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		Ch 01 Cherry Bomb!



“Captain Sunny.” Celestia said. Sunny Side and Cherry Tune approached Princess Celestia. 
“Princess Celestia.” Sunny Side said bowing as did Cherry Tune.
“Please Sunny, stand. We have matters to discuss.” Celestia said looking over at Cherry Tune while raising an eyebrow. 
“Yes Ma’am.” Sunny said while she and Cherry stood at attention.
“So Cherry Tune, the enlisted guard that assembled mine and Luna’s armor for our hunt of Reaper. Not to mention your role as acting officer of the armory during the Spirits of Turmoil. And from what I saw on the battlefield, you wielded Zecora’s energy potion effortlessly and rallied those around you to do the same.” Celestia said. “You showed great potential for promotion to lieutenant. And now after all these moons we finally caught the one responsible for that exploding cake incident.” she continued with a disappointed tone.
Cherry straightened up even more after hearing that she was being accused of sending Princess Celestia the exploding cake. She also knew that as her reputation as the local prankster she had no defense, nor could she talk back to the princess of all of Equestria. 
“It says here Sunny that your armor was scattered throughout the castle and even had some pieces frozen solid.” Celestia said.
“Yes, Ma’am.” Sunny said, maintaining composure.
“And it says here you also found the culprit?” Celestia asked.
“Yes Ma’am.” Sunny replied.
“Lastly it says that you informed the culprit, Cherry Tune, that she can continue with her… program?” Celestia continued.
“Yes... Ma’am. I made a decision that the guard benefited from her actions and still maintained the standards we guard strictly follow. 
“And this was after the cake incident with myself and the delegate from the badlands?” Celestia said.
“...yes… ma’am.” Sunny said looking over at Cherry Tune with an apologetic look. Cherry Tune nodded back and returned the same look back to Sunny.
Celestia stood up and stepped towards them. “Right.” Celestia said with a smile. “Good job you two!” She continued.
Sunny and Cherry looked at each puzzled and then back at the princess.
“Ma’am?” Sunny asked.
“Oh come now Sunny, enough of this ma’am stuff. You might be a captain of my guard but you're still a relative of the crown. Even if it is by some long distant bloodline.” Celestia said.
Cherry gawked as she didn’t know Sunny was related to Princess Celestia. Sunny shuffled uncomfortably and frowned as she never really truly believed that her bloodline actually split from Celestia's.
“Still not willing to accept it, Sunny?” Celestia asked.
“What Blueblood’s uncle did was unforgivable… I’d rather not think about it ma’am.” Sunny said. “And besides it’s not a true bloodline anyway, respectfully.” she added.
“Very well then, my dear Sunny.” Celestia said slightly saddened. 
Luna walked in from behind the throne saying “I believe we’ve gotten off topic dear sister.” Luna gave a nod to Sunny while Cherry still gawked before regaining composure.
“Yes of course Luna. I did not call you two here because of the shenanigans, though I must admit I was having a bit of fun at your expense.” Celestia said. 
“You were called here because Cherry Tune has been picked to lead a team to the Ancient Burial site of the Spirits of turmoil to investigate and eliminate any stray ancient spirits.” Luna said forcing the topic train back on track.
“Yes, as you know after the defeat of Turmoil and the evacuation of the elements of harmony, we set up a small outpost to monitor the grounds with the approval of Zecora.” Celestia said. “We had hoped that this was the only action we had to do to ensure the safety of Equestria. It was meant to keep creatures out and educated them as to why the grounds must not be disturbed.” she continued.
Luna stepped closer to Celestia and said,“Unfortunately myself and Discord have been sensing ancient spirit magic emanating from the site as well as reports from the guards at the outpost are detailing sightings of spirits and spirit golems.” 
“This is where you two come in.” Celestia added. “Sunny as I understand it, Cherry Tune has been a top performer in your outpost. And with her ability to master the ancient potions energy she has been a top pick for what we have planned.” she continued.
Sunny looked confused. “Master the potion?” she questioned.
“Yes.” Celestia tilted her head slightly in contemplation. “More like mastering the energy the potion unlocked. Though she wasn’t the first on the battlefield to wield it, when she did, it sent ripples to those around her. A catalyst to them unlocking their own power.” 
“What do you have planned?” Sunny asked.
Celestia said. “It concerns Reaper, or rather the remnants of Reaper and his siblings, the six spirits of turmoil. Since their banishment, and Reaper's destruction, I sent guard scouts to every corner of Equestria to keep an eye out for any disturbances related to the ancient evils.” Celestia continued.
“Yes, I had applied for those missions quite a while ago but the requests disappeared as quickly as they appeared and no one knew anything else about them.” Sunny said.
“Indeed, and while you had an outstanding record you were needed here the most. You brought all the guard in Canterlot and all the guard in Ponyville together with great acts of kindness, letting the displaced use your Barn and Stable at no charge during the aftermath of Turmoil.” Celestia explained. “However I feel now that the guard is rejuvenated and these unfortunate sightings are ramping up. Your help is needed for the next phase.” she added.
“Next phase?” Cherry asked.
“Yes, I’d hope there wouldn’t be a second phase but alas our scouts have reported seeing remnant spirits and spirit magic near the ancient burial grounds. Our outpost has grown since the battle there but they are merely the caretakers. I need someone to visit the site and banish any spirits the same way we banished the six spirits of turmoil.” Celestia said.
“But that took the combined effort of all the creatures of every nation in our known land and the sacrifice of the elements of harmony… all of them except Twilight.” Sunny said. “How can I even compare to that kind of power?” she asked.
Celestia chuckled. “Sunny, what the elements of harmony have isn’t power, and may I remind you that Princess Twilight brought her friends back. I… I still wonder what more she is capable of, especially with what she gave.” Celestia turned away almost sad. “But if you recall details about the battle at the burial grounds, several small groups of around four to twelve creatures had combined their essence with the help of Zecora’s gems and potions to seal away stray spirits.
“I don’t understand?” Sunny said.
“It’s simple, there were hundreds if not thousands of creatures across the known lands at the burial grounds and from these groups, small pockets of “Elements” formed between many different creatures. You yourself had been at the heart of one particular group who banished stray spirits possessing the golems. And those creatures were NOT just from the guard, but from across Equestria.” Celestia explained. 
“So I need to find someone who can channel the Elements of Harmony to defeat rogue spirits?” Sunny asked.
“Almost.” Celestia replied. “The Elements of Harmony remain locked into Twilight and her friends and the Tree of Harmony seems to have made up it’s … let’s say mind… when it chose them to channel the elements.” She continued
“So what am I supposed to do?” Sunny asked. “It’s not as if the Tree of Harmony is going to choose me to play the role of Twilight… I’m not even a unicorn. And with those new young creatures from Twilight’s have become the Tree’s new chosen harmonies if we’ve read the reports right.” she added.
Celestia smiled and said, “So it seems, but you and many others still channeled the sparks of elements at the burial grounds. However Sunny, though you are very much part of what I have in mind, Cherry Tune…”
“Ma’am!” Cherry Tune replied startled as she was largely unengaged in the conversation. 
“You and Sunny are to find these spirits at the Burial Grounds outposts and put a stop to what is generating them. Take whoever you need with you to accomplish this task. I trust you and Sunny, as I did one of my close pupils, with the protection of Equestria.” Celestia said. “You may not be the next Elements of Harmony but I sense you’ll still play a part in the protection of Equestria.” she added.
“Yes Ma’am!” Cherry and Sunny said saluting Celestia.
The two depart the throne room and head back to Sunny’s office. “Well, that was kinda weird.” Cherry said.
“Just another mission to help people.” Sunny said.
Just then Sapphire barged in asking “So! What happened? Did Cherry get yelled at?”
“Why do you smirk when you ask that Sapph?” Cherry said.
“No.” Sunny replied. “And even if she did, you know I’d have come for you afterwards Sapphire.” She added with a wink.
“Uh.. ehehehe… but seriously what happened?” Sapphire said.
“Not much really, we just gotta channel magic elixirs to capture spirits into inanimate objects to seal them away at the burial grounds out post.” Cherry said crawling into a pot, contorting her body. 
Sunny and Sapphire walk over to the pot each raising an eyebrow. “You make it sound easy, Cherry,” Sunny said. “But I don’t even know how I… we triggered the potions magic in the first place.” 
“Me neither.” Cherry said, poking her tongue out.
“Aww man! That sounds awesome! I wasn’t there for the battle of the Six Spirits but the stories told kicked butt!” Sapphire said.
“Why don’t you come with us!” Cherry said.
“Hey now, Celestia gave us this responsibility Cherry.” Sunny chimed.
“Yup! And she said we can take anyone we wanted to with us!” Cherry replied.
“Sweet! I’ll go tell Sugar to pack her things!” Sapphire said excitedly.
“Whoa! Hang on just a minute. Cherry we don’t even know how to channel the energy. Do you really want to risk others when we don’t even know how to defend ourselves?” Sunny said.
“Oh Sunny, Celestia said that we, as in the creatures out there, all came together to protect each other from the golems. I feel like from Twilights' book about her lessons we can assume that the more that come with us the more likely we are to trigger the potion.” Cherry replied. “And besides! Remember Celestia said ``I'm a ripple!” she added.
“That… makes sense… I guess. Wait, you read Twilights' book?” Sunny asked.
“Yeah I was expecting pictures but only Pinkie Pie’s section had any.” Cherry said disappointingly.
“Sooooooo, does that mean I can bring Sugar? She’d love an adventure like this!” Sapphire asked.
“Oh and why don’t we invite Promenade and Nightfall as well! Leave our duties and homestead unattended!” Sunny said, laying the sarcasm on thick.
Cherry smiled and replied with excitement, “That’d be awesome! Moon and Night really need to get away from the castle as of late and Prom seems to be ….” Cherry paused. “Well it’ll do the two of them good! I'll inform them at once!” Cherry said skipping away.
Sunny groned. “Sure, but no one else okay!” Sunny said. “Alright since you two are going, you are dismissed. I need to make plans to cover the shift and you two need to get ready. Let’s meet up at the train station tomorrow morning. Don’t be late.” She added.
“Yes Ma’am!” Cherry and Sapphire said bounding off. They went their separate ways, Cherry to her home and Sapphire to hers where she met up with Vernal Gem.
Vernal Gem and Sapphire Spark’s relationship had blossomed since Promenade’s birthday and Vernal Gem has frequently interacted with Sunny, Promenade, and Meryl over the weeks. Because Promenade and Sunny would be joining Cherry to the Burial grounds, Vernal Gem offered to watch the Barn and Stable with Meryl.
“That’d be a great idea Gem!” Sapphire said. “You should come with me to Sunny’s and offer to help!” she continued.
“I would love that!” Vernal gem replied. The two head to the Barn and Stable. Sunny had returned to make arrangements and was in a slight panic. 
