live forever, that hasn't stopped a handful from being forced to come dangerously close to doing just that.  Today marks the one hundredth anniversary of Twilight Sparkle’s indoctrination into the exclusive club of ponies who cheat death against their wills.
“Twilight,” Spike said as he entered the royal throne room, “everypony's outside, and they w- OH MY GOSH"  Twilight was laying on top of the now-useless Cutie Map, drunker than a skunk (which are apparently known for their rampant alcohol consumption).  "Sweet Celestia, Twilight.  I miss our friends as much as you do, but debasing yourself is no way to honor their memory!"
"That's easy fer you ta say, Spike..."  Twilight knocked several empty bottles of booze off the map.  "ALL dragons live fer-fuckin'-ever!  Yer girlfriends Ember and Smolder are still alive.  Yer ex-boyfriend Garble's still alive 'n kickin'!"  She belched loudly.
"Okay, that was just uncalled for."  Spike leaned against the doorframe and pinched the bridge of his snout between his forefinger and thumb.  "Look, I know coping has been rough for you.  It's been rough on me too.  Not a moment goes by where I don't miss all our friends."  Twilight rolled over and sneered at him.  "But the ponies outside want you to give a speech for the anniversary of your coronation.  Although in this state, I'm not really sure you should."
"FINE!  'f those assholes want a speech, I'll give them the realest speech they've ever heard..."  Twilight teleported a bucket of water which she dumped over her own head to sober up a little.  She then conveniently stored the empty bucket on Spike's head, and went out on the veranda.
"Ponies of Ponyville, I am Princess Twilight Sparkle, of Friendship.  Wait, that makes it sound like I'm the princess of a kingdom called "Friendship."  Anyway you all know who I am, you know today's the 100th anniversary of my coronation.  So what better way to celebrate than to have a little chit chat about DEATH."  The ponies exchanged concerned glances with one another but applauded their hooves regardless.
"Friends.  HA!  I used to have those things.  Well guess what everypony, they're all dead now!"  Spike facepalmed.
"Oh brother, here we go again..."
"If you remember anything in this life fillies and gentlecolts, remember the words Memento Mori.  Death will take us all one day, from the littlest foal to the oldest mare.  Oh, but death is fickle about who goes, and when, and how.  For all we know everypony could die tomorrow to some new magical threat, or a disease, or some equally-terrible third thing!"  Suddenly, Twilight put a hoof to her mouth and looked around frantically.  Luckily, Spike had brought his iconic bucket out on the veranda with him.  She grabbed it and vomited violently into it, making sure to duck out of view of the crowd.  The crowd, who could very much still hear Twilight, shared looks of disgust with one another.  Twilight popped back up over the edge and wiped her mouth with her foreleg.
"I guess the point I'm trying to make here everypony, is that you should enjoy the time you have with your loved ones while you can, because nopony knows how long they have left.  Happy 100th anniversary to me.  Alright, goodbye."  Twilight hurriedly went back inside the castle with Spike following close behind.  The ponies sat for a bit in disbelief before getting up and going about their business.  Most of them felt at least twenty-percent more bummed out than when they'd arrived.  Back in the map room, Twilight began searching for more of her booze while Spike threw his now-sullied bucket into the fireplace.
"Well I guess the message of the speech was good advice in general.  Although you could've used a lot more tact and considerably less vomiting."  Twilight found an unopened bottle of wine and greedily snatched it up in her magic.
"Spike, I think I'm going to take my bottle of hooch for a walk.  Don't wait up for me."  She trotted over and planted a kiss on his forehead, used her magic to open a window, then flew out of the castle.  Spike stared at the open window, dumbfounded.
"Sheesh, and I thought my coping methods were unsavory," he said, holding up a jar containing a Rarity figurine.


It could be said that flying and using magic at once was a bit like patting one's head and rubbing one's belly at the same time.  Of course, only a handful of ponies in the history of Equestria had ever needed to worry about it.  Twilight had gotten enough practice in her years to be fairly proficient at it.  She soared over Ponyville with her security wine and took another greedy drink.
"Hey Rainbow, you want a swi-" the empty sky beside her said nothing.  "Oh.  Right."  Twilight flew a bit higher, but all the speed and altitude in the world wouldn't help her outrun her own intrusive thoughts.  So she looked down absentmindedly.  
There was Sugarcube Corner, the outside as loud and gauche as it had always been.  Pound and Pumpkin Cake's children (not with each other, mind you) were now in charge of the bakery.  It seemed working with sweets ran in the family, though surprisingly obesity didn't.  Twilight sighed and sipped her booze.  She would've accepted the worst, most disgusting sin against baking Pinkie could think of and eaten it happily, if it meant getting to see her friend again. 
Passing over Sweet Apple Acres, Twilight noted no distinct differences to the farm, except for of course the Apple relative that owned it.  She suspected it was Big Mac and Sugar Belle's grandchild, as AJ and Rainbow hadn't ever adopted.  Applebloom had long ago moved to Hayseed Swamp to study alchemy and hoodoo, and her children scarcely visited.  Everypony's lives had grown and changed as generations passed, and yet here still Twilight remained.  She was the only constant in the equation of life.  And all the liquor in the world couldn't wash away the feeling of stagnation that lingered over her.  Twilight bristled at the thought, but then the thought of Applejack having literally bought the farm brought a tiny smile to her face.  She kept flying onward.
Carousel Boutique didn't sell clothing anymore, but as the premier location of Carousel Corporation it was kept open as a museum due to its status as a "site of historical significance."  After making it big in the fashion industry, Rarity sold her clothing empire and became a globe-trotting philanthropist.  Twilight had always assumed if any of her friends were to quit their jobs and become explorers it would've been Rainbow Dash.  Rarity never had any children, Twilight didn't blame her.  For all of Rarity's fairy tale romanticism, she never struck Twilight as the type to actually settle down.
Another sip of wine saw Twilight headed towards the Sweet Feather Sanctuary, which had since been transformed into a chaotic hellscape by Discord after it was left to him in Fluttershy's will.  When Twilight asked about the ramifications of removing gravity and turning the animals' fur plaid, he said the sanctuary was his "safespace" and that those were his "coping mechanisms."  When she asked about him turning the ground to mashed potatoes and the rivers to gravy, he claimed the animals "loved it," and that it was a "funny reference."  Discord also saw fit to turn Angel Bunny's grave into his personal toilet.  The only admittedly tasteful thing he did was place a cast iron statue of Fluttershy in the exact center, complete with magical chaotic flowers that never wilted.  By the time Twilight reached the sky over the Everfree Forest, her wine bottle was sufficiently empty.
"Everything I love dies..."  Twilight said melodramatically as she tossed the empty bottle into the canopy and made to land as her vision began to blur.  She touched down outside the ruins of the Castle of the Two Sisters right as her equilibrium started to betray her.  Ambling her way inside, she plopped herself down on the floor and looked up at the tapestries that had unfortunately decayed again, in spite of Rarity's handiwork.  The tattered visages of Celestia and Luna looked down at her with unfeeling eyes. 
"How do you two put up with it?  Watching everyone you love and care about die, I mean."  The patchwork princesses said nothing, unsurprisingly.  "Are your hearts so hard that you're just numb to the pain after all these years?"  Twilight's wanton drinking finally caught up with her, and her eyes started to close.  "Maybe I should take a page outta your guys' books..."

Twilight woke up groggily and terribly hungover at around midday the next day.  Wobbly knees battled with swimming head to allow her to stand.  She looked at the Princesses' tapestries again and felt embarrassed.
"Sorry you had to see that."  She made to begin flying home but only got a few feet off the ground, dry heaved into her hoof, and crashed face-first into the floor.  Additionally, her headache was much too egregious to even think about teleporting. "Guess I'm giving the ol' legs a workout."  And so Twilight began the long, boring walk home through the Everfree Forest.  Without any distractions, the familiar intrusive thoughts began to creep back in.  Whoever heard of a friendless Princess of Friendship?  I can't make friends with these ponies, the age gap is too big!  And why in Celestia's name are they called Grape Nuts?  Twilight made a mental note to ask Pinkie Pie about the last one, then mentally kicked herself and got sad again.  Twilight didn't know anypony who was as charmingly eclectic as Pinkie (aside from Cheese Sandwich, who was also dead).  Perhaps she would write a letter to their son Lil' Cheese, or as he was now known, Biggie Cheese.
Twilight eventually came upon Zecora's hut in a severely dilapidated state.  No one had purchased it after the reclusive medicine woman's death, and it had since been reclaimed by the forest.  Twilight got a sad look on her face, until she remembered how little she and Zecora actually spoke to one another and how Twilight would consider her an acquaintance at the very best.
"Eh..." Twilight shrugged her forelegs and continued walking.
Having been exposed to most conceivable horrors both natural and preternatural, the concept of weather not controlled by pegasi simply didn't seem that extraordinary to Twilight anymore.  Although she halfway expected that nopony except the youngest of foals was actually afraid of the Everfree Forest anymore, and hadn't been for a long time.  Twilight lamented that she was not traversing the forest in the nighttime, as the Everfree during the day was decidedly boring by comparison.   She morbidly thought that a stray cockatrice or a pack of timberwolves could send her to her friends in a jiffy, before wondering if she could locate that hydra again.  Twilight dispelled these thoughts when she realized that self-preservation would kick in at some point, and that there were much easier and altogether less painful ways to kill oneself.  Twilight continued walking.
It was evening before Twilight reached Fluttershy's cottage at the edge of town.  It was at once a familiar and an unfamiliar sight; Twilight wasn't used to the cottage having the giant legs of a hen, or it being alive in general for that matter.  And there just over the hill was Sweet Feather Sanctuary, in all its terrifying glory.  She found the culprit curled up under Fluttershy's statue, a glass of wine in his hand.  He perked up a bit when Twilight approached.
"Well, if it isn't one of my long-lived friends," Discord drank his glass and tossed the wine away.  It exploded somewhere across the river.  "You look like death warmed over."
"It's good to see you too Discord.  Mind if I sit for a bit?"  Discord scooted over and patted the mashed potatoes beside him.  Twilight politely but firmly declined, instead teleporting in a blanket she didn't particularly care about to sit on.  With a snap of Discord's fingers another glass of wine was in his hand.
"Can I interest you in a glass of Chevaux Blancs?  I stole it from Princess Luna."
"No, thank you.  I drank enough wine last night to bring down an ursa major."  Twilight stifled a burp with a hoof to her mouth.  "I'm still nursing my hangover."
"Some hair of the dog might help you feel better."  Suddenly Discord's wine glass was covered in brown fur.
"If I didn't want any before, I especially don't want any now."
"Suit yourself."  The fur disappeared from the glass and Discord sipped it until it more resembled a tumbler.  He put his (now thankfully mashed potato-free) paw around her.
"Hey, does it ever get any easier?"  Twilight asked as she leaned into Discord's noodly abdomen.
"What?"
"Watching folks you care about...pass away.  In your experience does it ever get any easier?"
"Funny you should ask, Twilight.  Most of my friends are ageless eldritch abominations.  Fluttershy was the first, oh shall we say "entropically-challenged" friend I ever made, and the rest of you followed suit."  Discord's paw subtly gripped Twilight just a little bit tighter.  "Believe me when I say I'm as new to this "saying goodbye" business as you are."  Twilight turned and wrapped her foreleg around Discord.
"I've been trying to take it one day at a time.  It's...difficult.  It's honestly the most difficult thing I've ever had to do.  More than any magic test, or social interaction, or even any deranged supervillain trying to take over Equestria."  Now it was Twilight's turn to give Discord a gentle squeeze.  "I've been appreciating the little victories, and smiling when I can.  I think it's what they'd want.  Especially Pinkie."  Discord chuckled and finished off his glass.
"I know something that might make you feel better."  Discord handed the solid wine to Twilight who grabbed it with her magic.  She looked at it for a moment before chucking it in the gravy pond like a live hand grenade.  The mischievous duo watched as the resulting blast blew gravy several meters in the air.
"You're right, that was pretty fun."  Twilight laughed and wiped a tear from her eye with a wingtip.  "Thanks Discord.  I can always count on you for some much-needed levity."  She stood up and gave Discord another hug, while teleporting the sullied blanket out of sight.
"Anytime, my dear."  They didn't visit each other often, but that only made the time they did spend together all the more meaningful.
"Well, I'd better be getting back to the castle now.  I ditched Spike a little over a day ago, and he's probably worried sick about me."
"Ah yes.  Tell Spikey-Wikey Discord says hello.  And could you please ask him if we're still on for O&O next Thursday?"
"Will do.  Take care of yourself old friend."  Twilight spread her wings and started heading for her castle on the other side of town.  Discord made certain she was well out of his line of sight before pulling out a glass jar with a Fluttershy figurine inside.
"Now then, where were we?"

