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		Description

Chance of Ponyville has spent his life studying how to reopen the Castle of Friendship, and has come to one conclusion. Unite the new bearers of the Elements of Harmony from all across Equestria, and perhaps in doing so, find the long lost Princess Twilight Sparkle.
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		Council of the Moon



The shadow of the Castle of Friendship hung over the sprawling town of Ponyville like an ever-present stormcloud. It kept some of the smaller houses in darkness for most of the day and allowed a chilly breeze to sweep through the streets below. It was within the embrace of that shadow that a broad earth pony left his small abode, stumbling to shove a stack of papers into his worn saddle bags so that he could lock the door behind him. The wind picked up and ruffled the fur of his green coat and made a mess of his short, seafoam mane.
The earth stallion leveled a glare at the castle as he finally locked the door behind him and swiped one hoof over his ruined mane. After a pause, a sigh escaped him, and he turned his steps in the opposite direction, towards the station. It felt weird to turn his back on the object of his studies, its shadow still loomed over him and sent a brief shiver up his spine. He hesitated but a moment before pinwheeling around and racing up to the base of the castle one last time.
With any luck of course, this would not be the last time, and he told himself so as he sucked in deep breath after deep breath in front of the incline of stairs leading up to the door. The Council of the Moon had accepted his dissertation to be read for approval tonight. No, he rethought with a faint snort. Not with luck. He glanced almost defiantly at his flank where a cutie mark of four golden hearts arranged to resemble a clover sits. Not luck. Intellect.
The wind picked up again, and the earth stallion closed his eyes as it seemed to tug him towards the ancient crystal doors. Soon, he promised the castle, and turned his back to it once again as he raced towards the station, and the train that may very well leave without him if he didn’t hurry.
~~~***~~~
“Chance of Ponyville?” a middle-aged unicorn mare asked dully from the doorway of the council chamber.
“Yes!” The earth stallion jumped a little, the papers balanced so carefully in his hooves spilt onto the floor. He stifled a groan as he began to hastily gather them up. To his horror, the unicorn just watched him over the rim of her glasses as he amended his mistake alone, and rolled her eyes when he finally managed to grip them all between his teeth.
“This way please,” she said tartly as she directed him with a dismissive wave of her hoof towards the open doors. “You’ll have fifteen minutes to speak, and fifteen to take questions. Please keep things brief, we have other matters to listen to tonight besides yours.”
Chance cast a bemused glance behind him towards the vacant waiting room before trotting behind her into the chamber.
To say the layout of the monthly meeting place of the Council of the Moon was intimidating was an understatement. The council’s head, an impatient looking unicorn mare sat at a podium raised more than twenty feet above the council room floor. Around her circled two rows of council members, also raised above floor by many feet. Chance swallowed harshly when his brain quickly calculated the alarming percentage of unicorns in the room. He could spot a hoofful of pegasus among the ranks, and one very elderly earth pony, but otherwise they were all Canterlot elite. All unicorns. A much smaller podium had been placed in the center of what Chance could really only call the pit, with the entire council looking down at him it couldn’t be described as anything but. The structure of the room itself, the way the speaker was clearly meant to feel small beneath the watching eyes of the council far above them, was intentional.
Still, Chance managed to puff out his chest and make his way to his tiny podium without so much as a tremble. He placed his sheaf of papers on the white marble surface as gently as he could and swallowed as he realized that he must have scooped them up out of order when they scattered in the waiting room.
Above, the head of the council cleared her throat in an unflattering manner that made the mole on her cheek twitch. “Anytime that you’d like to begin, mister . . .” She raised a hoof to her mouth to cover a clearly feigned yawn.
“Chance,” Chance intoned stiffly.
“Mister Chance, then.” She finished with another, smaller yawn. “Go on, if you’d please.”
He had no time to try and sort his papers into the proper order, so Chance merely bunched them into a less blustered looking stack beneath his hooves and directed his gaze upwards towards the rows of unicorns. “I’ve come here to present to the Council of the Moon a simple proposal,” he began, proud when his voice didn’t waver. “I seek permission to be allowed access to the Castle of Friendship.”

A lower murmur rippled through the ranks before the head of the council cleared her throat again. “You can’t be serious,” she said. “The castle has been sealed for almost a thousand years.”
“I’m completely serious,” Chance replied steadily.
