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		Description

About two weeks ago Apple Bloom finally got her cutie mark.  She has been having trouble remembering things for the last week and a half.  
Could this be coincidence?  Or is something else involved here?
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The Name Game
By: Brony Tom

“Apple Bloom, what have I told you about paying attention in class?”
With a start, the yellow-coated filly in question nearly jumped out of her seat, frantically turning to face Miss Cheerilee. Coming back down to reality, her senses were assaulted by all the information there was to take in: the unbearable heat in the stuffy classroom; the sickly-sweet scent of sweaty students that sat surrounding her; the unblinking eyes of her peers all staring accusingly at her. She straightened her posture before replying.
“You told me that I could wait until after class to think about how I could improve the structural integrity of the school, Miss Cheerilee.”
“Yes, I did. Now, I want you to do so. Why don't you come up front with me? You won't be distracted any more.”
“Yes, Miss Cheerilee.”
Apple Bloom pushed herself up and out of the desk and began to trot up towards the front of the classroom, in the process exposing her flank- and the mark thereon- to the rest of the class. It had only been a little more than a week since she'd finally gotten her cutie mark, a blank sheet of draft paper overlaid with a ruler and a pencil.
Some of the floorboards squeaked as Apple Bloom stepped on them, a testament to the ever-increasing age of the old schoolhouse. Not only that, but the tacky, faded tan-colored paint on the walls was beginning to show the first signs of chipping, and the lack of fans forced the students to rely on the fickle winds for cooling on this stifling hot, late Summer day.
Before she could make it all the way to Miss Cheerilee's desk, the final bell of the school day rang. For the second time that day, Apple Bloom jolted a little. She shook her head to try and clear her thoughts. Before she knew it, all of the colts and fillies had stampeded out of the classroom, leaving her and Miss Cheerilee alone in the building.
'Bloom', as her friends had taken to calling her, dashed to her desk to gather her things. Just as she stuffed the last item haphazardly into her schoolbag, she saw a shadow loom over her. With a nervous gulp, she slowly looked up to see what it was.
Miss Cheerilee looked back down at Apple Bloom, a worried frown on her face. She put a hoof on the filly's bag to keep her from going anywhere.
“Apple Bloom, are you alright? We've only been in school for a week and a half, but you've already failed most of the quizzes I've given to the class. Not only that, but you've been much less energetic these last few days. What's wrong? You can talk to me, and if there's a problem, I can help.”
The little yellow filly sighed, and began tugging with her hoof at the red ribbon in her hair.
“Er, well... It's kinda embarrassin', Miss Cheerilee.”
“Well, I can't help you unless you let me. If there's anything you need...” Cheerilee trailed off at the end.
“Oh, it's- I just- ever since school started, I've been having trouble rememberin' stuff,” mumbled Bloom, vigorously inspecting the grains in the floorboards and twiddling her bow. “Like just now, when the bell rang- I knew class was supposed to end soon, but I plum forgot right when you called on me. It's- I'm having a hard time focusin' on things, and, well- it's not just in school, either.”
“Oh?”
“Well, just yesterday, Sweetie Belle and I stopped in at Sugarcube Corner to get some treats, and as we were walking out, we accidentally bumped into- into... aw, shucks, I can't even remember who we bumped into!”
Apple Bloom sank to her haunches, tears beginning to form a glaze over her eyes. Cheerilee's eyes widened before she enveloped the younger pony in a warm, comforting hug.
“There, there. I know it can be frustrating not remembering things- it happens to me all the time! As a matter of fact, a lot of grown-ups have trouble with their memories, and it sometimes can get very bad as you get older.”
Bloom sniffled a bit and reciprocated her teacher's hug.
“Wow. Um, t-thanks, Miss Ch-cheerilee. I was afraid I was the only one, or maybe I had some kind of bump on the head or something. B-but anyway, when we bumped into... whoever it was, Sweetie and I went to apologize, and I couldn't remember her name then, either. And I knew that I knew who that mare was, I practically grew up next door to her. I- I just felt so terrible-”
“It's okay, Apple Bloom. If you want, I can help you organize a method to help you remember things easier. I am here to help you, so whatever you need, just say the word.” A gentle smile formed on the teacher's face.
Apple Bloom slipped out of the comforting hug and wiped the un-shed tears from her eyes. After a few more sniffles, she smiled at last and picked up her schoolbag, which she slung over her shoulders.
“I would appreciate that, Miss Cheerilee, I really would. But, it'll have to wait until tomorrow, 'cuz today I'm supposed to go help my sister with- with, um...” The filly let out an embarrassed chuckle before continuing. “Well, I'm supposed to go help my sister with some chores today, so I'll see you later, Miss Cheerilee!”
Apple Bloom waved over her shoulder even as she dashed out of the stuffy schoolhouse. Cheerilee watched her go, a hesitant smile on her face.
A sudden thought caused the teacher to frown. 
“Wait a minute- Apple Bloom said she's been having memory trouble since school started... that was right after she got her cutie mark.”  Cheerilee's frown morphed into a thoughtful expression as she watched the little yellow filly galloping off towards Sweet Apple Acres.