“Whoa! Calm down girl I have brought you your savour!” Sapphire said gesturing to Vernal Gem.
Vernal Gem slapped on a wide enthusiastic smile and bounded forward.
“I don’t know…” Sunny said.
“Oh come on! She’s pretty business savvy as she runs her own shop just a few blocks away!” Sapphire replied. 
“Mmmm, the business aspect isn’t what concerns me. I just worry about Meryl.” Sunny said.
“Aww she and Meryl get along very well! In fact she even created a unique scent just for Meryl!” Sapphire said.
Sunny frowned saying, “Eh, I--”
“You know we’re both standing right here…” Vernal said.
“Yeah, and I think we can handle this Sunny.” Meryl said. “Remember I’ve done this by myself a few times before when I was younger too.” she added.
Promenade walks into the Barn and Stable where the others were having the conversation. “If it makes you feel better Aurora will be here as well. Plus Nightfall asked Water Lily and Full Throttle to stop by as needed AND I asked Lyra and Bonbon as well.” Promenade said with a gentle smile. “You have nothing to worry about Sunny let everyone else have a chance to look out for you for change.” She continued with a wink.
Sunny paused for a moment. “Very well! It’s been a long time since my last adventure! Sapphire once you get the vials from the lab tomorrow head to the train station. We’ll meet up there and head out first thing in the morning!”
“Got it boss!” Sapphire said.

			Author's Notes: 
Hello hello, Welcome back!
As Always, please let me know all of your comments! Better quality feedback, better quality chapters in the future! 
Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed! Check in next time for Chapter 2  "First Bite" - 28 May 2020
(Updated: 02132020)
Check out my other media on this pages.
Deviant Art - https://darkearthdragon.deviantart.com/
Patreon - https://www.patreon.com/cherrytune For early access to the next chapters.
Youtube - https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCSnPNIgrNGEM7s40rwD2uwQ?view_as=subscriber
Facebook Page - https://www.facebook.com/CherryTuneStudios/
Instagram - https://www.instagram.com/cherry_tune/


	
		Ch 02 First Bite



Sapphire arrived at Starswirl’s lab pretty early. She still wore her mechanimagic wings and slowly opened the door. “Hello?” she said.
“Why you’re the young unicorn who decided to fly.” Starswirl said. “I have to say, of all the levitation spells I’ve seen, none are as unique as yours.” he added.
“Oh, hi! Umm, I was told that I can find Zecora’s spirit potions here?” Sapphire said nervously.
“Hmm, definitely Badland manners, how about an introduction?” Starswirl said slightly annoyed. 
“Excuse me?” Sapphire said as steam built up in her from anger.
“An introduction dear. No matter, I know who you are, Sapphire Spark.” Starswirl said quickly, setting aside the matter as he felt it trivial. “Yes, the potions are stored here, why do you need them?” he asked.
Sapphire paused, biting her tongue, and refrained from bursting out with her first thoughts. “I am tasked to go to the burial grounds to investigate reports of ancient spirits lurking around.” She said fully relying on her guard bearing from making a mountain out of a molehill. 
“Ah yes, Cherry Tune’s mission. Right this way.” Starswirl said. “Here are 12 vials, two for each of you.” he said, moving the vials from the shelf over to Sapphire.
“There’s seven of us. If it’s two each shouldn’t we get fourteen?” Sapphire asked, genuinely curious. 
“Seven? Hmm, that’s strange.” Starswirl said, scratching his beard. “Who else is going?” he asked.
“Umm…. Sugar Cloud…?” Sapphire replied. She was confused by the question but Sugar Cloud was the only odd one out of the group. She wasn’t part of the guard and was never attached to the guard in any way. From this disconnect, she thought that Sugar Cloud was the answer he was looking for.
“Moonlet is the seventh.” Starswirl said to himself, completely ignoring Sapphires answer and distractedly handing her the other two extra bottles of potion. “Very interesting.” He mumbled to himself. 
“... umm… thanks old timer…” Sapphire said awkwardly. 
“Oh yes, you’re welcome.” Starswirl said, quickly flipping through his book.
Sapphire walks outside and takes off engaging her wings. She drops down at the train station right next to Cherry Tune. “That was weird.” Sapphire said, her wings releasing magic aura in a small burst as they shut down.
“Not really, looked like a perfect landing to me!” Cherry said.
“No not the flight, the old pony in Starswirl’s workshop.” Sapphire said.
Sunny, Promenade, Sugar, and Cherry look at her confused. “You mean Starswirl the Bearded?” Sugar said.
“Was that who that was? And how do you know?” Sapphire asked. 
“A fun magician unicorn introduced me to him when I was looking for more magic techniques for my pastries!” Sugar said. “He wasn’t amused and pretty much hinted that my magic was a waste of unicorn power. Luckily Trixie and Starlight defended me.” she added.
“Well he made me uncomfortable. He knew who I was before I even told him and he seemed shocked that Moonlet was coming with us to the Burial Grounds and not you Sugar Cloud.” Sapphire said.
“Well I kinda let him know about your talent to at least earn some report with him… that only made him doubt mine magic and made him more curious about your magic….” Sugar said bumbed out.
Sunny ears perked up to Sapphire mentioning Starswirl’s interest in Moonlet. “Why’d he want to know about Moonlet?” Sunny asked.
“I don’t know, but he started flipping through a bunch of books before I awkwardly just walked out.” Sapphire said. “Speaking of, I got the potions. Where is everyone?” she asked, handing out the vials.
Promenade grabbed the potions levitating from Sapphire's magic and placed it in her bag saying, “Moonlet and Nightfall went ahead of us last night. He wanted to set up some supply from his store at the train station between the Burial Grounds and she offered to help.”
“Well we better get going too. It’s already almost noon and the next train on that route isn’t for another four hours.” Sunny said.
“Right!” the remaining four said as the train started pulling out of the station.
“Welp.” Cherry said.
“Perhaps the next one then?” Promenade replied.
“Ugh…” Sunny huffed, placing her hoof in her face. “Guess we’ll be there by tomorrow morning.”
“I’ll send Moonlet an emberight letting her know we’ll be late.” Sugar said.
At NIghtfall’s shop, Moonlet activated the emberlight to receive Sugar’s message. “Looks like they missed the train again. Sugar said they won’t be here until morning.” Moonlet said. She moved a box from the top shelf of Nightfall’s storage room. “Is this the one?” She asked.
Nightfall walked over pushing a large hay bale down the hall. “That looks like it.” he said. He riffled through the contents and pulled out a lock box. “Thank Celestia for this. I can’t believe I trusted those goons to run my shop.” He added. 
“How much did they get away with?” Moonlet asked.
“Thankfully not much. It’s not the bits I care about. It’s that this shop is the only supply shop the outpost has between deliveries. They hurt the community and I allowed it to happen.” Nightfall said.
“Nonsense, you couldn’t have known they would loot the shop after a few weeks.” Moonlet said. “Besides, I’m sure you can build it back up and be supporting the guard at the outpost in no time.” she added.
“Maybe…. It was far easier as a part time job in between seasons. But now the outpost has grown, this shop really needs to be open full time. I can’t do that on my own with my duties.” Nightfall said.
“Ugh! Do you ever think about anything else other than your duties?” Moonlet frowned.
Nightfall returned the frown and said, “It’s why I joined. To protect Equestria, to protect those who struggle protecting themselves. Who else is going to do it if I don’t?”
“You act like there’s no other creature who shares your devotion to protecting others.” Moonlet says. 
“Is there?” Nightfall asked.
Moonlet scowled even harder saying, “Of course there are jerk! Me, Cherry, Sunny! You think we can’t protect Equestria or something?” she growled.
“I didn’t mean it like that!” Nightfall said with sincerity. “It’s just…” he paused.
“It’s just what?” Moonlet prodded. 
“I’ve always wanted to be part of the guard. The old stories of heroes battling fierce opponents, the respect and admiration from the public just by wearing the armor. The resources to protect those you care for.” Nightfall said.
“And who do you care for? You’re always so caught up with being by the books, never letting yourself look out for you. It’s always duty and the code of guard. When does the code of guard allow you to be you?” Moonlet says.
Nightfall contemplated the questions while he opened the lock box and counted through the bits. He thought about all his friends he met by joining. He thought about how he’d never had met them if he hadn’t joined. He wondered, would they think less of him if he left and worked on his shop, or if he’d still even be in contact with them. The guard already made it difficult to stay in touch with old friends but it also made it possible for him to ever even meet them. 
“Nightfall.” Moonlet said, hesitating to put her hoof on his shoulder. He looks over and she quickly draws back. 
“Yes Moon?” Nightfall replied.
“Nothing, let’s get this shop in running order!” she said.
The two work diligently through the afternoon well into the evening. After Nightfall’s supposed partners took what valuables they could find it also happened that wilderness krept in and trashed the place in the absence of any creature to care for the store.
Nightfall had made dinner with what few supplies remained and they sat at the front counter to enjoy a hearty vegetable soup. While Nightfall sipped on his meal he counted through the bits from the lockbox Moonlet found earlier. Moonlet had not much else to do but eat her supper and steal glances of Nightfall while he was distracted by the coin. 
Nightfall, none the wiser, looked over at Moonlet and asked out of the blue, “What would it take for you to leave the guard?” 
She looked at him with her ocean eyes, drops of moonlight glinting from the open window. She knew exactly what it would take but she only said. “I don’t know.” 
He looked back at the lock box saying “Yeah, me either.” He shut the box lid and stood up oddly chipper. “Alright, just about five thousand bits. Should be more than enough to purchase supply from the next train stop tomorrow.” He looked over at Moonlet. “It’s pretty late. Do you want to try and make it to the post or crash out on the bunks in the back?” he asked.
“Eh… let’s just crash here. The others are expecting to meet us here anyway. No use walking thirty minutes to the camp just to walk back in the morning.” Moonlet said.
“Alrighty then, I’ll get some clean sheets and linens. There are a few cots in the back as well so plenty of room.” Nightfall said. He grabs the bedding and playfully throws a pillow at Moonlet. She smiles and throws it back. They set up their cots, Nightfall first at the back corner, and Moonlet set up next to his between him and the door closer to them of the two door room. They settle in and knock out cold.
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By morning Moonlet and Nightfall had already been setting up shop for the arrival of the train. The cars started pulling into the small station and unloaded the passengers first before offloading cargo. Not many creatures disembarked but a few extra guard creatures as well as Cherry, Sapphire, Sunny, Promenade, and Sugar Cloud. 
Cherry divides the group into teams. Moonlet and Cherry would check out the river that ran along the south side of the burial grounds. Sunny and Sapphire would check the west path that led north up the river to the mountain side along the outpost walls, and Promenade and Sugar were to patrol the foot of the mountains to the northeast.