In the front row, a petite little pegasus mare leaned over the edge to address him. “And what do you expect to gain by being allowed such permissions?”
Chance noted with curiosity the way the unicorns around her edged themselves a little further away when the pegasus spoke, the way the head of council glanced away and didn’t not fully acknowledge her. So he turned his full attention on the pegasus, whose white feathers fluff up at the recognition. “The return of the Princess of Friendship.”
The silence that fell over the council was deafening, and even the little pegasus looked startled. A few unicorns had all but reared back in their seats, hooves clutched to chests and muzzles as if they’d been struck. When the hush finally broke out into a sea of whispers, Chance gave them a moment before he interrupted.
“It is said that we ‘lost’ our princess when the Great Gryphon War drew to a close,” he said over the trailing wisps of conversation above him. “But in my studies I’ve come to believe that the truth of the matter is that we lost ourselves. We lost our sense of Harmony as citizens of Equestria.”
“How dare-” the council head started, only to be cut off by the white pegasus mare stamping her hooves forcefully against the edge of the dais. The unicorn mare clamped her mouth shut before huffing out, “Ivory Spirit,” between gritted teeth.
“Zealous Belle,” the pegasus, Ivory Spirit said curtly in return.
For some reason this served to aggressively silence the entire council. Chance pretended to shuffle his papers for a heartbeat if only to create a bit of noise after that bizarre outburst. “As I was saying,” he continued, “It’s clear at the very least that we no longer mingle the way we used to. Earth ponies keep their hooves rooted to the soil upon which they were born. Pegasi live and die without ever leaving the trading ports in the clouds.” He swept his gaze meaningfully around the room, challenge in his golden eyes, “And our cities are overcrowded with twice the amount of unicorns as there are pegasi and earth pony residents combined.”
The council head made as if to open her mouth again to object, but thought better of it when Ivory Spirit cast her a vicious glare over the heads of the unicorns around her. Chance did his best to imitate the expression under the probing eyes of the rest of the council. “Once, the most powerful magic of all was also considered to be the simplest. Friendship. We used to all work together in unity, in harmony where ponies of all walks of life were equal. Princess Twilight Sparkle set an example that we should have been upholding in her absence. Your council room is round in a poor imitation of her table, for your head sits above you all.” He gestured to Zealous Belle, pleased at the fury that lit in her eyes when those below her begin to murmur, heads bent together. “A true leader considers herself equal to everypony around her when in their council. She treats all words as though they are worth hearing, no matter who they come from. The Princess’ council was made up of equal representation of unicorns, pegasi, and earth pony alike.” He bowed his head reverently towards the old, earth pony mare at the back of the council, pleased when she smiled and dipped her chin towards him in return. “We should be emulating her,” Chance said with a tap of his hoof to the podium. “We have dishonored her by conducting ourselves as we have for nearly a thousand years. My fellow ponies, we did not lose the Princess of Friendship, we lost ourselves. And in doing so, we lost the greatest magic Equestria has, the Elements of Harmony.”
This time, Zealous Belle spoke unabated. “We know exactly where they are. The Tree of Harmony sits outside your very doorstep, Chance of Ponyville,” she said snidely.
Chance scoffed, “A well known fact. Bravo. But it’s also common knowledge, councilmare, that the Elements continued to exist within their bearers. Has no one before me ever questioned why we no longer have any bearers.”
“Besides the obvious answer of death?” a unicorn stallion with a dark plum coat and even darker mane asked. “The Elements died. If you must ask silly questions of us, please provide answers that aren’t so inane.”
“Gladly,” Chance grinned. “You see, my fellow ponies,” he swept his forehooves around the room, gesturing to all and none in one broad motion, “it is my belief that the Elements of Harmony have the potential to reside within the hearts of anypony. Much like with our Princess, we only considered them lost to us because we ceased looking for them. How many of you can consider the pony next to you a friend?” The accusation echoed in the chamber, making silence fall among the ranks of the council once more. “That’s what I thought. If we had truly preserved the lessons Princess Twilight Sparkle taught us, the castle might still have open doors. It is my belief that if we seek to rediscover the Elements within ourselves, then the Princess who once left us out of grief may yet return. If I’m granted access to the castle, I’ll seat new ponies upon the abandoned thrones. We all know the stories, don’t we? About how without the other five, the Element of Magic loses its power? Not because it is somehow incompetent, or its bearer a poor spell caster, but because it represents the strongest, simplest form of magic in the world. The Magic of Friendship.”