=====

Apple Bloom woke with a start. Looking up with eyes still bleary with sleep, she saw a shadowy figure standing over her. She gave a startled cry and tumbled frantically away from the figure, rolling off of her bed in a panic. Now tangled in the sheets, she thrashed around trying to right herself and get to her hooves.
“Whoa, there, sugar, it's just me,” said the figure.
Bloom ceased her tossing and turning on the ground at the sound of the familiar voice. She looked up, now barely recognizing the pony in the pre-dawn light as Applejack, her sister. The yellow filly stood up slowly, her heart still racing from the fright she'd had. With a heavy sigh, she lifted her hooves in a lazy attempt to get the sheets disentangled from her limbs.
“What's wrong, Apple Bloom? Ever since last week, you've been actin' all funny.” As she spoke, Applejack reached up and began fiddling with her stetson. “If I didn't know better, I'd say ya'll had got somepony to replace you. Is it your memory again? I said earlier, we can talk to the doc-”
“No!” snapped Apple Bloom, her eyes flashing with a sudden vigor before returning to their prior lethargic state. “I- I don't need to see a doctor, not yet. In fact, I was just talkin' with Miss Cheerilee yesterday about it. We agreed we'd meet up today to work out a plan.”
Applejack took a step back at her sister's sudden outburst.
“Well, if you say so, sugar. If- if ya'll need anythin', anythin' at all, just- you just let me know, a-alright?” Applejack struggled to keep her voice level, but a tiny amount of worry caused her voice to quaver slightly as she spoke. The orange mare hastily mumbled something about “getting started on breakfast” and trotted out  from the room.
Apple Bloom hung her head and finally freed herself from her bedsheets. Grunting, she tossed them onto her bed and began arranging them in their proper order. Her body practically took care of the work itself, as if the muscles in her body remembered the pattern they needed to move in and did so autonomously.
It was always the same when making her bed- first you pick up the light, checkered flannel sheets by the right edge, then you place yourself at the foot of the bed on the right side and toss the sheets over. Check to make sure you've got the orange squares on this side, and the red squares on the other. Tuck the edges under the mattress, then smooth out the surface.
All the while her mind was free to roam, and roam it did.
I know Big Sis is just concerned about me, but- I can handle this, can't I? I'm a big filly now, I have my Cutie Mark, for Celestia's sake! For once, I'm gonna take care of something on my own, so AJ doesn't have to get involved or nothing.
Finished making her bed, Apple Bloom trotted off to the bathroom down the hall, almost in a trance-like state. The hallway was even darker than her room, since there were no windows, and she was only able to navigate the path by memory. The familiar, comfortable feeling of the solid oak floor beneath her hooves brought a much-needed, albeit sleepy smile to her face. The soft clip, clop, clip, clop of her hooves, as well as the occasional creak of old wood under pressure, made for a calming rhythm as she approached the bathroom. She caught a whiff of pancakes cooking, which mixed pleasantly with the ever-present scent of fresh wood, apples, and a little bit of sweat. The odor felt natural in her nose, having grown up with it, and Apple Bloom closed her eyes to just let her senses guide her.
She reached for the handle to open the door and trotted into the bathroom, smiling broadly, and turned on the shower faucet. The warm water had mostly been used up, so Apple Bloom decided to give their old bucket-of-bolts heater a few minutes for a new supply. She let out a great big yawn, her tiredness from before creeping up on her again, and with much more force than before.
You know, I really ought to get down there and try and fix that old thing up. It'll be good practice for... I dunno, for something, at least. And maybe I can fix up some of the old paint and walls around here, too- it's getting a little annoying to see peeling paint and sagging wood all over the place.  Well, as long as I have my family and friends with me, I can take on any challenge.  Pretty soon, things will be back to the way they should be!
Right now, though, I'm beat... I think I'll just close my eyes for a few seconds while the water warms up...

=====


Apple Bloom's eyes snapped open. Her thoughts, her mind, both felt clearer than they had in a week. The brightness of daylight through the bathroom window illuminated the smooth, firm wooden walls of the bathroom.  All the colors of the spectrum seemed clearer, like they should be, as though her eyes had had a fog lifted from them.  The steady pattering sound of running water pealed like thunder between the tight spacing of the walls.
“Oh, fiddlesticks, how long have I been asleep? And I even left the shower on! Oh no, oh no,” fretted the filly. She quickly bounded over to the shower and turned it off, the warm water immediately ceasing to flow. “I can't believe nopony came and woke me up or anything, that's not like them.”
Concerned and more than a little anxious, Apple Bloom cantered to the door and opened it a crack. There was no response. Perking her ears up, the filly turned all of her concentration on listening for any activity; no sounds reached her ears. Frowning, she pushed the door the rest of the way open, flinching at the loud squeaks and squeals that the old door hinges gave off.
Apple Bloom cautiously stepped out into the hall, but still there was no response from anypony. Or anything, for that matter. The filly walked at a snail's pace through the farm house; as she went, she made it a point to step over all the boards that she knew would creak if she stepped on them. Getting to the stairs without incident only heightened her unease. It was at the top of the stairs that she noticed something that made her freeze in place. In the air was a pervasive aroma of old wood, apples, and a little bit of sweat.