“Are you sure you don’t want to join one of the groups Nightfall?” Moonlet asked?
“As much as I would like to, I have a shop to keep up.” Nightfall said looking over at Sunny.
Sunny raised an eyebrow saying, “I can see how keeping the shop would benefit the guard. So it’s perfectly in the realms of your duty Nightfall.” 
Moonlet frowns at the statement but does see the importance of the shop. “Okie then.” She said lightly.
“Alright! Let’s get going!” Cherry said enthusiastically.
The six of them meet up with the outpost commander, Zephyr Fire and she relays the most recent sightings of random spirits zipping around the outpost. “So far it’s only been a few. But when the sightings stop, we usually lose someone.” Zephyr Fire says. “We are certain that these spirits are taking control of our folks in the outpost. Much like Reaper did in the badlands.” She added.
“I... am sorry for the losses. I am sure you heard the horde army couldn't be saved.” Sunny said.
Zephyr choked back her emotions and replied. “I read the reports… Just help me protect the rest of the families here Sunny.” 
Sunny gave Zephyr a long hug and said, “I’ll do my best for you Zephyr.” 
The team first go around the outpost gathering reports from the guards and civilian population. Though it had been a guard post when first established it had since developed into a small town complete with a school, hospital, town center and the old barracks were fashioned into decent homes. The town hall was more a university where scholars, anthropologists and other academics worked. 
They preserved the history of the burial grounds offering insight to the old tribe but following Zecora’s strict guidelines to protect the grounds. The university also studied ancient artifacts to learn about the spirits of old. As Cherry’s team returns from the town they meet up at the university in a classroom reserved for them and their investigation.
Cherry sat at the front of the class and kicked her back legs up on the desk. “So the spirits seem to be coming from the grounds themselves.” She said.
Sunny pushes Cherry’s legs off the desk, raising an eyebrow replying, “True, most of our reports say that the majority of these spirits come from the grounds it appears there are others that came from outside the grounds.”
“Aye, Sugar and I spoke to a hippogriff that recently came from the Badlands to join this community and to learn about the spirits especially after the battle of Reaper.” Sapphire said.
Sugar added, “Yeah she said that soon after Reaper was destroyed, she noticed a burst of differently colored orbs explode from a mountain range not far away from Sand Dune.” 
Promenade tilted her head and pondered. “Hmm though the smaller spirits that possessed the golems were spherical in form they were pretty much just dark orbs with perhaps a dark purple or dark red centers. Nothing like the various colors the hippogriff described.” 
Moonlet jumped in saying, “That might be true but remember that the spirits spawned by Torment only possessed the stoned ancients. Not the living. Only Reaper had the power to turn living into the horde.” 
“And if these spirits somehow broke off form Reaper it could explain how they have the power to take over our guards.” Sunny said.
“But Reaper was defeated moons ago. Why are we just now seeing these affects? And would we not see similar reports from the Badlands?” Cherry asked.
Sugar and Sapphire’s ears perked up. “We’ve definitely been out of touch with the Klugetown since moving here.” Sapphire said.
“Yeah, I can send an emberlight to Sekhmet and the Bovines and see if they have had any issues with stray spirits.” Sugar added as she charged her horn and shot two energies out the window.
Sunny thought back to the briefs prior to leaving Canterlot. “Indeed, also I don’t remember reports to the detail that this hippogriff gave. Any information from Klugetown or the Bovines would help.” 
“Well what are we waiting around here for. If the Badlands are going to get answers we should explore the Burial Grounds.” Cherry said.
“Right!” the team said in unison.
They arrive at the gate where Zecora used her amulet to remove the magic shroud, the six stood looking into the strangely barren grounds. Sunny sighed and said, “Alright, Prom, you’re straight ahead, Sapphire you’re with me. Cherry…” 
“Yeah… Moon and I got this!” Cherry replied. “Okay then, the potions magic will continue for about an hour, let’s take the first ones now just in case and save the other for emergencies.” she added.
The six shoot back the potion and as expected, don’t notice any change. They begin their routes searching for any evidence of spirit leaks. 
Cherry Tune and Moonlet begin south of the Burial Grounds along the river. They reach the banks and head East all the while catching up as the two hadn’t been on official duty together in many moons. “Soooo, how’s the shift holding up?” Cherry asked.
Moonlet shrugged and replied, “It’s going fine I guess. I do miss our conversations with you, me and Luna though.” 
“Yeah, I was wondering about that.” Cherry said. “How are they since Nightfall has covered in my absence?” She asked.
“Well, between me and Luna we have a pretty good back and forth but Nightfall is mostly quiet.” Moonlet said. “He does jump in with a rather well time snarky comment that’ll have Luna and I rolling but he mostly just sits back and serves the two of us the snacks and drinks I prepare.” She added.
“Oh yeah! Personal servant, and a Captain no less!” Cherry said. 
“No!” Moonlet exclaimed. “I mean it’s nice and all but I feel like he thinks Luna too much of Royalty to loosen up around her.” she continued.
“Well that’s not far from how you acted at first, and not too long ago you even expressed concern how we are just low pony folk.” Cherry said.
“Well.. I … I guess you’re right.” Moonlet said.
A silent pause fell for a moment before Cherry asked, “So how does he act when Luna doesn’t show up? There has to be times where she can’t make it. It was fairly common with you and I.”
Moonlet pondered for a moment. “He does seem to converse a lot more. But more than just small talk, I feel he actually opens up more.” 
“Which of course makes sense as he seems to always remind you of the code of guard and all that.” Cherry said.
Moonlet’s face went blank as she said in a glum tone, “Yeah...don’t remind me…”
The two keep their route heading East along the river. Meanwhile Sunny and Sapphire patrol North along the West boundary of the Burial Grounds which ran along the East wall of the Outpost. 
“Can’t I just fly ahead though?” Sapphire complained.
“No!” Sunny snipped. “We have to take this slow and methodical otherwise we risk missing something.” she added.
“Ugh… fine.” Sapphire grunted.
“You’re being rather childish Sapph, may I remind you we are on duty and I am still the officer in charge.” Sunny said.
“Ugh, yes ma’am.” Sapphire said, rolling her eyes.
“You alright, dear?” Sunny asked. “This is highly unlike you.” she added.
“I’m… fine..” Sapphire replied.
“It’s Vernal Bloom isn’t it.” Sunny asked with a smirk while raising an eyebrow.
Sapphire looks over and raises an eyebrow of her own asking, “How could you possibly know that?” 
“Young mare, I am smarter than I look. And besides. You’re largely calm and collected. The most recent thing different in your life is your new relationship with Vernal Gem.” Sunny said.
“Well damn, and I thought you said Cherry was one of the best detectives in the guard.” Sapphire replied.
“Sweetie, who do you think taught her?” Sunny said smugly strutting past Sapphire.
“Alright, alright, you made your point.” Sapphire replied. “And yes, it is Vernal.” she added.
“Well we got a long walk, and I’m all ears!” Sunny said. 
They clear the last of the Outpost wall and continue along the mountain side.
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		Ch 04 Fresh From The Fight



Sugar and Promenade head straight across to the far side of the BUrial Grounds. While heading Westward towards the end of Sunny’s and Sapphire’s route they discover a cave entrance on their path. They venture in and notice stone ancients lining the walls. 
“Hey Sugar, think you can light the way?” Promenade asked.
“I..I think so.” Sugar replies nervously. Her horn lights up and reveals even more stone ancients down the cave.
“Ooooh, these things are creepy….” Sugar said as the light revealed the blank faces on the stone ancients. She ducks her head and trembles as she moves forward sticking close to Promenade as she walks stoically and fearless at the sights.
“They look like they’ve been moved.” Promenade observed.
“Uh....who… who would move them?” Sugar asked.
Promenade took a closer look at the ground and only saw hoofprints that only the golems could have made. “They moved themselves, but why here? And how long ago?” Promenade said.
“W-w-what do you mean moved themselves…. I-I-I thought they all stopped after Torment was sealed away.” Sugar said almost completely on top of Promenade at this point.
“Perhaps they moved here during the battle, maybe in an attempt to seek out living survivors of the ancients. As if it was they’re last thought and had to complete it regardless of how much time had passed.“ Promenade speculated. 
“Ooooh Prom you’re not making this any less scary.” Sugar said, her voice shaking.
They continue further in and see light at the next turn. Promenade whispers for Sugar to turn off her light. Promenade then peaks over the edge and sees many creatures in dark cloaks meandering around the cave. At the very back a purple Unicorn with her hood off, revealing a sky blue mane, commands some creatures to do something.
Promenade gets an uneasy feeling almost as if she can feel the bitterness and sorrow from the mare. Not a moment later the mare looks up in Promenades’ direction. She calmly motions several creatures to investigate.
Promenade looks at Sugar and whispers, “Time to go.” They make it halfway out of the cave when the stone ancients start to twitch to life revealing the same red symbols from the Battle of the Spirits.
Promenade and Sugar are surrounded. Even in the Badlands, Sugar was never one for a fight as Sapphire had always been the one to keep the two of them safe. Sugar was almost frozen as she didn’t know what to do without Sapphire. She stumbled to find Zecora’s potion and dropped it, shattering it on the cave floor. Sugar and Promenade are back to back and Sugar asks “What are we going to do?”
Promenade says “Just keep the light up, I got this.”
“Mhmm” Sugar responds nervously relighting her horn.
The ancients charge forward and Promenade bucks, kicks, and shoves the stone creatures. The golems shatter with her precise and swift attacks. 
The ancients charge forward and Promenade leaps into the air and swings her right back hoof square in the jaw of a stone ancient. She then sweeps the legs of another in the same motion and forces her front hooves down on its head. Promenade then swiftly kicks her back leg up under the face of another. She pauses for a moment and sees a path out of the cave and says to Sugar “Run straight to the exit now.” Sugar leaps up and runs toward the cave opening.
Promenade moves quickly jumping in front of Sugar shattering approaching ancients. They make it out of the cave and the stone golems remain inside as if unable to step outside the opening. Sugar was panting, trying to catch her breath but Promenade was not tired one bit. She stood chest out toward the cave as if to intimidate any other foes that may have tried to get out.
“How did you do that?” Sugar asked.
“What do you mean dear?” She replied calmly, her eyes still engaged at the cave entrance. 
“Those moves! You're calm under pressure! That was amazing!” Sugar said.
“Oh, just some things I learned in a past life. Nothing special.” Promenade said still watching as the golems headed back inside into the darkness of the cave.
“The Wonderbolts? I heard you were once in the reserves.” Sugar asked.
“Yes Sugar.” Promenade said. “But that was… long enough ago. Let’s get moving. We need to tell the others what we found.” She continued.
The two meet up with the others and discuss what they found. The others find significance. They then return to Canterlot to discuss their findings. Sugar explains what happened in the cave and brought up the vials of potions were kind of fragile. “Yeah I dropped it in the heat of the moment.” she said.