Chance dropped to all fours beside the podium and paces to the edge of the council floor before beginning to make his way slowly around the full loop of it. “Without Harmony, we will eventually lose what little we have left. Without Harmony, ponies have lost the power to become alicorns. Without Harmony, we face new and greater threats every day that we struggle to fight against because we are no longer a kingdom united. If I can be given access to the castle, I believe that Harmony has a chance of being restored, and with it our lost Princess returning to the country that loved her and loves her still.”
Head held high, Chance waited as the whispers turn into a ripple of conversation above him. This was the moment he’d waited for, studied for his whole life, and he was ready.
A navy and sea-green unicorn mare raised a hoof for silence before she voiced her question. “Your entire proposal hedges on the idea that Princess Twilight Sparkle is still alive. No one has seen her for nearly a thousand years. How can you be so sure she did not choose to join her friends?”
The parting remark was so callous it almost made Chance reel. He tried not to feel too angry about it, a thousand years was more than enough time for such statements to seem mundane to most, and he reminded himself of that before he replied. “The other Princesses know when one of their own has died. Or so we’ve been told. The magical waves of power released upon an alicorn’s death are hard to miss, even for mortal ponies. None of us remember of course, it’s been more than a thousand years. But we have two Princesses who do remember, who felt the earth shake with grief and overflowing magic when Princess Celestia and Princess Cadence were killed in the war. Posing that question here is the same as posing it to Princess Luna. She believes Princess Twilight Sparkle is alive. Who are we to think otherwise?”
To his relief, his words effectively silenced the council once more. A few reverent heads turned to glance at the stained glass window behind the head of council where the faintest hint of moonlight could be seen amongst the stars.
“Excuse me!” Chance whipped around to see Ivory Spirit leaning over the edge again, her wings flared out at her sides and the strands of her pink mane that weren’t curled into a tight bun shading her eyes. “If, in theory, the Elements can indeed reside within the hearts of anypony, do you expect every mare, stallion, and foal to gather around the crystal table to summon the lost Princess back?”
“I believe that the table will have the power to choose the successors to the thrones around it on its own,” Chance returned. “We have stories of how it was used to summon the Element bearers across Equestria in times of great need. For all we know, it could still be summoning them, new guardians, old guardians, waiting for the thrones to be filled again by those deemed worthy.”
The pegasus mare tilted her head slightly. “Deemed worthy? If Harmony exists in the hearts of everypony, or so you say, how can there be some who can be declared more worthy of one of the thrones than their fellows.”
“Because the Harmony in our hearts is weak,” Chance said lowly. “It has diminished and dimmed until it’s almost unrecognizable. I can count on my hooves the number of ponies who would go out of their way to help somepony else if there was no reward in it for themselves. That’s not Generosity. And I’ve yet to meet a member of the Canterlot elite who did not spit out at least one lie through their teeth, even if it’s lily-whitest lie you’ve ever heard. That’s not Honesty. To even get here I had to read my dissertation to small town mayors and councils first, when a unicorn could have done half, no, even a forth the work I did in order to be allowed to stand before you. That’s not Kindness. You share secrets and gossip with your fellow council ponies rather than good news and smiles. That’s not Laughter. And worst of all,” he turned to direct his words at the council head, “You fail to uphold the teachings Princess Twilight Sparkle left to us, and then question why she chose to leave us, rather than recognize the fault within ourselves. That is not Loyalty.”
In the wake of his final speech, the council remained hushed. The head councilmare rested her steely eyes on him without a word, and Chance wondered if the silence was meant to convey his dismissal. Unsurprisingly, it was Ivory Spirit who spoke up once more.
“Thank you, Chance of Ponyville,” she said slowly, each syllable hitting Chance’s ears like the drumbeats of a funeral march. “You have spoken, and the council has listened. We will bring your written proposal before Princess Luna this evening, and consider what you have requested.” She lifted her wings and took to the air for a moment before lighting down directly in front of him on the council floor. He diligently passed his messy tack of papers into her waiting hooves, and as she tucked them against her chest and as she gave him what appeared to all outsiders to be a curt bow, he heard her whisper, “When you leave, take a right, a left, then another right, and wait in that hall.”