“I can't smell pancakes any more,” whispered Apple Bloom, panic beginning to edge into her voice. “When Big Sis makes pancakes, the smell doesn't go away for hours!”
“Aha! There ya are, sugar,” called out a voice from behind the filly. With a yelp, she turned around and saw Applejack standing in the hallway behind her. “I was wonderin' where ya'd gone off to.”
“Applejack? What's going on? Where is everypony? And what happened to breakfast?” Bloom blurted out, her questions beginning to blend together in her haste.
“Whoa, slow down there, Apple Bloom. Let's go and grab you a quick bite to eat first, ya'll must be starvin'. I'll explain then.”
Apple Bloom nodded and the two trotted down the stairs and into the kitchen; when Applejack took the lead, the filly cast a discreet sniff in the direction of her sister.  There was the expected scent of apples and sweat, as well as some things Bloom didn’t recognize, one of which was sweet and one of which was... bitter?
Applejack reached the bottom stair, which elicited an extra-loud squeak from the wood, which Apple Bloom’s own hooves soon mimicked. Once in the kitchen proper, the older mare trotted to one of the cupboards and pulled out a few apples.
“What can I getcha, Bloom?”
As the younger pony trotted into the kitchen behind her sister, she paused and had to blink a few times at the brightness of the colors and oddly high level of detail she could make out in the room.  Not only that, but the complex concoction of myriad different, barely detectable odors was surreal in its clarity, leaving her slightly confused and disoriented.
That’s weird, I don’t remember everything being so... clear, thought Apple Bloom.  She was torn from her thoughts by her sister’s question.
“What?  O-oh, er, a few apple pancakes would be nice, if you wouldn't mind, AJ,” replied the filly, taking a seat at the table. The coolness of the seat was comforting to her still-heightened anxiety. “So, tell me, Sis, what happened? Where is everypony?”
Applejack lifted a pan in her mouth and set it on the stove with a soft clatter. As she gathered the rest of the ingredients and utensils necessary to her task, she spoke.
“Alright, sugar, here's how things went down after you nodded off; Braeburn, Big Mac and I were all down here, having breakfast and talkin' about how things were doin' on our respective farms. Well, just as we were about to finish, Twi shows up and tells us to come quick, there's somethin' terrible goin' on in town. The three of us got up and followed her, and sure enough, there was all kinds o' critters runnin' around Ponyville. Fluttershy said somethin' about a disturbance in the forest scarin' 'em all, so most of us spent the better part of the mornin' roundin' up all the critters and gettin' 'em back where they belong. I got back only a minute or two before I bumped into you.”
Apple Bloom's eyebrows rose progressively during her sister's conversation, and all the while the tantalizing smell of pancakes and apples wafted throughout the kitchen. After all was said and done, Applejack looked over her shoulder and gave a warm smile before trotting over with a plate of six large apple pancakes, each coated with syrup and stacked one on top of the other. The sight made Apple Bloom's mouth water involuntarily.
“Thanks, AJ. By the way, did you ever hear about what made all the animals all riled up? I can't imagine it would be something small, so I'm just concerned that maybe there's another threat out there somewhere.”
The yellow filly slid the plate towards her, and took the napkin offered to her by her sister, which she promptly folded and placed in her lap.
“Shucks, Apple Bloom, that's mighty insightful of ya. As a matter of fact, though, I did hear from Fluttershy what it was after we finished roundin' up all the animals; apparently it was a hydra that wandered out of the bog and into the forest, but fortunately it didn't come near Ponyville or do any damage before it went trampin' back home. And would ya please not do that with yer napkin? Ya'll know I don't like gettin' all fancy if it's just family.”
“Oh, sorry, AJ. I guess I kinda forgot.” Apple Bloom paused the process of breathing in the insanely delicious aroma of pancakes in order to take her napkin from her lap and tie it around her neck. She received a nod of approval from her sister, and so she picked up her knife and fork again. This time, she didn't pause until she'd gouged out a huge amount from the stack, and speared it with her fork. “Where is everypony, anyway?” asked the filly.
“Oh, er, Big Mac is already out in the orchards, and Granny is um, I think she’s in her room doing some knitting, and Braeburn is, well-” 
Applejack stopped speaking and gazed with curiosity at her sister, who had paused just as she was about to devour the hunk of pancake. Apple Bloom's eyes were wide.
“You mean you don’t know where everypony is?”
Applejack, suddenly uncomfortable, frowned.
“Now that ain't true, sugar, I do know where they are.  I was just having some trouble remembering at first, that’s all.”
Applejack reached over to put a comforting hoof around her sister, but before she could reach the filly, Apple Bloom smacked Applejack's hoof away.
Applejack's mouth fell open, her eyes widening in shock as she stared in silence at her younger sister. Apple Bloom returned her shocked gaze with one full of fire and anger. She dropped the fork with the hunk of pancake, which hit her plate with a deafening clatter amidst the deadly quiet, and stood up out of her seat.
“I knew something odd was going on- you're not my sister!” Apple Bloom pointed an accusatory hoof at the pony who claimed to be her older sister.
“W-what? Of course I'm you're sister, Bloom! Are you having trouble remembering that now, too?”