Twilight got about halfway to the castle before remembering she no longer had a headache and could teleport freely.  This resulted in her appearing inside the castle's throne room and bellyflopping onto the Cutie Map (another problem only faced by Equestria's precious few alicorns).  Spike ran in upon hearing the commotion.
"Twilight, you've been gone for twenty-nine hours!  Where on earth did you go?"  Twilight awkwardly scrambled off the table and dusted herself off.
"Well Spike, I did some reminiscing in the skies above Ponyville then crashlanded in the Everfree Forest.  I spent the night in the Castle of the Two Sisters, and nursed a hangover all the way back to town.  Then I hung out with Discord for a bit.  Oh by the way, he wants to know if you're still doing O&O next Thursday."
"We are.  I'll be sure to send him an e-mail." (enchanted-mail for the uninitiated)  "Well, it sounds like you went on quite the adventure Twilight.  I'm just glad you're home safe and sound," and then under his breath "and that the cops didn't get you for flying under the influence."
"I'm glad to be home too, Spike.  I did a lot of thinking yesterday and today, and I'm feeling a little better about..." she motioned to the empty thrones with a hoof.  "...you know who."
"That's a relief."  Spike glanced down at his claws, then suddenly wrapped Twilight up in a big dragon-hug.  "I know I was kinda hard on you yesterday, and I'm sorry.  But you're like my big sister, or my mom or something.  I just don't wanna watch you drown your sorrows in booze all the time.  If you ever wanna talk about anything you can always count on me to listen, or be your shoulder to cry on."  Twilight returned the embrace.  "I miss all our friends just as much as you do, so we need to be strong for one another."  Spike loosened his grip on Twilight and looked her in the eye.  "I guess what I'm trying to say is, you've still got folks that care about you.  We both do."  
"I appreciate it Spike.  Speaking with Discord today made me glad to still have friends like him and you, who are just as long-lived as I am.  And I can only assume my alicorn physiology gives me enhanced immunity to alcohol poisoning.  If it's one of my superpowers Celestia certainly never told me."  The two shared a laugh at that.
"C'mon, I'll treat you to dinner.  I haven't eaten any actual food in two days."
"Now that's a good idea, Twi."
And so began the first significant period of respite for Princess Twilight Sparkle.  She was able to get by pretty well with her support group of fellow creatures forced to cheat death along side her.  But grief is a fickle mistress, as she would come to find out.  It has a nasty habit of sneaking up on you when you least expect it.  And so as Twilight would get caught up in the throes of mourning, time, the great mender, the great ruiner, kept marching on without her.
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		The Alicorn With Too Much Spare Time



"Spike can you take a note, please?"
"I'll do my best Twi, but no promises."  Spike's dragon claws were now almost too big to hold the paper and quill.  Several ripped pieces of parchment and many minutes of trying to grab the quill later, he managed to successfully get a piece on the table.
"Dear Princess Celestia, I have a few misgivings about still being the Princess of Friendship all these years later, what with having considerably less friends now.  With the Elements of Harmony now useless, I think a new candidate should be considered for my position."
"You're calling it quits, eh?" Spike thought about setting the quill down on the table, but then decided against it.  It took all of his dexterity not to tear this piece of parchment as well.
"Not necessarily.  But the alicorn princesses won't be around forever, Spike.  They'll have to be replaced someday.  I mean, I assume they will.  We could all be immortal for all I know."  Spike thought for a moment then shrugged his shoulders.  He didn't know the typical lifespan of dragons either.  He made a mental note to ask Dragon Lord Ember about it next time he visited the dragon lands.
"Moving right along, I feel it is in Equestria's best interests to crown a new princess more capable and less prone to bouts of depression than myself.  It would behoove you to seriously consider replacing me, for the good of the country."  She snickered to herself "Behoove, horse humor..."
"Anything else?"
"Yes actually.  At the end put 'Please confirm receipt of this email.' You and I both know how busy Celestia can get these days."  Spike finished scribbling on the parchment and finally set down the quill.  He decided to forego rolling the parchment up, instead opting to simply breathe on the letter on the table, sending it away in a flash of green fire.  "And now we play the waiting game."
A little while later Spike belched out a scroll with the royal seal.  He carefully caught it in his claw, before extending it to Twilight.
"I'll leave unfurling it up to you."  Twilight levitated the scroll over and opened it.  Curiously, it contained only a single line.
lol get twilight to do it 

"That's just lovely," Twilight said.  Suddenly Spike belched out another letter, again adorned with the royal seal.  Twilight read it to herself.
Dear Princess Twilight,
Please disregard that last letter, it was intended for somepony else.  I'm afraid I had a bit of a brainfart and sent it to you by mistake.  Regardless, I know how you must feel right now.  I didn't feel fit to rule Equestria by myself after Princess Luna's banishment either.  While our circumstances are not exactly the same, I know from experience that you might find what you're looking for through deep introspection.  You're a more capable Princess of Friendship than you realize, I promise.  If you ever need somepony to talk to, just send me a letter.  I'll reply as soon as my schedule allows.
Sincerely yours,
Princess Celestia
"What did she say?"
"Lol, get Twilight to do it."

Twilight gazed absent-mindedly out at the frozen tundra from the window of her train car.  She couldn't help but find her thoughts drifting to King Sombra of all ponies.  She thought of the two or three times they defeated him, of the time he was good for some reason, but most of all about his booby-trapped inner sanctum in the Crystal Castle.  With all the hindsight that came with having lived many full lifetimes, Twilight realized that being shunned by a trusted authority figure was no longer her greatest fear.  No, she felt being a friendless hasbeen with no prospects of her own more appropriately fit the bill.  She decided that this visit with her extended family would go one of two ways; either cheer her up or make her more depressed.
"Twilight, are you listening to me?"
"Sorry Spike, my mind was somewhere else.  What did you say?"
"I said I'm going to the dining car and asked if you wanted anything."  Purpose in my life.  My friends to come back from the dead.  A hug.
"Just get me a cucumber sandwich and a rosewater, please."
"Got it, be back in a jif."  He made to leave for the dining car, taking care to duck as his frame was almost too big to fit through the doors.  He got about halfway there, when he noticed the stairs leading to the observation deck.  He glanced over his shoulder in Twilight's general direction, then decided to treat himself to this detour.  The doors and now the cramped spiral staircase served as apt reminders that Spike wasn't getting any smaller.  In the open air of the observation deck he was able to feel less claustrophobic.  He made a mental note to himself that he should enjoy the luxury of indoors while he still had the chance.
Removing his backpack and carefully digging through it with his claws, Spike fished out a pair of oven mitts that Twilight had enchanted with a durability spell.  After putting them on he pulled out a pack of cigarettes and silently thanked Celestia for the observation deck's many windscreens.  Smirking at the irony of a dragon smoking cigarettes, he took one out and breathed fire on it, and stuck it between his lips.  Gazing out over the endless white expanse he couldn't help but think of all the times he and Rarity would smoke together and share the latest gossip they'd heard.  He sighed.  Spike felt incredibly grateful he and Rarity could become more candid with one another over the years, and was glad to have been there at the end.  And though he'd be lying if he claimed he didn't miss Rarity or any of his other friends, the comfort he took from having known them outweighed any sadness he might've felt about it.  So while he looked up at the aurora borealis lighting up the night sky, Spike released his negativity as a puff of cigarette smoke, and flicked his cigarette butt into the unending snow.  Once back inside, he gave a cursory glance back up the train and continued to the dining car.
"Twilight, Twilight, Twilight.  What am I going to do with you?"

The duo were greeted on the train platform by Cadance, who gave the best half-hearted smile she could muster.  She and Twilight did their "sunshine, sunshine, ladybugs awake" routine, which for them had all but taken the place of hoofshakes and hugs.  Twilight enjoyed it, if only because she failed to notice the emptiness behind Cadance's eyes.  Spike held his tongue the whole time.  If Twilight was prone to bouts of depression from time to time, then Cadance was a basket case.  And while Spike had tried to place himself in her horseshoes, and could admit that being the Princess of Love and losing the one pony you've chosen to love unconditionally would suck, he simply couldn't fathom Cadance losing herself in the sadness as she had.  After a walk that was too long for Spike's liking, they reached the Crystal Castle.  Flurry Heart was lounging on one of the many couches that decorated the foyer.
"I was beginning to think the Frozen North had disappeared again when I wasn't looking.  It's the only plausible explanation for why you haven't visited in so long, Auntie."  Twilight grinned.
"I've missed you too, Flurry."  They shared an extra-tight hug before Flurry flew over to Spike.
"Well if it isn't the Hero of the Crystal Empire.  You're even bigger and more muscley than the last time I saw you, Mr. Hero."  She playfully swatted him on the ass as he blushed profusely.
"F-Flurry, I uh..."  She burst out laughing.
'I'm just teasing you Uncle Spike!  Sheesh, lighten up a little!"  She didn't stop laughing as she flew around and hugged him from the front.  Cadance allowed herself a rare giggle.
"So Flurry, what have the twins been up to?"  Twilight asked in reference to Flurry's adult grandkids, Solar Storm and Midnight Requiem.
"Well Solar finally mastered his heat signature incantation and Midnight just published her thesis on nyctophilia."
"It's good to hear the twins are taking their studies so seriously."
"They are indeed.  In fact they've probably got their noses shoved into books as we speak, like they always do.  They're both massive eggheads like you Auntie.  No offense..."
"No, that's fair."  Twilight could definitely see how Flurry took after her Aunt Rainbow Dash.  It was honestly kind of refreshing.  Growing up, Flurry had always been exposed to politics of the royal and militaristic varieties, courtesy of her parents.  But she'd always had an adventurous spirit that Twilight had done everything in her power to foster.  In her opinion it had made Flurry more worldly as a result.
"Well, I'd better go round those two eggheads up for dinner.  Make yourselves at home!"  Flurry flew up to the castle's higher levels leaving Twilight and Spike alone with Cadance.
'She reminds me so much of her father."  Oh great, Spike thought.  Here we go again.  "I'm glad that even after a few hundred years, the world hasn't come crashing down on her.  I'm just afraid it will someday, Twilight.  It always does."
"I know sis,"  Twilight said.  "I miss Shining Armor just as much as you do.  But we both need to be strong, for Flurry's sake.  If only to delay that world crashing down just a little bit longer."
"I suppose you're right..."  And they continued to the dining hall wordlessly.
Once everypony was seated at the table (and the twins' snouts pried from their books by Flurry Heart) the first course of the meal was served.  Cadance gazed longingly at the other end of the table as she ate.  Flurry Heart spearheaded the conversation in order to combat her mother's silent wistfulness she was all too familiar with.
"So, you kids do anything interesting outdoors lately?" The two grown ponies exchanged looks with one another.
"Not especially."  Solar Storm said.
"Well, I walked to the library to get more books yesterday.  Does that count?"  Midnight asked hopefully.
"It does not."
"Then no, I didn't."  Flurry facehoofed.
"Twi, can ya back me up here?"  Twilight, whose mouth was full, looked at Flurry sheepishly before grabbing a napkin.
"I'm afraid your grandmother's right kids," she said.  "Far be it from me to ever discourage reading of any kind, but there are simply some things you can't learn in a book.  Celestia knows I had to learn that lesson the hard way when I was younger."
"I suppose I could invest in a few books on outd-"
"You do that, and I'll take a match to the entire library!"  Flurry Heart's gaze shot daggers at Solar Storm.  "I'll do it, too.  I'm an alicorn, that means I'm above the law!"
"It most certainly does not mean that!" Twilight said.  "And if you want to burn any books, you'll have to go through me to do it!"
"Whaddaya say, Uncle Spike?  Wanna help me go burn some books?"
"Spike, if you so much as singe a single page I'll kick you out of the castle forever!"
"I'm not getting involved in this," he said while poking at his gemstone salad.
"It's settled then," Flurry said.  "I'm just going to have to kidnap you two and force you outside with my damn bare hooves!"
"You can't kidnap us!" Midnight protested.  "What would mom and dad say about that?"
"Your parents would probably thank me for finally getting their bookish children outside for some fresh air!"  Spike was certain this argument would've come to blows if not for an unexpected intervention coming from the head of the table.  Everypony present stopped shouting and turned their heads to find Cadance laughing uncontrollably.  She'd shoved her plate aside to lay her head down, and was banging her hoof on the table.  To say the dinner attendees were surprised would be the understatement of the century.  After a few moments of her laughing stupor she lifted her head and wiped her eyes with a wingtip.
"I want you all to promise me not to change in the slightest.  That was hilarious..."  The dinner guests looked at one another as small smiles crept onto their faces.  "Kids, touching grass isn't going to kill you.  I promise.  And Flurry if you resort to burning books, then that makes you no better than the Neighzi's."  This earned a round of chuckles from everypony.  "Now let's enjoy this meal and forget about our troubles, eh?"  Everypony resumed eating, finding themselves in much better moods than when they began.  Even if it's only for a little bit.
Much later in the evening after some catching up (and more thinly-veiled threats to kidnap the twins from Flurry Heart) everypony retired to their rooms for the night.  Cadance's bed was too big for her; it hadn't been when she'd bought it.  She crossed the room to her personal shrine to Shining Armor and gazed at his portrait wistfully.
"Tonight was a good night, my love."  She ran a hoof along the edge of the painting.   "Flurry is as feisty as she ever was, and your great grandkids are content in their research.  I just wish you could've been here to see it."  She withdrew her hoof and turned away from the shrine.  "If I can admit something to you, darling, it's that I'm terrified.  I'm terrified this unforgiving world will take my loved ones' happiness and crush it.  And that I will be powerless to stop it."  Cadance didn't bother trying to stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks.  "This insidious world always finds a way to break even the most emotionally-resolute of ponies.  It's only a matter of time."  She wiped her face with a foreleg and turned to face Shining Armor's portrait again.  "Or maybe I'm just a bitter old mare whose heart is too big for her own good.  For their sake, I hope it's true."  Cadance blew out the candles on Shining Armor's shrine and climbed into her bed, embracing the unfeeling sheets.  "Good night, my dear."
Elsewhere in the castle, Twilight was pacing the length of her bedroom.  A detailed list obscured her vision, and she mumbled nonsense as she walked.  She ticked off one final box on her list and made to sit at a small writing desk opposite her bed.
"Flurry definitely displayed several amicable qualities tonight.  She's outgoing, passionate, and isn't afraid to be brutally honest with those she cares about.  I wonder how she'd feel about a job in politics..."  Despite what it may seem, Equestrian royal designations were mostly just formalities at this point in history.  Technically speaking, Twilight was the last princess to have her title qualified by what she was princess of.  Flurry Heart's son, Prince Snowblind, was known for his diplomatic work overseas and spent very little time in Equestria, and his two children couldn't really be considered the rulers of anything (unless you count reading books of course.)  
The fact of the matter was that ever since Cadance and Shining Armor reintroduced the alicorn gene to Equestrian blood, they'd simply run out of things to make this surplus of alicorns rulers of.  However, if Twilight were indeed to vacate her position as Princess of Friendship, it would create a power vacuum and be a big hassle for everypony involved.  Hence her dire need for a replacement.
"I highly suspect a verbal proposition would be rejected.  Flurry's never been the type to want to be tied down by responsibility."   Twilight folded her list, blew out the lone candle on her desk, and climbed into her bed.  "I think I'll pay a visit to the local library tomorrow."

