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Prelude: Resurrection

Amidst dim candlelight, a single unicorn sat with his head bent down, eyes shut. He sat
alone at the edge of a still pond, his reflection dancing in the water. The pond was nestled
deep within the Everfree Forest, where the darkened trees with their gnarled branches
surrounded all sides like silent sentinels.

While most of Equestria had just shifted into spring, the Everfree was still gripped by
clinging bits of winter. Snow covered the ground, and there was a lingering chill in the
air. The unicorn’s hot breath left puffs of steam to curl and rise for a few seconds before
disappearing into the night.

For a long while, the unicorn had sat in utter silence on the edge of the pond with only a
few nearby candles for company. The light from the tiny, flickering flames fell upon his
coat and mane, which had been dyed from its natural color to a pitch black. Even his
cutie mark had been covered by the dyes, his flank appearing utterly blank.

Only the quiet sounds of the forest were audible. There was the creaking of the trees, the
shifting of the pond water, and the occasional buzz and chirp of insects. In all, it was a
scene of tranquility, and it was just what the unicorn needed to prepare for the task of the
evening. Yet, as he took in another deep breath, hoofsteps began to echo across the trees.

“Nexus, we’re ready when you are.”

The black unicorn, Spell Nexus, took in another breath, and his turquoise eyes opened as
he turned to look at the pony who had approached him from behind. “I will be along
shortly.”

The pony who had interrupted gave a nod before disappearing back into the forest.
Nexus waited for the hoofsteps to fade into silence before lighting his horn. His magic
flowed freely, and he used the mystic energy to reach to his side and levitate a number of
items into the air. He then looked skyward, fixing his gaze on the moon.

“Our queen, guide me this night, for it is beneath this full moon that our efforts come to
fruition.”

Nexus spoke the words slowly with a voice that carried the tone of a pony well practiced
in preaching, whose words could inspire loyalty and devotion. It was a voice that had
drawn great minds and strong bodies to the cause, though at the moment Nexus spoke
only to himself as he lowered his head and touched a hoof to his chest.



“Let me be merely a vessel for your will and strength until the deed is done.”

The levitating items drew close to him and began to circle slowly. There was a cape,
midnight blue in color, with white stars all across its surface that billowed as it moved
through the air. Along with the cape were pieces of armor, all comprised of a grayish-
purple metal. There were horseshoes, a neck brace, and lastly a chest plate which had a
turquoise crescent moon set into its center.

“Let me bear your mane,” Nexus spoke as he drew the cape over his back, “both powerful
and beautiful, a depiction of the endless sky. Let me stand in your uniform,” he
continued as the armor began to secure itself to his body, “in the armor that pays tribute
to your image and greatness. Let me be your agent this night, for it is you I serve above
all others.”

The final piece of armor levitated towards Nexus: a helmet made of the same metal as the
chest piece. The unicorn guided the helm carefully, bringing it down his horn until it fit
snugly onto his head. “May your power be with me, for, tonight, you shall breathe and
taste the cool night air for yourself. You shall look upon the world with eyes of your own,
and no longer will you be forced to share a body with a weak foal as you have in the past.
Tonight, you shall be your own mare, never again to be threatened by the Elements of
Harmony.”

Nexus rose to his hooves and looked at his reflection in the pond. He now appeared the
ultimate doppelganger of his mistress, and, like any eager acolyte, he was ready to bear
witness to her power and knowledge. Through the efforts of him and his group, they
would see their queen rise again. Yet it was only he that was allowed to look so much like
the queen, to lead the spell that was about to be cast. It was his place of honor, one
nopony would steal from him.

“Tonight, Nightmare Moon, your followers shall grant you a life of your own, and the
tyrants of sun and moon shall fall.”

Mentally prepared, Nexus turned from the pond and began to walk into the forest. He
followed a trail that connected to a nearby clearing, which came into view quickly. The
clearing was occupied by several unicorns, pegasi, and earth ponies who were moving
back and forth across the space as they constantly checked their work.

The ground had been cleared of snow, though a few piles were left dotted about the
space. On both the exposed ground and on the piles of snow, there were wooden bowls
filled with oil soaked powders. Paint had been employed to draw arcane lines of power,



and cloaked pegasi worked in the air above to push clouds together to hide the clearing
from prying, skybound eyes.

All the ponies Nexus saw wore the black cloak of the order, except for three who stood
giving orders: a pair of pegasi and an earth pony. They, like Nexus, wore the honored
armor, though he alone wore the flowing, starfield cape and the helmet. Only he had the
honor of wearing those vestments.

“How close are we, Night Wind?” Nexus asked as he approached the trio.

“Cloud cover is almost complete, and the pegasi only need a few minutes to get their
bowls,” the dark purple pegasus answered, staring back at Nexus with her turquoise eyes.
Such eyes were a sign of the order, a blessing that granted not just their majesty’s regal
turquoise eye color, but also enlightenment.

“Good,” Nexus said before turning to the earth pony. “Stonewall, do you have the
items?”

“They have not left my sight since our departure from Canterlot, Nexus,” the earth pony
replied, motioning to the bowl that was currently resting on his back.

“And, Gray Gale, is our special guest awake?”
“Oh yeah, she just woke up,” the gray pegasus answered, “And boy is she scared!”

“That’s because you told her Stonewall would snap off her horn if she tried to escape,”
Night Wind snipped.

Gray Gale shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly. “Hey, it kept her from trying anything.”

“She couldn’t try anything even if she wanted to. She’s got an anti-magic brace on her
neck.”

“You have all done well,” Nexus spoke, stopping the argument before it could go any
further. “But now we must all take our places. Stonewall, take the sacred items to the
center of the ritual. Gray Gale, Night Wind, prepare your torches and head to the sky.”

