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		Description

A thousand and some years ago, Princess Luna commissioned a group of researchers led by Aristrotle of Northern Equestria to study the phenomenon of death in ponies. She recognized the great importance of understanding what happens when a pony dies, and made it her priority to discover as much as possible about death. Over the course of twelve years, the researchers uncovered ancient writings on the matter, invented spells to further their knowledge, and ultimately spoke with the souls of dead ponies. Their findings are recorded here so that those ponies who so desire may better understand what comes after their life.
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Foreward
There are some things that need not be known to all.
The Royal Canterlot Library is a vast collection of knowledge compiled throughout the course of Equestrian history. Any pony who wishes to peruse the volumes kept there is free to do so as they please. However, set apart from the Royal Library is a private selection accessible only to their Majesties Princesses Celestia and Luna. The content of these books is such that the Princesses have judged it in the interest of the country to keep them secret. Whether they are tomes on dangerous manipulative spells, manuals on the use of archaic tools of violence, or ancient constitutions long deemed vulgar and deceptive, public knowledge of these writings would only give rise to tension and strife. They are knowledge regardless, so they are preserved in safety in case they one day prove useful.
In this archive lies an inconspicuous pile of yellowed sheets, part of a single ancient document. Its contents are pertinent to those who wish to know so long as they do not allow the knowledge it contains to feed as a parasite on their minds. Most ponies have no need for its insights, and many would find them rather disheartening to consider.
For those who wish to know, this document is presented in its entirety below.
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A Treatise
On the Natural Phenomenon of Death in Ponies and other Living Creatures
Authored by Aristrotle of Northern Equestria
In this, the three hundred and fifty-seventh year of the rule of Princesses Celestia and Luna
Preamble
The work presented herewith is the culmination of a dozen years of research throughout Equestria and the surrounding territories. This project was commissioned by her Majesty Princess Luna “for the advancement of the eternal quest for knowledge” after her recognition of a significant void in the realm of pony studies. 
At her Majesty's request, all researchers involved have sworn this work to secrecy “in the interest of the public” and have consented to the classification of this document as restricted.
The discoveries made in the course of this research project have been profound in their depth and insight. However, to even the wisest of readers, appropriate caution is necessary. Necessarily the truth is the greatest beauty to behold. Despite this, often it is accompanied by a certain sorrow and dread. Knowing this, the reader should be prepared for beautiful truths of this sort.
For there are some things that need not be known to all.
Introduction
In our present society of ponies, death is not even a passing thought. Its occurrence is so rare and its daily significance is so negligible that it is hardly defined in common terms. To the masses, therefore, death is regarded simply as a certain mysterious end, and opposite, to life. Beyond this gross ambiguity little is known, and no thought is given; in their blissful proceedings, most ponies have no curiosity for a subject of such irrelevance. The pony lifetime is long enough and the joys of every day life vast enough that to ponder death is thought of as a waste of time, when it is thought of at all.
Her Majesty's wisdom, however, recognizes that even eons are nothing to an eternity. Hence, it immediately becomes most relevant to our very self-knowledge that we understand the process of death so that if it is eternal, we will understand the greatest part of our existence. Even prior to this research undertaking, it was commonly held that from death there is generally no return to the original body. Therefore, the study of our deaths, eschatology, becomes the single most important pursuit of those able. For to know the inevitable end is to know how to make the journey.
It is with this in mind, then, that we have dedicated over a decade of our lives to the investigation of death as experienced by ponies and other creatures. The presentation of this document has been arranged with consideration for both the history of and present advances in our theories of death, so that for exhaustiveness, the study can be contained in its entirety within these pages.
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Life
Death is primarily defined as the termination of life, as its opposite, and so it is essential to begin our inquiry by establishing a strong understanding of life itself. Specifically, that which gives life to ponies must be known so that the cause of its end can be recognized. Life itself shall remain undefined in a formal sense, as our intuitive grasp of its meaning is sufficient for the purpose of this study.
Historically, few Pre-Equestrian ponies had put forth any thoughts on the essence of pony life. Speculation began roughly a millennium ago with Anaximares' postulation that all life in ponies begins and persists as a form of magic in the body, regardless of the race. This came amid rising conflicts between the three pony factions, though, so the scientific rigor of Anaximares' assertion became questionable in light of potential political persuasion as well. Indeed, Anaximares never provided any argument for her theory, and it seemed likely she only believed that such a statement of unity between the pony races would help to maintain peace. 