“Sure you weren’t just clumsy Sugar?” Sapphire Spark teased.
“NO! Shut up.” Sugar replied.
“That’s okay Sugar.” Cherry said. “I dropped mine too and I wasn’t even in combat.” she continued thinking back on it. Sunny handed over a vial to Cherry who dropped it trying to place it into her bag but missing completely.
“Well Cherry is a little clumsy too…” Moonlet said. 
“Sure am!” Cherry delightfully agreed. 
Sapphire Spark thought for a moment and recalled that Zecora had an ancient amulet made of crystal that had contained ancient magic. “Hey! I have an idea.” Sapphire said. “Why don’t I try to create a gemstone amulet that’ll hold the potions magic. That way it won’t break and we won’t have to keep using vials before a battle that we might not even be in.” Sapphire said.
“That’s a good idea Sapphire!” Sunny said. “Perhaps Cherry can get you into Starswirl’s lab where the potions were made.” She added.
“That would be awesome! I’ve only briefly seen it when I got the vials from Starswirl and with my former experience with gem magic and the expertise of those in the workshop, I am sure I can whip something up in no time!” Sapphire said.
“You mean like your successful transformation gems back in Klugetown?” Sugar said glaring at Sapphire. 
Sapphire paused. “That’s messed up Sugar… I respect that.” Sapphire replied with a smile.
Sugar Cloud rolled her eyes, walked over to Sapphire, and gave her a hug. 
“Alright you two. Let’s go check out the lab when we get back!” Cherry said bouncing off.
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		Ch 05 Sapphire Snoop



Cherry Tune and Sapphire Spark had made their way to Canterlot and headed to Starswirl’s lab. On the way they stopped at the Starswirl the Bearded wing and found a couple of books on crystals, energy transference, and Sapphire snuck one of transformations into the lot. With the small stack of books Cherry helps Sapphire to the lab.
“Well here we are!” Cherry said excitedly.
Sapphire looked around the laboratory and saw no others around. “Where’s the old Starswirl?” Sapphire asked.
Cherry bounced in and looked around saying, “He’s out on he explorations again.” 
“Explorations?” Sapphire asked.
“Yeah, after he was brought back from the dark realm from many years ago he had been exploring all of Equestria. This was interrupted by a number of foes, including Torment and Reaper.” Cherry explained.
“Hmmm, so I get the whole lab to myself you say?” Sapphire said with a smile.
“Well until some other folks need to use it, then you gotta share.” Cherry said.
“This. Is. Awesome!” Sapphire said bouncing up and down in place. “Not a lot of mechanical tools though.” she added.
“Pssh, I’ll have Sentry Fire bring some from the armory.” Cherry said. “Need anything else from me before I head out?” Cherry asked.
“Once those tools arrive I’ll be all set!” Sapphire said. “Thanks Cherry!” she added.
“No problem! If you find yourself needin’ something just send an ember light!” Cherry said. “See ya later Sapph!” she said heading out.
“Bye Cherry!” Sapphire replied.
Sapphire opened her tomes she fetched from the library and browsed over the material. She notice that Starswirl had left other books at his workstation. “So this is where all the books on crystal magic went.” she said to herself. Sapphire looks over to the right and notice a book off on its own unlike the others. She opens it and peers through the text. “Hmm a research tome. He’s done a complete chronology of the Tree of Harmony, no, the Elements of Harmony starting from the old tales of the Windegoes, from the six heroes of old. Then Twilight and her friends and these youngins.” She pondered to herself. 
She flipped through the pages completely of task of creating her crystal amulets. “Oh, separate notes branching off from the elements. Cadence and Shining? They’re not elements?” she said in confusion. She continues reading through Starswirl's notes 
Though the six Elements of Harmony are somehow coerced through the Tree of Harmony, a second almost equally amazing element seems to be present independent of the Tree. Though this independence might just be a false observation. 
Sapphire reads on.
The element of love as expressed through Princess Cadence and Shining Armor show that other means of protecting Equestria from our adversaries exist. Though powerful as their love was, it was nigh but a fraction of the bond of Princess Twilight and her friends. However, it seems that is proportional to how many are present during these “elemental unions”.
“Elemental unions?” Sapphire questioned as she continued. As she read she came across a passage about Torment.
Truly the feats of Twilight and her friends prove to show the sacrifice each and everyone of them would give to protect Equestria, perhaps the world. Those actions though grand in scale do not tower over the unified effort of not just the leaders of this land but to those lands beyond. To have Celestia, Luna, Cadence come to the aide of each other is not surprising but to have a former changeling, Thorax, an ex foe, Tempest, and the Master of Chaos himself, commit to the protection from these ancient dark spirits is not but a miracle. 
Sapphire huffs, “To say nothing of all those who gave so much battling the golems is terrible. Though I guess I wasn’t there so maybe I read too much into Iron Will’s hype.” she said continuing her adventure through Starswirl’s notes glancing a peek at Cherry’s name.
It is worth noting that all the creatures that day gave so much to the land if not to each other regardless if they were dragon, hippogriff, changeling, or pony folk. From my friends, the Heroes of Old, to all those who came from far off lands, they rose to help each other especially when things turned for the worst with the introduction of the golems.
“Oh….” Sapphire said.
From there we saw the development of something I suspected all along. Be it two creatures in love, or six friends protecting each other. The more we have acting together the stronger the impact is by many magnitudes beyond a linear trend. It also seems that on that night the Tree of Harmony was not dismissive of the events unfolded. Cherry Tune has, albeit unknowingly, harnessed the Trees power during the altercation.  
My observations that night were as clear as ever despite the many distractions.  Though most if not all channeled their own energies with the help of Zecora’s potions, Cherry Tune channeled the trees power. Perhaps as a test from the Tree itself as it was but the smallest fraction compared to Twilight and her friend. Either way upon receiving this gift Cherry Tune without hesitation shared it to all those around her. Like a chain reaction, each she shared with in turn shared to another and so on and so on. 
“Why’s he interested in Cherry? That’s kinda weird.” Sapphire said. “Oh wait he wanted to know about Moonlet as well.” She remembered, skipping ahead to find Moonlets name. 
Upon reviewing Cherry’s team the surprisingly talented young mare Sapphire Spark had changed my view point on who I thought were the next Elements. Though I suppose the youngins from Twilights school are the true heirs in that nature. By sharing with me that her sister was to be her sixth party member I began to wonder where my deductions went wrong. If Cherry Tune was the channeler, clearly those bonds in common by nature of the guard would have solidify their elemental union. 
“What the hell do you mean “Surprisingly” ?”  Sapphire said quietly.
...I had not anticipated Moonlet to play such a role in these budding friendships. She and Cherry had been close for so long and so did not fit the mold how Twilight became the Elements nor the youngins. Perhaps she will play the role of Cadence. But how?
“Oh, so he thinks she’ll be one half of the elements of love huh. I wonder if he knows about ...”  Sapphire said pausing to contemplate.
“Knows about what?” Starswirl said.
“Eeeee!” Sapphire squeaked pouncing up onto the desk like a cat scared.
“Ah my research notes. Have any insights to my finding young Sapphire?” Starswirl said.
“Uh, hehehe, you’re not angry I read it?” Sapphire asked.
“Not at all, though I would have preferred it be published before just anyone read it but since you have read most of the whole thing perhaps you can peer review it when I call upon you?” Starswirl asked.
“Whao, hang on , I am not a scholar, and I am hardly a peer to yours.” Sapphire said.
Starswirl chuckled. “A simple no would suffice my dear.” Starswirl said. 
“I...I hadn’t meant to say no, I just…. Hadn’t thought myself that “esteemed” in your eyes.” Sapphire said.
“Hmmm, similar to Moonlet in that aspect then are we?” Starswirl said. “Doubting yourself and your capabilities.” He added.
“Hardly old timer.” Sapphire said. “My magic is my own and what can do now, is just a fraction of what I will do in the future!” She added with all confidence.
“Good! I’d hate to see you waste your potential.” Starswirl replied.
“You mean like Sugar?” Sapphire said with contempt as she remembered what Sugar told her.
“Hmm, while her powers are… unique… I feel that making confections and pastries is an underutilization of her magical talent as she did conjure the ember light. Something akin to the Stormking’s communications potions and Celestia’s letter magic. ” Starswirl said.
Sapphire glowered and replied, “Hey! Her power is her passion and she can do with it as she pleases. She earned her mark with it and it made both our lives better!” Starswirl stroked his beard as he listened on and Sapphire puffed out her chest and pridefully continued. “She made Klugetown better, she made the Badlands better, she’s making Equestria better. She does her best!” 
“You really do defend your sister well, but you mistaken my criticism for outright disregard of her talent.” Starswirl said. “But she does not do her best, that is to say she is capable of so much more! I sense her talent isn’t just baked goods you see. I think that with these adventures she’ll  unlock something in her that’ll surprise even you.” he added.
“What kind of surprise?” Sapphire asked.
“Hohohohoh. I have no idea! That’s what makes it a surprise!” Starswirl exclaimed. “At any rate, what brings you to my shop?” he asked.
“Oh… right, we encountered issues when trying to utilize these vials. The effects only last briefly and we found that in the moment where we need to use them they tend to break… a lot.” Sapphire said. “So I came here with my brief experience with crystal magic to try to crystalize the power within the potions into a more stable and permanent state.” She continued.
“Oh, fascinating. I guess in the short notice we hadn’t needed a longer term solution to the potion when fighting Torment. That sounds like a most useful creation to be sure.” Starswirl said. “As you may have noticed I too have been interested in crystal magic. Perhaps I can assist you with this endeavor.” He added.
Sapphire thought for a moment. “Not that I would refuse such a powerful unicorns help. Why would you help in something as small as this?” Sapphire asked.
“Too be honest I have come to a lull in my research. A break from my current leads might open my mind to new perspectives.” Starswirl said. “Also, as I mentioned before I have an interest in crystal magic as it relates directly to my research.” he added.
“Great! Let’s get started then shall we. WOuldn’t miss an opportunity to work with the Great Starswirl the Bearded!” Sapphire said.
Cherry Tune and Sapphire Spark had made their way to Canterlot and headed to Starswirl’s lab. On the way they stopped at the Starswirl the Bearded wing and found a couple of books on crystals, energy transference, and Sapphire snuck one of transformations into the lot. With the small stack of books Cherry helps Sapphire to the lab.
“Well here we are!” Cherry said excitedly.
Sapphire looked around the laboratory and saw no others around. “Where’s the old Starswirl?” Sapphire asked.
Cherry bounced in and looked around saying, “He’s out on he explorations again.” 
“Explorations?” Sapphire asked.
“Yeah, after he was brought back from the dark realm from many years ago he had been exploring all of Equestria. This was interrupted by a number of foes, including Torment and Reaper.” Cherry explained.