“No, I'm not, imposter. If you really wanted me to believe you were Applejack, you should have paid more attention.”
“Alright, sure, fine, I'm not your sister. How can you be so sure?”
Apple Bloom began circling the other pony like a shark, never taking her eyes off of the creature wearing her sister's body.
“Well, the first thing that tipped me off was when we were coming down the stairs- Applejack never steps on the bottom one, because she hates how loudly it squeaks whenever anypony uses it. Second thing that really had me going was when you made me breakfast- the real Applejack knows that I always eat apple pancakes for breakfast. She's never asked me what I wanted to eat for breakfast. Although, I have to be honest, you did throw me there for a while with the napkin- I was seeing if you'd catch that, since I know it's one of Big Sis' pet peeves. So that was why I had to do one last test, just to make absolutely sure you weren't my sister.”
Apple Bloom paused trotting her circle around the imposter. With overly-dramatic flair, she pointed at the creature with a hoof.
“When I pretended to be upset about you not knowing where everypony was, you got nervous, and when Applejack gets nervous, she always fiddles with her stetson, just like I do with my bow!”
There was absolute silence for a moment, and then the not-quite-Applejack began to laugh uproariously. The mare held her hooves to her sides, tears spilling out of her eyes, and after a while she even rolled out of the chair and onto the floor.
“W-what? What's so funny?” shouted Apple Bloom, taking a few involuntary steps away from her not-sister.
Immediately, the laughter ceased. The figure in Applejack's form looked up with a bemused expression.
“You want to know what's funny? All of your accusations against me.”
“Why are they so amusing to you?”
“Because they're true.”
As the being spoke, her eyes flashed a malicious green, and became draconic in appearance. Bright slashes of green flame began to dance around her body as she floated to her hooves, and eventually the faux Applejack was engulfed completely in the fire. A moment later, the globe of heat and sickly green light burst in a flare of energy, revealing a tall, spindly black creature that resembled a pony. The thing that immediately stuck out to Apple Bloom was a heavy, oppressingly sticky-sweet smell, like somepony had gathered a mound of sugar and burned it. Behind the sweetness, though, was another, bitter scent, one that Apple Bloom had trouble pinning down.
Only afterward did she notice the long, jagged black horn that jutted out of the creature's head, the insectoid, gossamer wings that fluttered at the being's side, and the holes that pock-marked the mare's body in several places.
Apple Bloom's eyes widened in fright and she began backing up more rapidly from the changeling before her. The two stood locked in a stare, neither side blinking as the changeling would take a step forward, and the filly a step back.
“I- I know you from somewhere,” muttered Apple Bloom. “You were at the w-wedding, weren't you?”
“Oh? You remember me? I should feel honored, I suppose. What, pray tell, is my name, then, child?”
“You, um, you're the- the Queen! You're the Queen of the Changelings!” As she spoke, Bloom's eyes widened at the implications of her words.
“Yes indeed, little flower-filly. I am the Queen. I'm glad you fully understand what this means.” Chrysalis leered down at Apple Bloom, who had nearly backed herself out of the kitchen now.
“But- but how? What did you do to my sister! Where's Applejack?” shouted the filly, even as she continued to edge away from the Queen.
“It was simple, really. I don't know why I didn't try it earlier; I just waited until one day in the early morning, before sunrise, and whisked the ponies away while they slept. It was quite effective, might I add, with the sole exception of your early-bird relatives, I'm sorry to say.”
“W-what did you do with my family?” Apple Bloom heard the bottom stair squeal as she stepped on it with her hind hooves.  “Where is everypony?”
“Oh, nothing extraordinary... I just devoured their minds.” Chrysalis let out an enormous, wicked grin, her fangs glistening with saliva in the light of day.
Apple Bloom's face blanched with horror, her eyes widening to the size of saucers. She tried to make words, but her voice wouldn't cooperate. She felt her hooves twitch, and then her gut, and shortly thereafter her whole body was shuddering in fright. No matter how hard she tried, Bloom couldn't take her eyes off of the heinous creature before her, every single, unbelievably clear detail forcing itself into her vision.
“Why are you doing this? Why are you going through all this trouble just for me?”
“Why? Such a silly question, really. I'm doing this because it's fun.” Chrysalis paused in her advance to raise a thoughtful hoof to her chin. “Although, I suppose I'm also doing it to test your mettle. I relish the challenge of sucking the love out of a squirming, kicking filly.”
“You’re sick!  But- wait- how can you feed on love by kidnapping us and terrorizing us? That doesn't make any sense!”
“You're missing one crucial piece of information, dear; Changelings have more than one way of getting love out of ponies. In fact, the method I used on dear old Shining Armor is the weakest, most ineffective one we have.  Oh, no, filly, the chief way I plan on getting your love out of you is through your memories.”
Apple Bloom was speechless. She froze in place at the top of the steps, staring in awe and confusion and shock at the Queen.
“Correct me if I'm wrong, little filly, but did I not overhear you earlier talking about how your friends and family could help you overcome challenges that you face? Even when they aren't physically present, you can still think about them and draw strength from their memories in your heart. That is the energy that your memories hold, and as a Changeling, I have the power to... shall we say, extract it.”