Apart from Anaximares' initial theory, little else had been said over the course of much of Pre-Equestrian history. Notably, Ponthagoras suggested that the magic Anaximares associated with life manifested itself within the body, and fed off the body's own sustenance while controlling its motions. Significantly, he also thought that the pony consciousness belonged to this magic, and not the body. Thus, Ponthagoras made the first attempt to provide an explanation for the pony phenomenon of mind. However, like Anaximares he was unable to make any arguments in support of these theories, so despite their immediate popularity all pony understanding of life remained unsupported for some time.
Fortunately, in the last years of the Pre-Equestrian era one of the greatest pony scholars took the first steps toward a complete scientific definition of life. Star Swirl the Bearded, creator of over two hundred incredible spells, discovered a method of detecting the presence of magic empirically. This could be done either through his magic-detection spell or through the enchantment of some object with the same spell. When used directly this spell was directed at some entity, and if the entity contained magic the caster would perceive this. In the case of an enchanted object, the object would emit a warm glow whenever it came into contact with an entity containing magic. Various forms of this spell are in common use today in guarding royalty and other prominent pony figures.
With the knowledge of this spell and in consideration of the ancient theories of life, the scholar conducted experiments to determine whether Anaximares could be correct. He found that indeed, all pony races, when subject to the magic-detection spell, were observed to contain some form of magic. Furthermore, when he examined deceased ponies he found that there did not appear to be any magic within them. In one particular experiment, Star Swirl cast the detection spell on a dying earth pony, and discovered that the magic of the body departed or otherwise disappeared at the instant of death. From this, he arrived at the first empirical conclusion on the nature of life, that “those ancient theories are true, that with pony life there is to be associated a magical essence within the body, and that upon death this essence vacates the body.” 
Furthermore, Star Swirl determined that this magical essence was likely sustained by the body, as in his experiments he noted that ponies who had not eaten for some time seemed to possess a weaker magic essence upon examination by the magic-detection spell. When fed again, their essence would strengthen to its normal amount. Although Star Swirl initially hypothesized that the magical essence would vacate the body when it simply dissipates from insufficient maintenance, he observed that at the time of death, the magical essence could still be strong. From this, he inferred that “the magical essence leaves the body not when it weakens to nothingness, but rather when it determines that there is no longer any hope that the body can sustain it.”
Unfortunately, Star Swirl was unable to ascertain any further details about the magical essence, leaving unanswered the question of whether this magic was in fact what brought about life, or whether it was merely associated with the presence of life and happened to leave when life itself ended. Limited by the spells he knew, he had no way of determining the relation between the magical essence and the body, nor could he observe where the pony mind originated from. Star Swirl regretted this near the end of his life, lamenting: “there remains but one study to which I am doomed to have dedicated insufficient time: that science of the principles of life.”  It is here that all known past inquiries into the nature of pony life ended, and here we began our research twelve years ago.
Initially none of us were aware of Star Swirl's writings on the subject, primarily because there had never been much interest in the study of something so apparently simple as life. Most ponies thought of life as an axiom with little to be investigated and so Star Swirl's observations, though preserved, were not well-known. With the beginning of our project, though, we immediately searched for all prior scientific knowledge on life and found that this consisted solely in Star Swirl's very limited notes. 
With this starting point, it was difficult to determine the appropriate path for further investigation.  We had established as a goal to first explain the nature of life so that as aforementioned, we could approach the subject of death with at least an understanding of its opposite. However, for some time we remained at a loss as to how to proceed.
Three years into our project, one of our researchers was falling into ill health and was not expected to live for much longer. Simultaneously a young research mare named Zarahoovstra had completed a thesis on a highly abstract spell of her own design. This spell served the general purpose of “magic-transport,” and could transfer any magical essence from one entity to another. The complication in using the spell was that magic rarely desired to move without willing itself to do so and the spell itself was incredibly difficult to cast. Thus it could only be demonstrated in the transfer of simple enchantments from one object to another.