“Hmmm, so I get the whole lab to myself you say?” Sapphire said with a smile.
“Well until some other folks need to use it, then you gotta share.” Cherry said.
“This. Is. Awesome!” Sapphire said bouncing up and down in place. “Not a lot of mechanical tools though.” she added.
“Pssh, I’ll have Sentry Fire bring some from the armory.” Cherry said. “Need anything else from me before I head out?” Cherry asked.
“Once those tools arrive I’ll be all set!” Sapphire said. “Thanks Cherry!” she added.
“No problem! If you find yourself needin’ something just send an ember light!” Cherry said. “See ya later Sapph!” she said heading out.
“Bye Cherry!” Sapphire replied.
Sapphire opened her tomes she fetched from the library and browsed over the material. She notice that Starswirl had left other books at his workstation. “So this is where all the books on crystal magic went.” she said to herself. Sapphire looks over to the right and notice a book off on its own unlike the others. She opens it and peers through the text. “Hmm a research tome. He’s done a complete chronology of the Tree of Harmony, no, the Elements of Harmony starting from the old tales of the Windegoes, from the six heroes of old. Then Twilight and her friends and these youngins.” She pondered to herself. 
She flipped through the pages completely of task of creating her crystal amulets. “Oh, separate notes branching off from the elements. Cadence and Shining? They’re not elements?” she said in confusion. She continues reading through Starswirl's notes 
Though the six Elements of Harmony are somehow coerced through the Tree of Harmony, a second almost equally amazing element seems to be present independent of the Tree. Though this independence might just be a false observation. 
Sapphire reads on.
The element of love as expressed through Princess Cadence and Shining Armor show that other means of protecting Equestria from our adversaries exist. Though powerful as their love was, it was nigh but a fraction of the bond of Princess Twilight and her friends. However, it seems that is proportional to how many are present during these “elemental unions”.
“Elemental unions?” Sapphire questioned as she continued. As she read she came across a passage about Torment.
Truly the feats of Twilight and her friends prove to show the sacrifice each and everyone of them would give to protect Equestria, perhaps the world. Those actions though grand in scale do not tower over the unified effort of not just the leaders of this land but to those lands beyond. To have Celestia, Luna, Cadence come to the aide of each other is not surprising but to have a former changeling, Thorax, an ex foe, Tempest, and the Master of Chaos himself, commit to the protection from these ancient dark spirits is not but a miracle. 
Sapphire huffs, “To say nothing of all those who gave so much battling the golems is terrible. Though I guess I wasn’t there so maybe I read too much into Iron Will’s hype.” she said continuing her adventure through Starswirl’s notes glancing a peek at Cherry’s name.
It is worth noting that all the creatures that day gave so much to the land if not to each other regardless if they were dragon, hippogriff, changeling, or pony folk. From my friends, the Heroes of Old, to all those who came from far off lands, they rose to help each other especially when things turned for the worst with the introduction of the golems.
“Oh….” Sapphire said.
From there we saw the development of something I suspected all along. Be it two creatures in love, or six friends protecting each other. The more we have acting together the stronger the impact is by many magnitudes beyond a linear trend. It also seems that on that night the Tree of Harmony was not dismissive of the events unfolded. Cherry Tune has, albeit unknowingly, harnessed the Trees power during the altercation.  
My observations that night were as clear as ever despite the many distractions.  Though most if not all channeled their own energies with the help of Zecora’s potions, Cherry Tune channeled the trees power. Perhaps as a test from the Tree itself as it was but the smallest fraction compared to Twilight and her friend. Either way upon receiving this gift Cherry Tune without hesitation shared it to all those around her. Like a chain reaction, each she shared with in turn shared to another and so on and so on. 
“Why’s he interested in Cherry? That’s kinda weird.” Sapphire said. “Oh wait he wanted to know about Moonlet as well.” She remembered, skipping ahead to find Moonlets name. 
Upon reviewing Cherry’s team the surprisingly talented young mare Sapphire Spark had changed my view point on who I thought were the next Elements. Though I suppose the youngins from Twilights school are the true heirs in that nature. By sharing with me that her sister was to be her sixth party member I began to wonder where my deductions went wrong. If Cherry Tune was the channeler, clearly those bonds in common by nature of the guard would have solidify their elemental union. 
“What the hell do you mean “Surprisingly” ?”  Sapphire said quietly.
...I had not anticipated Moonlet to play such a role in these budding friendships. She and Cherry had been close for so long and so did not fit the mold how Twilight became the Elements nor the youngins. Perhaps she will play the role of Cadence. But how?
“Oh, so he thinks she’ll be one half of the elements of love huh. I wonder if he knows about ...”  Sapphire said pausing to contemplate.
“Knows about what?” Starswirl said.
“Eeeee!” Sapphire squeaked pouncing up onto the desk like a cat scared.
“Ah my research notes. Have any insights to my finding young Sapphire?” Starswirl said.
“Uh, hehehe, you’re not angry I read it?” Sapphire asked.
“Not at all, though I would have preferred it be published before just anyone read it but since you have read most of the whole thing perhaps you can peer review it when I call upon you?” Starswirl asked.
“Whao, hang on , I am not a scholar, and I am hardly a peer to yours.” Sapphire said.
Starswirl chuckled. “A simple no would suffice my dear.” Starswirl said. 
“I...I hadn’t meant to say no, I just…. Hadn’t thought myself that “esteemed” in your eyes.” Sapphire said.
“Hmmm, similar to Moonlet in that aspect then are we?” Starswirl said. “Doubting yourself and your capabilities.” He added.
“Hardly old timer.” Sapphire said. “My magic is my own and what can do now, is just a fraction of what I will do in the future!” She added with all confidence.
“Good! I’d hate to see you waste your potential.” Starswirl replied.
“You mean like Sugar?” Sapphire said with contempt as she remembered what Sugar told her.
“Hmm, while her powers are… unique… I feel that making confections and pastries is an underutilization of her magical talent as she did conjure the ember light. Something akin to the Stormking’s communications potions and Celestia’s letter magic. ” Starswirl said.
Sapphire glowered and replied, “Hey! Her power is her passion and she can do with it as she pleases. She earned her mark with it and it made both our lives better!” Starswirl stroked his beard as he listened on and Sapphire puffed out her chest and pridefully continued. “She made Klugetown better, she made the Badlands better, she’s making Equestria better. She does her best!” 
“You really do defend your sister well, but you mistaken my criticism for outright disregard of her talent.” Starswirl said. “But she does not do her best, that is to say she is capable of so much more! I sense her talent isn’t just baked goods you see. I think that with these adventures she’ll  unlock something in her that’ll surprise even you.” he added.
“What kind of surprise?” Sapphire asked.
“Hohohohoh. I have no idea! That’s what makes it a surprise!” Starswirl exclaimed. “At any rate, what brings you to my shop?” he asked.
“Oh… right, we encountered issues when trying to utilize these vials. The effects only last briefly and we found that in the moment where we need to use them they tend to break… a lot.” Sapphire said. “So I came here with my brief experience with crystal magic to try to crystalize the power within the potions into a more stable and permanent state.” She continued.
“Oh, fascinating. I guess in the short notice we hadn’t needed a longer term solution to the potion when fighting Torment. That sounds like a most useful creation to be sure.” Starswirl said. “As you may have noticed I too have been interested in crystal magic. Perhaps I can assist you with this endeavor.” He added.
Sapphire thought for a moment. “Not that I would refuse such a powerful unicorns help. Why would you help in something as small as this?” Sapphire asked.
“Too be honest I have come to a lull in my research. A break from my current leads might open my mind to new perspectives.” Starswirl said. “Also, as I mentioned before I have an interest in crystal magic as it relates directly to my research.” he added.
“Great! Let’s get started then shall we. Wouldn’t miss an opportunity to work with the Great Starswirl the Bearded!” Sapphire said.
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		Ch 06 Cherry, Illu, and King Again!



Cherry rolls over in bed as the light from the rising sun seeped in through her windows curtains. The birds were chirping and she could hear the faint sounds of the creek near by. She’d been working a hard shift the week prior so staying in bed late for a change was nice. When she finally got out of bed it had been some time passed breakfast. Her mane a mess and wings tattered from sleep she began her weekend ritual.
She set a relaxing bath and groomed her wings, washed her mane and tale, and after a thorough rinse took the time to redraw fresh hot water and soaked for a bit. Her music played from the living room loud enough to hear from the bathroom and she would hum or sing to the tunes. After the bath she dried off put on her white blouse and skirt for her role in the Spring Festival and headed to the kitchen for lunch.
Her meal was a hearty sandwich with a nice tomato basil soup. Naturally she dunked the sandwich in the soup and began writing some music out during lunch. From there she took the few notes from the kitchen to her bean bag chair and plomped down in it with banjo in tow. She strummed a few tunes making corrections where needed. 
From outside, a curious green and purple spirit fluttered near Cherry’s window to listen in on the music. Cherry wasn’t all that good but did her best and when she got frustrated she playfully lashed out. The spirit found this amusing and chuckled. Cherry heard the laughter and looked over. The spirit lurched back and started to fly away.
“Wait!” Cherry said. “You’re a spirit aren’t you?” she asked.
The spirit paused and cautiously approached the window again. “I... am yes.” she said.
“You’re not like the others though, I’m Cherry Tune! Who are you?” Cherry asked.
“The others? I’m Illu. And I don’t know about the others.” Illu said.
“Where’d you come from?” Cherry probed.
“I… came from Phantom. A servant of Reapers.” Illu said.
Cherry’s ears perked up. “Is that so? What do you mean you “came from” Phantom?” she replied.
She explains that after Phantom was betrayed by Reaper for being too good natured and used to possess a fierce dragon, Phantoms form had been damaged. And after the defeat of Apep her energy burst into many pieces and formed a bunch of lesser spirits. This spirit called herself Illu. She was a green orb of light with a purple center and ethereal waves gently emanated like wings behind her.
“So you split from Phantom and now you seek out the other pieces of you… err Phantom..?” Cherry asked. “Why are you looking for them?” she added.
Illu paused as she left out a few details to her becoming Illu. “I wanted to save them.” she answered. 
“Save them? From what?” Cherry asked.
“From themselves.” Illu replied.
“Well you certainly don’t act like the dark spirits we’ve encountered before. But I’d stay low unless you want to get sealed away in a box” Cherry said sipping from a glass of water.
“That doesn’t sound at all pleasant. But if I make it to the warrior princesses who defeated Reaper, maybe I can stay with them.” Illu said.
Cherry choked on her water and coughed up a storm. “Whoa, whoa, whoa… I don’t think the castle is the best place for wandering spirits.” Cherry said. “Creatures are already on high alert with the new reports of aggressive spirits. If word got out that one made it here you’d be sealed in a pot in a hurry, and trust me, those things aren’t comfy after awhile.” she added.