There was no further fanfare as the same councilmare who escorted him in left her seat to escort him out and into the now empty waiting room. Once he was all but shoved through the door, it banged shut behind him with a finality that sent a slight shudder through his frame.
There was almost no choice but to follow Ivory Spirit’s curt directions as the emptiness of the castle halls loomed before him. “Right, left, right,” he muttered to himself as he tentatively started to creep down the passageway directly to his right. There wasn’t a single guard lining the halls, and Chance took his time at every wide window he passed to admire the night sky outside. His second right stopped him short however, as he found himself in the long  walkway that lead directly to the throne room. Images carved reverently with stained glass lined each side of the hall.
He’d seen pictures of them before, but never had he been able to see them in person. He knew every story depicted in those windows by heart, and he stopped to admire each of them with something akin to reverence. The defeats of enemies and the crownings of leaders were all showcased in this hall. He paused before an image of Twilight Sparkle facing down down a massive twister, surrounded by her friends. It seemed so odd to stand in person beneath the refracted light the moon cast through the glass, the colors dancing across his fur. In the distance, he could see the glass visage of the Storm King, and tried to place himself in the horseshoes of the ponies standing so proud and strong together in the face of such insurmountable peril.
“I’ve often wondered if the ponies of today envy friendships portrayed in these windows the same way I did long ago. In many ways, I suppose I still do.”
Chance almost jumped out of his skin at the sudden intrusion of the strange voice into his thoughts. He whirled around and nearly tripped over the ornate rug spanning the length of the hall. A giggle reached his ears as he righted himself, and he met the eyes of Ivory Spirit, who had a hoof to her muzzle in a belated attempt to muffle her laugh. But it wasn’t her Chance’s gaze was ultimately drawn to, but her shadow of an escort.
Despite his own stature, Princess Luna stood taller than him, and Chance’s muscles stiffened as her curious expression froze him in place. Transfixed, he focuses on the constellations that swirled in her mane as he tried to recall any sort of royal protocol from his studies. His readings had focused primarily on Twilight Sparkle, rather than Equestria’s only remaining monarch, and he suddenly found his knowledge inadequate when faced with her regality.
A hoof adorned in a slipper of the softest metal Chance had ever felt tapped him lightly on the underside of his chin, and his eyes lock with that of Princess Luna. “Rise, Chance of Ponyville,” she said gently. “I speak to you as an equal.
Chance hadn’t realized he’d fallen to his knees until she began to nudge him to his feet. Beside her, Ivory Spirit suddenly seemed almost like royalty herself, a smile on her face that conveyed knowledge beyond her years. “Y-you’re the Princess’ student,” he stuttered.

The petite pegasus fluffed her feathers out a bit, “Well, yes . . . I try to make that too obvious during council meetings though.”
“You clearly held some deal of sway over them regardless,” Chance complimented. The pegasus fluffed up even more, and ducked her head behind a wing as Princess Luna sent her an amused glance.
“Ivory can be a bit . . . Loud about her convictions,” she chuckled, “But from what I’ve heard, so too are you, Chance. But I must warn you of something no book could have told you. Only an Element of Harmony can reopen the castle.”
Chance briefly felt himself deflate under such a confession, but as his eyes began to lower, he caught sight of the stained glass eyes of Twilight Sparkle behind Princess Luna’s shoulder. No, if he let such a thing stop him now, then he wasn’t worthy of starting this journey in the first place. “Then I’ll open it,” he said before he could fully consider the words. “I’ll open the door myself.”
Luna smiled again, amusement sparkling in her gaze. “You?”
“Yes,” Chance reaffirmed. “If I’m not worthy of beginning this, then you are free to find someone else.”
To his shock, Luna looked nothing but pleased with his response. She nodded to her student, who straightened up, immediately attentive. “Ivory, write up a letter of permission for Chance to take back to Ponyville with him. Make sure it allows him access to anywhere and anything he needs in order to fulfill his quest.”
Ivory Spirit had already procured a scroll and quill from Celestia knows where and was scribbling away before Luna finished speaking. Chance glanced between them, a dizzy sort of giddiness welling up within him with every new beat of his heart. “I won’t let you down,” he said swiftly, lest there be any concern. “I will restore the Elements and I will find Princess Twilight Sparkle.”