As Twilight walked through the streets of the Crystal Empire, she couldn't help but notice the morning sun reflecting off the crystalline buildings.  She'd never paid it any mind before, but now she felt sorry for any photosensitive ponies living in town.  She was flanked on either side by Solar Storm and Midnight Requiem, who had only come with her because she was going to the library and they wanted to tag along.
"I wanna make a pit stop before we head to the library, okay you guys?"
"That's fine with us," said Midnight.  "You're the cruise director today, Twi.  We're just along for the ride."  Twilight navigated her way to a street vendor selling bouquets of flowers, and purchased two of them.  She then led the twins to the local cemetery where Starlight Glimmer and Sunburst were buried.
"Rest easy you two," Twilight inserted the flowers into the slots and smiled.  "I don't know where you guys are right now, or even if you are, but I hope you're both okay.  And Sunburst..." Her smile faded ever so slightly as she looked at his grave.  "I wish we'd gotten to know each other better.  You seemed like a  pretty nice guy."  The twins looked at each other but said nothing.
"Hey, you wanna know something crazy?"  Twilight aimed a hoof at Starlight's grave. "When I met this one, she was running a cult."  The twins faces lit up in unison.
"Shut up," Solar Storm said.  "A cult?"
"An honest-to-goodness cult.  Stealing ponies' cutie marks and everything."  The twins smiled incredulously at one another.  "She even tried to change the past to take over the future and rebuild Equestria in her image.  Came pretty damn close to doing it too."
"Well that's a fine how-do-you-do," Midnight said.
"And you know something?  She was one of the closest friends I ever had."
"How's that?"
"It's true Starlight made many egregious mistakes when I first got to know her.  But she owned up to them, and in time learned valuable lessons from them."  Twilight wrapped her wings around the twins.  "And my friendship with her taught me important things about myself as well."
"We'd read about your first student of friendship, but we had no idea she had such juicy dirty laundry!"
'Yeah, they tend to leave her tenure as a cult leader and megalomaniacal super villain out of the history books.  Water under the bridge and all that."  Twilight released the twins from her feathery embrace.  "It just goes to show the profundity of the magic of friendship.  Part of it is letting bygones be bygones." The three began walking back through the cemetery to the exit.  "I've dedicated my whole life to spreading the magic of friendship.  Along with the...elements," Twilight's smile vanished from her face as she kept walking.  "C'mon you two, let's head to the library."  Am I wrong for thinking Friendship deserves a better representative than a has-been like me? 

It was a bit too early in the day for the Crystal Empire Public Library to be teeming with ponies as it normally was, just the way Twilight liked it.  Call her old-fashioned, but Twilight still pined for the privacy of her Golden Oak Library that had been demolished many hundreds of years ago.  This library's early morning vacancy would have to suffice, as later it would become quite busy (the Crystal Empire hadn't been blessed with a Barnes & Neighbles yet).
While the twins went their separate ways, Twilight headed to the spell archive she had become intimately familiar with over the past several hundred years.  She made sure no one was looking, then flew up to the top shelf of a particularly tall bookcase and scooted some books aside, revealing a nameless, dusty tome whose bindings still miraculously held firm.  Rather than simply keeping the book for herself, Twilight opted to hide it within the library (her last overdue library book had caused her a mental breakdown).  Twilight had read the whole thing cover to cover, and was fairly certain most of the spells in the book would be considered magical barbarism by today's standards.  She carefully flipped through the pages until she found the spell she had in mind, then reread its entry to herself.
Praeceptum ex Cornu - "The Spell of Infernal Suggestion".  A latent mind control spell that remains dormant in the victim until invoked by the caster.  By uttering the preceding incantation, the spell will implant in the target until activated through use of a trigger phrase of the caster’s choosing.  Guaranteed to turn even the stupidest of earth ponies into a sleeper agent for the unicorn cause.

She neglected to reread the following paragraph that claimed earth ponies and pegasi were "inferior races that deserved to have the unicorns' superior will imposed upon them."  Instead she focused on the trigger phrase she'd jokingly chosen (Would you kindly?)  She felt like she'd heard it somewhere before, but she couldn't put her hoof on where.
Then she stopped for a moment and thought about what exactly she was doing (or intending to do).  If Flurry threatening to burn books made her no better than a Neighzi, then Twilight using mind control made her no better than any super villain from Spike's comics.  Unfortunately, reasoning tends to be lost on a mind wracked with anxiety.  Once again, Twilight's insecurity about being an unsuitable Princess of Friendship had gotten the better of her.  As Twilight massaged her temples, she failed to notice the figure looming over her.
"Finally dabbling in dark magicks, are we?"  Twilight looked up to see Discord standing there.  He was pushing a cart of books, and had on a gray wig done up in a bun, a white dress shirt, a black skirt with black leggings, and high heel shoes.  He even had on fake breasts.
"D-Discord!  What are you doing here," Twilight blushed.  "And what on earth are you wearing!?"
"Oh, have you not had the pleasure of seeing my "sexy older librarian" costume yet?"  He ripped open his dress shirt to reveal a black, lacy bra in addition to the fact that his breasts were undeniably real.  "I daresay I look rather fetching as a woman.  I just wish these sweater puppies didn't hurt my back so much.  Oh well..."  Twilight put a hoof to her muzzle and realized her nose was bleeding.
"WILL YOU STOP STRIPPING IN FRONT OF ME!?" she said in a very loud whisper.
"Oh, you're no fun anymore..." Discord snapped his fingers and his costume (all the components of it) disappeared.
"Now what are you doing here?"
"Well, I was taking a well-deserved break from doing nothing all day when my chaos-sense detected dark magic.  I simply had to discover its source, so I followed its scent and the trail led me here.  Let me just say you're absolutely the last pony I expected to find here."  Discord scooped up the book and held it sideways.  An extra flap came down from the side of the page.  "Ooh, this is a good one.  I have a copy of this sitting on my coffee table at home.  Of course, the copy I have is alive..."  Discord began skimming over the spell as his cheeks progressively grew redder with every sentence.  By the time he was finished he was a veritable draconequus-shaped tomato.
"Goodness, Twilight.  I had no idea you could be so...insidious."  He coiled his serpentine body around her and ran a claw up her cheek.  "Where was this side of you when I was busy mind-controlling all your friends?"
"It isn't like that and you know it, mister!"  Twilight said in a volume that would be considered impolite for a public library.  The sexy older librarian Discord appeared from around a bookshelf to shush her.  "The only reason I'm studying these texts in the first place is because Equestrian magic law is so conservative when it comes to free will."  Discord folded his arms and made the Jim face at a camera Twilight couldn't perceive.
"Right...which is why you're nosing through spells that were favorites of my ex-boyfriend Amygdala the Mind-Flayer."
"Oh sure, toss eldritch abominations into the mix and anything sounds bad.  Twilight sighed and laid her head down on the table.  "I mean it's not like I can just up and quit my job either.  Because Equestrian politics-"
"Yes yes, the power vacuums.  I already read that part."  Discord sat down on nothing next to Twilight and put a claw around her shoulder.  "Have you considered simply sitting down with Flurry Heart and having an honest-to-goodness conversation with her?"
"How did you know th-"
"I read that part too."  Twilight facehoofed.
"Look, you know Flurry Heart well enough.  As if she would ever give up a life of adventure for boring Princess of Friendship duties."
"Is there any reason it has to be her specifically?"
"Based on my extensivce research she far exceeds all the necessary qualifications.  That, and I get the feeling Snowblind is banking on the twins replacing Celestia and Luna when the time comes."
"Couldn't you just as easily hold Princess of Friendship tryouts?"
"Unfortunately it's not that simple.  Equestrian royalty have to be alicorns, without exception."
"Ugh, all this bureaucracy is giving me a headache."  Discord grabbed either side of his head in mock anguish.  "Remind me to systemically dismantle the Equestrian government."  Twilight giggled.
"Hey, don't start without me."  Discord got up from his seat that wasn't there and turned to face Twilight.
"Well Twilight, as much as I like the idea of you embracing dark magicks, you should know Amygdala had a somehow even-unfriendlier sounding name for the spell than "infernal suggestion."  He called it the rape spell."  A chill ran down Twilight's spine.  "And turning creatures into mindless zombie slaves was his favorite pastime.  Quite unbecoming for the Princess of Friendship, wouldn't you say?" Discord plucked a book off the shelf and turned to a random page.  "Well if you ever have any questions regarding dark magicks, don't hesitate to ask.  Toodles for now..."  His whole body was sucked into the book and the cover snapped shut behind him.
Twilight was left alone to quietly ponder the weight of her actions.  At once she got a vision of an incomprehensible eldritch horror turning a poor pony's brain into putty.  The vision shifted and suddenly Twilight was the abomination and the innocent pony was her own flesh-and-blood niece.  She felt instantly nauseous.
Closing the spellbook, she shakily flew it back up to its hiding spot on the top shelf.  And it was there in the emptier-than-usual library Princess Twilight Sparkle decided once and for all the issue of being the Princess of Friendship was her cross to bear, and hers alone.  She ambled back out into the library to find the twins.