“But where will I go?” Illu asked.
“How about you stay here, I live on the edge of Canterlot and rarely get visitors that I am unaware off.” Cherry said raising an eyebrow at Illu. 
“What should I do, I still need to find my other spirits.” Illu questioned.
“Well, do you know how to find them?” Cherry asked.
“Other than a strange pull, not really.” Illu said. “I did sense quite a few here in Canterlot, but until I get closer I can’t tell how many or what their intentions are.” She added.
“Hmm, tell you what, I’ll help you figure this out BUT right now I gotta head out to the Spring Festival. They’re wanting me to play some banjo plus I got friends I need to check up on.” Cherry said.
“Can I come?” Illu asked.
“I think it’d be better if you stay here for now. We can talk about getting you out and about when I get back.” Cherry said while grabbing her purple headphones and heading out. “Don’t get into trouble!” she added running off.
Illu floated silently as the door closed behind Cherry. “Hmm, now what.” Illu said. 
Just then a light blue orb with a dark blue core drifted in through the window behind Illu. Illu immediately felt the presence and was alerted to the spirit.
“Who are you?” Illu barked.
“I’m you silly, well part of you.” the blue spirit said.
“Of course.” Illu replied. “So what now?” she asked.
“I… I don’t know. I saw you just outside this city and started following you. I’ve been hiding in objects until I saw you.” the blue spirit said.
“Hiding in objects?” Illu questioned.
“Yes! Like this!” the blue spirit said while drifting over to a plush pony doll. She flickered and sent her light into the doll and slowly entangled herself in it. The doll twitched, and began to move.
“See! It’s how I’ve been getting around.” the blue spirit said.
“That’s amazing! Can you teach me?” Illu said.
“I… I don’t think so. But I… I did see others… like you and I. And they merged into one.” the blue spirit said. “ But they were bad and the other was … gone forever.” she added.
“But he gained all the abilities of the smaller one including shapeshifting!” the blue spirit said. “Perhaps if you and I merged you’d get my abilities!” she added.
“But you just said the other spirit was gone forever? Wouldn’t that happen to you as well?” Illu asked.
“His was, unwilling. Our’s would be a mutual unification so probably not.” Blue said. “But there’s not much time, I also have spirit masking and if you can sense them, they can surely sense you. We must act quickly.” Blue said.
“But I don’t know how.” Illu replied. 
“Yes you do! You are THE Phantom, THE Illu, the origin. All you have to do is reach out. I… lost everything when he took my Amber. But I know you can make things right.” Blue said. “He was my second half and without him I fade away day by day. So you must reach out and take my essence. Here, I’ll help.” she added.
Blue krept up to Illu and released her hold on the pony doll. As it dropped, Blue began using the same energy to take over the doll on Illu. Illu resisted but felt a warmth of sincerity in Blues magic and accepted her energy. “See, now we are one and you are close to being whole again. Save us Illu.” Blue said before being fully absorbed into Illu.
As Blue’s voice faded her memories flowed through Illu, not just from when she split from Phantom but all the memories that she had from Phantom and prior to being Phantom. She saw the images of a dark red spirit consume a bright orange spirit, that must have been Amber. Another memory before Amber was taken. Blue and him, found each other not long after the split and since then became close friends. Taking care of each other and avoiding danger, Blue would mask their energy and Amber would shapeshift into fierce creatures for protection.
Illu snapped back into focus and looked at the pony doll. She tried Blue’s spell and merged into it taking control. “Well this will certainly help with the low profile.” She said.
Cherry had a long day at the Spring Festival and started to head home and on her way she bumped into a familiar face. Cherry runs into Hamsterking again but this time he’s carrying a lot of steel and canvas for another armorers job. King explains that after his steel armor sets he’ll start on harmonies but require large amounts of rubies. 
King had explained that a unicorn guard at Canterlot asked him to manufacture what she called “harmonies”. These would be the basis for her spirit charms.  While King works on his armor Cherry goes on a quest to gather rubies for King. She returns after a few hours of going around town and its outskirts to gather the materials. King and Cherry met back up outside Sugar Cube Corner where she presented him the gems and are talking about the new type of arms and gear request that are coming from Canterlot.
Cherry hands over the gems and explains, “I’m fairly certain these are going to be for Sapphire Spark. She’s making Zeora’s potions into crystal charms so that we can battle dark spirits more easily.” 
King was amazed. “I never thought my work would make it to such important levels! I can’t wait to get started!”
“Well you still got that last armor job to do.” Cherry said poking out her tongue and winking.
“True, but that’ll be done in now time. These harmonies are going to be top notch!” King said. “I should get started on that last batch of armor to start this new project!” King added.
“I won’t keep you! Hey good luck and I think you are going to have a larger part in the guards future!” Cherry said.
“Hey thanks agaim Cherry! I’ll catch you later!” King said galloping off to his workshop.
Cherry heads back to Canterlot, drops off her banjo, and grabs her headphones saying “Hey Illu!”
“Hi Cherry I found a solution to my low profile!” Illu said.
“That’s awesome! But I gotta go. I’m going to be late meeting my friends at the Light and Sound.” Cherry replied.
“Okie…” Illu said.
“Hey, I might be back until late so we can talk about it first thing tomorrow!” Cherry explained trotting outside.
Illu notices that Cherry took her headphones with her and that’s when she gets an idea.
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		Ch 07 Sugar Cherry Crumble



Cherry Tune and Sugar Cloud are at the light and sound for a night out with Sapphire and Vernal Gem. Since Cherry Tune would normally hang out with Moonlet, and Sapphire would hang out with Sugar, the two had the opportunity to get to know each other better. Sapphire and Vernal were on the dance floor and Moonlet hadn’t arrived yet.
Sugar and Cherry took a small round booth dimly lit by an overhead light and candle on the table. Cherry asked the waiter to bring her favourite pineapple cactus cider and Sugar ordered a shot of the strong stuff and the Canterlot Sunrise. 
“So what’s with the outfit?” Sugar asked.
Cherry was wearing a dress shirt and pleated skirt. “Oh, I was performing at the Spring and Vernal Lantern festivals earlier today and didn’t bother changing out of it.” Cherry said.
“I think you look adorable! And a little more than that!” Sugar said. 
“Aww thank you Sugar!” Cherry replied.
“So is Moonlet coming?” Sugar asked.
“Probably, but she and Nightfall are going to be discussing a LOT of things when they get here.” Cherry said.
“Hmm lovers quarrel aye!” Sugar said with a smirk.
“Something like that.” Cherry replied. “So how’s Sugar Cube Corner?” she continued.
“It. Is. Awesome! Pinkie has shown me so many recipes that I didn’t know I could do!” Sugar said excitedly. “And with Rainbows mini cloud maker I can practice as much as I want! Well as long as I charge it with Sapphires mechani-magic.” Sugar added.
“Wow a mini cloud maker? That’s pretty neat. What’s mechani-magic?” Cherry said.
The waiter came back and distributed the drinks. Sugar raised her hoof and said. “One moment, I gotta take care off something.” She tapped the shot glass on the table and slammed back the drink. “Whoa! That’ll cause a misfire of magic!” 
“Nice.” Cherry said sipping her cider.
Sapphire chased her drink with a sip of her Canterlot Sunrise. “Pinkie told me it was like the magic used to run a cider machine used by some unpleasant brothers.” Sapphire explained. “But it’s essentially magic that can make machines move!” Sugar said.
“Oh! The Flim Flam brothers….yeah I remember them… got a swig full of dirt and twigs during that altercation.” Cherry said. “But this pair of siblings seems much nicer!” Cherry added gesturing towards Sugar and Sapphire.
“Oh shucks CT, you’re making me blush.” Sugar said clearly not blushing. “Hey can I try that?” Sugar asks pointing to Cherry’s cider.
“Sure it’s one of my favourites!” Cherry said sliding it over.
“Hey that’s pretty good, wanna try mine?” Sugar asked. 
“Girl… I’ve tried everything in this place and even gave em some recipes of my own, taking in some of the royalties that come with it too.” Cherry said. “Want me to get you something you’d really like? It’ll blow you away!” Cherry asked.
“You’re on Cherry! Whatcha got!” Sugar said.
“GARSON!” Cherry said cheerfully! “The Cherry Zinger please! Make that two!” she continued.
“Cherry Zinger aye? I’m not gunna lie young mare…. I’m not impressed by the name.” Sugar said.
“Oh, that’s fine. I’ll remember that when you can’t shoot it back in one go.” Cherry replied smuggly. 
The waiter returns with a layered shot. Clear red liquid on the bottom, yellow cream colored middle and a shot of whipped cream on top. “Oh that looks, different than what I expected. Sugar said.
“Quiet! Shoot!” Cherry playfully demanded.
“Right!” Sugar replied.
They tap the glass on the table and shoot it back. Cherry winced slightly but Sugar’s face puckered up and her eyes watered. Sugar groaned in agony while Cherry chuckled. “Oh dear, that had a bite to it!” Sugar said. “The hell was in it?” She asked.
“Why that was cherry liqueur, lemon cream liqueur, the sour from sour gummies, topped with whipped cream.” Cherry said.
“Whoa, that explains the pucker!” Sugar said while scooting hip to hip with Cherry. “Say can you help me make my signature drink?” she asked.
“Sure! How do you want it to portray you?” Cherry asked.
“What do you mean?” Sugar asked. 
“Well it can be your favourite flavours or flavours that reflect your personality!” Cherry said. “Like the zinger! It reflects my appreciation of a good prank not my favourite flavours!”  she added.
“Ah I see.” Sugar said. “Let’s peruse the menu here and build something.” Sugar grabbed the menu and scooched in closer to Cherry. Cherry noticed that Sugar had been testing personal boundaries but as she also got close to her friends in a similar manner she hadn’t given it a second thought. They looked over the list of flavours and mixers. 
Moonlet and Nightfall had just walked in and Moonlet chuckled at Nightfall motioning to Sugar and Cherry. Nightfall smiled and gave a nod to the both of them as they noticed them walking in. Moonlet and Nightfall meet up with Sapphire and Vernal Gem at the bar. Cherry and Sugar wave and they continue looking at the menu. 
“Ah man, I don’t know if any of this fits me.” Sugar said.
“Well what was your proudest creation?” Cherry asked.
“It’d have to be the “Pinkie Cloud Strawberry Fluff”. It was the first time anyone pushed me to do something outside of my own comfort and I actually succeeded.” Sugar said.
“Perfect! I know this cake and I know exactly the shot for you!” Cherry said. “Garson!” Cherry squeaked.
“Cherry you have to stop calling me that.” the waiter said with a smile. 
“Sorry Blue, it’s just so much to say!” Cherry replied giving him puppy dog eyes.
