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		Description

Despite the fact that nopony ever really likes to acknowledge it, there's always been a sort of caste system in Equestria. After all, it was unavoidable--the Pegasi could soar beautifully through the air, the Unicorns were great magicians, and the Alicorns were all that with a little icing on the top. So what abilities did the Earth Ponies have? Horse apples. Enter Applejack, Earth Pony, Element of Honesty. Good farmer but not good for much else. But Applejack has a secret: she can feel It. She can feel It babbling through the streams and lacing the songs of birds. Whatever It is, though, It doesn't seem to be very good news for Equestria. And after a strange rift in the mane six's friendship develops, Applejack is determined to expose Its evil once and for all, even if it means taking drastic measures to do so... Dark fic, but not grimdark.
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		Chapter 1



The Everfree Forest was an anomaly, a blot in Equestria that spat in the face of science and magic, as it was known. Everypony from the highest royal scholar to the lowliest filly questioned the place, but in the end, they all agreed to one thing, and one thing only: it just wasn’t natural. It wasn’t a bad place, really, since the ponies that went in usually came out unscathed, save for the occasional parasprite infestation and an incident with a cockatrice once, but it was still intimidating to them. Over the years, the ponies learned to live side-by-side the looming foliage, not going in unless they absolutely must, and when they did, they stuck to the path.
But not everypony was put off by the rumors.
A little yellow Pegasus flitted through the dense plant life, getting stuck every so often and snarling every time she had to pull herself free.
Hmph!
Resigning herself to the fact that she would have to spend a good few hours that night grooming her mane of cockleburs, she scowled and accidentally whapped her head against a branch, blackened out from the lack of sun coming through the canopy.
Wings crumpling up in shock, she plummeted to the ground, hitting a soft bed of soggy ferns. She wasn’t flying that high, so she wasn’t hurt, but she was still dazed.
As the stars stopped dancing in front of her eyes, she ambled to her feet, blinking and wincing. She was starting to get a little scared, now, to be honest. She couldn’t remember which way was back to town, and it was silent.
Unnervingly silent.
Despite the summer heat and her fluffy coat, she felt cold all of a sudden, and her previous vexation faded.
“M-Might as well keep going,” she said out loud to herself, just to break the creepy quiet around her, but her voice just bounced back and spooked her. She lifted a hoof and plodded it down, moving forward in a mockery of what was supposed to be a walk. It was still so cold though, and so quiet, and she decided that maybe talking some more would ease her nerves, even if nothing ever replied to her.
“I’m not paid enough for this job, I swear… ‘Hey, Hemlock,’ said Nurse Redheart, ‘you’re like the scavenger pony, right? Can I hire you to go out and find some Heart’s Desire so the pharmacist can fill an order for my patient?’ Uggh! I was so stupid! And what’s she paying me—like eight bits?”
And she complained on and on like this, until the darkness swallowed her up completely. The Pegasus Hemlock stopped in her tracks. It was even colder over here—it wasn’t a delusion! It had to be subzero here, and that didn’t make any sense. And the silence… and the darkness. It was a darkness blacker than any night. Shivering, she tried to choke out:
“Okay… maybe I should turn back… I’ll just give Redheart back her money…”
But then her eyes widened in pure fear. No sound came from her throat.  She formed the words and all, but every noise was stifled, and the darkness was oppressive but intangible. And… and… her legs and wings weren’t cooperating with her! She wanted to run, but nothing happened.
No… no! Which way was up? Which one was down? Sideways? Vertical? What was gravity? What was existence?
She felt her own mind slipping away from her in that inescapable grotto, and terrified, she began sobbing, her own tears freezing to her cheeks.
And…
Orbs of brilliant light suddenly flashed out at her. They were red, pulsating masses, or at least she thought they were red, but it was more like some other color that didn’t—or shouldn’t—exist, and it was like an apple, sort of, or a strawberry, except she knew for a fact that the orbs were neither.
Were they even a thing?
Was she dreaming?
But no.