The three nodded, moving to their assigned tasks while Nexus turned his attention to
one side of the clearing. There, lying on the ground, was a mare who had her hooves
hogtied with rope and a cloth bag over her head.



Treading carefully, Nexus moved between the wooden bowls and approached the hogtied
pony. Her violet coat was dirty from lying on the ground, and her dark purple mane was
a rough mess. The sight of her like that made Nexus smile, and, once he was close
enough, he used his magic to remove the bag on her head and reveal her terrified eyes.

“I'm so happy you were able to join us this evening, Miss Sparkle.”

“Who are you? What are you going to do to me?” Twilight Sparkle asked in a panicked
squeak, just barely managing to find her voice. She struggled at the ropes around her legs
and tried to use her magic to escape. However, not only had she been physically bound,
but the metal brace secured around her neck kept her from making use of her magic.

Nexus laughed a little to himself and used his magic to pick Twilight off the ground.
“Inquisitive, though I should expect no less from Celestia’s star pupil,” he said with a
smug superiority. He then turned and began walking towards the center of the clearing
as Twilight floated behind him. Ahead of him, the earth pony Stonewall had set up a
metal pedestal, upon which he had placed the wooden bowl from his back.

“What we have planned for you, Twilight Sparkle, is very simple. As to who we are... well,
consider us simply the loyal servants of Equestria’s true queen, her regal majesty
Nightmare Moon.”

“Are you crazy!?” Twilight asked while she twisted around in Nexus’s magic, continuing
to try and free herself. “Nightmare Moon is gone. How can you serve somepony who is
gone?”

“It is much easier than you think, Miss Sparkle. I will not, however, spoil the surprise.
For the moment, all you need to know is that your... contribution is appreciated.” At
that, Nexus replaced the bag on Twilight’s head. He secured it tightly before placing a
sound dampening spell across the fabric which muffled Twilight’s continued protests

Leaving Twilight floating and thrashing in the air, Nexus walked over to the metal
pedestal. He examined the contents of the wooden bowl set upon the tall, narrow metal
table, and his eyes gleamed in anticipation. Inside the bowl were curled shreds of what
looked like paper. They were black in color with a big, turquoise crescent moon adorning
the largest of the pieces.

Nexus then turned his attention to a dagger resting beside the bowl, picking it up with
his magic. The blade was fine, sharp, and clean. It had never been used, although Nexus
intended to change that. He turned back towards Twilight, who was still twisting, flailing,



and shouting out muffled protests. He drew close, and, after lowering Twilight a little
closer to the ground, Nexus proceeded to give the mare a swift kick in the stomach.

The kick quickly made Twilight stop flailing. She hung limply, trying to catch the breath
that had been knocked from her lungs as Nexus moved in with the dagger. He drew the
blade across part of Twilight’s leg, leaving a very shallow wound. It was no worse than a
paper cut, but Twilight still screamed. She screamed both from the pain and also in fear
for her own life.

Nexus, however, showed no interest in harming Twilight further. He instead focused on
the wound he had created. It had begun to weep blood, and Nexus set the dagger against
it. He gathered several drops of blood on the blade and then placed it into the bowl with
Nightmare Moon’s remains.

“Yes, steal the life from the blood of the bearer of the Element of Magic. Let it give you
strength, so that you may shed the rest of her blood with your own hooves, ” Nexus
whispered to the shreds, as if in prayer. He then levitated Twilight back to the edge of the
clearing and dropped her unceremoniously at the base of a tree before he approached the
metal pedestal. At the same time, the other cloaked ponies, as well as Stonewall, Night
Wind, and Gray Gale, turned their attention to Nexus. They watched him, and they fell
silent as he began to speak to them as a preacher would speak to his congregation.

“Brothers and Sisters, for nearly two years we have toiled in secrecy. We worked behind
the backs of the guards and tyrant princesses, and we put our own safety at risk. Personal
fortunes and countless hours have been spent to bring us to this point. But now we are
ready; the spell is prepared. Tonight we, the Children of Nightmare, shall see our queen
given life, blood, and form of her own!”

The rest of the cult ponies cheered and stamped their hooves against the ground in
applause. Spell Nexus smiled, and he took in their joy for just a moment before he
continued to speak. “Once, our queen and Luna were one and the same, but the Elements
of Harmony could not destroy what our queen was. No, that power could only peel her
away from the weak foal Luna; it could only trap her essence in these precious shreds. It
was a horrible fate, but it is because of the Elements of Harmony’s inability to destroy
our queen that we can stand here tonight.

“For it is tonight we give this essence of our queen life of its own. It is tonight our queen’s
shackles to the meek Princess Luna shall be broken forever. And it is tonight that our
campaign to retake Equestria begins!”



Nexus reared back and raised his voice to a triumphant shout. “Now lend your magic to
the spell my brothers and sisters, for tonight, our victory is at hoof! For tonight,
Nightmare Moon will be born anew!”

The cult cheered, sharing in Spell Nexus’s jubilation before quickly going about their
work. The unicorns formed a circle around the clearing, and their horns glowed as the
lines of paint they had drawn on the forest floor came to life with a blue incandescence.
At the same time, Stonewall, one of the few earth ponies at the ritual, walked around the
circle. With a torch in his mouth, he lit the bowls filled with oil soaked powders, causing
them to flare with an eerie blue flame.

A similar scene was occurring in the air above the ritual. There, the pegasi cult members
held more bowls of powder, keeping them aloft while Gray Gale and Night Wind flew
amongst them. The two armored pegasi lit each bowl with practiced efficiency before
joining Stonewall on the edge of the spell, where the trio would watch as it unfolded.

Spell Nexus himself watched all this, and, once all the bowls were lit, he waited until the
air became sufficiently saturated with magic. He then used a spell of his own to take the
fire from one of the bowls. He held the fire gingerly and carried it over to the ritual’s
center slowly so that it wouldn’t die. Then, with a final pleased smile, he tossed the fire
into the bowl containing the shreds of Nightmare Moon and the bloodied dagger.