“Uughh… there’s those eyes again… uuugh, very well then little Cherry.” Blue winked. “What can I get you?”
Cherry gave him a list of spirits and liqueurs and asked if he could build a layered shot. He obliged and was happy to learn a new Cherry Tune recipe.  He returned and placed several shot glasses and began layering. He started with a rum based cream, gently layering some agave strawberry cream liqueur, a small puff of cotton candy next and topped with a smidge of strawberry jam.
“Viola! Your Pinkie Cloud Strawberry Fluff. In drink form of course!” Blue said.
“Wow! That’s amazing!” Sugar said genuinely amazed. “And you did it without magic!” she added winking at Blue.
“Why thank blue pone.” Blue said. “Now let’s see how it turned out!” he added while motioning over Sapphire, Vernal Gem, Moonlet, and Nightfall. “Alright all, let’s get this party started!”
“You joining this one Blue?” Cherry asked. 
“Not gunna miss this. Plus my shift ended an hour ago, I just enjoyed serving you and your friends.” He replied. “Now let’s go!” he chimed.
They tap the glass on the table and shoot it back.  Sapphire and Vernal Gem drag Moonlet and Nightfall to the dance floor and Blue hangs up his apron for the night and joins the party giving Sugar a wink as he walks by her table.
“Looks like this is turning out to be a fun night aye Cherry?” Sugar says.
Cherry chugs the rest of her pineapple cider and replies, “Oh yeah! Fun is my middle name!”
“Hey, there are other ways to have fun you know.” Sugar says placing her hoof on Cherry's leg. “No!” Cherry squeaked said slapping Sugar’s hoof away. “That’s not for you!” she blushed pulling her skirt down to cover herself. 
Sugar lurched backed mildly surprised. Cherry looked down and away red in the face while Sugar leaned back. A silence fell between them until Sugar replied. “Hey I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you in anyway.” Sugar waited for a reply while Cherry sat in silence before saying. 
“It’s alright, I… I just didn't like that…” Cherry pauses.
“Hey hey, don’t even stress about it.” Sugar said. “Besides, you and I have plenty of other ways to get to know each other, especially when Sapphire invites me to help with your pranks and scavenger hunts!” Sugar continued trying to reassure Cherry.
Cherry looked over at Sugar with just her eyes. “You’re not mad?” she asked.
“Never! I should have asked before doing anything like that. You should be mad at me really.” Sugar said in a genuinely sad tone. 
The two awkwardly sat there no longer hip to hip when Blue walked over to see what the trouble was about. “You two alright?” he asked.
“Mhmm.” Cherry said.
“I uh, I just messed up a bit.” Sugar replied.
“You’re fine Sugar, let’s get another round and put it passed us ok?” Cherry said.
“You sure you want another one?” Blue asked. 
“Yup, no need to end the night on a low note!” Cherry said back to her normal cheery self.
“Ok then, I’ll ask Maple to bring out the zingers!” Blue said walking over to the bar. Sugar sat in silence feeling terrible about what she just did before she feels a nudge from Cherry. 
“Sugar, you’re fine. You don’t need to beat yourself up. You stopped when I said no. Okay?” Cherry reassured her.
“Am I… am I bad for doing that?” Sugar asked. “I have not felt anything quite like the physical connections I’ve made since moving to Ponyville.” she added.
“What do you mean?” Cherry asked.
“Well, Sapph and I were the only ponies in the badlands so not exactly the ideal place to experience oneself. Or another.”  Sugar said. “I’ve only been that close with a Hippogriff right after the Reaper battles in the badlands but she left to go back to Mount Eris. After moving here, I’ve found only a few others who want that kind of enjoyment outside a relationship.” Sugar continued.
“I’m not one to go about it that way but I am sure you have an amazing time with whoever you choose to have fun with! Not my place to judge you.” Cherry said with a smile. 
Blue came in just in time with the Cherry Zingers and his friend Maple Showers. “Hey I hate to admit it but I’ve been eavesdropping and Cherry is right.” Blue said. “Maple and I live a similar lifestyle Sugar. And I gotta say she’s one of my closest friends.” he added.
“The important thing is that you are safe about it and respect others who don’t” Maple said. “And from what I just saw, yes I was watching too, you are very conscious about your actions and backed off as soon as Cherry said so.” She added.
“Eh… I mean… it was still very uncomfortable. Maybe ask before getting that close to someone?” Cherry stressed.
“Oh Cherry…” Sugar said with a knot in her throat. “Please don’t be mad at me, I am truly sorry.’ Sugar pleaded lowering her head placing her hooves on her face. 
Cherry Tune pulled Sugars hooves away from her face saying, “Sugar… I’m not mad at you!” Sugar looked up at Cherry to see her with a genuine smile. Cherry continued, “So let’s keep the party going, we have new guests to entertain now!” gesturing towards Blue and Maple. Sugar rubbed her eyes, “Okay… sorry again Cherry.” she said with a half smile.
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		Ch 08 Meryl-Mane



“Aurora.” The care pony at the orphanage called to her.
“Yes, miss Flower?” Aurora said politely.
“Goodmorning dear, we have a surprise for you.” Gentle Flower said.
“A surprise?” Aurora said in a monotone mood.
“Yes, follow me to the front and I’ll tell you all about it.” Flower said.
Aurora followed behind Miss Flower as they went to the front desk. Aurora notices Promenade talking with the Head Mare at the orphanage and over heard the end of the head mares sentence. “...well we wouldn’t normally do this but you’ve done so much for us here and she--” the Head Mare stopped as Aurora and Flower approached. “Oh hey there!” Head Mare said.
“Morning Mrs Hazel.” Aurora said then looked over at Promenade with a gentle smile saying. “Morning Promenade!” 
“Hello Aurora, I wanted to share some news with you.” Promenade started. “Hazel Eyes has agreed to let you spend some time with me outside the orphanage. I’d get to introduce you to my friend and her little sister who’s about your age.” Promenade added.
Aurora looked happy at the thought of spending more time with Promenade but pulled back when she mentioned meeting others. “Is.. is that alright?” Aurora asked looking over at Hazel Eyes.
“Of course sweety. I know the other kids here are either way younger or almost old enough to leave on their own. This would be really good for you to meet somepony else your own age.” Hazel said.
“Of course it’s up to you Aurora.” Promenade said with a smile. 
Aurora paused for a second, looked down and kicked the ground. “But I’d have to come back here after?” she asked.
Hazel, Flower, and Promenade looked at each other before Hazel broke the silence saying. “Yes. dear. But we managed to push the law as far as we could and secured at least one night and two days a week over at Promenade’s place of choosing provided it meets child safety guidelines.” 
Aurora tilted her head confused asking. “Like a sleep over?” 
“Exactly!” Promenade said. “So what do you say? Want to go meet Sunny Side and her little sister Meryl Strudel?” she added.
Aurora allowed herself to get excited and with a big smile jumped up on Promenade as said joyfully, “Absolutely!” 
Promenade finished signing the last page of paperwork and she and Aurora headed to the train station. Aurora had brought her backpack and her stuffed bear that was securely hanging out of the top. “Are we really going on a train?” Aurora asked excitedly.
“We sure are!” Promenade replied. 
“Wow! That is amazing, we don’t have trains where I come from….” Aurora said thinking back to her home growing a little depressed at the thought.
Promenade picked up on her sadness immediately and quickly changed the subject. “Hey look there’s the train!” 
Aurora quickly looked up and brushed off the thoughts of home. “Woooow! There it is! It’s a lot bigger than I was expecting!” She said in awe as it pulled into the station. The conductor released the passengers and gave them 10 minutes to unload after which he checked his watch and shouted “ALL ABOARD!” 
Aurora pounced excitedly as she boarded and Promenade walked in behind her. They found a booth seat and Aurora had been taking in all the sights and sounds of passengers, the conductor making his rounds and the engineers swapping out for the shifts. Once the train started moving Aurora’s eyes were glued to the window as the train took them through Canterlot and along the mountain pass that gave a clear view of the city and the castle.
The trip was a few hours but to Aurora it felt like seconds as she experienced the new world she never knew existed. The trees flew by as the train made its way to Ponyville and the country side kept her attention even as the complimentary snack cart traveled through the cars. Promenade secured two drinks and two bags of crisps and Aurora was still unaware how hungry she was getting.
The train was pulling into Ponyville and Promenade corralled Aurora and brought her over to the doors. “So Sunny and Meryl are going to meet us at the station. She and Meryl have been making dinner so we’ll go straight from here to the Barn and Stable.” Promenade said.
“Umm Promenade…..” Aurora said quietly.
Promenade looked over with a warm smile and a caring look in her eye and asked gently. “Yes Aurora?”
“What if… what--” Aurora began to ask her question but the doors opened and cut her off.
“Hi miss Prom!” Meryl said.
“Oh hi Meryl!” Promenade replied. “Sunny, how was work, pretty busy aye?” she continued.
Sunny was still in full armor. She stood stoically and Aurora couldn’t help but be reminded of the guard from her home. Aside from the armor being gold, the design resembled her guards armor rather closely. Sunny had the friendliest of faces, unaffected by the long day, and full of joy. “It sure was, but it’s my weekend so full of energy tonight.” Sunny said. “Plus we get to meet you!” she continued gesturing to Aurora.
Aurora just barely tucked away behind Promenade but found some new confidence at the Sunny’s gesture. “I… I’m Aurora Mane.” She said standing tall to emulate Sunny.
“Well met Aurora! I’m Meryl!” Meryl squeaked. “Sunny’s my sister! But I’m sure miss Prom told ya all about us!” she continued.
“She did… on the train ride.” Aurora said. “And she spoke about some of the adventures she and Sunny had.” she continued.
Sunny chuckled. “Did she! I gotta admit, they were pretty exciting. But we can talk all about that when we get home!” Sunny said. “Meryl made dinner tonight!” she added.
“Yeah without your help.” Meryl said smiling and gently headbutting Sunny.
“Hey I said today might be busy, that’s why I helped prep yesterday. Now come on you two I’m starving!” Sunny said wrestling Meryl off of her.
The four make it to the Barn and Stable in short order and Meryl had already set out the dinning set. There were no guests that night as it was mid work week but they had full reservations the next day due to Promenades performance at the Canterlot Stadium. The orchestra and Promenades dance troupe had been gaining popularity and creatures flocked from all over to visit Ponyville the day prior to concerts and performances. This caused the Barn and Stable to spike in business.
Prior to the rush of tenants, Promenade and Sunny closed up shop to participate in the Sister Hooves Social. The admissions pony who worked at the orphanage as a way to help get young creatures out of the stuffy building, allowed Promenade and Aurora to compete together as she knew the situation. Naturally Sunny and Meryl would be together during the events and games.