She could feel the obtrusive and unnatural cold penetrate her to the very bone, and those fruit… orb… things repelled yet attracted her at the same time, and the stark contrast they had against the blackness of her surroundings was something she couldn’t make up.
She tried to move her hooves again—miracle! They could! But… no…! Why was her leg going that way? She didn’t want to pick any of those hellish orbs! Against her will, her legs mechanically wrenched one of the fruits off its branches, or wherever it came from, and then she was very hot. She felt like she was being melted by the core of the sun, but that wasn’t what finally made her wrench herself back in control of her own body and fly off as fast as she could, dropping the orb and flying through the forest with reckless abandon, letting herself get cut and bruised.
The darkness was alive, and it licked out at her when she held the orb. It was writhing like some kind of indescribable beast, and it wanted to pull her in, make her become part of it—she just knew it, she couldn’t say why.
And so she flew, screaming and covered in a thin dabble of ice as that blackness lashed out at her and tried to pull her back in, and, and…
--------------------------------------
“It’s your birthday! Hip-hip-hooray! It’s your birthday! Now let’s have fun and go play! It’s your birthday…!”
“Uh, Pinkie Pie, you know it’s not my birthday, right?”
“Oh, I know! It’s just that I knew it was in one month and I was so excited I couldn’t wait so I decidedandwentandmadeyouasuperduperspecialwarmuppartybecauseyou’reoneofmyverybestfriendsandeveryponylikestoparty…!”
“Pinkie Pie, you are so random!”
The six ponies gathered around the table at the bakery laughed at their pink Earth Pony friend’s antics, most of all, the blue Pegasus in the middle, who sported a messy but gorgeous rainbow mane and tail. She had a big, hearty laugh, and it rang out over everypony else.
“Wow… I wasn’t expecting this, Pinkie Pie,” she laughed.
“Really, Rainbow Dash?” playfully quipped the purple Unicorn across from her. “Pinkie holds parties all the time!”
“Yep yep yep, you’re right, Twilight!” squealed Pinkie Pie, rocketing from her seat to do a bouncy dance. “There’s nothing more fun than partying with friends at Sugarcube Corner! Because you’re all here, and there’s the yummy cake, and all the candy!”
“Whoa nelly, sugarcube,” said yet another Earth Pony, an orange one with a blonde mane covered up with a big cowboy hat, “calm down, there. Anyway, RD, are ya gonna blow out yer candles anytime soon, ‘cuz I’m a might starved!”
“You have so little tact, Applejack,” harrumphed a posh, white Unicorn sitting at the end. Using her magic, she poured herself a cup of tea and took butterfly sips, trying to be as elegant as she could. “This is Rainbow Dash’s party, and she will blow out the candles upon her gateau when she pleases.”
“Awww, horseapples, Rarity. An’ what’s a gat-oh? Is that one o’ yer fancy words for cake? Can ya speak like a normal pony for once?”
“Um… can we not fight… please?” piped up the final guest quietly, a yellow Pegasus who demurely avoided eye contact with them.
“Well, there wouldn’t be any fightin’ if Rarity laid off!”
“Guys!”
The pony named Twilight, or, as she was less commonly known, Twilight Sparkle, clapped her hooves together.
“Let Rainbow blow out her candles when she wants to!”
“Way ahead of you, egghead!” laughed Rainbow Dash, sweeping her wings theatrically across the cake to extinguish the cake. Frosting blew everywhere, landing on giggling ponies—except Rarity, who whimpered at the cake on her hair.
“Mmm! Yummy!” squealed Pinkie, licking off all the frosting on her face in one sweep of her tongue.
Rolling their eyes good-naturedly at Pinkie Pie, the six ponies began to eat; some, like Applejack, devoured their slice without a regard to cleanliness, others, like Fluttershy, were neat and picked at their food.
Sure, they were all radically different, but that didn’t hurt their friendship at all. That just brought them together closer, and that’s how it would be forever.
“Great party, Pinkie,” grunted Rainbow Dash between bites.
“No problemo! Just wait until your real birthday comes!”
“I don’t suppose you guys got me any gifts, right?”