Familiar with Star Swirl's research, though, Zarahoovstra proposed that her spell should be applicable to the magical essence associated with life. It would be dangerous and in fact impossible in difficulty to attempt to remove the magical essence of a pony while they are alive, for it seemed likely (though unproven) that life itself depended upon the presence of this essence. However, the ill researcher suggested that at the time of her own death, as the magical essence was willing itself to leave the body regardless, Zarahoovstra could attempt to quickly transfer this essence to some object. If this experiment proved successful, the behavior of the transferred magic could be observed and we would determine whether it was indeed the source of life and mind or merely a corollary consequence.
For the purpose of storing the researcher's essence we chose a simple crystal sphere, the kind which was often used to hold enchantments such as musical spells. When the moment of her death arrived and we had gathered round, Zarahoovstra cast her spell on the researcher's body. An unexpected effect of the spell was a blinding flash, likely due to the immense effort required to cast it. After this flash, the researcher had stopped breathing, but there was no immediate discernible difference in the crystal ball. However, after a few moments, it lit up and spoke.
“Oh, my,” it articulated with some apparent confusion. Its voice, or rather, her voice was decidedly feminine, although it was undeniably different from that of the deceased mare. This was only to be expected, though, as the voice was a phenomenon determined by the physical properties of whatever was speaking, not by its mind. 
In our proceeding conversation with the ball, we observed that her state of mind, from her memories to her mannerisms, was a direct continuation of the mare's state prior to her own death. At that point we concluded (much to the crystal ball's relief) that she was indeed the same mare, and that it would be appropriate to call her by her past name. Her body had died, but her thought remained intact.
With those two first words, and the extended interview that followed, we had demonstrated that the magical essence of life is indeed that which controls the body it inhabits and that it is this essence which harbors the pony mind and personality. The success of the experiment also allowed us to apply to the magical essence a term that has been in common use since antiquity. The discovery that this essence was the cause of life and consciousness allowed us to confidently call it the soul, and to assert definitively that it exists. 
Here, a summary is in order. We had known the long established fact that life in all ponies is associated with some magical essence within them, and that this essence is gone from the body when the pony's life ends. With our research came the discovery that more than simply an indication of life, this essence was the very cause of life, and contained within it all the personality, memory, and thought of a pony. Such a complete essence becomes the very being of a pony, so that the body is nothing but a physical container for the commanding essence. If we were to somehow transfer this essence to an entirely different pony body, the person of the pony would be exactly the same as it was prior to the movement. Given this powerful definition of the magical essence, it was appropriate to use the colloquialism “soul” as its title, since the intuitive definition of the soul was virtually isomorphic with that of the magical essence.
Thus we had successfully defined the nature of life. With this foundation, we could now proceed to our primary objective, the investigation of death.
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Death
First, we must assert the trivial for clarity. The death that we are investigating is the process of the soul leaving the body. To understand it, we must know why the soul would leave the body, what happens to it when it leaves, and whether we can bear any influence on a soul that has left its body.
From Star Swirl the Bearded, we already know that death occurs when the soul determines that the body can no longer sustain it. Although a direct causation remains to proven, his research indicates with great likelihood that this is why death occurs. Furthermore, to empirically observe precisely this relationship, we must be able to detect the subconscious actions of the soul, something that seems impossible given its evasive nature. Therefore we have, roughly, answered the first part of our inquiry sufficiently. The main difficulty is uncovering the answers to the latter two queries, and they represent our original motivation for investigating death: that we only live for years, but face an eternity after death. 
For some time our research had continued without progress, but in the fifth year we stumbled upon a significant discovery. As the researcher assigned to detailed study of Star Swirl's magic-detection spell, Archimares developed an advanced modification that allowed the spell to detect the presence of magic (distinguishing different magics) within a nearby area, and not only its presence in an entity. With this creation, an entirely new avenue was opened in our research, as we could now determine whether the soul remained after death.