The shreds burst into flame almost instantly, and Nexus quickly retreated to the edge of
the circle to join his fellow unicorns. There, they all began to twist and form the magic in
the air, working it like potters with clay. They shaped the free magic, molded it, and
began to force it down into the bowl that contained the shreds of Nightmare Moon.

And, after a few anxious moments, Nexus saw what he had hoped for. The blood soaked
dagger started to float above the fire, cradled by the energies of the spell. The blood was
drawn up from the blade and formed into a single crimson sphere. The dagger itself was
then launched clear of the spell with such force that its polished blade dug deep into one
of the trees surrounding the ritual.

Then, with the dagger gone and the blood remaining, black smoke began to billow from
the central bowl. The shreds of Nightmare Moon were starting to burn, and the smoke
they released formed around the large drop of blood. The fires, smoke, and magic from
the wooden bowls set around the spell were drawn in as well. Everything was swirling
and orbiting the spell’s focal point, being drawn in like water in a whirlpool.



The drop of blood became encased in a black sphere, and that black sphere began to
slowly grow. It drew in the fire and smoke and everything else, growing larger with each
passing moment.

“Yes... it is working my brothers and sisters,” Nexus called out. “She is beginning to take
shape. Our queen shall soon be—"

KRAC-CROOO-0O00OM!

Many of the cult ponies jumped a foot in the air when a single bolt of lightning raced
down from the sky and struck the very center of the spell, sundering the metal podium
and wrapping the drop of blood, the shreds of Nightmare Moon, and the wooden bowl in
crimson flames. At the same time, the cult’s carefully constructed cloud cover was blown
back, and a full battalion of royal guards flew down from the sky.

“FREEZE! YOU ARE ALL UNDER ARREST!” several of the guards shouted as dozens of
other gold armored pegasi landed in the center of the clearing. However, not a single
pony froze, the cultists instead charged the guards, turning the once carefully tended
clearing into a battlefield.

Yet, as the battle began, Spell Nexus stood flabbergasted. He watched as the center of the
spell and the precious shreds of Nightmare Moon were destroyed. All their plans had
been decimated by a single surge of magical lightning: lightning that could only have
come from one source.

Turning his eyes skyward, Nexus glared at the next figure to float down through the hole
in the clouds. With a single flash of her horn, the figure brushed away the cloud cover
like froth from a cup of hot cocoa.

“Celestia,” Nexus forced out through gritted teeth as he locked his turquoise eyes on the
sun princess. She floated down amidst the fighting, casting back anypony that dared
attack her with barely any effort, and it enraged Nexus. Every fiber of his being wanted
him to attack, to smite down Celestia for daring to interrupt the ritual, but he knew
better.

“Don’t think you’ve won today, Celestia. You have merely delayed me at best,” Nexus
hissed. He then barked at any cultists nearby, calling them to him as his horn began to
glow. Together with Gray Gale, Night Wind, Stonewall, and a few dozen of the other
cultists, Nexus cast his spell, and the group as a whole seemed to vanish into thin air.



“Have you apprehended all involved?” Celestia asked. After rescuing Twilight, she had
taken her student home and sent her straight to bed. Twilight resisted a bit, but, after
what she’d been through, it didn’t take much to get her to fall asleep. Celestia had then
turned Ponyville’s Golden Oaks Library into a base of operations, keeping guard of her
student personally while having her guards bring their reports to her.

“We have captured a great number, but we believe some were able to escape by using
magic to disguise themselves,” the guard reported, head bowed respectfully to Princess
Celestia. “We believe it was an invisibility spell, and we followed their tracks into the
forest. Unfortunately, the tracks eventually ended. We are currently working under the
belief that the missing cultists realized their mistake and corrected the spell so it hid their
tracks as well. We are continuing to search the forest with the aid of the zebra that
reported your student’s ponynapping.”

“Yes, Zecora. Please make sure that she is properly thanked for all she has done this
evening. Also, please extend to her an invitation to the palace so that she may join Luna
and I for dinner on an evening of her choosing.”

“Of course, Princess,” the guard answered as he raised his head. “Though, if I may ask,
what do you believe these ponies were trying to do?”

“I do not know,” Celestia admitted. “All we were able to find out from the information
we gathered prior to this night was that something was going to happen. Unfortunately,
Twilight had her head covered by a thick sack for most of her ponynapping. She doesn’t
know enough for us to ascertain this group’s purpose.”

“What about the spell?”

Celestia shook her head. “The spell is not something I recognize. If it is from a book or
ancient scroll, then I have not read of it, but it could just as easily be a new spell. A ritual
crafted for a specific purpose, though that purpose still remains to be unearthed. Make
sure that the details of the spell itself remain preserved; it will need to be studied.”

The guard snapped into a salute. “Of course, Princess. We will gather any evidence at the
scene and have it taken to the castle until such time it can be examined.”

“Good. I have no doubt that the spell’s purpose was dark, and I will not stand for my
student being threatened,” Celestia said, her eyebrows furrowing with determination. “I
want the truth of this revealed, Captain, with all haste.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”



The unicorn guards searched the area, sweeping it with their magic to try and detect
anything left behind. What remained of the wooden bowls were gathered, and any
unburnt powder was collected together into a single bag. Everything and anything that
was not natural to the Everfree Forest was taken from the clearing, though the guards did
not extend their search into bordering trees and bushes once it became clear the ritual’s
radius ended at the tree line.

All that was gathered was loaded into a waiting chariot, and, once the unicorns were
tinished, the pegasi hitched to the chariot took flight. They rose quickly into the sky
before banking towards Canterlot. At the same time, the unicorns below began forming
into a line while the lieutenant of the squad began to relay orders.