Luna glanced at him out of the corners of her eyes, her gaze fond, almost familiar. “I know you won’t,” she said softly. “Feel free to ask for additional aide from me at any time, Chance of Ponyville.” She levitated the scroll away from Ivory Spirit as the last few words were penned, and with a flash duplicated it, the original rolling up and returning to the pegasus, and the other wrapping itself in a ribbon and moving to hover just below Chance’s nose.
He took it in his mouth without further instruction. “Thank you,” he mumbled more or less coherently around the scroll. “I’ll do my best.”
“I know,” the Princess repeated, and with a motion of her wing guided her student and herself towards the throne room and the rooms beyond. Chance stared after them for a while, stunned at all that had occurred in a matter of minutes, scroll still held carefully in his teeth.
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		Thunderstruck



Trepidation. Yes, that was the word, Chance thought as he stood at the base of the stairs. Above him towered the Castle of Friendship, its huge double doors the only barrier now standing between the young earth pony stallion and his goal. Though word had spread quickly about the special permissions granted to him by the Princess herself, Chance stood in the castle’s shadow alone. The houses that lined the roads leading there had kept their doors and windows shut when he passed, and nothing more than nervous eyes peeking between shutters had followed him to his destination.
He almost felt as though he was breaking an ancient taboo as he took his first steps onto the crystal stairs. The layer of leaves and dirt didn’t part beneath his hooves, and he gently swept what he could aside as he made his way to the double doors. True to Princess Luna’s warning, there were no handles adorning the crystal surface before him. The doors would open for an Element bearer, or not at all.
Heart thudding in his chest, Chance reared back onto his hind legs and braced his forehooves against the doors. He stood there for a moment, taking note of the hush that seemed to have fallen over the world the second he’d made contact with the doors. Dusk had begun to cast its dim light across the crystal angles of the castle, bathing Chance’s green coat in streaks of radiant orange. In the darkening sky, he could just make out the ever-present line of light arcing up into the stars from the Crystal Empire. It was almost poetic, he decided as he finally leaned his weight against the heavy doors, to open the long sealed Castle of Friendship during the time of day known as twilight.
To his delight, the doors swung open for him as though their hinges had been freshly oiled. Chance fell back onto all fours over the revealed threshold and ducked his head as a gust of wind whipped past him to stir up the stale air inside the crystal halls. Cobwebs and dust littered almost every surface in sight, including the green glass of the windows. What natural light that was left of the dying day was blotted out with the decay of time. The stallion squinted into the darkness, barely able to make out the rotting violet and gold tasseled tapestries that hung between crystal pillars. Hesitantly, Chance took his first step into the castle, and whinnied in alarm as the crystals hanging from the ceiling lit up in a sudden, dazzling array of colors.
Cursing profusely under his breath, Chance staggered back outside onto the steps. The safety of distance now achieved, he could admire the spellwork that must have gone into magic that could still be activated after a thousand years. Once his heart rate had settled back into a rhythm that didn’t make his breath hitch quite so much, Chance cautiously walked back into the foyer. The crystals above winked cheekily down at him as they bathed his green pelt in a myriad of pinks, blues, and golds.
The entrance hall stretched out before him as the crystals continued to flare with light above. So entranced was he by the effect, that the sound of the doors swinging shut behind him took him entirely by surprise. He jumped, the fur on his back standing on end as he glanced at the re-sealed doors and gulped. “Right,” he whispered to himself. “I guess that’s my cue to finish what I’ve started.”
A shiver passed through him as he continued forward, and a weight seemed to settle itself between his shoulderblades that reminded him distinctly of a hoof thrown over his back in camaraderie. It wasn’t the first time he’d felt such a presence, both around him and within him. It was the same feeling he’d held in his heart when he looked Princess Luna in the eyes and told her with absolute certainty that he would be able to open the castle doors. But now it seemed to tug at him with a new sense of urgency. This way, it seemed to whisper without words.
A huge, master staircase loomed up before him at the end of the hall, parting in three directions near the top. Forward, Chance thought with an odd certainty in his steps. His pace quickened as he took the stairs two at a time. He could feel warmth blooming in his chest the further into the castle he went, an ancient magic beckoning him to find it. It was hardly a malicious pull. Rather, the presence was comforting, almost playful as tickling wisps of thoughts other than his own curled into his mind. In his head, the shapeless words began to become more coherent with every step forward he took, the firelight inside him growing stronger. He grasped at every bit of it, letting the magic draw him in. Chance did not really believe in such things as destiny, but this was perhaps the closest thing to it. A purpose. A magic that called out to him and him alone to show him his purpose.