Only a few days after Archimares' development we visited an elderly mare in her last days who had given consent to our research. Archimares cast her spell and could detect the mare's soul as she was breathing her last. What remained to be seen was whether she would sense the soul after death, too. When the elder died, our researcher reported that she could “still feel it.” The body was dead and the soul had departed, but the latter was still intact, and indeed present in the immediate vicinity. Thus we established the first fact of the soul after death: that it is not immediately destroyed, and lingers. However, after some time (for we would not be satisfied with such a minimal conclusion), Archimares reported that she felt the presence weakening and eventually that it had disappeared entirely. From this we were left with the possibilities that either the soul was destroyed shortly after death, or that it lingered only for some time before moving. 
Luckily we did not need to wait very long to resolve this question. A few months after her first discovery Archimares again developed a modification of Star Swirl's spell, this time with even greater sophistication. Her new spell was not merely an ambiguous magic-detection spell, but rather a magic-tracking spell. This spell, when cast on a piece of magic, would give the caster a visual perception of the location of the magic in the form of a distinctive colored glow. Now we could directly track the movement of the soul as the body died and establish whether it would be destroyed or only wander. 
Within a week we had a volunteer and once again gathered around a deathbed. As the volunteer, an old stallion, was passing away, Archimares cast her improved spell and reported seeing his soul in his body. Once he died, as we expected the soul removed itself from the body (Archimares noted it was of irregular and dynamic shape) and hovered for some time nearby. Eventually it began to wander and we followed. It left the house (through the door, it may be relevant to note) and drifted about the village we were in. At this point we were rather convinced that the soul would simply wander eternally, as there seemed to be nothing to stop it. However we resolved to follow it for at least the rest of the day in the case that something else would happen. The reader should be reminded at this point that according to our theories of the soul, the stallion's soul would have been conscious of its situation and surroundings through its perceptive magic and should not be thought of as a randomly moving object.
Our decision to pursue the soul proved extremely revelatory, as roughly three hours after the colt's death Archimares reported something very strange. The soul stopped for some time, and in an instant fractured into two separate pieces. Archimares described the event as “violent” and noted that “the soul seemed to shudder horrifically for a few moments before forcefully being torn apart as if one was tearing a piece of fabric in two.” Furthermore, Archimares asserted with confidence that “the two pieces were distinctly half the size of the whole, such that they would have been weaker than the whole by the same factor. Hence, magic was conserved in the process.” We then decided that we would pursue one of the pieces to observe what it would do.
Over the next several hours this piece acted very much like the original whole, but eventually the same fracturing event, as violent as the last, took place. This process repeated for some time, and Archimares further observed that all the while, “the piece we followed seemed to be tiring and weakening. It slowly shrunk as time passed.” Ultimately, an exhausting fifteen hours later and far removed from our starting place, Archimares halted and reported that “the piece just disappeared.” We waited for some time in case it would return, but it appeared that the weakening process observed by Archimares had finally depleted the soul piece of all its magic, such that it simply dissipated. 
Unfortunately the process of the soul's decay was too disordered and unpredictable for us to come to any general conclusion on the basis of this one observation. We had determined that at least part of the soul may disappear after death, but the fate of every other piece of the soul was unclear. We therefore had to begin an extensive group effort into examining many different souls after their deaths. We spent several months studying Archimares' spells under her direction (as they were indeed incredibly difficult to understand), so that every researcher could observe a soul on their own. 
Once every researcher was capable of tracking a soul alone we set out to study as many dead souls as possible. We discovered, as expected, that disappearing to nothingness after a number of divisions was far from the only fate of souls. Our findings are summarized below.
First, a soul's behavior after death was heavily dependent on the soul's relationships with others. Those with more loved ones and friends tended to move with greater purpose, while the more isolated souls wandered longer and with less apparent direction. The former, specifically, would try to find those emotionally close to them.
In the process these souls fragmented, and we were unable to discern any precise pattern for their fragmentation. However, a rough predictor for how often the soul fragmented and how long a piece took to disappear was the strength of will of the pony prior to death. “Strength of will” here does not mean assertiveness, but rather dedication to one's convictions. A pony who had beliefs, regardless of how timid or aggressive they may be, would be considered strong of will if they refused to abandon those beliefs against pressure and doubt. Conversely, a pony would be weak of will if they were perpetually without conviction or easily persuaded to change their beliefs. The former's soul after death would persist for some time whole, and even as it fragmented its pieces would survive for very long (one particular pony soul was observed to survive for four months after death). The latter's soul, however, would have difficulty in maintaining its integrity after death. It would fragment as often as hourly, and ultimately those fragments that disappeared would do so within a few days. By this model, the original soul we had pursued should have been one of a weak-willed pony, and interviews with those who knew the stallion confirmed this.