“All right, stallions, let’s go join the groups searching the forest for any of the cult
members that might have escaped. Give higher priority to any that appear to be
unicorns; one of them used some kind of crazy magic to get away, and we don’t want that
to happen a second time.”

“Sir, shouldn’t some of us remain here, to guard the crime scene?” one of the soldiers
spoke up, a newer recruit to the royal guard.

“No, these cultists are too careful for that,” the lieutenant answered his recruit. “If the
zebra Zecora hadn’t witnessed Twilight Sparkle’s ponynapping, we wouldn’t have even
known any of this was happening. That means these ponies planned all this without
Princess Celestia or anyone in the guard finding out about it, and that means they’re not
going to backtrack when they’ve got a battalion of guards hot on their tails.

“Besides that,” the lieutenant continued, “this isn’t central park in Canterlot. The
Everfree is dangerous. There are monsters in here that could eat a pony twice my size in a
single gulp, armor and all. This isn’t a place where we want to spend any more time than
necessary.

“But, if you want to stay here and guard the scene of the crime, be my guest. Just watch
out for the hydras,” the veteran guard concluded. He then motioned to the rest of the
squad, guiding them out into the forest to join the ongoing search.

Only the guard who had spoken up remained in the clearing as the others disappeared
amongst the trees. He remained there, for a minute, but then the lieutenant’s words got
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to him. He broke into a gallop, sprinted to catch up with his comrades, and left the
clearing to once more succumb to the calm quiet of the Everfree Forest.

Yet, the magic that lingered in the air like a heavy mist began to shift, sparkling in the
cool night air as it was drawn to one side of the clearing. There, hidden away by a bush a
few feet into the forest, a black sphere lay amongst the dirt. It was the same sphere which
was cast away from the center of the spell by Celestia’s bolt of lightning.

The tiny black ball was nestled into a crook of the cold ground, and from there it drew in
the lingering magic like a magnet attracting metal. It pulled in the energy, and, with each
ounce it absorbed, it grew larger.

Then, when the sphere had doubled its size, it pulsed. That pulse caused tiny drops of
blood to weep from pores in the sphere’s surface. It was the blood that had been
harvested at the edge of a dagger only moments before, but now it was black and gooey.
The life had been drained from it, and it was now being discarded like trash.

With each pulse, the sphere excreted more of the dead blood, forming a smear on the
ground. Then, when none of the used blood remained, the sphere’s pulsing shifted. It
became the weak, but distinct, pitter-patter that lived in the chest of almost every living
creature: a heartbeat. All the while, the sphere continued to grow larger, continued to
draw in the magic of the clearing, and continued the process begun by the spell Celestia
had interrupted.
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Everfree Discovery

“Oh Twilight, I just heard the news! Did those ruffians hurt you? Are you okay? Oh, I
just can’t imagine what it must have been like! I mean, it was probably similar to when I
was ponynapped by the Diamond Dogs. Still, that’s just not the same as getting taken by
other ponies, and I, for one—”

“Rarity!” Twilight half-shouted. She was sitting at the library’s main table and looked as
if she had been reading when Rarity chose to barrel in. Spike was in the main room of the
library as well, working to organize and clean the shelves. He hung back from the ladder
he was standing on and wore a smitten look as he waved a claw. “Hi Rarity.”

“Good day, Spike,” she said before she turned her attention back to Twilight. “Now, what
is it you wanted to say, dear?”

“I wanted to tell you to relax,” Twilight assured her. “I'm fine.”

“Fine?” Rarity echoed dramatically, “how can you be fine’? After such a harrowing ordeal
you must be positively petrified, and I heard they had you tied up! Oh, you must have
such horrible rope burns.”

Twilight winced and looked down at her hooves. “I'll admit, it does hurt a little where
they had me tied up, but Nurse Redheart already took a look. It’s just some minor

 »

irritation that will go away by tomorrow. So, Rarity, believe me when I say ‘T'm fine’.
“Are you sure?”

“I'm sure,“ Twilight repeated, though her voice betrayed her minor annoyance. “I
appreciate your concern, but everypony has already been here to check on me.”

“Everypony!? Even Fluttershy?”
“She was actually the first.”

“Oh, what a horrible friend I must be!” Rarity voiced. She put a hoof to her head and
wore a pained, theatrical expression. “Being the last to arrive to check on you. I would
have come earlier, but I was working in my shop all day. I only just stepped out to get a
late lunch when Rainbow Dash found me and told me everything, and I rushed right
over.”

“Rarity, it’s okay.”
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“No, no, it’s completely unacceptable. I officially owe you, Twilight Sparkle, a favor.”
“A what now?” Twilight asked as she cocked an eyebrow.

“A favor. Pinkie Pie has her promises; I have my favors. You just come to me if you need
anything, and, if I can help, I will do my very best to assist.” Rarity paused, glancing
anxiously away from Twilight while batting at a few strands of her hair. “Just as long as it
doesn’t involve excessive amounts of dirt.”

Twilight giggled a little at Rarity’s usual discomfort. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind, but
you don’t have to worry about me, Rarity. I'm fine, really. Yes, getting ponynapped
wasn’t exactly how I intended to spend my evening, but everything turned out all right. If
anything, I'm just a little annoyed. I've been trying to get some reading done all day, but
because everypony keeps coming to check on me, I haven’t even gotten past the first

page.”

“Then I shan’t take another moment of your time, dear. You just read, relax, and recover
from your traumatic ordeal,” Rarity said as she headed for the door, only to turn back
one final time. “And remember, if you need anything, I owe you one favor.”

“I got it,” Twilight replied as she watched Rarity leave, using her magic to shut the door
after her. Fluttershy, Pinkie Pie, Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and now Rarity... she had
been visited by all her closest friends, and she had told all of them she was okay. She had
also received letters from her parents and Shining Armor, and she had assured them of
the same.