He came to another set of double doors at the top of the stairs, and once more reared back to plant his forehooves against it. Just like with the entryway, the doors opened easily at his touch. As they swung open to reveal the crystalline great hall he could finally make out the words that the magic was murmuring into his ear.
“See, I’d never leave my friends hangin’!”
Before him stood the place he’d centered most of his research around, and it took his breath away. Overhead on a chandelier made of twisted, petrified wood hung a litany of unique crystals. They lit up every corner of the circular room, chasing away dust and cobwebs with their light so that the thrones seated around the table at the room’s center shone like new. His heart still pounding in his chest, Chance stepped closer to the thrones to peer down at the table’s surface. As the records said, it was a complete map of Equestria, though Chance was disappointed to see that it was apparently magically capable of updating itself. When he’d read about it he’d half hoped to find it in the condition in might have been in during the height of Princess Twilight’s reign. But even from where he was standing he could see the changed features of Equestria. The eastern coast was still scarred, cities that had once prospered still marked by the ruin of war. The train tracks that once ran between Equestria and Griffonstone were severed, leaving only ocean between them. Ponyville was as expansive as it was outside the castle walls at that very moment, the remains of the Everfree Forest just a crescent at its edge. Rainbow Falls was wiped entirely off the map, a rough hole in the Crystal Mountains where it had once stood. And beyond that, he could make out the Crystal Empire, its boundaries stretching out among the mountain peaks where a great wall had been erected as a border. Chance gasped as he noted the bonfires along the wall flickering as they would be at this time of night, and at the Empire’s center, a white jet of light reaching up into infinity beyond the map’s limited skyline.
Though he felt compelled to touch the map, Chance moved away from it, focusing again on the thrones that surrounded it. Crystallized cutie marks embezzled their crowns, and the sight of each of them surged a new emotion through every fiber of his being.
Reverently, Chance dared to pass a hoof over the throne that had once belonged to Princess Twilight Sparkle, the magenta star holding his attention for a long, silent moment before he felt the pull again. Almost there, the magic urged him in feeling alone. Almost home.
Chance squeezed himself between the table and the throne directly to the left of the royal seat, his breath catching harshly in his throat as he set his forehooves upon the base. It was like he’d been struck by lightning, every nerve and bone in his body singing with an ancient magic all at once. Tartarus, maybe he had been struck for real. After all, the mark upon this particular throne was a single white cloud with a rainbow bolt descending from it. Steadying his trembling limbs, Chance climbed onto the throne properly, the sensation of being called and tugged at fading gently away. Here. He was here. This was his place, his throne. It had been waiting for him.

Chance stared at the map before him, the rise and ebb of the feeling that had brought him here leaving him stunned and at a loss for words. The table glittered in its sapphire hues before him, and it was with mindless, reckless abandon that Chance reached out to place a single hoof upon it.
A flash of light burst upwards, bouncing off the crystal walls and lighting up every window within sight. Chance was certain all of Ponyville would be able to see it, and perhaps maybe even Canterlot might witness its glow from its position on the mountain above. Now that he had touched it, Chance couldn’t bring himself to remove his hoof. A different feeling bubbled within him now, a sense of waiting and wanting that curled in his gut. A minute passed, then another, each seeming to be longer than the last as Chance stared unblinking for the map. The castle had waited for him, so now he too would wait for the castle.
Another minute passed, and Chance startled as another flash of light cast its presence into the room. But it was not one of the castle’s lights, nor did it originate from one of the many glimmering crystals. No, the warmth in Chance’s body had focused itself on his flanks, and flashed a brilliant gold  within in clover-like cutie mark. He watched, still beyond words as mirror image of the mark pulled away from his coat, shrinking as it dashed over to hover above the map and fix itself over Canterlot.
Although Chance was annoyed at the prospect of returning to Canterlot so soon when he knew there was so much more to see of the castle, the tugging feeling had returned to its place in his chest, and he no longer had the option of ignoring it. He had been chosen, and now he was being summoned. Though what the map expected him to do, to find within the royal city, Chance couldn’t even begin to wonder. All he knew was that he was needed there, a new sense of purpose urging him onward.