Inside the Crystal Castle Twilight found herself once again pacing the length of her bedchamber, mentally preparing herself for what she knew had to come next.  She went over to the mirror as her horn lit up with a spell matrix.
"Praeceptum ex Cornu."  A glowing purple orb flew out of her horn and hovered briefly before embedding itself in her chest.  Twilight flinched and looked herself dead in the eyes.  "Would you kindly be the best Princess of Friendship you can be?"  Twilight grit her teeth as her body seized up.  Auto-casting was not unheard of in the magic community, but was usually reserved for spells of the less diabolical variety.  In the midst of her spasms, Twilight felt something like a light switch going off in her head.  She was overcome with an intense feeling of needing to accomplish what the spell specified.  That she wouldn't let anything or anypony stand in her way anymore.  Least of all herself.
By the time she stopped convulsing, Twilight's body was so exhausted she barely managed to drag herself into bed before swiftly falling asleep.  And as she slept she knew in her heart of hearts that doing the right thing for the wrong reason, is still doing the right thing.
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		The Alicorns that Time Remembered



EQUESTRIA MOURNS LOSS

OF BELOVED RULERS

ROYAL PONY SISTERS DIE OF NATURAL CAUSES

And so the one thing everypony knew was coming but never really expected to happen, happened.  The royal grave plots that had been reserved before most of Equestria's citizens were even alive were finally put to good use.  No expense was spared in erecting towering stone monuments of the Two Sisters.  Twilight noticed two adjacent plots which she was informed were for her and Cadance, when the time came.  
Twilight had a eulogy prepared on simple note cards, but after looking it over and deciding it was too rote and clinical, crumpled them up and stuffed them into the pocket of her dress.  After Cadance had finished saying some kind words about her adoptive aunts, Twilight cast a voice-amplification spell on herself, and stepped up to the podium to say her piece.
"Hullo everypony, I'm Twilight Sparkle the Princess of Friendship.  I uh, had a eulogy prepared earlier, but since this is so personal I really feel it should just come from the heart."  She crossed her forelegs on the podium and sighed.  "I'm having a hard time qualifying these feelings inside me right now.  Celestia and Luna, they meant the world to me, y'know?  And I know being an alicorn has like consequences and that sort of thing.  Longevity, y'know it's a blessing and a curse.  Being an alicorn means saying goodbye more than one might otherwise."  She paused to gather her thoughts.  "They went peacefully in the night...I guess there's worse ways to leave this world.  Their peaceful deaths don't soften the blow of them being gone, I'm afraid.  It still hurts quite a bit.  But at least they didn't suffer."  She ran a hoof through her mane.  "Sometimes I think about the simpler times of me just being a librarian who mailed a letter once a week.  Everything was so easy back then, everything still made sense.  I miss the simplicity of those days.  That might make me sound selfish, but I'd be lying if I said otherwise."  She made eye contact with a few ponies in the crowd and gauged their silent reactions to her candid speech.  "Anyway, I'm rambling at this point.  Celestia and Luna, I love you both more than words can say.  I'll miss being close with you, and we'll never have rulers quite like you.  Thank you."     
After Celestia and Luna were laid to rest beneath their stone likenesses, the reception began in the castle’s ballroom.  Only those closest to the royal pony sisters were granted access, as the sheer amount of ponies would not have fit.
Not only was all of Equestria saddened by the sudden loss of their rulers, they were also thrown into utter panic for fear that the sun and moon would stay affixed in the sky, as they had some two hundred years ago.  Much to everpony’s surprise, the sun and moon still circled the earth as they always had.  Everyone thought best not to question it, and returned to grieving.
Wanting to avoid the sea of crying ponies, Twilight made a hasty beeline for the passages that led to the higher parts of the castle.  She climbed and climbed, until she reached the highest veranda in Canterlot Castle.  Twilight gazed out at the clear night sky, the iridescent moon shining brightly overhead.  She wasn’t certain, but she could’ve sworn she saw a constellation of stars start dancing.  Right as this happened, a dark shadow loomed from behind her.  It was Discord.  Before she could react, she found herself held tightly in the clutches of the friendly draconequus.
“Oh, Twilight,” he said.  “This must be a very difficult time for you.”
“Discord, thank you but-” she struggled to say. “But put me down, please!” He released her to the cold marble of the balcony.
“Sorry,” he said, sheepishly.  “I’m doing my best to be comforting.  It’s just…” He paused.  “You’ve been their helping hand, their therapist, their viceroy, for more than two hundred years now.  I’ve known them for two thousand years, and I was nothing more than an adversary to them.”  He summoned a chair from hammerspace and sat down.  Twilight hadn’t noticed until just then, but there were tears in his eyes.
“Aww, Dicsord,” she said.  It was her turn to be comforting.  “It’s going to be okay.”  She offered him her hoof to hold onto.
“Thank you.”  He took her hoof, and promptly blew his nose into it.
“No, that’s not what I- okay…” She said, both surprised and disgusted.
“Oh, I suppose it’s just the whole, ‘you don’t appreciate what you have until you don’t have it anymore’ kind of thing.”  Now it was he who gazed longingly at the night sky.  “I remember all those centuries ago.  They were just two young fillies with the weight of the world on their shoulders.”  He now summoned a rose, whose petals he plucked slowly.  “I didn’t realize what I had, or what I could’ve had, until it was far too late.”  He rose, the flower and chair disappearing simultaneously.  “Doesn’t matter now, they’re in a better place.”
“Are they though?”  Twilight said, once again looking to the constellation from earlier.
“Hm, what was that?” Discord asked.
“O-Oh, nothing.  Just thinking out loud, really.”
“Ah, I see.”  He lunged forward, giving her a gentle hug.  “You know, Twilight.  We really must stop meeting like this.  Why is it always the funerals?”  With his talon he ripped open a portal leading back to Chaosville.  “Good luck with ‘you know what’!”  He stepped though the tear in space-time, and was gone.
With no more distractions, Twilight once again gazed at the night sky, pondering the nature of those dancing stars.  After a couple hours of solace, she retired to her chambers in the castle.

The next day, Twilight boarded the midday train back to Ponyville, all the while thinking about the deceased princesses.  Two hundred years ago, the princesses disappeared without a trace, leaving the sun and moon affixed in the sky at once.  The very nature of their incapacitation was peculiar to begin with, as they were both put in a sort of stasis by the plundervines.  Due to their unconsciousness, the night and day cleaved the sky in two.  Now, with the royal pony sisters seemingly dead, logically, that effect would be mirrored.  But such was not the case.
“What does it mean?”  She said to herself.  “I could’ve sworn I saw those stars moving last night.”  As she pondered this unusual situation, the train pulled into the station.  Twilight surmised that talking to Spike might help shed some light on this mystery.  Once off the train, she flew straight home.
Twilight found Spike outside the castle, his ever-increasing size a constant hindrance to him going indoors.
“Spike!”  She shouted.  “I’ve got some news!”
“Oh, hello Twilight.  Back already?”  Spike too, felt he should play the comforting role.  “Do you wanna talk about it?”
“What? No, listen!  Last night after the reception, I was out on a balcony, and I saw the strangest thing!  The stars began to move…”
“Hmm, you’re taking this rather well.”  Spike said dryly.  Twilight ignored him and continued talking, her speech never faltering once.
“…and that’s why I think they haven’t passed on.”
“Well,” Spike was thoroughly dumbfounded.  “That’s very strange indeed, Twilight.  But if the Princesses haven’t passed on, then where do you think they are?”
“I don’t know, that’s the thing!”  She said.  “But I’ve got a feeling those dancing stars were a part of it.  They may have been a sign, or a desperate warning, or even a cry for help.”
“This is certainly a head-scratcher, Twilight.  Maybe you should sleep on it.”
“Maybe I should,” she said.  “I just hope the princesses are okay.”  She stopped speaking of the matter, but didn’t stop thinking about it, until the sun set and the moon rose inexplicably once again.
That night Twilight had a nightmare, the first one she’d had in ages.  In it, the princesses were in a cage being sucked out into space.  Twilight was restrained, and watched helplessly while the princesses were defenestrated.  She awoke in a cold sweat.
“Luna…” she mumbled.  Not wanting to sleep anymore, she rolled out of bed and made her way to the veranda.  Twilight opened the doors and quietly crept outside.  She gazed again at the stars.
“Just give me a sign,” she said.  “Let me know you’re okay.”  As she finished speaking, the stars began to move again, this time forming a shape not unlike the Tantabus they had fought over two hundred years ago.
“SWEET TAPDANCING CELESTIA, WHAT IS THAT THING?!” Twilight yelled, before quickly putting her hoof to her mouth, sheepishly.  The sentient constellation made eye contact with her for a few moments before dissipating into the starry sky.
“Well that didn’t answer anything!” she shouted, somewhat frustrated.  She went back inside to further ponder what exactly she had just laid eyes on.  Twilight continued this for the rest of the night.

The next morning, a rather groggy Twilight shuffled over to her library door to rearrange her books, if only to calm her nerves.  As she was about to clean, she heard a telltale belch coming from outside.  Now wide awake, Twilight hurried outside to inspect.  Once there, she found Spike holding a single scroll in his claw.
“I-I just received this,” he said, flabbergasted.  “The only one ever to use this was Princess…Celestia.”  He handed the scroll to Twilight.  Shocked, she took it and began to read.
Dear Twilight, my most faithful student,
If you are reading this, I and my sister Luna, are dead.  We have shed our corporeal vessels and moved on to a higher plane of existence.  However, we are not at rest quite yet.  When we took the weighty burden of raising the sun and moon, we vowed to continue our duty until such a time when there were others powerful enough to take our place.  Until we are replaced, we shall patrol the eternal space and keep a watchful eye over the world.  I have the utmost faith in you, dearest Twilight.  Please, help us.
Forever yours,
Princess Celestia
Twilight reeled back as if struck with a truncheon.  Her eyes widened and her pupils dilated.  She had a look of pure shock on her face.
“Twilight!” Spike said.  “What is it?”  It took her a few moments to compose herself and even more to be able to speak.
“Oh nothing,” she replied.  “I just have to help the princesses get into Heaven.”
Spike was understandably confused and very surprised at this broad statement.  Twilight took a few moments to elaborate.  Once she finished, he spoke up.
“Twilight, that sounds like an insurmountable task.  Are you sure you’re up for it?”
“I have to be, Spike.  The princesses need me now more than ever.”  She looked to the north.  “Besides, I have a couple of candidates I feel would be perfect for the position.”

“I’m sorry, you want us to do what, now?”  Solar Storm asked incredulously.  Twilight, having learned of the horrible clause to the princesses’ reign, travelled to the Crystal Empire within a fortnight of the reception.  She planned to train Skyla’s grandchildren, Solar Storm and Midnight Requiem to raise the sun and moon, respectively.
“I know this sounds like an impossible task,” Twilight began.  “But I implore you to consider this.  The Princesses’ salvation is at stake.”
“Where would we even begin?” Midnight Requiem asked.  “How can we move celestial bodies, we are but two simple alicorns.”
“Celestia and Luna were two simple alicorns.”  Twilight retorted.  The alicorn siblings fell silent.  “Please…I just need you to trust me.  The alicorns looked at each other in silent conversation for a few moments, contemplating amongst themselves this weighty burden.
“I don’t know about this, Twilight,” Skyla interjected.  “Are you sure Celestia told you herself?”
“Yes!”  Twilight rebutted.  “I received a posthumous letter from Celestia herself.  I know this is going to sound crazy, but I’ve seen what they are now.  They’re a giant star deity that only I can see.  I wouldn’t have come to you two if I wasn’t serious about this.”
“Well as long as you’re sure of yourself,” Skyla said.  “Then I believe you.  Stormy, Middy, what do you think of it?”  
“Just give us a moment to talk about it.”  Solar Storm said.
“That’s perfectly fine.”  Twilight said, nonchalantly.  The two turned away from her and whispered quietly.  They have night and day motifs, I thought they’d be more into this.  After a couple minutes of deliberation, they answered.
“We’ll do it,” Midnight Requiem said.  “If it’s for the princesses, we’re up to the task.”
“Thank you,” Twilight said.  “This means a lot to me, and I know for certain it means the world to them.”
“Well, it’s fine by me.” Skyla said.  “As long as my grandchildren are content, then I am too.”  With that, it was settled.  Solar Storm and Midnight Requiem would become the new rulers of Equestria, and train with Twilight to learn the magic of moving the sun and moon.  Awhile later, they retired to bed, their training to begin the following morning.
Before Twilight went to sleep, she went to the balcony of her room, to once again stargaze.  She looked at the same spot as before, and sure enough, they appeared.  They stayed for only a moment, giving a single nod of approval before disappearing.  Twilight gave a weary smile, and went back to bed.

Shortly after breakfast, Twilight brought the siblings outside to begin their lesson.  She began with an informative, if lengthy, lecture about the undertaking.
“Now, I know you two have been studying the sun and moon, and spells having to do with them, somewhat?”
“Oh, why yes.”  Solar Storm responded.  “We’ve loved the night and day for as long as we can remember!  We just never thought we’d be the ones controlling them.”
“Indeed,” Midnight Requiem added.  “I suppose it’s got to do with our names and appearances.  Almost as if it’s our destiny, wouldn’t you say?”
“Oh, well…” Twilight said, suddenly flustered.  “I don’t know, um, sure?”  The alicorn siblings only stared with their judging eyes.  “Right, let’s continue.”
Twilight, being all too familiar with raw power, did her best to convey to the two what exactly raising the sun and moon was like.
“Now, I only had the princesses’ magic inside me for one day, but what I gathered was that this task requires the utmost focus.  I was unable to focus because this guy we knew betrayed us and a centaur destroyed my house, so raising the sun was incredibly hard for me.  Long story short, I had a lot on my plate.  Anyway, uh, it was only when I focused on one task, in this case it was defeating Lord Tirek, that I was able to channel the magic in a much more controllable fashion.  It took all my strength and willpower, but I was able to do it.”
“Hmm, I see…” said Solar Storm.  “So diligence is the key, then?”
“Precisely!”  Twilight said.  “Our first lesson is in tenacity.  We’ll begin with a question; this training may take decades, even centuries, are you sure you’re up for it?”
“Yes,” Midnight Requiem answered.  “I mean it’s not like we have a choice, now do we?”
“Good, lesson one complete.  Now, lesson two…”
“I have a question,” Midnight Requiem asked.  “What can you tell me about raising the moon?”  That caught Twilight off guard.  Fuck, did I even raise the moon that day?