That was everypony she could think of that would be panicked by the news of what
happened, so maybe now she would be able to read her book.

“Spike?” Twilight called a few hours later, after finally reading a good distance into her
book. “Can you bring me that book I had yesterday? Mountain Valley’s Geographic
Guide to Equestria?”

Spike, who had been feeding his pet baby phoenix Peewee, paused from his work and
glanced in Twilight’s direction. “Didn’t you have it with you yesterday?”

Twilight looked up from her book and stared at the ceiling as she tried to think back.
“Well... I didn’t think... but maybe... No, wait... I did have it, didn’t I? Yeah, I put it in my
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saddlebags so that I could have it when I read this book at the park, but then I realized I
had left this book here.”

Twilight began to point her hoof at different spots in the air, mentally retracing her steps.
“So I came back, but then Pinkie Pie grabbed me to help decorate for her party. That
took all afternoon. So, the book was still in my saddlebags when I went to the party, and
then I left the party to come back here... and then I got ponynapp—"

Twilight quickly twisted her head around as her eyes darted about the library. She
jumped to her hooves and began galloping around the room in a panic while rummaging
through drawers and checking every nook and cranny she could find.

The sight made Spike sigh and shake his head. He gave Peewee the last of the birdseed he
had in his claws before he began jogging after Twilight. He waited, and, when he had the
opportunity, he leapt in front of Twilight just as she was turning to gallop in another
direction.

“Whoa, easy, Twilight. What’s wrong?”

Twilight craned her neck around Spike, trying to look at the part of the library he was
stopping her from reaching. “My saddlebags! Where are they?”

“How should I know?” he asked with a shrug.

“Oh no! No no no no no no no no no!” Twilight rattled off while shaking her head from
side to side. “I had my saddlebags with me when I was ponynapped, and that means that
either those cult ponies took them, or I lost them somewhere along the way! No no no no
no! I can replace the copy of Geographic Guide to Equestria, but I had books in that bag
Princess Celestia loaned me from the royal library! I can’t lose those books! No no no

»

no—

Spike grabbed the sides of Twilight’s head and brought her eyes to his. “Twilight,
breathe... and think. Can’t you just use your locator spell?”

Twilight paused for a moment before a smile of relief burst onto her face. She closed her
eyes and focused as her horn started to shimmer and blink. The locator spell was a charm
Twilight put on her saddlebags after losing them one too many times. The charm would
allow her to find her bags based on similar magical principles to the spell Rarity used to
find gems.
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After the spell had been cast, Twilight waved her head around while crossing her eyes so
that she could gauge how fast her horn was flashing. She set off in the direction the
flashing was the most frequent and soon found herself drawn to a window. Beyond that
window she could see the Everfree Forest.

Twilight groaned and put her hooves up on the windowsill. “Great, that’s just great. My
bags are in the forest.”

“Then you should probably just forget about them, Twilight,” Spike said. “They’re just
books after all.”

“But that’s just it, Spike,” Twilight argued. “They aren’t just books.” Some of the books in
those bags were on loan from the Royal Canterlot Library, and Princess Celestia loaned
them to me herself. Do you realize how disappointed she’ll be if I tell her I lost those
books? No, I can’t just leave them there. 'm going to get those books.”

With that Twilight began to trot towards the door, only for Spike to quickly cut her off.
“Nuh-uh! No way, Twi. Princess Celestia would have my scales if she found out I let you
go back into the Everfree Forest the day after you were ponynapped!”

“Well then, she won’t find out,” Twilight replied before she levitated Spike out of the
way. He, however, ran right back into her path.

“But what if those crazy ponies are still in the forest? Do you want to get ponynapped
again?”

“Princess Celestia’s guards scoured the forest last night with Zecora’s help. I doubt that
any of those ponies are still there,” Twilight rationalized. “Besides, I need to get those
books back! They’re irreplaceable.”

“Then I’'m coming with you.”

Twilight shook her head firmly. “No, Spike, I need you to stay here in case somepony
comes by. The last thing we need is everypony thinking I got ponynapped again. And
what if somepony comes by to check out a book? This is a library. We can’t just close it
whenever we want.”

Spike was not convinced. He crossed his arms and eyed Twilight. “I still don’t like it.
Can’t you find somepony to go with you?”
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“Everypony else is busy, especially after taking time to come and see me. Besides, I've
been to the Everfree Forest before, Spike; I know how to keep myself out of trouble.”

“Says the pony that got turned to stone by a cockatrice,” Spike pointed out.

Twilight smiled weakly. “I'll admit, that wasn’t one of my better moments. Still, if 'm not
back in three hours, you can tell the princess that I left. You can even say that I put you to
sleep with a sedation spell so you couldn’t stop me.”

“Twilight, I don’t want you to go because I think it’s dangerous, not because I don’t want
to get in trouble.”

“Spike, I promise everything will be fine,” Twilight reassured Spike as she walked around
him and continued towards the door. “Now, just keep doing your chores, and I’ll be back
before you know it.” She glanced at the clock. “It’s just after three, so if ’'m not back by a
little after six then you can tell Princess Celestia, but I promise I'll be back before then.”

Twilight swallowed nervously, stepping slowly through the forest as she kept her head
down, following the light of her blinking horn. The threatening trees of the Everfree
Forest surrounded her, their mangled and twisted branches reaching down from the
canopy like deadly claws. The silence of the forest was also strangely unnerving.
Twilight’s ears swiveled constantly to pick up any trace of sound as shivers ran up her
spine from both the tension and the chill in the air.

“Okay, maybe it won’t be fine,” Twilight muttered, finally admitting to herself that she
wasn’t ready to brave the forest alone. Logically, she tried to convince herself everything
was fine, but her mind was still playing tricks on her. She couldn’t keep herself from
believing every pony-shaped shadow she saw was one of the cult ponies coming to
ponynap her again. She even charged off the forest path a few times, trying to get a jump
on a would-be assailant, only to discover it was a bush or tree branch.