As to the fate of the soul fragments, it was mentioned above that they did not all simply disappear. In fact, even in the case of dissipation the actual action of the soul fragment was very different. Rather, they appeared to act with the motive of preserving their memory and personality. In our observations, when a soul fragment (or a complete soul) found a close pony, it would flow into the pony's body and disappear from the magic-tracking spell. Afterward, there would be a small but perceptible difference in the personality of the pony, reminiscent of the dead soul; the soul fragment had fused itself into the soul of the pony (this being possible because magic can combine with other magic as a fundamental property), and so its own consciousness had been mixed into the present soul. Further investigation also indicated that the pony would have a stronger recollection of the deceased friend after the fusion. Thus, in this act the soul fragment succeeded in preserving some of its memory and original personality.
Those soul fragments who did not reach a close friend, however, whether because the dead soul was close to none or because the fragments could not reach the friend in time, had to attempt to preserve their personality in some other way. This was what the first soul fragment did when it disappeared before our eyes: instead of fusing with another pony, it simply diffused itself into the surrounding area as it was running out of magic. Just as how water tends to water, the diffuse soul would tend toward other, complete souls. Therefore, when a soul fragment disappeared, it was in fact spreading out across the area and fusing with the nearest souls. This effect was negligible in our first case, as there were many of us to divide an already weakened soul fragment. However, in other situations those in the vicinity of a dissipated soul were, as with the ponies close to dead souls, observed to have taken on some amount of the soul fragment's personality. It should be noted, though, that in these cases the ponies still had no awareness of the dead soul. Thus those fragments that could not find any close pony managed to preserve their personality but lost their memory. This also demonstrated why a dead soul would prioritize close ones over others: with the former, they would also contribute to the preservation of their memory, while with the latter, their memory would be lost. 
Something must be mentioned here, however, about a particular class of souls. Usually the process of fusion mentioned above was imperceptible to the ponies into which the dead souls entered. This was due to the magical nature of the soul: it could perform actions without informing its consciousness (these are commonly called subconscious actions). One such action was permitting another soul to enter. The host soul would subconsciously examine the dead soul fragment attempting fusion, and if it deemed the fragment stable and morally compatible, it would permit the fusion to occur. However, in the case that the dead soul was that of an evil person, the living soul would deny access and attempt to resist fusion.
Unfortunately, our observations indicated that simply denying an evil soul would not keep it from forcible invasion. Indeed, we witnessed evil souls trying to push into living ponies, and unlike in calm fusion with a good soul, the person became acutely aware that something was wrong. Naturally they did not realize that they were being attacked by an evil soul remnant, but the assault on their soul manifested as psychological phenomena. Often the first symptom was the mind being muddled by irritability and anger so that the pony seemed to be in a perpetual “bad mood.” Ponies would also experience temptations to commit evils and sometimes developed apathy toward close ones. They could, however, ward off the attack through a determined effort to return to their normal selves. This would strengthen the soul's resistance and repel the evil soul's invasion successfully.
In the rare cases that a pony was unable to do so, though, the siege on their soul would bring about worsening states of psychosis. They would perceive another entity speaking to them and insisting that they act as the evil soul demands. At this stage, with the proper effort and external support it was still possible to resist the attack, but if the pony failed, two possibilities remained. Either their internal conflict would be such that they were driven to insanity, or the evil soul would come to dominate and subordinate the original soul, becoming the primary personality of the pony. 
As one may imagine, there was an exception to this struggle. In the case that an evil dead soul encountered a living evil pony, it would have no difficulty in fusing with the latter, since the pony's soul already accepted evils as the good. This is why so often it in history it has been observed that the evil become greater in their vice: they would present the perfect haven for a wandering evil soul, and so they easily accumulated evil with time.