“You... really do eat ponies' minds?” Apple Bloom's voice was barely more than a whisper.
“If you want to put it that way, then yes, child, I eat the minds of ponies. Unfortunately for your kind, the effects are permanent, and any memory that I consume and drain of love is lost to you forever.”
At that, Apple Bloom's instincts finally got the better of her, and she turned tail and ran. With little room left in the hallway, she burst into Applejack's room at the very end of it and slammed the door shut behind her, quickly grabbing any furniture at hoof and using it to barricade the door. A blast of green fire burst through the door, punching out a hole the size of the filly's head. Gasping, she turned and ran for the only thing that came to her mind; the window.
Apple Bloom leaped out the open window, and behind her she heard the sound of the door being annihilated by unholy green magic. She couldn't focus on it, however, as she was already hurtling towards the ground at high speed. Her instincts as a Cutie Mark Crusader kicked in, and she tucked her body tightly together and rolled off the impact as she had learned to do during her many failed crusades. She quickly rose to her hooves using the remaining momentum and galloped off as quickly as she could towards Ponyville.
There has to be somepony in town who's still there, who can still help me! I just have to-
“You cannot escape me, filly!” came a tremendous shout from behind her. Bloom looked over her shoulder and saw the Queen flying after her, quickly closing the gap between the two of them. The filly began racking her brain for anything, any plan that might save her, a trick, a trap-
And then she felt herself being lifted off the ground. She looked down in dismay, and saw her body lit up by a pallid green aura. Behind her, she heard a whump as the Changeling Queen landed on the ground. Apple Bloom's heart raced even faster, and she began squirming as much as the magical field would permit. Unfortunately, her range of motion was essentially non-existant, and she was stuck facing forward while the monster casually trotted up behind her.
Clip, went the hoof of the Queen.
The filly felt her sweat dripping slowly down her body, felt the dampness in her fur, and the prickly sensation when a pony's blood chills in their veins. She could smell the sweat, its saltiness mixing with the moist, cool outside air and the scent of nature into an entirely unpleasant odor of terror.
Clop, went the hoof of the Queen.
Creeping into her nose once more was the intensely overpowering, all-pervasive smell of saccharine sweetness that the changeling exuded. The vortex of different aromas all mixing together left her quivering, her nose sending conflicting messages of delight and despair.
Clip, went the hoof of the Queen.
Apple Bloom could feel the malignant aura of the Queen's presence at her back, she could feel the creature deliberately stalling its gait to prolong the filly's agony. The fur on her back suddenly felt unbearably cold, a combination of the drain from the monster's mere presence, its shadow falling on her back, and the perspiration Bloom was shedding in gallons.
Clop, went the hoof of the Queen.
There was a sensation of something incredibly light and delicate brushing along her back, like an intangible film of miniscule ants crawling against her skin. Apple Bloom had no need to look back to tell that the changeling was standing directly beside her- the unnatural, unholy chill in the air told her that. A sudden, gentle movement of air whooshed past the filly's ear.
“Hello, Apple Bloom,” whispered the chitinous creature, the hot, revolting breath from its lungs tickling the filly's ears and clogging her nostrils and mouth with its odor.  It was almost as though she could feel the minute currents of movement in the cloud of stench.
Bloom's pupils shrank to pinpricks, her ear muscles desperately straining themselves to flick back and disperse the oily fumes, but to no avail. Her lungs and throat contracted violently, trying to expel the noxious fog, only to stir it up even more. That was when Apple Bloom finally recognized the faint odor emanating from the Queen.
It was the smell of death. The deaths of untold multitudes all writhing in agony, rotting away in the belly of the beast beside her.
“W-what are you?” stammered Apple Bloom, barely managing to force her vocal cords to work.
“I'm a changeling, like I told you.” Another disgusting wave of death-breath washed over the filly's ear and face. The icy, filmy feeling on her back faded for a moment as the creature buzzed its wings to prove its point.
“No. I saw the real changelings in Canterlot, I smelled the real Queen. They might have been monsters, but you- you're something else. They didn't smell like- like death-”
“Pfah, what do you know? Besides, it won't even matter in a few minutes; you'll just be a quivering pile of pony, mindless and dead.”
Apple Bloom felt icy, sharp points gliding across the fur on and around her ear. A thick, warm slime began oozing across her skin in the same locations, following the prickly touch of the creature's fangs.
“I- I don't care!” shouted the filly suddenly, a zeal returning to her eyes as she spoke. “I don't care if you're going to suck out my soul or eat my brain or whatever, but I need to know- what did you do with everypony?”
The fangs of the monster stopped in their tracks.
“Whatever do you mean, Apple Bloom?”
“I mean, what happened to Equestria?  Normally it’s bursting at the seams with all kinds of living creatures, but ever since I woke up in the bathroom, you and I have been the only breathing things I’ve seen.”
“I was hungry?” the Queen suggested, her voice sarcastic and playful.
“I honestly doubt even you could so completely wipe out life from Equestria, whatever you are.  Wait a moment-”  Apple Bloom’s eyes widened and her mouth slackened into a gape.  “Are- are we even in Equestria?”