The situation was only made worse by the dark, gray, threatening clouds that were
rolling in over the forest; it was the Everfree Forest’s first spring thunderstorm. Twilight
could only imagine how horrible it would be to be caught in one of the forest’s infamous
wild storms. They were rumored to have winds strong enough to pick a pony off her
hooves and throw her halfway across Equestria. They were also supposed to have
lightning that could—
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Twilight shook her head and tried to clear away her panicked thoughts. She was getting
close to her saddlebags now, the rate at which her horn was flashing was a sure indicator
of that. She just needed to get those bags, and then she could just teleport herself back to
the library.

“Just hold it together, Twilight. Just hold it together a little longer,” she whispered to
herself in a half-hearted pep talk. However, as she rounded a bend in the path, her pep-
talk died in her mouth, her pupils shrank, and her breathing quickened. Her locator spell
had led her back to where she had been the night before, the place where she had been
held captive by the cult ponies.

For a moment, Twilight had to fight the overpowering urge to teleport back to the library
and leave her saddlebags and the rare books they contained to their fate. That urge,
however, subsided when Twilight noticed her horn was blinking faster. She was close, so
very close, and, with a nervous swallow, she mustered the courage to continue. She
trotted along the edge of the clearing until she found the spot where her horn was
flashing with the greatest frequency. She then rummaged through the bushes, and, with a
triumphant smile, found her saddlebags.

Needing to be sure the books were okay, Twilight carried the bags to the center of the
clearing and opened the flaps. A wave of relief swept across her body. None of the rare
books were missing. In fact, nothing was missing, not even the more common texts she
had been carrying. It was a discovery that brought a smile to Twilight’s face as she
levitated the bags over her head and settled them down on her back.

“Perfect! Now to just teleport myself back to the library, and—"
RUSTLE

Twilight froze, her eyes narrowed, and her ears stood erect.
RUSTLE RUSTLE

She turned her head and focused on the source of the noise. It was a single bush
located on the edge of the clearing. Something was moving around inside the foliage just
out of sight, causing the leaves to rustle. Almost instantly, Twilight’s mind jumped to the
worst case scenario. She could imagine a cultist leaping out of the bush to hogtie her
again, and this time, when they cut her, they would do far worse. They’d use something
bigger than a dagger, like a sword, and they wouldn’t just make a little paper cut either.
They’'d—
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Twilight shook her head firmly. No, she couldn’t think like that. That bush was too small
to hide a full grown pony. It’s probably just an animal. Yes, it was just a rabbit or
something. She’d just get a little closer, and the little furry creature would pop out and
scamper off, and she could finally breathe.

Unless it was a snake. Oh, if it was a snake, she was going to scream.

Inching closer to the bush, Twilight made each hoofstep as silent as possible. She strained
her eyes to see into the darkness and kept her ears pointed forward to pick up any sound
that might clue her in on what was hiding there. The branches rustled again, but
whatever animal was inside had yet to jump free.

FLASH... KRAC-CROOO-O00OM!

Twilight leapt, screamed, and galloped in the exact opposite direction of the bush before
she dove behind a tree on the far side of the clearing. Her heart was pounding so hard it
felt like it would burst out of her chest, and Twilight put a hoof over her ribcage in a
panicked attempt to make sure that didn’t happen.

She began breathing deeply, trying to calm down while she looked up at the sky. “It was
just the storm... It was just thunder... it was just thunder... thunder that scared me half to
death... but it was just thunder.”

As Twilight tried to calm herself, she began to hear something. It was soft at first, but as
Twilight managed to calm her breathing, she began to hear the sound more clearly. It
was... crying. Somepony nearby was crying, and, from the sound of the voice, it was a
young filly.

“Hello?” Twilight called out, her ears swiveling as she tried to pinpoint the sound. “Is
somepony there?”

The crying quickly fell silent, as if the voice’s owner was trying to hide. However,
Twilight had been able to figure out the general direction it was coming from. She moved
back into the forest clearing and continued to listen. “It’s okay, ’'m not going to hurt

»

you.

Twilight heard no voice call back to her, and she could only sigh and shake her head. “I
must have just imagined it,” she told herself quietly. She closed her eyes and began to
prepare her teleportation spell.

FLASH... KRAC-CROOO-O0O0OM!
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Again, the storm caught Twilight by surprise. It wasn’t as bad as the first time. She was
able to keep herself standing in the center of the clearing instead of galloping off to hide.
She did, however, throw an annoyed glare up at the clouds for startling her twice.

The thunder had also brought with it another sound, the crying Twilight had heard
earlier, and it was close. Her first instinct was to call out again, but she decided against it
in fear of the pony falling silent again. Instead, Twilight swiveled her ears forward and
listened. The crying was now accompanied by some rustling, and it took Twilight only a
few moments to pinpoint its source. It was the bush from earlier, the one Twilight had
feared hid some horrible danger.

More concerned about the other pony than the possibility of being attacked, Twilight
crept over to the bush as quietly as possible. As she drew close, she reached out with her
magic and began to carefully grasp at the branches. If whatever was inside the bush
decided to run away, Twilight wanted to at least get a good look at it before it escaped.

Once she was standing beside the bush, Twilight swallowed nervously and braced herself.
She shoved the branches away and shut her eyes tight, a small part of her still expecting
some pony in a cloak to jump out. When that didn’t happen, Twilight cracked open her
eyes and looked into the interior of the bush.

What Twilight found, however, was nothing like she had expected. A filly as young as
Apple Bloom was tangled up in the branches. It looked like she had been there for a few
hours, if not longer. She also had nicks and scratches all over, which Twilight could only
guess had been caused by the bush’s long, sharp thorns.