“Uh, w-well I’m sure it’s similar to raising the sun.  Although, the moon is much closer to Earth and it is smaller than the sun, so perhaps a bit easier.”  Midnight Requiem nodded.  “I’ll get into that more when I talk about entering dreams.”  The young alicorn’s eyes lit up at the mention of entering dreams, as if intrigued.  Good, that’ll buy me some time.
Twilight continued teaching the alicorns to harness, and more importantly, control their magic.  She would travel to the Crystal Empire for weeks at a time, and her sessions would last for hours.  The alicorns seemed enthralled at the prospect of ruling a nation, and in time, controlling the sun and moon.  Decades passed, and as Twilight foretold, even centuries.  This pattern of teaching continued for five hundred years, until one day Twilight deemed the two ready.  She had successfully found replacements for the royal pony sisters, and her assimilation of Skyla was on the backburner for now.  But her damage control was far from over.

	
		The Alicorn that Longed to Forget



“Concentrate,” Twilight said.  Solar Storm and Midnight Requiem were busy fighting the fatigue that came with training at the first star of morning.  “Divert all your energy and willpower into the task at hoof.”  The alicorn siblings had been practicing for the past five centuries, honing their magic and attempting to raise the sun and moon with as little effort as possible.  After all this training, she was certain they were finally ready.
“Aunt Twily,” Solar Storm said, stifling a yawn.  “We’ve been practicing these same spells for five hundred years.  I think by now we’ve gotten the hang of it.”
“Oh, I know you do.” Twilight responded.  “And I have the utmost faith in you two.  It’s just if this fails…” she paused.  “Well, the night and day will become one and I have another panic attack.  I’ve seen this exact scenario happen once before and similar occurrences happen eight other times. It’s a real hassle, trust me.”
“Come now,” Midnight Requiem said coolly.  “We’re better than that, aren’t we brother?”
“Indeed, dear sister.  Now let’s show Equestria what the new royal siblings can really do!”
With that confident boast spindles of brilliant white magic unraveled from Midnight Requiem’s horn and the moon gently descended from its pedestal in the sky.  Contemporaneously, Solar Storm’s horn erupted with a magnificent golden aura.  Ever so slowly, the morning sun rose above the eastern horizon. After a few careful minutes intensive gravity spells and planetary manipulation the moon was completely lowered, and the sun risen.
As Twilight watched this glorious transition from night to day, she felt a curious sensation.  She couldn’t quite place her hoof on it at first, but as the strange feeling began to fester inside her she had a moment of clarity.  It was she who had trained the alicorn siblings tirelessly for five hundred years, helping them realize their destinies in the process. Maybe she was reminded of her own ascension to alicornhood, but seeing the twins like this evoked an almost nostalgic feeling in her. As she felt a smile creep across her face, she too felt tears begin to well up.
“Hey, what’s wrong?”  Solar Storm asked.  “Are you okay?”  Twilight wiped the tears from her face with her hoof, never losing her smile.  
“Oh I’m better than okay, kids.  In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been more proud in my life!”  She drew the twins in near and gave them a loving embrace.  

As the day wore on, Twilight made preparations (both mental and physical) to move the twins and all their personal effects to Canterlot.  They would leave the following morning, and begin their reigns as the new rulers of Equestria soon after.  As Twilight hummed tunelessly she was approached by Cadance.
“So I suppose you’re ready to go?”  She said.
“Oh, almost.”  Twilight said, only half paying attention. “I’ve just got a bit more packing to do.”
“Heh, I can see that.”  She said, while glancing out the window.  “I’ve already said goodbye to the twins, wished them the best of luck.  I wanted to come say goodbye to you.”
“Well, thank you.” Twilight said.  “But we’re not leaving ‘til tomorrow morning.”
“I know.” Cadance said.  “I have a dignitaries meeting over in Yakyakistan, and I have to leave soon.”  Cadance got closer to Twilight.  “You may not be ready to go, Twilight.  But I am.” Twilight knew her sister-in-law well enough to know something was bothering her.  Before she had time to ask about it, Cadance gave her a hug.
“No matter what happens Twilight, I’ll always love you.”  She whispered in her ear. By now Twilight was sufficiently uncomfortable.  What is that supposed to mean?  Why would she say such vague and cryptic pleasantries?
“Uh, I love you too, Cadance…”  She said, meekly.  Cadance half-smiled, and turned to leave.  What is going on with her, I wonder?
“Hey,” Cadance said, suddenly.  “How about one more ‘sunshine, sunshine, ladybugs awake,’ for old time’s sake.  Whaddaya say?”  Twilight nodded, and they did their age-old routine.  Afterwards Cadance said, “Goodbye, Twilight,” and left the room, and presumably the palace.  Twilight, utterly perplexed by Cadance’s odd choice of words and body language, finished packing and went outside to see the twins.
“Hey kids!  Either of you speak to Cadence recently?”
“Yeah, we talked to her a bit earlier today.”
“She might as well have been walking around with a noose around her neck, what with the way she was talking”  Midnight joked morbidly.  “She always did have a flair for the melodramatic didn’t she, brother?”
“That’s not funny Midnight.”  Twilight said.  “But you’re right in saying Cadence is a very emotional mare.  She’s been known to act without thinking before, being a heart-centric princess and all.”  Twilight suddenly became very concerned for her erratic sister-in-law.  She’d read about suicidal ideation in some of her psychology books and even partaken of it herself when her grief became especially pressing, but she’d never encountered it in somepony else before, let alone from somepony as close as Cadance.  
The three of them decided they wouldn’t let themselves get worried over assumptions, and finished preparations for the trip.  When they were done they enjoyed a lovely brunch together before going their separate ways.  Twilight walked to the library wanting to look around a bit, having had a certain book in mind.  And she knew (or thought she knew) exactly where to find it.
Twilight reached the section she’d become so recently well-acquainted with, failing to notice the pair of yellow eyes peering at her from between two books on a shelf.  “Here it is. A Collection of Offensive and Defensive Spells for the Practical Unicorn.  Right where I left it.”  She began flipping through the pages, not knowing exactly what spell she was looking for, but having a pretty strong hunch regardless.  As she turned a page, she noticed something peculiar.  One of them was missing.  Specifically, a page from the “M” section.
“That’s odd.” She said.  It looked as though the page had been callously torn out.  She continued looking, not finding what she had in mind.  “Hmm, I wonder…”  Twilight continued searching, in other books even.  Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t find what she was looking for.  She left the library, having spent the better part of the afternoon in there.
“Well, the spell’s gone missing and my sister-in-law the professional bleeding heart is running amok Celestia knows where with a head full of ideas and a heart full of blood.  But the twins are happy and I can hardly complain.  What more can a mare ask for?”  So Twilight retired to the castle for the evening.
As Twilight gazed out at the expansive tundra from the balcony of her room in the palace, she found her thoughts drifting to Cadance again.
“Cadance,”  Twilight sighed.  “I know you think with your heart sister, but please don’t do anything stupid.”  As she spoke to no one in particular the stars began to dance again, and formed the massive constellation.  “Oh, it’s you again.  Hello there.”  Twilight smiled up at the cosmic deity, whose hair was an undulating nebula.  “And I thought my hair was high-maintenance.  Anyway, I was wondering if you could give me some kind of sign regarding my sister-in-law?”  The great mass of stars smiled briefly but then frowned a deep frown with sad eyes.  “So is that like, a good thing?”  The entity simply dissipated into the night sky.  Twilight slumped down onto the floor.  “Great,”  she said.  “I might just have that panic attack after all.”

It was a bittersweet morning as Equestria reluctantly prepared to usher in its new rulers.  On Canterlot Castle’s veranda, Twilight was giving a pep talk to Solar Storm and Midnight Requiem, although it could be said she was more nervous than they were.
“Alright, just remember; stay calm and collected, project your voice, and enunciate.  You two should be just fine.”  Twilight instructed them.  She poked her head through the curtains and gazed out at the crowd.  “Despite it being seven hundred years ago, it seems like just yesterday I was giving my own coronation speech.”  She allowed herself to slip briefly into a reverie of happier, simpler, but still the same amount of hectic, times.  “Uh – Anyway, just do your best and you’ll do fine.  I mean, it’s pretty hard to screw up a coronation.  You’d have to actually be trying to ruin it.”  The twins gave their neurotic great aunt a knowing look and stepped through the curtains.  The coronation speech ended (notably with one less musical number than Twilight’s) and the celebration began.  Amid the festivities however, the Equestrians could not help but be reminded of their lost rulers.  Twilight certainly felt the pang of grief for the princesses and an added twinge of anxiety for her sister-in-law, who had always been especially good at saying one thing but feeling another. Twilight’s faith in the twins outweighed her apprehension, however.  But as Twilight already knew, perfect things never seemed to last forever. I sincerely hope I’m wrong.