Bloom felt herself whip around in the telekinetic grasp of the mare, suddenly mere inches from the creature's face. The hot, putrid breath of the thing spewed in such high concentrations that she dry-heaved.
“You are a foal if you think that-”
“Shut up!” The Queen fell into silence at the force of the outburst from the filly.
“You've done nothing but play mind-games with me the whole time we've been here, wherever we really are. I'm tired of it!  I just know that something is up with this world, I know it!  And now that I think about it, there are a lot of things I should’ve picked up on before that I wrote off as being weird, but it all makes sense when you put it together.  So tell me- what's really going on here?”
There was complete silence as the creature seemed to ponder something. After a seeming eternity, it frowned.
“Congratulations, Apple Bloom, you've won.”
Immediately the world exploded.

=====

Apple Bloom's eyes snapped open. She was in a dark room, whose walls were a plain, slate gray and made of a dull, dusty substance that the filly had never seen before. She tried to get up, but her muscles met with fluid resistance as soon as she went to move, like she was underwater. Extending her senses in her immediate area, she realized why she was unable to move her limbs normally; Bloom's entire body was encased in an amorphous, gelatin-like cocoon of pulsing, iridescent green slime.
A scream tried to force its way out of her mouth, but she found it impossible, as her lungs were already filled with the ooze and could make no sound. The filly began thrashing about, but her limbs quickly tired out from the increased effort required to move. Letting her muscles sag, she floated hopelessly in the goop. The feel of the stuff against her skin was almost non-existant, like she was hanging in mid-air, and the complete lack of any kind of smell or taste from the stuff, despite the fact that she was fully immersed in it, was wholly and utterly disturbing.
The sound of hoofsteps approaching made her momentarily cease her efforts to escape. Out of the gloom, a dark figure appeared, a pair of violet eyes glowing brightly amidst the darkness. Apple Bloom instinctively shrank back from the being, though there wasn't much room to maneuver in the small cocoon.
The creature stopped in front of the pod, the light in the room barely bright enough to reveal a bright pink coat, as well as an expansive pair of wings, a long, pointed horn, and a luscious, tri-colored mane of gold, pink, and violet. Apple Bloom's eyes widened in shock.
“Princess Cadance? What are you doing here?”
“The real question is: what are you doing here, Apple Bloom?”
“Wha-what?”
“'You've done nothing but play mind-games with me the whole time we've been here, wherever we really are. I'm tired of it.' Those are your exact words. So, as I said, the real question before us is not why I am here, but why a little farm filly named Apple Bloom is here. If you'll pardon me, though, I must say, you do have quite an exquisite name, as far as they go. It symbolizes the growth of life and the harmony between infancy and maturity. Quite poetic.”
Apple Bloom simply gaped in response, to which the Princess rolled her eyes.
“Ugh, you mortals never have the capacity to appreciate the finer things in life, not until it's too late. Truly, I sometimes question why I was given the burden of watching over Harmony- it's so much more depressing than watching over the Light or the Dark. Luna thinks she's got it bad, dealing with monsters all the time, but she hasn't had to deal with the average Equestrian citizen on a daily basis.” Cadance shook her head absently.
“Anyway, child, I will dispense with the illusions and trickery, as you ask. What you see all around us, and what you saw ever since waking up in the shower, has all been entirely inside of your mind. As to why we are even in your mind in the first place, I must refer to the trouble you've been having with your memories this last week.”
“Wait, you were behind that?”
“Indeed I was. Unfortunately for us both, you were strong enough to almost fully resist my enchantment.”
“What was it supposed to do?” The trepidation in the filly's voice was palpable. Cadance sighed.
“Erase anomalies.” At Apple Bloom's confused expression, the Princess sat down on her haunches. “You do not know it, young mare, but a name is a sacred thing in Equestria. When a foal is born, his or her parents grace that child with a name, something that gives the child meaning and singles him or her out from all the rest of ponykind.  That bond, that harmony between a pony's name and their very self is not something to be taken lightly. Think, Apple Bloom. Name for me a pony that you know.”
“Um, Applejack.”
“Now tell me, what is Applejack's special talent?”
“She can grow apples like nopony!” Apple Bloom smiled with pride.
“Name another pony, one who is less familiar to you.”
“Well, uh, Lyra Heartstrings.”
“And what is she good at?”
“Playing the lyre.”
“Do you notice a pattern here, Apple Bloom?”
“Yeah, they both had talents that match their names.” The filly suddenly took on a more thoughtful expression. “Now that I think about it, I can't think of anypony that doesn't have a talent that matches their name.”
“What is your special talent, Apple Bloom?”
“It's design and architecture, why do you-” Apple Bloom's voice petered out mid-sentence as the full ramifications of what she had just said hit home. “You- you mean-”
“You are an anomaly, Apple Bloom. You are an exception to the sacred tradition of Harmony... and it is my duty to eradicate such threats.”
“W-what?! Just because my name is different from my talents doesn't mean I'm a threat to harmony!”
“On the contrary, Apple Bloom. Tell me, how did your sister get her Cutie Mark?”
“Why do you wanna know?” The bitterness in the filly's voice was plainly evident.