Normally, Twilight would have reached out to help the filly, but instead she found herself
frozen in place. Her mind locked up, unable to process the filly’s appearance. Her coat
was a regal black. She possessed a long, rich purple mane that was currently tangled in
the bush’s thorny branches. And lastly, the filly had not only a pair of pegasus wings but
a unicorn horn, making her an alicorn.

Yet, it was the filly’s eyes that held Twilight’s attention and filled her with fear. Those
eyes were not shaped like a normal pony’s. The turquoise orbs, which should have had
round pupils, instead had dagger-shaped pupils. The whites of her eyes were also off.
Instead of white, they were a lighter color that closely resembled the color of the irises.

Above all, they were eyes Twilight had seen before; they were the eyes of Nightmare
Moon.
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Twilight felt her breathing quicken as her memories slipped back to the night before. The
cult said they were the servants of Nightmare Moon, and they were obviously trying to
cast some kind of spell. She’d admit, she hadn’t gotten a great look at the clearing, but
she had seen spell lines, bowls with powders, and—

The spell they were attempting, it wasn’t some simple bit of magic. To need that much
setup, the spell had to be powerful, possibly the most powerful spell Twilight had ever
seen. On top of that, they said that they were servants of Nightmare Moon.

Yet, there was more to it than that. When they started to cast the spell, Twilight could
feel it in her horn. The air became saturated with magical energy, and, as the spell began
to progress, the magic began to change, to feel familiar. It was a kind of magic she hadn’t
felt since... since...

Twilight’s pupils narrowed into fine points from the horror of the idea she had
formulated. What if the spell cast was supposed to bring back Nightmare Moon? And
what if it worked?!

It was insane; it was something that shouldn’t work. Yet, how else could she have felt
such a strong aura of magic in the air? Why else would a filly she had never seen before,
an alicorn with such a strong resemblance to the infamous Mare in the Moon, be in the
same clearing?

Was that their goal? To resurrect Nightmare Moon? Did it work? Had the cult succeeded
in bringing back Nightmare Moon? Was this Nightmare Moon?

It had to be. There wasn’t any other explanation for the intensity of the spell nor the
appearance of the filly. That crazy cult had actually brought back Nightmare Moon, and
Twilight had to warn somepony, anypony. She had to write to Princess Celestia
immediately.

Or, better yet, she had to confront this... thing before it could get away and hurt
somepony. Even if she was the size of a filly, Nightmare Moon was a master of deception
and trickery. As far as Twilight knew, this was all just a trick. The alicorn could have
simply been attempting to lure somepony into a trap, lying in wait for somepony to get
close before attacking.

Twilight bristled, furrowed her eyebrows, and glared at the filly. “I know—" Twilight
began harshly, only to stop abruptly. With just those two words, the filly shrank away
whimpering, shutting her eyes as the bush’s thorns left fresh cuts and scrapes on her

20



body. When the filly dared to open her eyes again, she was looking up at Twilight like she
was some hungry, pony-eating monster.

Twilight had never had anypony look at her like that, and it caused her indignation to
cool. She lifted her hoof and reached out as slowly as possible. The result was the same.
The filly shied away, whimpered, trembled, and succeeded in injuring herself further on
the bush’s thorns.

It was a reaction of pure fear.

Twilight’s brain did a flip-flop trying to process this. Nightmare Moon was one of the
greatest threats to Equestria, second only to Discord himself. She was a monster that
tried to, at best, scare Twilight and her new friends away, and, at worst, get them killed.
She was supposed to be the worst part of Luna’s psyche brought to life. At least, that’s
what Twilight thought the insane cult’s spell was supposed to do.

Yet here she was, just a filly tangled in a thorn brush, and Twilight was unable to look
away. The eyes that had once looked down on all ponies as if they were nothing but lowly
insects were now filled to the brim with fear and pain. Some of the scratches from the
bush were bleeding. The filly was terrified, hurt... and she needed help.

“I-it’s okay,” Twilight soothed shakily, “I won’t hurt you.” She wasn’t at all sure of
what she was doing, but she had to, at the very least, get the little filly out of the bush
before she injured herself further.

Taking hold of the bush magically, Twilight began carefully snapping away branches
piece by piece. The filly winced a couple times during the process. Any small movement
led to a thorn pricking her, but she kept her eyes locked on Twilight. The filly’s eyes were
still filled with fear, but behind that fear was a flicker of hope, hope that the unicorn who
had appeared was not a monster.

A few minutes later, with a final snap, enough branches were cleared away for Twilight to
gently levitate the filly out of the bush. She brought the filly Nightmare Moon out from
the edge of the clearing and set her down in the center, where they both proceeded to
stare at each other.

Twilight’s mind was spinning at a million miles an hour, cycling through the same
thoughts over and over again. Was this really Nightmare Moon? Was that the purpose of
the spell last night? Did it work? How did it work? How could there be a Nightmare
Moon without Luna? Weren’t they one and the same? Why was Nightmare Moon so
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small? Did the spell not work? Was Nightmare Moon just trying to trick her into taking
her back to Ponyville? Was she only pretending to be so small and helpless? Was she
dangerous? Was this really Nightmare Moon?

Round and round the thoughts circled. Twilight was unable to stop herself. It was the
storm that finally managed to break the endless loop. Another wave of thunder cut
through the air, snapping Twilight back to reality. Just as quickly, she noticed that the
filly had rushed up to her. Trembling like a leaf, the filly clung to Twilight’s leg, eyes shut
tight.

She was scared of the thunderstorm... Would Nightmare Moon ever be scared of a storm?
Could she just be playing a trick, trying to lull her into a false sense of security? Twilight
just couldn’t be sure. Her mind was telling her that the filly couldn’t be trusted. That she
should just leave her in the forest, tell Princess Celestia, and let her deal with it.