PRINCESS MI AMORE CADENZA
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And then the questions began.  The “why’s” and the “how’s”, and the “not that it matters now, but what could I have done differently’s.” The ponies of Equestria once again started trying to attach sense to something that is inherently senseless.  Twilight, while devastated, almost halfway expected as much.  The suspicious behavior on Cadance’s part now made a lot more sense.  Twilight had more than a hunch of what really happened, but unfortunately the only pony in Equestria who could confirm or deny her suspicions was now pining for the fjords.  Or so she thought.  Hours after the funeral reception, she found herself alone in the graveyard beneath the shadows of the massive monuments.  She gazed up at the statues of the long-gone monarchs, and then to the statue of her not-as-long gone sister-in-law.
“What did I just get finished saying?”  she said.  “I was hoping you would prove me wrong, Cadance.”  Twilight paced back and forth.  “I didn’t want to be right.  Dammit, I so wanted you to prove me wrong!”  She pointed her hoof accusingly at Cadance’s monument.  “I know what you did!  I’m not stupid!  Did you really miss getting freaky with my BBBFF that much?”  Twilight could feel the monument’s lifeless, stone eyes judging her.  “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” 
“Pity, isn’t it?”  A disembodied voice said suddenly.
“Who’s there?” Twilight asked.  Her horn glowed with a rudimentary defense spell if push came to shove.
“Who else?” The voice said.  Suddenly, the ground began to shake and crack open.  Another stone monument emerged violently from the tremor.  Once the dust had settled, Twilight saw that it was Discord’s stone effigy he had been trapped in for a thousand years.  She was neither surprised, nor amused.  “Hello old friend!” he said cheerfully.  The stone cracked apart and Discord emerged.  He manifested a small broom, lifted the earth as though it were a carpet, and swept the rubble underneath.
“Discord!” Twilight scolded.  “This is no time for jokes!”
“Oh please, Twilight.”  He produced a clock from behind himself.  “It’s always time for jokes.”  The clock face had no numbers on it, which were instead replaced with the word, “Jokes.”  Discord tossed the clock away and it bounced along the ground before coming to a stop amidst some tombstones.  “Especially in the wake of tragedy. Otherwise we would never heal.”  Twilight understood that humor was a good coping strategy, but she felt he was being too callous, as he was wont to do.  “So why don’t we turn that frown upside down?”  Discord snapped his fingers and Twilight’s mouth literally turned upside down on her face.  “I’d like to say a few words about the late princess.  I didn’t go to the viewing, you see.”  Twilight was struggling with the feeling of her teeth and tongue being suddenly turned upside down.  Discord flew up to the statue of Cadence and cradled her face in his hands.  “Oh Cadence, we hardly knew ye,” he began.  “I didn’t know you very well, in fact I don’t think we ever interacted onscreen.  But I will miss you regardless.”  He manifested a hanky and blew his nose.  “They say only the good die young, and candles that burn bright burn twice as fast, and all that jazz. Um…she was a credit to Princesses of Love everywhere, and uh-”  The hanky disappeared in a puff of smoke.  “Oh I’m sorry, I left you under the effects of one of my classic japes.”  Discord snapped his fingers and Twilight’s mouth was rightside up again.  
“What do you want?”  Twilight said.  “This is not a good time for me Discord, my sister-in-law just died under very mysterious circumstances!”
“Oh, nothing.”  He said.  “I just wanted to offer my condolences, maybe shoot the breeze a little bit, mention how Cadance managed to off herself…”  Twilight did a double take.
“I’m sorry, what was that last part?”
“I said I wanted to shoot the breeze,” Discord said.  With a snap of his fingers he was dressed as a general, complete with a musket.  He shot at the air above Twilight leaving a perfectly round hole suspended in space.
“You know what I mean, mister!  You said Cadance killed herself!”  Twilight said.  “If you know something I don’t about her apparent suicide then fess up!”  Discord scowled.
“Oh, fine.”  He said.  “If you’re going to be a sourpuss about it.”  He manifested a chair and sat down.  “Now, I know you went to the library on Monday,” he began.  “Don’t judge me for this, but sometimes I spy on you.”  Twilight grimaced.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I’d ask to spend more time with you, but I figure you’re busy with stuff and I didn’t wanna be that guy…”  Twilight’s face switched to one of exasperation.  “…ever since Fluttershy died I haven’t really had any close friends outside of you and Spike...and as I mentioned before, numerous eldritch abominations.  And Ogres and Oubliettes just hasn’t been the same without Big Mac.  I’ve gotten majorly off topic, but you’re probably used to that by now.”
“I wish…” Twilight said.  
“Anyway, the book you wanted had a page missing.  To make a long story short, some three-thousand odd years ago the leaders of Equestria decided that spell was a big no-no.  So what better proverbial rug to sweep the spell under than Yakyakistan?  Yaks are incapable of using magic, and ponies hardly go to Yakyakistan anyway.  I’d wager Pinkie Pie’s been there more than any other pony ever.
“For once, I agree with you.”
“You can probably guess what the spell did.  I surmised that Cadance read about it in that book you were so enthralled with, and ventured to Yakyakistan to find it.”  If you were to ask Discord personally, he would probably tell you he’d only been legitimately surprised three or four times in his entire life. To say he was surprised now would be the understatement of the century.  At news of Cadance’s most definite suicide, Twilight started laughing.  Not just laughing. Cackling.  Before he could even make a concerned face, she was rolling on the cold cemetery ground beside herself in a fit of hysterics.
“One more thing on my plate, eh?” She said during a break in her laughing stupor.  “Isn’t this always the way?”  As few times as Discord had been surprised in his life, he had been uncomfortable even fewer.  “I’m starting to wonder if Cadance didn’t have the right idea!”  
“Alright, I can see you’re under quite a bit of duress.” Discord said.  “I can read people like books.”  Twilight’s hoof began unraveling into paper, until discord grabbed it.  “Why don’t you have a seat over here?”  The ground cracked apart and a psychiatrist’s couch sprang up from the earth underneath Twilight.  His chair magically scooted over so it was adjacent to the couch.  Discord snapped his fingers and appeared in a brown cardigan over a white dress shirt, and square-framed glasses.  He sat down in the chair.  “So, tell me how you feel…”  A notepad and pen appeared in his hands.
“I just feel so horribly stressed,” Twilight admitted.  “This new info about Cadance isn’t exactly helping, either.”  Twilight turned to lay on her flank, motioning with her hoof.  “Makes me wonder if I shouldn’t just take a twelve-step program off a ten-step pier, and finally stop pussyfooting around it so much.”
“That's corny.  But more to the point, it’s entirely normal to feel stressed out,” Discord said.  He appeared to be writing notes on his notepad, but he was really just doodling himself.  “But everyday stressors are no reason to up and pull a Cadence.”
“Don’t call it that,” Twilight said.  “And it’s not just about that.  Ever since my friends died, I’ve felt as though I was only a fraction of the princess I used to be.  How am I supposed to be the Princess of Friendship if I’m all by my lonesome?
“I’m still your friend, Twilight.”  Discord said, his doodle making puppy-dog eyes at her.
“Well, I know you’re still my friend, Discord.”  Twilight said.  “It’s just that with me and my gal pals things were different, ya know? As the Elements of Harmony, it was us against the world like sixteen or so different times!”
“Mhm, that’s not even counting the comics.”  Discord interjected.  Twilight lay flat on her back and gazed up to the stars.
“I just wanna see my friends again.”  Discord continued drawing on his little notepad.
“Believe me when I say I know how you feel, Twilight.”  Discord said as he finished his drawing, which was a little caricature of Fluttershy.  “There are days when I miss Fluttershy more than anything.”  The Fluttershy and Discord doodles joined each other on the same page and frolicked together claw in hoof, before Discord crumpled the page and tossed it away.  “That doesn’t mean I have to kill myself.  I know she’s in a better place and that I’ll see her again one day.  I mean, I assume I will.  I could be immortal or something.  Who knows?”  Twilight frowned at this remark, but she knew that in his own messed up kind of way Discord was being sincere.  "You've probably heard this before, but you're very dear to me. I'm sure you remember our talk all those years ago, but if you ever need somepony to talk to, I'm all ears."  Ears sprouted all over Discord's body as Twilight scooted off the couch.
“Thank you, Discord.”  Twilight moved around to Discord’s chair and gave him a tender embrace.  “I really needed someone to talk to.  And when I said I would kill myself, I was only half-joking.”  Discord couldn’t help but smile at Twilight’s bit of gallows humor.
“Well Twilight, the best advice I can give you is not to do anything I wouldn’t do.  Which is nothing, so go nuts.”  This earned a light chuckle from Twilight.  After their longer-than-usual hug, Discord snapped the couch out of existence and opened a portal beneath himself.  “This has been a fun little chit chat and all, but I really must get home now.  My filing cabinet is in desperate need of a good disorganizing.”  His chair started to sink through the portal.  “But if you ever need someone to talk to, you know where to find me.”
“I appreciate it, Discord.  I really do.”  Twilight smiled.  For as much strife as they’d given each other over the years, they really did care about one another.  Discord raised his right arm and saluted as his head sank into the portal, which disappeared immediately after.  Twilight, content with her and Discord’s heartfelt interaction, smiled at Cadance’s monument one last time.  “Rest easy, sister.”  And she left the cemetery.  

The Crystal Empire train rolled along the tracks through the harsh snowfall.  Twilight gazed out the window at the rather hazy day.  She knew these rails all too well, as she’d practically lived on the train for the last five hundred years.  As the train neared the Crystal Empire station, Twilight came to the realization that this was probably the worst place to come so soon after Cadance’s death.
“Oh, hell.” She muttered to herself.  “Everypony and their mother is going to be crying.  I’ve already done enough crying over Cadance.”  Sure enough, she was right.  If a city itself could cry, then the Crystal Empire would’ve achieved such a feat this day.
She got off the train and began trotting through the snow-covered streets, taking care to avoid the snotty noses and anguished wails of ponies affected by the death of their princess. As she neared the castle, she noticed the Crystal Heart, ever-spinning on its pedestal as usual.  She opted not to visit the castle so as not to run into Flurry Heart.  It wasn't that Twilight didn't want to see her niece, it's just that so soon after Cadance's untimely death it would’ve been too much trouble to explain her plight to her.  After all, the last time someone close to Flurry journeyed to Yakyakistan they ended up dead.  
“Hang tough for now, Flurry.” Twilight said.  “We can have a little heart to heart about all this later, I promise.”  After passing through streets upon streets of flowing tears and mourning ponies, Twilight almost wished she’d flown directly to Yakyakistan.  Regardless, she reached the border of the Crystal Empire and the vague path to the yak homeland beyond.  She took a deep breath and started making her way across the foreboding and chilly white expanse.  The harsh weather was disagreeable, but as the mare who’d single-hoofedly saved Equestria more times than she could count she’d been up against much worse.
After half an hour more or so of marching through the snow, Twilight reached the craggy cliff face that housed the narrow path to Yakyakistan.  She took a deep breath and began her terrifying walk with caution and apprehension.  Even so her will was not infallible, and so while traversing the dizzying heights of the path Twilight made the mistake of looking over the edge.
“Yikes!” She yelled, grasping at the sharp rocks.  “Gosh, don’t look down DON’T LOOK DOWN!” Twilight yelled as she looked down.  “I mean I can fly, but that doesn’t make it any less scary.”  After taking a few moments and a few more deep breaths to calm her nerves, Twilight continued her harrowing trek along the mountain ledge.  To take her mind off the looming drop-off to her immediate left, she decided to think about her friends.  It had been over six hundred years since she’d seen any of them.  She thought back to all he adventures they had together.  She’d sacrificed so much for them, and they for her.  She’d literally gone to Tartarus and back for them at least twice.  She had once served as the harbinger of the apocalypse, just to ensure her friends’ wellbeing.  She fought tirelessly across the space-time continuum to keep her friendships, and all of Equestria for that matter, intact.  Twilight smiled.  “Guess I’ll keep on keepin’ on for you guys.  What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t?”  She suddenly felt a lot warmer.
Thinking about her friends inevitably led Twilight to think about Cadance, and she began to wonder if she even needed or wanted the closure the spell she initially set out for would bring.  Twilight was in a different place in her life when she had initially formulated this plan.  She then got pissed at herself for second-guessing her plan when she was in the middle of a freaking treacherous mountain pathway.  “No sense in turning back now.  The road to Yakyakistan is long, cold, and scary, but at least I’ll have a story I can tell.” Twilight decided that if she kept telling herself this, after long enough it would become true.  How many times had she done this over her tenure as princess, she wondered?  
After a few minutes of walking along the mountainside path, she reached the narrow yet foreboding chasm that preceded the entrance to Yakyakistan.  She flew harmlessly across the gap, yet found flying in the snow to be rather cumbersome.  After glancing up at the sky momentarily, she gazed in awe at the stature of Yakyakistan’s immense gate.  It was guarded on either side by two massive wooden carvings of yaks, each holding a torch.  She looked at the massive wooden wall that encompassed the perimeter.  The parapet too, was adorned with torches.  Cautiously, Twilight approached the large gate and knocked with her hoof.  A small eyehole opened and she was met with a stern gaze.
“Who there?”  A rather gruff voice said.  “State name and purpose.”
“Uh, Twilight Sparkle…the uh, Princess of Friendship.”  She said, nervously.  At this, the yak’s gaze softened a bit.
“Oh, yes.” He said.  “Legends tell of meeting between you and Rutherford, many centuries ago.”  He looked up, eyes hidden by his scruffy bangs, as though recalling a fond memory.  “You are legend in Yakyakistan history books.”
“Oh, well I’m flattered.”  Twilight said.
“Yes, you are forever known as pony who almost started war.”  He said.  “Not best reason to be known for, but better than nothing.”
“Oh,” Twilight said.  Jeez, they still remember that?  She gave an awkward laugh.  “Regardless, I’d like to speak with your current prince.”
“Sorry, Yakyakistan not taking visitors right now.  Preparing for blizzard.”  Oh, you mean the one already happening, or is there some kind of super-blizzard I should be worried about? Twilight thought for a moment.  
“Uh, I was really good friends with Pinkie Pie back in the day.”
“Oh, why didn’t you say so?  Pinkie Pie yak’s favorite pony.  Any friend of hers always welcome!”  The massive wooden gates began to slowly move forward.  Within a couple minutes the gates had come to their fully open position.  Twilight could now see the yak in full.  He had light brown fur decorating his torso and dark brown hair everywhere else.  He wore a black helmet and bore on his shoulders big black leather pauldrons.  He was large, easily twice Twilight’s height, and wide as well.  He motioned his right hoof to the side.  “Come in, don’t be shy.”  Twilight began to walk past him.
“Thank you for letting me see the prince.”  Twilight said.  “I appreciate it.”
“Pleasure is mine.”  The yak said.  “Castle is in back, near base of mountain.  Can’t miss it.”  Twilight thanked him once more and turned to make her way to the back of the settlement.  “Oh, and Princess?”  The yak said.  Twilight turned to glance at him.  “Try not to start war this time, eh?”  He said with a chuckle.  She gave a weak laugh and continued walking.
They’re never going to let me live this down, are they?  Twilight thought back to that predicament, seven hundred years ago.  To be fair, she had tried her best to accommodate the yaks, but their standards were surprisingly high.  She decided not to worry about it as she made her way. Twilight came to what she assumed was some kind of marketplace. In the center of the bazaar was a giant wooden statue of Pinkie Pie playing the yovidaphone.  Twilight smiled.
“She couldn’t play that thing to save her life.  But it made her happy, and that’s all that counts.”  Yaks littered the village square going about their daily routines. A few recognized her as Pinkie’s best friend; fewer recognized her as the Princess of Friendship.  After brief exchanges of pleasantries, Twilight continued to the castle.  She thought it was curious that it was located at the very back of Yakyakistan.  Upon further thought, she realized that the back was right up against a mountain; strategically, it was the safest place should the colony be invaded.  The castle’s location also made sense in the case of visiting dignitaries.  Twilight likened it to grocery stores putting their milk at the back, forcing the customer to pass everything else to reach it.  It was ingenious, really.  After seeing the ins and outs of Yakyakistan in full (perhaps a little more than she needed to) Twilight reached the castle. The courtyard was decorated with ornate statues.  When she reached the massive doors, Twilight was greeted by two yak guards.
“Who goes there?” One of them asked.
“Twilight Sparkle.”  She said.  “Princess of Frie-…uh, Pinkie Pie’s best friend.  I’d like to speak to the prince, please.”  The two yaks turned away from here and muttered to themselves.  She wasn’t sure, but she could’ve sworn she heard one of them say, “That one.”  They turned back around.
“Alright, enter now.” The yak said.  As he said this the doors swung open suddenly.  As Twilight entered, she thought she heard the yak guards snickering.  She continued walking, unphased.  The inside of the palace contained a gigantic foyer adorned with even more statues.  Continuing straight ahead, Twilight passed through a hall with all the previous monarchs of Yakyakistan.  Right off the bat, she recognized Prince Rutherford, closer to the entrance of the hallway.
“I could never forget that face, or that voice for the matter.”  Twilight said.  She gazed at all the rulers until she came to the most recent one.  She read the inscription at the base of the portrait. “Prince Buford.” It read. The end of the hallway opened up into a massive throne room where, seated on the throne was none other than Prince Buford himself. Behind him was a massive portrait of Pinkie Pie in full yak armor.  Twilight thought it was a tad gauche. The Prince stood up and spoke.
“Welcome, Princess.”  His voice was loud and commanding.  “I trust you have enjoyed village of yaks, yes?”
“Oh yes, very much so.”  Twilight said.  “I found it very quaint and cozy.  Everywhere I went felt very homey to me.”
“Good,” the Prince said. “Most delegates appreciate rustic feel. Yaks cottagecore before cottagecore cool.”  Prince Buford stepped down the few steps leading up to his throne.  “But let us get to heart of matter.”  He said.  “I must ask, Princess; why are you here?”
“Oh,” Twilight said.  “I just wanted to visit the archives, really.  My sister-in-law recently visited them.”
“Hmm,” he said.  “Yes, the late Princess Cadenza.  May she rest in peace.”  He bowed his head for a brief moment of silence.  “Any reason in particular?’
“Closure.” Twilight said.  “A personal effect of hers might be in there.”
“Ah, I see.” He said.  “Very well.  If archives you wish to see, then so be it.”  He turned away from her.  “Follow me.”  Prince Buford began walking towards a curtain at the back of the throne room, using his broad shoulders to scoot the curtains to either side.  He motioned with his head for Twilight to follow him.  She passed through the curtains and found herself in a stone hallway, the stretch of which was adorned with again, torches.  She walked with Buford down the long hallway until they reached a wide open room, much akin to a wine cellar.  A curved stone staircase led down to the vast archives, which was lit entirely with torches.  
They sure have a penchant for torches around here, don’t they? Twilight’s train of thought was suddenly derailed by an interjection from Buford.
“These archives are one of oldest relics from Yakyakistan past.  Ancestors constructed archives when settlement was established, almost four thousand years ago.”  Twilight took a moment to take in her surroundings.  She stood in the midst of a room frozen in time.  Gazing at the archaic boxes, she saw papers held sloppily in burlap binders adorned with the Yakyakistan seal.  There were numerous reading tables that held unlit candles, waiting for a fiery prick.  Twilight now had four thousand years worth of global information at her hooves.  She practically nerdgasm’d right then and there.  “Please, peruse at your leisure.”  Prince Buford said.  “I will be upstairs in throne room, if you need me.”  As he said this, he made his way back up the stairs.
“Thank you, your highness.”  Twilight said as he exited.  With that, she was left to her own devices.  The massive archives were filled with artifacts and documents from all over the world, even Changeling territory.  She so eagerly wanted to read and inspect the curiosities, but she decided to complete her task first.  Twilight went over to the Equestria section of the archives, grateful they were labelled by region.  She surmised that she was looking for a small envelope, as the spell was written on a single page, after all.  Twilight sighed, likening this to finding a needle in a haystack.  She began searching tirelessly, thinking of the reward that lay waiting in the rest of the archives. 
Twilight estimated she’d been looking for several hours when she finally found what she was looking for.  In one of the leather binders there was a small envelope with a broken wax seal.  She used her magic to open the envelope, only to find another envelope waiting inside.  This one looked fairly modern, and on it were written the words, “For Your Eyes Only.”  Her interest piqued, Twilight opened the envelope.  Inside was a letter from Princess Cadance.  It read:
To my beloved sister-in-law,
If you are reading this message, that means I am dead.  I couldn’t stand being away from my Shining Armor anymore, and the deaths of the Princesses made me realize something.  I could bear the grief for the sake of everyone else.  What I couldn't bear anymore was the not knowing.  Not knowing how long I'd have to wait to be whole again.  Nopony knows how long alicorns live, or what factors into their longevity, there's simply too few of us.  So I journeyed to Yakyakistan where I knew this forbidden spell was kept.  I brought it home to the Crystal Empire and left in its place the note you are currently reading.  After memorizing the spell, I destroyed it so that no one else could share my fate, especially not you Twilight.  I will not have you so eagerly chasing the warm embrace of death as I did.  I know sometimes it can be tough, and it's scary going it alone, but you have ponies and other creatures who care about you.  Maybe I'm being selfish, but I just can't allow you to use this spell for the sole purpose of seeing your friends again.  I’ve watched you grow and learn your entire life, and while your friends may have had a hoof in this, it was ultimately you who grew.  That is why I could not allow you to use the spell.  You're far stronger than you think. Be good, Twilight.  Be better than me.  I will always love you.
Cadance
“It makes sense now,” she said.  “It all makes so much sense now, I hadn’t seen it before.”  She began to pace around the archives, unable to deny the lump forming in her throat any longer.  “I was so busy focusing on the past that I forgot to look to the future.  I kept dwelling on the deaths of my closest friends so much that I unknowingly locked myself into a cycle of grief that lasted centuries.”  She used her magic to pull over an ornate chair from a nearby table.  “I’ve been going about this all wrong,” she said, taking a seat.  “I was looking at my grief as a kind of obstacle, as a metaphysical fight to be won.  When Cadance’s untimely death put me in a vulnerable position, I almost went insane.  I should've been viewing my grief as a necessary, if unpleasant, part of life.  I was wrong to use my grief as an excuse for self-harm, or Celestia forbid, taking advantage of others without their knowledge.”  As she sat there in not-so-silent contemplation, she was finally able to see something that had been staring her in the face for a long time.
“I haven’t been a very good Princess of Friendship, have I?”  She got up from her seat, dragging it back into place with her telekinesis.  “That ends today.  This is the first day of the rest of my life, and I intend to shake things up.  Big time.”  She paused.  Glancing over at a stack of records from Yikslurbertfests from previous centuries, she had an abrupt thought.  “For someone who’s lived for seven hundred years, I haven’t really done anything.”  Turning around, she posed the hypothetical, “Really, what have I done?  I mean for me.  I’ve mostly just been training the twins to take over the thrones for the past five hundred years.  It was a good enough distraction, but I haven’t even tried to enjoy myself.”  Now walking around the archives fervently talking to herself, Twilight concocted a game plan for the immediate future. She thought about what she would do with herself now that the twins no longer required training.  She had all the time in the world, and finally some semblance of closure.
“If I’m able to enjoy myself now, then that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”  She said while ruminating on the near endless possibilities that lay before her.  
Twilight decided she would treat herself by rummaging through the archives and inspecting their historic wares.  She smiled and looked far beyond the ceiling.  “Thanks for the letter, sis.”  And for the first time since the twins’ coronation, she felt like she could sincerely relax her stress-addled mind.  As she prepared to leave the archives she breathed a sigh of relief and took extra special care to put everything back where she found it, so as not to arouse unwanted suspicion.  On her way back out, she was greeted by Prince Buford.
“Ah, Princess,” he said.  “Did you find what you were looking for?”
“Oh yes, thank you.” Twilight said.  “In fact I found much more than that.”  Prince Buford furrowed his brow.
“I don’t know what that means, but okay!”
“Now that I have Cadance’s belonging, I think I’ll be taking my leave.”
“Oh, yes.  Of course.”  The Prince said.  “Well, do not be stranger to Yakyakistan, Princess.  Any friend of Pinkie Pie is friend of Yaks.  Please visit anytime you like.”
“I just might have to take you up on that, your majesty.”  Twilight said playfully.  They exchanged their goodbyes as Twilight exited the massive castle.  She waved to the two guards on her way out, one of which she heard say, “We’re not at war, are we?”  Taking his lighthearted jeer with a grain of salt, she made her way back through the sprawling town.  She said her goodbyes to any townspeople that happened to catch her on the way out.  She thanked the guards at the gates, then crossed the snowy chasm.  Taking one last look at the massive yak statues that guarded the city, she disappeared around the craggy cliff face.