“Answer my question!” bellowed the Princess, her voice magnified a thousand times.
“Fine, Applejack went off to Manehattan because she didn't want to live on a farm any more, I think. While she was there, she had a rough time, and then when she saw the Sonic Rainboom, she realized what her true calling was and came back.”
“I tell you now, that's a lie. The truth is that she enjoyed her stay, and in fact discovered that her special talent was in public relations. Odd choice of profession aside, I was forced to step in and correct the situation.”
“But- but- that's impossible!  I remember-”
“You think you remember. My specialty in magic is the spread of Harmony. Sometimes that entails the extermination of Discordant memories, especially of things that never should have happened. Apparently, I wasn't quite thorough enough when dealing with your sister- some of the rebelliousness inside of her escaped my purge, and she passed it on to you.”
“Oh yeah? And what gives you the right to take it away from me? I'm a free mare, I should be allowed to choose my own destiny!”
“Tell me, foal, what would have happened had not Applejack been in Ponyville to befriend Twilight Sparkle and stop Nightmare Moon? Who would have wielded the Element of Honesty against Discord when he broke free from his imprisonment? Who else could have raised you as well as your older sister, who loves you deeply and honestly?”
Apple Bloom was silent as she processed Princess Cadance's words.
“That's right, child. Sometimes freedom must be sacrificed for the sake of Harmony. If you don't believe me just yet, let me give you another example. Who was it that last checked your teeth and cleaned them for you?”
“T-that would be C-C-Colgate,” said Apple Bloom, tears beginning to leak out of her eyes. The tiny drops of sadness floated about in the cocoon like drops of food coloring in water.
“What is Colgate's Cutie Mark?”
“It's an hourglass, P-princess.”
“Does that fit with what I have been telling you, Apple Bloom?”
“N-no.”
“No, it does not. Her real name is in fact 'Minuette', not 'Colgate'. Her special talent is not dentistry. No, child, her special talent is time.
“It is a testament to the power of Harmony that that situation turned out the way that it did. You see, Minuette was born as the most powerful unicorn that has ever walked on this planet, despite the fact that it was not her destiny to be so.  Do you have any idea how much chaos, how much destruction she would have wreaked upon Equestria if she had been allowed to realize her potential? What if she had accidentally traveled back to the founding of Equestria and introduced advanced technology millenia before it was supposed to be invented? Or gone into the future and discovered things not meant to be known by ponykind? The entire history of Equestria would be torn asunder in an instant.
“I could not allow this to happen, but neither could I afford to risk a confrontation such as the one you and I are having.  So, I began visiting her on a regular basis, having gotten a job as her foalsitter.  Each visit I would slowly siphon off some of her power and slightly revise some of her memories and history.  There were many times when she almost caught on to me, and her magic offered a tremendous amount of resistance to my efforts.  But with time and effort, I prevailed, and now she goes by the name she was destined to have.  I never was able to fully erase her rebelliousness, though, so I have to keep visiting her once a week to ensure that her memories stay buried and reinforce her implanted ones; that's why she is also the Royal Dentist, and a good friend of mine.
“As for her power, I couldn't simply keep it, as I was not its destined owner, so I transferred it to another filly with which I was having some trouble; Twilight Sparkle. She was the one destined to possess the excess magic from Colgate, so I simply infused it into her at the crucial moment when she was about to receive her original Cutie Mark- a field of stars and a telescope. She was originally going to be an astronomer, but Harmony required her to be the Element of Magic; and so she was, through my careful shepherding.
“Harmony requires that you be a farmer of apples, like your sister before you, and her mother before her. Do you now understand why I must return things to the way that they should be?”
Inside the cocoon, Apple Bloom looked up. Swirling around her were miniscule, almost crystalline spheres of water, refracting light like snowflakes in a snowglobe. Despite the tears leaking out of her eyes, there was a firm determination emanating from her.
“I don't care about your fancy 'Harmony'. I am who I am. I am Apple Bloom, and I am an architect and a designer. I am the younger sister of Applejack and the younger sister of Big Macintosh. I love my family and they love me, and nothing you do can take that from me!”
Princess Cadance sighed deeply and shook her head sadly.
“It is not the love of your family that I seek to take from you, Apple Bloom, sister of Applejack and of Big Macintosh.”
Immediately, the world exploded. At least, that's what it felt like to Apple Bloom. She felt a great, alien pressure in her mind, like there were two separate beings trying to inhabit her thoughts. Her skull pounded like a hammer on an anvil, constantly beating down on her with excruciating pain unlike anything she'd even thought possible. She screamed, the force of it surging up from the very core of her being, only to be trapped inside by the soporific ooze.
“Things will be as they should be. So it is written, so it shall be.”
Amidst the agony, Apple Bloom felt herself suddenly in a small clubhouse with two other fillies, Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo. She was giving advice and helpful suggestions to Sweetie Belle for decorations for a school project that the three were working on. A moment later, the memory faded away, to be replaced by a bland, gray void.
“Apple Bloom, I want to play one last game with you- it's one of my favorites. It's called the Name Game. All you have to do is keep repeating your name over and over again.”
“BUCK YOU!”
“Ah, ah, ah, language, little filly.”