“Now don’t git greedy, RD,” lectured Applejack. “Yer gonna have t’ wait for yer present, but sure as a rattlesnake in a wheelbarrow you’re gonna love it!”
“Oh, can we tell her, Twilight?” whispered Fluttershy in that tiny voice of hers. “I just can’t wait. See how excited I am? Woohoo.”
“Yeah, can we, can we?”
Pinkie bounced up and down again, up and down. 
“Well…”
Twilight tapped her hoof on her chin.
“If we told you, it might give you time to practice.”
“Practice? For what?”
“Well, we all wrote a letter to Princess Celestia together so she could help us get you this… how would you like to audition for the Wonderbolts?”
Rainbow Dash’s eyes went wide and she squealed, immediately overcome with excitement.
“Oh… my… gosh! The Wonderbolts! THE best flying team in Equestria!”
“We know, Rainbow. It’s your dream to be one, so we thought…”
“Do you know how hard it is to get a slot with them? I… I can’t thank you guys enough. You’re the best friends ever!”
“Hug?” mumbled Fluttershy.
“Hug! But just this once…!”
Too late. All of the ponies tackled Rainbow and laughed and embraced.
“Ohmygoshohmygosh thank yoooouuuuu!!!!”
“Knock their socks off!”
“Show em’ what yer made of!”
“And of course,” added Rarity, “I’ll sew you a fabulous new flight suit to show off in! You’ll look simply divine!”
“Awww, this is such a beautiful moment,” squeaked Pinkie. “Hey, do you guys smell smoke? I smell smoke and it’s totally yucky and…”
The ponies stopped their revelry immediately and sniffed the air.
Huh.
Pinkie was right.
Smoke.
“Pinkie, did you leave the oven on?” asked Twilight.
“Nopey-dopey! Pinkie Pie promise!”
“Hey, I hear screaming!” cried Rainbow.
It was true. At first it just sounded like white noise, but then it grew more distinctive—screaming, terrified screaming from the residents of the town of Ponyville outside.
“There must be a fire outside!” yelled Twilight. “Rainbow, Fluttershy, go get the weather ponies and bring some rainclouds. We should get out of here… it’s unsafe. Stay calm, everypony! It’ll be over soon!”
Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy barreled through the doorway, letting a great trail of billowing black smoke fill the room. The remaining ponies coughed and shielded their eyes from the incoming soot, groping about to get outside.
“All right, plan B,” coughed Twilight, “it’s a big fire. Very big fire. Help everypony out of town girls!”
“Right!” affirmed Applejack, holding her breath and galloping into the melee.
“Remember! Friendship can get us through anything, no matter how big!”
Giving a short shout, the rest of the friends followed behind Applejack.
So maybe they made the wrong choice.
But who were they to know that it was safer inside Sugarcube Corner than outside? Because something was coming, something unlike anypony had ever seen before…

	
		Chapter 2



	The fog permeated the air so thickly that nopony could even see where the flames licked out amidst Ponyville’s infrastructure. With ash burning in her eyes and fire lapping at her hooves, Applejack raced through the cobbled streets, calling out for any ponies that might’ve gone astray during the evacuation. The little Earth Pony coughed and heaved amidst the smog, straining her ears to hear even the slightest reply to her cries. She had no idea where her friends were; hopefully, the weather patrol would be there soon and everypony was safe and sound. 
The fire spread and grew, and soon Applejack’s eyes watered, the flesh beneath her coat baking with the horrible heat. Feeling the flames sap away her strength like it was a means to fuel its own cruelty, the orange pony slowed her pace, crouching lower to the ground where the smoke had not yet settled. 
“Help!”
Her ears pricked up, and coughing, ambled in the direction of the screaming. A young filly was caught between a fallen support beam, flames enclosing around her.
Applejack bit her lip. Should she…? She had enough time to free the foal but the flames were encroaching quickly…
Oh, buck it, she thought, I shouldn’t be a selfish pony, and dashing over, gave the beam a mighty kick with her back hooves, breaking it in half and sending it careening into the fire.