Twilight made the long trek back to the snowy field leading to the Crystal Empire along the dangerous mountain path, as her mind raced with thoughts.  As she walked along the narrow path, she felt using magic to clear it would be too treacherous, instead opting to trudge through the snow as she had been.  She hardly noticed the sting of the cold over the roar of her mind.  Incessant thoughts of what she would do with herself now that she was free from the burden of stress.  In the archives she had vowed to be a better Princess of Friendship, which she fully intended to do, mind you.  However, the matter of her free time still remained.  Her mind was a brand of insatiable it hadn’t been since her youth, while she tried desperately to focus.
Once again reaching the wide-open clearing, she found that fresh snow had fallen since the last time she crossed it.  Now no longer between a rock and a hard place as she’d been on the mountain path, she decided to just fly over the snowy field and through town all the way back to the train station, taking care to once again avoid going near the castle of course. During her flight back to the Crystal Empire, Twilight’s mind was in a flurry of excitement and enthusiasm, a sensation she’d become accustomed to during her training of the twins.  By the time she flew past the castle, she had made plans for her future and lists of her plans and plans of her lists.  It wasn’t until she got back to the train did she realize that to truly be free she had to relax, and not invite stress into her life, even the more positive stress of what she would do with herself.  It was difficult, as over-analyzing and intensive preparation had been second nature to her since her childhood.  She had been stressing over minute things for over seven hundred years, and it would be more than difficult to give it up cold-turkey now.  Still, she would give it her best effort.  She consciously tried to meditate until the train reached the Ponyville station, a difficult feat to accomplish.

The wheels of the train screeched to a halt, breaking Twilight of her forced meditative state.  She stood up, somewhat dazed, and exited the train.
“I’m going to have to work on that.”  Twilight said.  “In hindsight, perhaps the noisy train wasn’t the best place to practice meditation.”  She resolved to meditate in much quieter places from then on, before beginning the long walk home.  It had gotten dark out on the ride home; Twilight surmised it was around midnight.  She glanced up at the full moon in the sky. “Luna would be proud, Midnight.”
At around the same time every night, Ponyville transformed into a sleepy village when the ponies retired to their homes, save the odd nyctophile out and about after dark.  Twilight walked home through the foggy streets, the orange glow of the street lights guiding her path.  Shadows of familiar buildings leered out at her as she happily made her way back to her castle.  Before too long she reached the clearing where her castle stood, just at the base of the rolling hills on the outskirts of town, her former school of friendship off to the right.  Spike’s enormous silhouette stood out from the fog like a shadow on a backdrop. An unmoving leviathan, it would normally be terrifying for anypony else.  But to Twilight it was strangely comforting.
“Spike,” she said.  “Wake up, sleepyhead!  I have some wonderful news…”

	
		The Alicorn that Took Her Sweet Time



“I think if we’re finished here, that about wraps up this month’s meeting.”  The elder griffon spoke. The Griffonstone library grew hot and humid in the early afternoon.  At the elder griffon’s word the ambassadors of friendship all stood up from their seats around the large circular table which bore the seal of the GHCA and began talking amongst themselves.  As Twilight used telekinesis to pull out her chair it got tangled on her dress.  Just then the ambassador from Panthera came over.  He was a tall, gray cat man with a purple duster and a matching feathered hat.
“Excuse me, Princess?”  he said.
“Y’know I’m only eight hundred years old, you’d think I’d know how to pull out a chair without catching my dress on it.”  Twilight said.  “How can I help you, young man?”
“First of all let me just say I’m a huge fan of yours.  Could you perhaps autograph my copy of the Friendship Journal?”  
“Of course, hand it over here,” she manifested a quill and took the book with her telekinesis.  “Who should I make it out to?”
“Damien.”
“To my new best friend, Damien.” And he just about fainted. 
“Thank you so much!  Oh, this is gonna look awesome on my mantle!”  Damien said as he took the journal back.  He tucked the book back into his pocket and got an inquisitive look on his face.  “Princess?”
“Please, call me Twilight.”
“Alright, Twilight…” he squee’d.  “If you’ll indulge me a bit.  I just wanted to ask…” he paused.  “Let me preface this by saying that in my extensive studies of the history of friendship I learned about the founding of the Griffonstone High Council of Amity.  As you probably already know it was created in memory of Gilda the Great, the first friendship ambassador.  The documents on friendship theory I read mentioned that you didn’t attend the ceremony, nor join the Council thereafter.”  Twilight furrowed her brow.  “I guess I’m just curious as to why you would start attending the meetings as recent as five months ago, when you hadn’t at all in the past several hundred years?”
“Oh, it can be attributed to any number of reasons, really.”  Twilight said.  “If memory serves, at the time I was preoccupied with my grandniece and nephew.  That was a very heated time for Equestria, what with the princess’s deaths and all. I was proud of Gilda for her tremendous work in spreading friendship, but at the time I had bigger issues to attend to. Adding on to this was the fact that I was a deeply conflicted mare then.  I started to question if I was really worthy of the title of Princess of Friendship.”
“But you’re an excellent Princess of Friendship!”
“Thank you, sweetie.  Believe me, it was hard enough realizing this when the friends I’d ruled by for so long weren’t around anymore.  It took many decades of soul-searching to regain my confidence.”  
“Believe me when I say I was in no position to join the council at the time of its founding.  I hope you understand.”
“I do,”  Damien said.  “I hope that wasn’t too personal a question.”
“Not at all.” Twilight replied.  “That chapter of my life is over now.  I’m in a much healthier place both physically and mentally.”  She began towards the library door.  “You seem like a pretty personable fellow.  What would you think of spending some time with me this afternoon?”
“Are you kidding?  I’d be honored!  It’s not everyday you get to hang out with the Princess of Friendship herself!”
The afternoon sun was comfortably warm as a gentle breeze danced through the air.  Griffons mulled about their business gliding to and fro in the sky.  Twilight felt refreshed once she was out of the hot library. Damien followed close behind her with a big stupid grin on his face. Taking in all the prosperity of the city, she thought back to eight hundred years ago when Griffonstone was in a derelict state, which made her feel old. The griffons had come a long way since those days, building a new mecca of commerce on Gilda’s teachings of friendship, which had turned into one of the most bustling cities in the world.
“It does me good to see the city in this state.”  Twilight said to Damien.  “Without that silly old Idol of Boreas, no less.”
“I’ve read about that too,” Damien said.  “Griffons used to believe it was a unifying force that kept the kingdom together.  Without its presence, Griffonstone fell into a state of disarray for many years. That is until Gilda the Great was taught the value of friendship by Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie.”
“You really have done your homework.” Twilight remarked.  “That idol might’ve been a useless trinket, but it still held immense power over the griffons of this place.  If anything can be learned from its absence and Griffonstone’s progression toward  a general amity regardless, it’s that progress is not always reliant on external forces.  I realized this a long time ago.”  Damien furrowed his brow at the remark, but decided not to press the matter further.  “C’mon, let’s give this place a look-see.”