It was the first time any of the mares or fillies had done anything like this and with each new event would build a lasting memory. Even though neither Promenade’s or Sunny’s team won any events they definitely had fun. The events wrap up and Promenade, Sunny, Aurora, and Meryl start to head back to the Barn and Stable. The tenants were informed ahead of time that checking in would start later in the evening because of the Sister Hooves Social. This gave the party time to clean up after.
On the way back Aurora seems happy for the first time in many moons. “Hey Promenade thank you for doing all this for me!” Aurora said.
“No worries little one!” Promenade replied.
“Do I have to go back to the orphanage tonight?” Aurora asked.
“Not this night. Even though the agreement was two days and one night Hazel is allowed to tweek the rules.” Promenade said.
“Besides, we got one more thing for you while we still have you!” Meryl said.
“Oh come on Meryl try to keep it a surprise will ya?” Sunny said.
“Sorry but it’s so exciting! I can’t help myself!” Meryl replied.
“A surprise?” Aurora asked.
“Well it’s not that big a surprise.” Promenade said. “I just worked out a way to get one more night so you can see one of my performances.” she added.
“Yeah! I asked Promenade to see if she could get you some tickets to her show because I thought you might like it!” Meryl said excitedly.
“More like pleaded with Promenade.” Sunny said. “Turns she got more than just one and now Meryl and I can both show up.” She added.
“It’s not just tonight though! It’s a season pass!” Meryl announced.
“Wow! That sounds awesome! I remember the plays back… home…” Aurora said.
The mood shifted quickly as they all caught that Aurora was starting to feel home sick. “Oh I’m sorry Aurora…….I didn’t mean to bring up…. You know” Meryl tried to apologize.
Silence drew out the long pause before Aurora smiled and replied. “It’s okay! I… I am happy that you all accepted me so quickly…”
“Of course dear.” Promenade said patting Aurora on the head. “Let’s go to the Barn and Stable, clean up and head out for some dinner at Canterlot before the play.” she added. Aurora hugged Promenade before smiling and trotting ahead towards town. Meryl followed shortly after.
“Well that was a close save Promenade.” Sunny said.
“It’s all I could do. Let’s get going!” Promenade said with a gentle smile.
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		Ch 09 Coming Closer



Sugar is talking with Blue at the bar and a large colt taps her shoulder. “Hey are you that Badlands babe that likes to have fun with others?” the colt asked.
Sugar was immediately uncomfortable as the colt stood menacingly over her and she replied, “Uh, not really, i just…”
“Oh come on, I saw you and that little pink one with the skirt the other day.” the colt urged aggressively. “You can’t tell me you--”
Blue leaned over the counter cutting him off placing his hoof between them saying, “Hey that’s not what she’s about Hammer Lock, and haven’t I told you not to come here anymore?” 
“Shut it Blue, you don’t own the club and I made certain that the owner knows I’m worth it.” Hammer Lock said. 
“We’ll see about that.” Blue said motioning over the bouncer. “Sugar you should go back to Cherry Tune for a bit alright?” He said.
“Sure thing Blue.” Sugar replied.
“Oh ho, Cherry you say. Think I’ll pay her a visit too.” Hammer said starting to walk towards where Sugar was going. Before he could get a step a huge stallion forced his way between Hammer and his path. “Remember what happened last time Hammer Lock.” the bouncer said.
“Fine, I’ll go talk to Mack then.” Hammer said with a cocky smirk. He walks downstairs to find the manager. 
“Jeesh, thanks Stone Wall, I still owe you for the last time.” Blue said.
“Nonsense, I rather enjoy playing the low key hero.” Stone said with a smile and a wink.
Sugar met up with Cherry, Promenade, and Sunny at the usual round booth. “You okay hun?” Sunny asked.
“Yeah, some jerk just made me uncomfortable that’s all, but Blue took care of him.” Sugar replied.
“Honestly, it’s a wonder where all these creepers are coming from recently.” Promenade said.
“I know.” Sunny replied. “I think I know that colt, used to be quite the guardspone but after we defeated Torment he changed a lot. Managed to get himself kicked out of the guard.” She added.
Illu whispers into Cherry Tunes ear, “That’s because he’s got a spirit in him…. Unfortunately it looks like he’s permanently corrupted by it.” 
Cherry’s eyes widened in shock. “You ok Cherry?” Promenade asked.
“Oh! Heheh yeah just ... gotta go use the washroom real quick.” She said bolting off. 
“Hey what about the shots you just ordered!” Sunny asked sa Cherry ran off.
She runs to the stall and sits down. “Where are you Illu! And what are you doing here?” Cherry barked in a whisper. 
“Oh I’m sorry… I kinda stowed away in your headphones…” Illu said. “I just wanted to see what the “night life” was all about!” she added.
“Ugh, fine, but let me know before you go doing something like that… Creatures are going to think I’m weird….. Ok weirder... but you know what I mean. Keep quiet and don’t get caught okay?” Cherry said.
“Can do!” Illu replied.
Cherry returns to her friends and the “Cherry Zingers” Sugar ordered at the bar just arrived. Blue placed two in front of each mare and asks, “Ya sure you want to do two back to back?”
Promenade just raised an eyebrow and pulled her two shots close to her. Sunny gestured to Promenade and also pulled her own two shots close to her. “Hey, I warned ya.” Blue said before revealing two more shots for himself. “Hey you didn’t think I’d let ya do this without me aye?” he said, raising an eyebrow. 
“Just in time.” Cherry said. “Alright ladies! ... Sirs. To life and all of its surprises!” Cherry toasted.
“AYE!” the group replied before shooting back the shots one after the other. 
Stone Wall walked over whispered in Blue’s ear. He turned to the group said, “Excuse me ladies, duty calls. I’ll be back in a moment.” 
Cherry turned to Blue, “Hey is everything ok?” 
“Absolutely Cherry! Nothing I haven’t dealt with before.” Blue smiled before heading off with Stone Wall.
Maple Showers had taken over bartending while Blue was gone and she reassured the group that he was fine and was just having a conversation with management about a rowdy costumer. Blue and Maple would always have to do this sort of thing and he or she would usually be gone the rest of the night. The group thought nothing much of it but Cherry Tune was feeling a little uneasy about this one.
Fortunately the night went on without other incidents. Sunny and Promenade were calling it a night heading to the washroom one last time before the train ride back to Ponyville. Moonlet and Nightfall had left a little earlier and Sugar and Cherry were heading out as well.  Cherry Tune turned to Sunny and Promenade and said “Okay you two! See ya later, be safe and activate Sugars emberlight when you get home safe!”
“Sure thing sweety!” Sunny replied carrying an almost completely unconscious Promenade to the restroom. “Promenade you seem to be going overboard with this as of late.” Sunny said quietly to herself.
Sugar and Cherry head down to the first floor where Blue usually would bid his farewell. Neither him or Maple were there to send them off and that made Cherry sober up quick, or the best she could. The two walk out and down the street while Sugar leaned on Cherry Tune for support. “Hey were going to my place ok, it’s much closer than the train station and I don’t think you’d make it on your own.” Cherry said chuckling. 
“Yeah, I think you’re right.. Heheheh.” Sugar said before rushing over to a bush to evacuate the contents of her stomach. She mostly dry heaves but releases most of the remaining liquids. She wipes her mouth but hears a rustling in the bushes. She jumps back lands on her butt and starts to crawl backwards as Hammer Lock emerged creeping towards her. “Well well, looks like you and I get to have some fun after all.” he said.
Sugar couldn’t do much else but to continue to move back. Cherry rushed over placing herself between Hammer and Sugar. “Hey back off!” Cherry said her eyes focused and ready for a fight. 
“Hey little Cherry, gunna enjoy bursting you later, for now though, she owes me.” Hammer said. “She gets on with every other creature in town but not me? Where’s the fairness in that.” he added.
“Look, she doesn’t owe you shit and if she doesn’t want to with you then she doesn’t have to!  So bugger off!” Cherry growled.
“Heheheh, feisty. Okay boys, y’all can have the badlander, I’ll take the one with the cute little skirt.” Hammer said. Three other large creatures emerged, a Griffon, a large mare, and another large colt. “Hey boss, let me get a little of that cherry with ya.” the mare said. 
“Sure thing Lilith.” Hammer said. The four made their way towards Cherry Tune and Sugar Cloud. Sugar Cloud felt the same helpless feeling she had back with Promenade in the caves, the crippling fear was multiplied by her intoxication. Cherry was also intoxicated but her mind was sharp, her senses alert, and her training kicked in. Cherry knew she had no chance at taking all four of them down but she had no choice but to protect Sugar Cloud so she stood fast and prepared for a fight.
From out of nowhere a purple blur struck the griffon and he fell hard to the ground while a bright yellow blur struck Lilith. Promenade stood over the griffon as if stone cold sober, then she shot a look towards Hammer. Sunny pushed herself off Lilith and lunged at the other colt. Sunny bucked the colt hard enough to knock him out and she began to subdue Lilith in a stranglehold. 
Hammer either didn’t notice or didn’t care as he kept a steady trot towards Cherry. She preemptively charged but before she got a few steps in Promenade gently landed between the two face to face with Hammer. “What a pretty little pegasus, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait your turn.” he said.
Promenade was easily the smallest mare in the group but she stared down Hammer with her now shimmering eyes. The green in her mane, usually too faint to see, also shimmered like the aurora of the north. “Now that’s fierce.” Hammer growled. He took half a step towards Promenade before she, with lightning quick speed, kicked him in the jaw. The impact echoed down the street.
Hammer was immediately knocked out cold. Lillith broke free from Sunny and dragged Hammer away. The remaining colt and griffon were apprehended by a guard patrol who made there way towards the sound. “Cherry, Sugar, are you two okay?” Sunny said rushing over towards them. 
Sugar sat in shock crying into her hooves. Cherry still riled up kept the guards from approaching her or Sugar and kept looking around for other aggressors. “I’m fine, Sunny…. Just a little shaken…” Cherry said staring down her fellow guardpones who were trying to help her and Sugar. 
Promenade came up unexpectedly beside Cherry and gave her a hug, whispering to her. “Shhh, come now dear Cherry, they are here to help.” 
Cherry relaxed, and thought she recognized a voice within Promenade’s. Illu discreetly made her way from Promenade’s body to Cherry’s headphones. “Sorry Cherry I needed to borrow her body to save you.” Illu said.
Promenades body went limp and Cherry quickly grabbed hold. Cherry was apparently in shock and could only hold Promenade. Sunny took charge as she had much less to drink than her party, just in case things like this happened. She instructed additional guards to take the suspects away and asked the remaining two guards to escort the girls to Cherry’s house as it was the closest and most secure.
Cherry lets Promenade and Sugar sleep in her bed while Cherry slept curled up in her bean bag chair clutching her plush bunny. Sunny was offered the sofa but elected to stay up for a bit until everyone was asleep. The two guards who escorted them remained on patrol close to Cherry’s house until morning.
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