“Git onto mah back,” Applejack commanded, hoisting up the filly with her teeth. The weak creature did as she was told and clung to her mane. 
Now the flames had devoured the beam, and crackling spires of death towering five feet high surrounded them. Applejack whipped her head around, trying to find an exit, but there was none.
“Hold on tight!” she cried at last, suddenly breaking into a full gallop. The fire licked at her and filled her lungs with smoke, and dizzy, Applejack took a leap of faith, soaring above the foiled fate below her. A few flames lashed at her underbelly, and giving a gasp of pain, crashed to the ground, throwing the filly out of the way before she landed. 
Not letting herself regain her breath, she staggered to her feet and grabbed her hat, wrinkling her nose at the smell of her smoldering fur.
“You all righ’?” she called out to the filly. The little unicorn child had a small gash across her back from where she landed, but she nodded, trying her best not to cry.
“C’mon, then!”
Applejack flung her onto her back again, running at breakneck speed. The wind that whipped around her was almost enough to distract her from the throbbing pain of her burns, and she felt like she was soaring, rocketing away from the melee of destruction behind her. Her practice as a rodeo pony paid off. She ran and ran, dodging and bucking obstacles aside until a lance of pain caught her sharply and she collapsed, knees buckling into the grass.
Letting the filly get off, she rolled over onto her side and heaved. She was in a meadow, still dewy and unaware of the fire around it, and soon she began to see other ponies, coming from all directions and in various states of health.
And then there came the rain, the weather ponies having mobilized and bringing clouds over to quench the angry fire. After what seemed like a millennium, the weather ponies sounded the all clear that it was out, and friends and relatives scampered about to find one another.
“AJ! There ya are!”
A great shadow swooped overhead and landed next to her, a tangle of rainbow hair getting in her face.
“Heh-heh, sorry,” said Rainbow Dash, giving a grin. “At least the fire’s out, and… whoa! Applejack! You’re all beat up!”
“Guess so,” she choked, forcing a wan grin.
Rainbow tapped her chin with concern. “Oh, man. We have to get you to a doctor. That looks like it really hurts.”
“Tell me more,” she replied sardonically, vaguely annoyed at Rainbow’s insistence of keeping her from her rest.
“Applejack? Rainbow? Ah, there you are!”
Twilight trotted up to them. She looked exhausted, but unharmed.
“Oh, no! Here… wait.”
Twilight placed her horn to Applejack’s seared belly, a wave of magic rippling through it. Applejack felt a warm glow, and when it faded it was less painful.
“Sorry,” Twilight panted. “I would’ve healed it completely, but I had to teleport a lot of ponies out of town, and I guess I’m tired.”
“Much appreciated, Twi,” breathed Applejack, appreciative of her friend’s actions.
“Let me see your other burns and bruises… Wow, what did you get yourself into…?”
“Um, Twi?” coughed Applejack.
“Yes?”
“Can y’all attend to this little filly next ta me? Ah’ll be fine, ah promise.”
“Oh.”
Twilight used her healing magic on the filly’s gash, the cut fading away almost instantly.
“Dinky! There you are! I thought I lost you!”
A grey Pegasus with wall eyes fluttered down to the foal and scooped her up into a hug.
“Mommy, Applejack saved me!” squealed Dinky.
“Yay, Applejack, woohoo!” cried the Pegasus. “Thanks, Applejack!”
“Don’t mention it, Derpy!” replied she as the mare flew off with her daughter in tow.
“Applejack,” lectured Twilight, lying down on the grass next to her. “When I said evacuate the ponies, I meant to lead them out of town, not jump into the fray!”
“Heh, mighty sorry, there. Ah got a little carried away, ah guess. Where are Rarity, Pinkie, an’ Shy?”
“Pinkie’s right here!” came the pink Earth Pony’s singsong voice. She bounced up to them, her hair wet from the rain and charred in some places, but still energetic as ever. “Wow! That was so scary! Wasn’t that scary? I used my Pinkie sense to help the ponies out and then my Pinkie sense led me over here to you guys and I’m all like, wow, we need to do that again!”