The Grand Bazaar was teeming with creatures from all walks of life.  The gradual rejuvenation of the city saw more non-griffons settling in (the griffon friendship crusades certainly didn’t hurt matters either).  A kirin laid out her wares as a changeling musician performed on a street corner.  Ponies of all shapes and sizes now called this place home. Twilight thought back to the especially-important-in-hindsight friendship mission Rainbow and Pinkie went on all those years ago.  
“Good job you guys,” she said under her breath.  Twilight and Damien passed under the cast iron statue of Gilda in the center of the Bazaar, stopping briefly to admire it.  “You should’ve seen Gilda before her character development.  This may seem hard to believe, but she was a real piece of work.”
“Really?  Wow, I can’t imagine Gilda as anything but a friendly master-patissier the legends portray her as.”
“Oh, so you’ve never heard the story of Gilda the Bully?”  Damien shook his head no. “I thought not.  It’s not a story the Griffon history books would tell you.  It’s a Ponyville legend…”
“...and that’s why practical jokes were officially outlawed by Griffonstone legislature.  The end.”  Damien removed his hat to wipe his brow.
“Wow.  And to think in all my years of being a friendship ambassador I never knew Gilda used to be a massive bitch!
“For lack of a better term, yes.”  Twilight said.  “I think Gilda’s story teaches us to put ourselves in each others’ shoes, and that you should never give up on people who have slighted you until you see things from their perspective.  Because you never really know what somepony is going through until-OH MY GOSH THEY HAVE AN ANTIQUE STORE!”  Sure enough, Twilight’s rambling had led them right to a store that sold fine griffon antiques.  They even sold ironic replicas of the Idol of Boreas.  Twilight may have been a centuries-old ruler, but the wide selection of antiques didn’t stop her from squealing like a schoolfilly and dragging Damien inside.
“Isn’t this exciting?”  She began moving quickly between the shelves of merchandise, eyes darting around and hooves gently touching.  Damien struggled to keep up  with the suddenly-much faster Twilight.  “I haven’t gone antiquing with somepony else since that one time with Sunburst.”
“Sunburst?  You mean the esteemed Crystal Wizard himself?”  Damien asked.  “I’ve studied his work too, and nowhere in his notes did he ever mention he knew you.”
“That doesn’t surprise me.”  Twilight said.  “We were acquaintances at best.  He was much better friends with my pupil Starlight Glimmer.  I think we only went antiquing that one time.”  She didn’t stop smiling.  “He was a real goofball.” 

As the afternoon turned into evening, Twilight couldn’t hide her rumbling stomach from Damien any longer.  In her centuries of living Twilight noticed more frequent cravings for desserts, and chalked it up to Pinkie Pie’s mannerisms having rubbed off on her.  She turned to Damien.
“I don’t know about you Damien, but I’m in the mood for something sweet.  You ever have dessert before dinner?”
“Um, maybe sometimes.”
“Yeah, when you start getting up there in years you start to take life less seriously.  Your middle-ages are the time to be boring.  Actually, old folks have a lot in common with children.”  She paused.  “It only took me…several hundred years to realize that.”  Damien didn’t know how to respond to that.  Luckily, Twilight grabbed his paw and began leading him up the street.  “C’mon Damien, mama needs some sugar!  And that’s not a euphemism either, I really need sugar!” And Twilight forcibly led the way through the city.  Eventually, they made their way to a small café on the far end of town called “Griffonscones.” As the door opened a bell chimed and a griffon popped up from out of sight behind the counter.
“Welcome, my ambassador friends!” the griffon behind the counter said excitedly. “I’m Gwendolyn, owner and proprietor of Griffonscones!  Feel free to call me Gwen though!  How may I serve you?”  For a brief moment Twilight wondered if Pinkie Pie hadn’t been reincarnated as a griffon.
“Well Gwen, my sweet tooth is aching,”  Twilight said.  “Do you have any recommendations for me and my friend here?” 
“I may be a bit biased,” Gwen said.  “But anything you see should do the trick!  We also have several breakfast items that aren’t as conventionally sweet, but are still sweet regardless, what with being made in a bakery and all.  And y’know, regardless of it being nearly nighttime now and all.”
“What’s your favorite color, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Pink!  Any shade or tone, even some of the funkier ones that don’t go with a whole lot!  Doesn’t matter, I just love pink!”  Yeah, that’s definitely Pinkie Pie. 
“I think we need a few minutes to decide, Gwen.”
“Please, take your time!  But regardless of your choice I’m sure your tastebuds will be delighted!”  Gwen jumped up on the counter and began gesticulating wildly.  “It’s my policy to pour my blood, sweat and tears into everything I bake (in a strictly metaphorical sense, of course!)  All my confectionary creations are like my children.  Children that you eventually eat!  It’s how I do right by Gilda, whose sugary blood flows through my veins!”  She paused briefly.  "That's not to say I'm diabetic or anything!  Again, that was purely illustrative."
“You’re Gilda’s descendant?”  Twilight said.  “I always thought she was gay.”
“Well you’re half right; apparently she was bi.  Least that’s what my uncle told me.” The trio stayed quiet for a very awkward moment.  Gwen coughed into her talon and hopped off the counter.  “M-My ancestor’s sexual preferences have nothing to do with these delicious pastries though.  So buy somethin’ already, will ya?”  Much deliberation and another awkward silence later, Twilight decided on a daffodil muffin and Damien on a red bean fishcake.  While the two friendship ambassadors ate, Twilight couldn’t help but notice Gwen giving her sideways glances and fidgeting behind the counter.  Damien was sufficiently surprised by how voraciously Twilight devoured her muffin.  By the time they finished, Twilight called out to Gwen to thank her for the pastries, but didn’t see her anywhere.  It was only when the two turned toward the door did they see her perched above it creepily like a spider.
“I’m afraid I can’t let you leave yet.”  Gwen menacingly flipped the “Open” sign to “Closed.”  She turned off the lights and advanced on Twilight, forcing her back into a chair.  She then produced a standing lamp from an unseen location and shoved it in Twilight’s face.
“Alright, Princess. I’ve got questions, you’ve got answers.”  She got out a metal folding chair, again from an unseen location, and sat down on it backwards.  Damien nervously chewed on his claws.
“W-What would you like to know Pin- uh, Gwen?”  Gwen scooted her chair closer until her beak was nearly touching Twilight’s snout, in some kind of grisly staring contest.
“What was Gilda like?  I mean like, in person.”  Gwen finally said.  Twilight blinked.
“Oh, is that really all you’d like to know?”
“Yes!  Don’t you realize this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?  Getting to talk to somepony who knew your long-dead ancestor personally?”  Damien breathed a sigh of relief and wiped his brow.  “I want the full story, Princess.”  I could tell you about one of your previous lives too, if you want.
“Alright Gwen, if you want to know about Gilda I may as well start at the very beginning.  It was your typical afternoon in Ponyville when my friend Rainbow Dash got an unexpected visit from an old friend…”

The nighttime celebrations of Griffonstone were world-renowned for how exuberant (and inconsiderate to anypony trying to sleep) they were. There was dancing, live music, and delicious food; as though the creatures who lived here didn’t have to get up for work in the morning.  The night festival’s popularity surely would’ve brought a tear to ol’ Moonbutt’s eye. High up above the city, two friendship ambassadors sat in quiet reverie.  A king and queen whose dominion extended as far as the bench they were seated on.
“Well I don’t know about you, but I think I can chalk today up as the best day of my whole life.”  Damien leaned back on the bench and crossed his legs.  “Now I’m the only creature in the entire world who can claim to have heard the history of Gilda the Great twice in one day!”
“Yes, we had quite the busy day today.”  Twilight said.  “And here I thought it would be all boring politics at the GHCA meeting.  Thanks for hanging out with me, Damien.”
“We know how to have a good time in Panthera,” he said jokingly.  “But if anything I should be thanking you, Twilight.  I’ve been your biggest fan for as long as I can remember!  And for you to spend the whole day with me, when you didn’t even know me this morning.  I guess the legends about the power of friendship were true after all.”
“I’ve known friendship to be the strongest magic in the world for practically my entire life.  It’s amazing how fast connections can form if you just put yourself out there.  Friendship itself is practically a scientific discipline.”  At this remark Damien remembered what Twilight said regarding the Idol of Boreas earlier in the afternoon.  
“Twilight?”
“Yes, Damien?”
“Earlier today, you mentioned that you learned that progress wasn’t always reliant on external forces.  I guess I’m a little confused by it.  What exactly did you mean when you said that?”  Twilight brought a hoof to her chin as she searched for the best response.  After a moment, the proverbial lightbulb went off in her head.
“Let me put it this way.  Since my early twenties I’ve been conditioned to be this ’Princess of Friendship,’ as it were.  For a good long while I assumed that this meant I had to have friends to be the princess I was expected to be. This goes without saying, but when my friends and loved ones all died it really shook my worldview.  I spent hundreds of years lost and without purpose.  I pondered suicide on more than one occasion.  Overall, I really let my stress get the better of me.”
“It wasn’t until within the last hundred years or so, that I realized that all this time, maybe being the Princess of Friendship didn’t have anything to do with having friends at all.  Maybe it was something that came from within.  So, I began conducting a series of social experiments to test this theorem.  Joining the Council of Friendship was just the next step in this plan.  Our outing today was the latest in a long line of experiments, and it won’t be the last either.  Encountering Gwendolyn was just icing on the friendship cake.  There’ll always be others like you two.  Everypony likes to have friends; having friends just feels good inside.  I guess the point of all this is my initial hypothesis proved to be correct.  My being a princess wasn’t based on my capacity to have friends, but rather on my capacity to make them.  You and Gwendolyn are living proof of that.  Thank you.”
Damien looked as though someone had just explained rocket surgery to him. That didn’t stop him from giving a polite thumbs up and an endearing smile, which Twilight returned.
“Twilight…” he said.  “What are you gonna do now?”
“I’ll move on to the next town, and the next batch of subjects.”  She bristled.  “Gosh, when I say it like that it sounds so cold and clinical.  Suppose I’ve always had a very analytical brain.” She laughed.  “You know as much as I change, I also stay the same.”
“Don’t we all?”  Damien chuckled as Twilight got up from the bench.
“Well, I’d better be getting back to my hotel, I have an early train tomorrow.”  She leaned over and gave Damien a hug.  “Thank you for spending the day with an old mare like me.”
“Anything for the Princess of Friendship,” Damien said, returning the embrace.  They enjoyed the moment for a time, before Twilight made to leave.
“Take care of yourself Damien!  I’ll see you at next month’s meeting!”  She waved and disappeared into the cool Griffonstone night.

Twilight Sparkle continued spreading the magic of friendship as far and wide as she could for the rest of her life.  Her travels would take her to the far reaches of the globe; to regions beyond even Equestria’s mighty grasp.  Centuries passed as Twilight, now known as the Nomad Princess, accrued countless friends from the furthest corners of the earth.  By the time of her passing, the ratio of creatures that were friends with Twilight far outweighed the creatures that weren’t.  Twilight’s friendship was so profound and far-reaching that it spanned multiple generations.
When it came time for her funeral in Canterlot, more creatures attempted to attend than could fit in the whole of the city.  The mountain capital became a congested mess for a staggering twenty-nine hours, in what became known as the “Great Bereavement Fiasco.”  (Not at all helped by the fact that Discord insisted on giving a two-hour long eulogy.)  Her grave was placed next to the other princesses’, finally completing the grisly quadrangle.  The epitaph lovingly reflected Twilight’s natural talent for magic, her many celebrated accomplishments as princess, and her life’s work of bringing friendship to the world.

	images/cover.jpg