Furthermore, it was possible that the evil soul fragment, like any other, would fail to find a specific pony before it needed to dissipate. If this occurred, it would diffuse as expected but could still be denied the opportunity to fuse by nearby souls. Then, it would expend all its remaining magic on attempting an invasion and due to the weak state of the diffused fragment, it would likely fail and simply dissipate into nothingness. The state of being that accompanied this nothingness was incomprehensible, as it represented a total absence of sense and thought; when a dead soul dissipated, its consciousness ceased to exist, and that which once perceived no longer did anything.
This completed our investigation of the fate of the soul after death. We had determined that the soul underwent a process of wandering and fragmentation after it left the body. This process normally continued until either the soul fragment fused directly with the soul of a living pony, or the fragment diffused itself into the surrounding area to hurriedly enter the nearest soul. There was also a third possibility, applicable to evil souls, which was that the soul fragment may have been entirely unable to enter another soul, such that it would simply dissipate and cease to exist. Thus, we had answered the second question dictated in the beginning of this section.
The final question was the most difficult, and in a candid treatment of the topic, the most important to us as ponies destined to die. We needed to know whether in consideration of all that we had discovered it was possible for the living to interact with the dead in any meaningful fashion. Shrewdly, the ultimate objective of this inquiry was to determine whether death was reversible. This had been the unspoken question thus far, and it was the pursuit of its answer that motivated our final question.
It was in the ninth year of our research project that we approached our final question. For some time we were unable to begin this investigation because there was no apparent route to be taken to an answer. In our previous experiments, any attempt to communicate with dead souls had proven futile, and physically they behaved much like air. We could not feel them, and when we passed our hooves through them they would part like a gas. Consequently, it appeared for some time that there was no way to interact with these dead souls. 
Fortunately, some five months into our state of stagnation, Zarahoovstra the mare realized that our efforts were analogous to speaking with the deceased researcher's soul in the crystal ball. Simply, the crystal ball was by design capable of sound (which was why such balls were often used in musical spells), so the inhabiting soul could use this faculty for its own voice. If this potential for sound could be given to a dead soul, then it should be able to speak (although we were uncertain at the time whether dead souls would have any inclination to do so).
Achieving this was in fact very simple. A crystal ball could make sound due to an enchantment cast upon it during production. This enchantment allowed the ball to use a mechanism built within it to produce sounds. The same enchantment would need only be cast upon a dead soul (which, as a form of magic, could be modified) to give it the ability to use its own magical form to produce sound. One point of concern was the question of whether the dead soul would allow the enchantment to alter it, since as with living ponies the dead souls must permit external magic to act on them.
Luckily there was nothing harmful in the enchantment, so there was no reason for a soul to resist it. Thus we quickly set out to confirm this theory by casting it on a newly dead soul. Upon casting the enchantment for the first time, we were relieved to discover that the soul indeed began producing noises when we prompted it to speak. However, it was only noise, and nothing intelligible; the sounds made were of a resonating type, as one may imagine from a magical glow, but much more varied and intoned. There was no consistent pitch but the sound seemed to oscillate in timbre, again as one may expect from active magic such as when an object is being moved by a unicorn. It was a warm and clean sound, formed of many vowels and few hard consonants. If we were to transcribe the soul's speech in letters, it would primarily be composed of the vowels and soft consonants 'h', 's', and 'l'.
The reason for the soul's incomprehensible speech, we realized, was actually the same reason for which the deceased mare sounded different in the crystal ball: the sound something produced was dependent upon its mode of production. In the case of ponies, these were the vocal chords. Crystal balls used for sound could contained mechanisms meant to mimic these vocal chords so that they sounded like ponies. A soul, however, was pure magic and could only produce sound through intense oscillation of its shapeless magical substance. The sound that this produced was unique and nothing like the pony voice, which rendered it impossible to understand.
In its natural physical ambiguity, however, magic became very easy to form and rarely resistant to being given shape. Furthermore, the essence of magic was such that intention was often sufficient to bring about an appropriate shape: magic could take on virtually any form it desired without difficulty. For example, if some entity of magic wished to be sphere shaped, its magical quality would allow it to take on the form of a perfect sphere. By extension, if a dead soul so desired, it would be possible for it to shape itself into the form of its body by merely desiring that this be so. With this form, it would then possess the same vocal chords as its body. Although these would be made of magic, they would produce the same sound as a living pony since the vibrating function of the vocal chords accompanies their form. 