Apple Bloom had thought the burning, ripping pain couldn't be any worse. It doubled. The filly curled up into a tight ball, her limbs trembling with almost literal fire coursing through them. Memories flashed before her, faster and faster.
There was a new memory before her; she was standing next to Applejack at the Sweet Apple Acres family apple cart, peddling produce right alongside her big sister. A long line of ponies stood waiting to buy some apples, particularly from her, and she saw herself wearing a huge grin.
Did I really do that?
Everything was fading to gray.
Apple Bloom saw a face appear before her eyes, a filly unicorn's pure white face with a streaked pink-and-purple mane and pea-green eyes. Bloom's eyes widened as she tried to call forth a name to match to the face.
That's- I know who that is!  I- This can't be happening!  N-no!
“My name is Apple Bloom! I am an architect! My sister is Applejack and my friends are- are-”
Another face appeared, this one of an orange earth pony mare with a blond mane like straw and with a stetson on her head.
“My name is Apple Bloom! I am- I am an architect! My sister is- my sister-”
Almost her entire field of vision was gray, and her ears were filled with buzzing. Her nose could only smell death.
A third face appeared. It was a youngish filly, with a yellow coat and a pretty red mane tied off with a large pink bow.
“My name- I am- My sister- Sister-”
With a start, she realized that the smell of death was coming from her.

=====

Apple Bloom's eyes snapped open. The first thing she noticed was a face looming over her blurry vision, a bright pink face with a kindly smile. The filly breathed in, feeling an uplifting, gentle scent of sugary sweetness fill her nostrils. She grinned and blinked a few times before stretching her limbs and yawning. Looking around once more with clearer eyes, she saw two other ponies in the room; Applejack, her sister, and Princess Cadance, the mare at whose wedding Bloom had been a flower-filly.
“Apple Bloom, you're alright! Thank Celestia! Well, thank Cadance, I guess,” Applejack exclaimed, chuckling. Her eyes were slightly puffy, as though she'd been trying not to cry. She reached up and adjusted her stetson a bit. “I was worried sick when I found ya'll passed out on the bathroom floor. I went to get Twi for help, but it turns out Princess Cadance here was already on her way. Good timing, huh?”
Apple Bloom smiled.
“I'll say. What was wrong with me, anyway?”
“I think I should answer that one,” said the Princess, stepping forward slightly. “Long story short, it was a remnant of Discord's power when he roamed free across Equestria. There are many such chaotic fragments that loiter around in the less savory parts of the Equestrian wilds, like the Everfree Forest or similar places. They cling to ponies that happen upon them and wreak mischief and chaos wherever they go. I would suppose you must have found one while you were out crusading one day.”
“Well, um. Wow. Thanks for getting rid of it, then, Princess,” said Apple Bloom, her eyes a bit wider.
Princess Cadance smiled.
“Don't worry, Apple Bloom, it's my job, after all. As a Princess, I am obligated to watch over Harmony and preserve its integrity.”
“Wow, Equestria sure is lucky to have Princesses like you!” Apple Bloom's eyes shone with gratitude and youthful awe.
“Well, I'm certainly glad you think so. Unfortunately, I have an urgent dental appointment to get to, so I must be taking my leave of you now. It was so nice to see you again, Apple Bloom! And you too, Applejack. My, the two of you are so similar! Like two peas in a pod. But anyway, I really must be going. Goodbye!”
The Princess gracefully bowed her head and teleported away in a soft flash of violet light. The yellow filly leaped out of bed, a rush of pent-up energy flooding her mind and body. Her older sister smiled with glistening eyes.
“I am so glad you're alright, sugar. So glad... Er, but anyway, I bet ya'll are starvin' after the whole 'fragment of chaos' thing, ain'tcha? I made yer favorite- apple pancakes!”
“All right! Applejack, you're the best!” called Bloom as she bounded out of her bedroom, catching the familiar scent of old wood, apples, and a little bit of sweat. And pancakes, delicious apple pancakes.
On a sudden impulse, the filly paused to throw a glance back at her flank- she smiled as she saw her cutie mark was still the same; a bright red apple surrounded by a wreath of flowers. It signified her special talent of apple farming; after all, she was a member of the Apple family, and the sister of Applejack and brother of Big Macintosh.
Apple Bloom grinned with the enthusiasm that only a filly can have, and rushed through the hall, dodging all the squeaky boards, and flew down the stairs, making sure to skip the bottom one. She looked into the kitchen, where a stack of dirty dishes lay in the sink, awaiting cleaning, and a stack of six huge apple pancakes sat on the table.
The filly eagerly took her place at the table and hastily tied her napkin around her neck, before gouging out a huge slice of the pancake stack and stuffing it in her mouth. She let out a contented 'Mmmmm' as she chewed on the buttery, fluffy goodness.
“Whoa there, sugar, you're scarfin' down them pancakes like you ain't eaten in weeks!” said Applejack, just now arriving on the scene. When Apple Bloom didn't reply, AJ's voice took on a softer, more sensitive tone. “I'm so glad things are back to the way they should be,” she said.
“Me too, Big Sis,” enthused Apple Bloom, pancake crumbs spewing from her mouth. “Me too.”
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