~~~***~~~
Brilliant, crimson light erupted into the night sky like a single burning firework. Though it was hardly blinding, Ivory Spirit squeezed her eyes shut as it burst up from the Castle of Friendship and lit up the shadows that stretched across the balcony upon which she stood. The presence of Loyalty that rippled through the world acted like a violent shock wave upon her, and her legs buckled. Before she could hit the ground, her wings instinctively flared out to soften her fall.
“Ivory!”
Her hooves held over her eyes, the petite pegasus could only hear the hurried approach of her mentor clicking harshly on the marble floor. A wing folded over her body, and Ivory dared to peek out from between her hooves beneath the comforting embrace. “He did it,” she whispered.
“We knew he would,” Luna soothed as she tugged Ivory Spirit closer to her with her outstretched wing.
Shakily, Ivory stood and made her way closer to the edge of the balcony. The single explosion of red light had begun to fade from the sky, though it’s glow was still lingering above the distant lights of Ponyville. “Princess,” Ivory whispered as the darkness began to settle around them once more, “why did you really choose me as your student?” To her dismay, Luna did not immediately offer up a reply.  Instead, the Princess of the night merely came to stand beside her at the railing. “Was it because of what happened in Manehattan? Did you know that this day would come? Or was I really . . .”
Ivory puffed out a startled breath as Luna’s wing once again wrapped around her shoulders. “My dearest student,” Luna murmured against the top of the pegasus’s head. The familiar words echoed between them like an old lullaby, a bygone promise. “If you are asking me if you are worthy, there are no more assurances I can give you than what you believe yourself.”
Pulling away slightly, Ivory glared up at the Princess. “But am I worthy because of who I am? Or is it only because of what I am? Am I nothing more than what a . . . a tree has chosen me to be?” The soft chuckle that escaped Luna did little to quell Ivory’s distress. Her ears flattened against the top of her head, a frown settling across her features.
“Ivory,” Luna murmured. Ivory reluctantly glanced at her as one of Luna’s hooves settled beneath her chin guiding her head up as the Princess lowered hers until they were eye to eye. “Ivory,” she repeated, “the Tree of Harmony does not choose the Element bearers. You chose yourself.”
“What?”
“Did a tree tell you to make the decisions you did?”
“No, but-”
“A tree didn’t force you to risk so much for others with no reward for yourself. You did that,” Luna reminded. “Your decisions cast you as exemplary in the eyes of the world, and in doing so, you awakened the Element within yourself. The old magic of the world did not make you, just as it did not make Chance of Ponyville. You have both made yourselves by embodying the greatest aspects of Harmony with your actions.”
“But if I’d walked away that day in Manehattan . . .” Ivory began.

“Then no, you would not be my student,” Luna confirmed. Ivory Spirit’s ears drooped again. “But,” Luna continued, “it was not an Element I met that fateful day, dearest student. It was a simple pony who had proven herself worthy of embodying one.”
Ivory flushed as Luna nuzzled her cheek briefly before turning to look down over the distant spires of the Castle of Friendship once more. “I expect he’ll be here by the ‘morrow to fetch you whether he knows it or not.”
Cheeks still tinged with pink, Ivory muttered out a quiet, “Probably.”
“I’ve already arranged for you two to board the midday train to the Crystal Empire.”
Wings flaring out in alarm, Ivory got to her hooves. “What?!”
“The Empire,” Luna said with a dismissive wave of her hoof. Ivory glared as the Princess cast her a knowing smile. “You will need to visit there to access the complete collection of Twilight Sparkle’s memoirs, of course.”
“Of course,” Ivory parroted hotly. “Princess, please. If it was just that you would have given me a little more warning. I’ve been with you for twelve years now, I know when you’re scheming.”
In the far distance, the pillar of light that marked the heart of the Crystal Empire flickered ominously as Luna directed her gaze towards it. “Chance’s achievements tonight will not have gone unnoticed by the Empire,” Luna said. “She will be expecting us. Or perhaps more accurately,” Luna smiled, “she will be expecting you.”
“Princess, if I may be frank,” Ivory said with mock formality, “this is a horrible idea.”
“I know,” Luna laughed.
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