With this in mind we made another attempt at speaking with a dead soul by first enchanting it and then requesting that it take the shape of its living body. The deceased in this case was an old mare who had spent much of her life under the influence of those around her, with little personal conviction. Thus by our model stated above, she would be considered a weak-willed soul. When we asked the mare's soul to take her living form, she complied and immediately we observed her soul shaping itself like her body. When she next produced sound, it was the sound of her own voice just as it had been prior to death. Moreover, we could also see her face and general composure, providing us with a significant advantage in examining her emotional state. 
Although her voice had not changed in essence, it had become somehow cold and monotonous. First we asked the mare about how she perceived things, and unlike the excited pony she had been prior to death, she distantly replied, “about the same as before.” Further queries were met with similar statements of indifference such as “I don't know,” “maybe,” and “I suppose.” Before we could investigate further, however, the soul fractured. In observing the process, we saw the soul abruptly lose its shape, and then undergo the same violent division as had been described above. Added to this was a magical noise as the soul had been enchanted to make sound. It was again unintelligible and much like the soul speaking without shape. Once the soul had fragmented, further attempts to speak with it strangely failed. Whenever the fragment attempted to take on its pony shape, it would only maintain it for a few moments before losing form once again. We could not explain this, but theorized that when the soul fragmented it became too fatigued to commit itself to keeping a pony shape. 
From this we learned that for the best results it would be necessary to speak with a strong-willed soul that could remain intact for longer. Thus we set out to perform many individual observations just as we had in answering our second question. 
We found that every dead soul shared in the apparent apathy of the old mare. To almost any question the souls would give indifferent or ambiguous answers. In their responses they gave the impression of ponies who were decidedly uninterested in speaking (though their commitment to our observations prior to death compelled them to cooperate insofar as conversing with us), and at times they seemed exasperated. The exception to this nihilism was when we asked about those whom the dead pony was close to in life. In these cases the souls would respond with concern for the well being of those close people, though there was little change in their cold tone. They would say such things as “I hope my brother will be fine now that I'm gone,” and “I'm worried for my children and how they will cope with my death.” Despite the apparent emotional depth of these statements, we all agreed that they were spoken with little tone.
Upon one researcher revealing a suspicion, however, we discovered that we had all also received certain subtle impressions from these dead souls. In our observations it seemed that though the souls spoke with great apathy, this was in fact merely a veil—albeit very strong— for a great sorrow. In every case we felt that the dead souls were suppressing some sense of mourning or lament, though their motive for doing so remains unclear. When we later asked a dead soul about this, it gave another indifferent and unclear answer: “I'm not sure.” We suspected that the reason for concealing their depressed state was some subconscious compulsion meant to direct the focus of the soul to finding those people with whom it would fuse. 
One question we had all agreed to ask of the dead souls was: “Will you come back to your body?” Naturally, this was primarily only applicable in the case that the pony had died of natural causes, and their body renewed by a doctor; if their death came by an accident, normally the body was no longer intact. There were some cases, though, of an injured body being repaired to its proper state prior to the question being asked. Regardless, the answers were uncannily consistent across every soul interviewed. Almost without fail, every soul answered that they could not return to their bodies because they needed to move on. Where, they would not specify, their answers remaining as ambiguous as “I have to go.”
There was but one exception to this apparent rule, though the circumstances of the situation indicate that it could probably be replicated. In the twelfth year of our project, one research stallion received news of his sister suffering a construction accident and rushed to her immediately. Unfortunately, the mare was too severely injured to survive, but at the moment of her death the stallion decided to follow and speak with her soul. As they were speaking, she responded just the same as any other dead soul: with complete indifference. However, after her brother began begging her to return, as the doctors had healed her injury to a non-life threatening wound, she seemed to speak differently.
Although at first her responses remained apathetic, as her brother's pleas become more emotional the mare's soul seemed to furrow her eyebrows, look away uncomfortably, and even pause for a moment as though lost in thought. Furthermore, tone returned to her voice: she would angrily reply, “I said no,” or respond with a hint of distress, “I just can't.”All of this was entirely uncharacteristic of dead souls in our experience, and though the stallion was too distressed to ponder it at the time, we later noticed its significance. 