“Um, I’m here, too.”
Fluttershy crept up to them, a white rabbit nuzzled in her mane.
“I just had to see if the little animals were all right! You understand, don’t you, girls?”
“Of course, Fluttershy.”
Rarity.
Three small fillies were curled up around her.
“Applebloom!” cried Applejack, getting up at once to greet her little sister. “Thank goodness yer all right! How’s Big Mac an’ Granny Smith?”
“The-they’re okay,” the scared yellow pony stuttered, cuddling up at her side. “They stayed at Sweet Apple Acres t’day an’ the farm didn’ get hit by the fire.”
“That’s a relief. Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle, are you okay?” asked Rarity, eyes softening in concern at the two trembling fillies. 
“Y-Yeah,” said Scootaloo.
“Thanks for saving us, Sis,” said Sweetie Belle in her high, buckling voice.
“You girls are lucky I checked the Carousel Boutique before I left! Now, once this mess is all cleared up, I expect you not to Crusade in my workplace again!”
“Okay,” groaned Sweetie Belle. “Cutie Mark Crusaders Firefighters, yay!”
They started to scamper off, but Rainbow Dash held them off.
“Whoa, hey guys. Maybe you should stick with us… um, not that I’m scared for you or anything!” she added, indignant at showing concern.
The other ponies chuckled.
“Pinkie Pie,” said Twilight Sparkle, “is everypony okay?”
“Yeppy yeppy! I know everypony in Ponyville and they’re all here except Spike and… oh! Here comes Spike now! Hi, Spike!”
A baby dragon trudged up to them, looking irate. He flicked his green scales a bit and gave them a disapproving stare.
“Hey, guys, I know I’m a dragon and I have thick scales and all, but couldn’t you have at least come for me?”
“Sorry Spike,” Twilight chuckled, “ponies aren’t immune to fire like dragons! We had to get out.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“Hey, you know you’re still my number one assistant. How about I make it up to you with a nice bowl of emerald mint ice cream once town’s fixed up?”
“Hmm.”
Spike faked an expression of pondering.
“If what you say is true, then I’ll let it go just this once!”
Everypony laughed, the mood returning to the cheeriness it was before.
“Did you see the damage, Spike?” asked Twilight. “Is the library okay?”
“Well, the outside got burned a bit, but the books are fine. Some buildings were hit pretty bad, but hey, it’s nothing a little magic can’t fix.”
“Right. I need some rest right now, though. Well, call me vain, but I’d say our friendship saved the day yet again!”
“You mean y’all saved the day,” stated Applejack. “Ya saved a bunch of ponies, an’ I only saved one. Ya have so many fancy talents that I can’t compare…”
“Oh, come on, Applejack!” cried Rainbow, trying to cheer her up. “It isn’t just one filly. You saved her…”
“And that makes all the difference,” Rarity finished.
“Plus, you must’ve done some awesome hoof work to get out of that mess!”
“I think you did a good job,” peeped Fluttershy.
“Heh, thanks guys. Guess ah’m just bein’ hard on mahself.”
“Yer the coolest big sister ah could ever have!” chimed in Applebloom helpfully, and Applejack smiled, ruffling her hair.
“Ya guys are great. I dunno what ah’d do without ya.”
“Well,” said Twilight, “I think this calls for a friendship report! Spike, once we get back home, can you take a letter?”
“Yeah, sure, as long as you get me some of that ice cream!”
“Of course! Hmm… I kind of wish I knew who started the fire, though.”
“There she is!” cried somepony in the distance. There was a scuffle, and a yellow Pegasus was held down.
“What’s goin’ on, here?” coughed Applejack, getting up with her friends to investigate the situation.
The sobbing Pegasus struggled and cried out.
“No! Don’t touch me!” she shrieked. “You’ll get it on you!”
“Get what on me?”
Dash hovered in front of her.
“Now, calm the hay down and tell me what happened.”