Eventually, the brother's requests became so distraught and distressing that the mare halted and turned toward him aggressively with tears of magic in her shut eyes and a grimace of anguish. She then screamed at him, “do you think I don't want to come back? Do you think I want to die, to go away forever, to never see you again? I don't! I'm scared, brother! I don't know what will happen to me, and that terrifies me! I don't know if soon I will even exist to miss you! I want to live again, to breath again—that's the only thing that I can understand!” She lowered her voice, and mourned, “I'm nothing if not alive. This is no state of being. I ceased to exist when I left my body. And I can't explain it, but some compulsion within me is keeping me from going back. I wish I could act against it, but it just feels too strong. It wouldn't even let me listen to you at first. When I did, every time I wanted to turn back it would keep me moving. I was never indifferent or apathetic, as you put it. I don't think any dead soul is. They're all suffering and grieving, but this inner compulsion forces them to hide it. The only reason I can even say this right now is because even that compulsion can't keep my sorrow in, after the way you've been pleading to me. Maybe someone could push a soul so far that they could even come back, but I don't think that's possible right now. I'm sorry.” After this, despite the brother's continuing pleas his sister marched ahead with grave resolve. Ultimately she halted, her form shimmering, and turned to her brother. “Goodbye, brother,” she said to him before losing shape and fragmenting. The brother did not return to us for several days.
Although his struggle proved unsuccessful, we learned much from it about dead souls. We discovered that they do feel emotions (very strong despair, in fact), that they have a compulsion toward some object, and that they always wish to return to their bodies. Furthermore, they can be persuaded to overcome their compulsion by requests made with sufficient emotional power from those they love. The brother may not have managed to recover his sister's soul, but from her own words it appears that this should be possible. Tragically, the brother simply could not convince her, but with a friend close enough and pleas distressing enough, a dead soul would be able to return to its body. This was the answer to our third question: we could do much more than merely interact with the dead. We could reverse death itself.
Thus we had answered all three of our questions. We determined why it was that ponies die, what happened to them after death, and that we could change their fate even after death. This concluded the essence of our investigation, and twelve years of research.
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On Other Creatures
In Star Swirl the Bearded's time, tensions between the various species in our world were too high to allow his research to extend beyond the pony population. Even today, these tensions remain and make the examination of other species a very difficult process. Due to this we were unable to carry out anything more than preliminary investigations, and the results of these are summarized here.
The fundamental beginning to our observations was determining whether other creatures also have a magical essence related to their life. Use of the modified magic-detection spell (that which allowed perception of magical entities in an area) indicated that all animals indeed appeared to have some magic within them that left the body but persisted for a time after death. We could not delve further into the subject, but it seemed reasonable to assume that this essence was the same soul as in ponies; though we lacked evidence for this conclusion, it only appeared probable that this was true.
In addition, the phenomena of a soul fusing with another was not necessarily restricted to within a species. On one occasion in our investigation of pony souls after death, a researcher observed a pony soul fragment fusing into a griffon with whom the soul had been close friends in life. The griffon experienced the same change in personality and improved memory of the friend as that which occurred among pony soul fusions. Therefore, there were no physical barriers preventing souls from fusing with one another: it appeared in fact that the soul of one creature was of the same essence as the soul of another. This was only to be expected considering that there was only one magic that all magical essence was built of. 
This was the boundary of our understanding of life and death in other creatures. Unfortunately we could not perform any soul tracking observations an any non-ponies due to the difficulty of finding any volunteers. We could only suppose that the phenomena life and death in other creatures was much the same as in ponies.

Conclusion
So ends this treatise on the natural phenomenon of death. What has been stated above constitutes the entirety of our present knowledge on the subject. Though there is certainly much more to be discovered, after twelve years of difficult research we and Princess Luna all felt that we had understood what we set out to determine. Thus our project came to an end, and I was set to the task of compiling our results into this document.
To the reader, I express my hope that this information will prove useful. I also urge them not to dwell too much on the thought of their death; a pony's life is too short, and eternity too long for any good to come of such an effort. There is one life lesson to be learned from all this, however: death will be easy, and life will have been well spent, if we leave our bodies as good people surrounded by friends.
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