“I’m… I’m so sorry,” coughed the pony. Her name was Hemlock, Rainbow recalled, a pony who did a lot of odd jobs around town.
“I… I tried to get it off…  but it wouldn’t… so I got a book to see if there was somethin’ written about it… and I lit a match for light… but then… but then I dropped the match, and…”
“Oh, I see.”
Twilight sighed.
“I feel like such a terrible pony! I…”
“Don’t say that,” whispered Fluttershy. “It was just an accident and nopony got hurt.”
“Yeah! You can make up for it by helping us fix Ponyville!”
“No, I can’t!” Hemlock wailed. “I really messed up. I’m just… I just don’t deserve to be alive!”
Everyone’s mouths opened in stunned silence, her captors surprised just long enough for her to break free and crumple up into a little ball. Words like that were something ponies never said. There was never any kind of deep self-loathing like that. Never in Equestria, the land of Harmony…!
“Don’t talk like that,” said Twilight, trying to mask her shock. “Really, we aren’t going to hurt you, but we do expect you to help. Now, tell me… what’s this ‘it’ you keep talking about?”
Hemlock trembled a bit and then rolled over. A mass of black… something writhed around her flesh and she pawed at it, to no avail. It stayed put and even got more aggressive, fastening itself to her foot. Hemlock squealed.
“Shh! Shh! What happened?”
Twilight’s urgent tone finally leaked out.
“I…” gulped Hemlock, trying to compose herself, “I was in the Everfree, doin’ some work for Nurse Redheart, when everything got all cold and I couldn’t move. And then…”
She broke down again. Fluttershy reached out to stroke her, but Twilight held her back.
“And then this… tree thing started growing. And there were red fruits everywhere, but they didn’t seem to be fruits, and the tree… it made me reach out for one…”
“Made you?”
Twilight blinked in confusion.
“Y-Yeah. Made me. An’ then it… it grabbed me… and I flew away… but it stuck…”
A scream ripped through her, and she huddled against herself, trying to make herself disappear.
“Whoa, weird,” said Rainbow, reaching out to examine the strange black tendrils.
“Rainbow, no!” cried Twilight, but it was too late. The cyan Pegasus had already touched it, and some rubbed off on her hoof.
“What… ew! Twilight, get it off!”
“I wish I could, Rainbow,” stuttered Twilight, “but I need to know what it is. Applejack, you farm, right? Have you ever seen a tree like that… before…? AJ?”
The blonde Earth Pony stood rooted in fear, eyes fixed to the black substance like solder.
“Uh… Twi…” she managed weakly. “Ah… I don’t like the feel of that.”
“What?”
“Ah said it looks like bad news! Git it off of ‘em!”
“Applejack, I can’t…”
“Right now!”
She tried to suppress her frightened tone by swallowing her words, but it did nothing more than to further betray her terror.
“Please, Twi.”
“Well…” Twilight furrowed her brow and frowned. “I could try a transportation spell, but I can’t guarantee anything. Stand back, everypony!”
The ponies huddled back from Rainbow Dash, Twilight Sparkle, and Hemlock, watching with bated breath as a purple wave of magic emanated from the Unicorn’s horn once again. The magic surrounded the areas where the two ponies were infected, and gritting her teeth in abject concentration; let a bubble form around them. Twilight unclenched her jaw and sat back, still levitating the bubbles with the black goop inside.
“Heh! Well, whaddya know?” said Spike. “Great job, Twilight!”
“Thanks,” muttered Rainbow Dash. “That stuff was so un-awesome!”
Hemlock just lay there, still shaking from the recent events. A few ponies cheered, others remained silent, until finally Rarity trotted up to Twilight, adding her own magic to support the spell.
“Twilight, darling,” she said, “what ever are you going to do with that horrid… substance? You can’t keep this spell up forever, you know.”
“I know,” replied Twilight. “I’m going to send it to Princess Celestia and see if she knows what it is.”
“It’s really that serious?” squeaked Fluttershy. “Are you sure you don’t know what it is?”
“Not a clue. Does anypony have a quill and paper?”
“Ooh! Ooh!”
Pinkie Pie jumped up and down, stationary dangling from her mouth. Giving them to Spike, she gave a silly grin, proud of how she somehow managed to produce it from nowhere.
“Use this, Twilight! I always keep a quill, ink, and paper handy in case of writing emergency!”
“Uh, thanks, Pinkie. Spike, take a letter!”
“Right!”
The baby dragon brandished the quill, writing with quickness and precision as Twilight orated her message.
“Dear Princess Celestia. Today I write to you on account of a fire in Ponyville, and the strange events surrounding it. Everypony’s fine, but first of all, I would like to request some literature on repair and creation magic from the Canterlot Archives, as the Ponyville library does not have anything on fixing fire damage. Secondly, I send you a strange substance that was found on the instigator of the fire, and briefly on Rainbow Dash. I have already sealed it for you. One thing I feel I should mention is that Applejack does not trust it, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned from my friendship studies, is to always trust your friends’ intuition. Of course, obviously, I do not have any reason to not believe there might be dark magic involved. Do you know what it is? Thank you for your response, and expect a friendship report tonight! Sincerely, Twilight Sparkle.”
With a small breath of fire, Spike sent the letter and the orbs off into oblivion, a small spark signifying its magical mark of passage.
“When do you think she’ll get back to us?” whispered Fluttershy.
“Princess Celestia always takes time for me! Oh, are you silly fillies getting bored?”
Twilight Sparkle smiled at Sweetie Belle, Applebloom, and Scootaloo.
“Applejack, Rarity, can your sisters go off and play now?”
“Of course, Twilight.”
“But they’re only allowed tah play at the farm!” said Applejack sternly. “Ah don’t want them gettin’ hurt if Ponyville’s still broke! Run along now, girls, an’ if when I git home Big Mac says he didn’t see ya at the farm, y’all will be in for a world of trouble!”
“Okay, sis!” agreed Applebloom with some reluctance. Still, she and her friends ran off into the distance, giggling and laughing.
“Ah, good,” sighed Twilight. “I’m kind of worried about what the Princess’s reply is going to be… it’s no thing for a foal to hear.”
“I understand,” said Rarity.
Spike heaved and belched up another plume of fire, a scroll magically appearing in the air, sealed with the Princess’s insignia.
“There! I knew she’d get back to me!”
Twilight used her magic to open the letter and read it, frown creasing deeper with every word she spoke.
“To my most faithful student: Unfortunately, I cannot identify this right off hoof, but I believe you are right when you say that it is magical in origin. I will consult with my sister to see if we can pinpoint its source. In the meantime, I have sent for the perfect book for you, and you will be receiving it shortly. I am so happy my little ponies are all right! I don’t know what I’d do if one of them got hurt under my watch. I eagerly await your friendship report!”
“Well, there we go.”
Rainbow Dash crept up to them and licked her hoof where the strange substance used to be.
“Seems like it was written kinda fast, don’t you think?” she observed.
Twilight nodded.
“Well, she’s very busy, and…”
Suddenly, Spike bellowed forth another letter.
“To my most faithful student: can you have Applejack and the pony that started the fire write me on this substance? Thank you… What’s that all about? Well, can you two do it?”
Applejack nodded, but Hemlock didn’t respond.
“We’ll do it together, Twi. Hey, miss, y’all want me to stay with you a bit an’ then walk ya back home?”
Slowly, the Pegasus Hemlock nodded.
“All righ’.”
“Well, we’ll be off now,” said Twilight. “We have a lot of work to do if Ponyville is going to be fixed up by tonight! And remember, AJ, see the nurse about those burns!”
“See ya!” cried Dash, flying off.
“Buh-bye!” giggled Pinkie.
The rest of her friends gave their regards, and the other ponies shuffled off back home, leaving only the two ponies left in the field.
“Well,” Applejack breathed after a few moments of silence.
Hemlock looked up, face stricken with tears and shame.
“Now, ah have somethin' to ask of ya. Ah want you to put yerself back together, an’ I want you to tell me everythin’ ya saw.”
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