At the same time, if the filly was Nightmare Moon, Twilight couldn’t just leave her in the
forest. If she did, then there was a chance that the filly would disappear. No, if the filly
was a danger to Equestria, Twilight had to keep track of her, if only to be sure she
couldn’t hurt anypony. That, and Twilight couldn’t deny it didn’t feel right to leave
anypony alone in the dangerous forest, even a pony that was arguably an enemy.

“Um... would you like to come back to Ponyville with me?” Twilight asked, unable to
think of a better way to try and ask the filly to come along willingly. The little pony
remained silent, but her eyes spoke her reply even before her head did. She nodded
shakily and clung even closer to Twilight, looking upon her like she was the grand savior
from a storybook. Twilight might have smiled at this if it weren’t for the raindrops that
were starting to fall on her head.

“Oh, great...” Twilight muttered, flinching a bit as the rain started to worsen. With the
storm coming quickly, Twilight did the only thing she could think of. She picked up the
filly and nestled her between her saddlebags. Twilight then turned her magic above her
head, projecting a transparent barrier just in time to shield them from the rain.

Twilight then took in a deep breath and tried to cast her teleportation spell, but she
couldn’t get it to work. To teleport herself and others, Twilight used not only her magic,
but also the magic that occurred naturally in Equestria. Yet, no matter how hard she
tried, she couldn’t draw in enough magic from around her and the filly. The air had been
leeched dry of all magic, even though the evening before it had been over-saturated with
mystical energy.
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Finally, Twilight was forced to give up. If she strained herself any further she wouldn’t
have enough magic to power the barrier spell separating her and the filly from the
rainstorm nor enough energy to walk all the way back to the library. With a sigh,
Twilight began to walk. She could only pray to herself that she’d get back before Spike
panicked and sent a letter to the princess.

Spike anxiously finished writing the letter to the princess and glanced at the clock to see
it tick to the next minute. Twilight had been gone for two hours and fifty-nine minutes.
That left her with one minute, just one minute, to get back to the library before he sent
his letter to Princess Celestia. Spike watched the clock anxiously before he dared to
glance out the window at the raging thunderstorm.

Dash had come by the library earlier to warn that the weather team was letting a storm
from the Everfree Forest roll over Ponyville. The storm wasn’t scheduled, but the weather
team had decided to let it pass over to save themselves the trouble of preparing
another just two days later. It made sense, but the storm was still pretty nasty. Thunder,
lightning, wind, and pounding rain all came together at once, and Twilight was out in
that weather, possibly hurt or even ponynapped.

Spike glanced at the clock again and watched as the minute changed. It was official; it
had been three hours and Twilight hadn’t returned. Spike began to breathe in, the
message to Celestia mere moments from being magically sent to Canterlot when the
library door suddenly swung open.

“Spike! Don’t you dare breathe out!” Twilight yelled, pointing a commanding hoof at
him. She was covered in mud and grime up to her neck, little leaves and sticks were
caught in her mane, and a tired expression was on her face. Still, Spike couldn’t help but
smile. He tossed the letter aside and ran up to Twilight.

“Where were you?” Spike asked in a combination of worry and relief. He would have
hugged her leg, but he’d noticed how muddy she was.

“In the Everfree Forest, like I told you. It just took longer to find my bags than I
expected, and then I had to walk back in the storm,” Twilight said. She did her best to
wipe her hooves clean on the welcome mat before stepping inside.

“Why couldn’t you teleport back? Did something happen? Are you okay?”
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“Yes, 'm fine,” Twilight reassured him. “There was just something wrong in the forest, I
couldn’t get a strong enough magical charge to teleport. It was like almost all the magic
had been sucked out of the air. I'll be fine. All I need is a bath and some dinner.”

“Well then, you go straight upstairs and take a bath,” Spike lectured her. “I'll make
dinner. How about some soup and sandwiches?”

“Can you make it celery soup and daffodil sandwiches?” Twilight asked as she levitated
the books from her saddlebags and placed them in Spike’s waiting arms.

“Of course! One order of celery soup and daffodil sandwiches coming right up... after I
get these books put away,” Spike said. He then turned and began the quick task of
putting the tomes Twilight had just retrieved back in their places. While he did that,
Twilight headed to the second floor of the library. She crossed her bedroom and entered
the bathroom. It was small and cozy with a bathtub that doubled as a shower and all the
basic amenities. Nothing fancy, but it got the job done.

Twilight shut and locked the door before breathing a sigh of relief and looking over her
shoulder. Still lying on her back, nestled between her saddlebags, was the filly Nightmare
Moon. She had curled up and fallen asleep halfway to the library. Thankfully,
Spike hadn’t noticed the breathing black mass that was partially hidden by Twilight’s
mane and saddlebags.

For the moment, Twilight just let the filly sleep while she turned on the bathtub faucets.
The tub began to fill, and, as it did, Twilight opened the medicine cabinet to gather some
first aid supplies. While most of the injuries the filly had from the thorny bush were tiny,
there were a couple Twilight wanted to bandage.

Twilight waited until the tub was almost full before shutting off the faucets. The perfectly
warm water gently steamed in the cool bathroom air, and a shiver of relief crawled down
her body just from sinking her hoof into the water. Still, Twilight couldn’t go jumping in
until the filly was off her back and she had taken off her saddlebags.

Looking back at the filly, Twilight bent her head close and gave her a nudge. It took a few
tries, but the little pony finally began to wake up. She lifted her head off Twilight’s back
and took in her surroundings before looking at Twilight, who offered a gentle smile.

“Don’t worry; you're safe here. This is where I live, and you won’t have to worry about
the storm or anything else here,” Twilight assured her. “Still, I need to get cleaned up.
Would you mind getting off my back while I take a quick bath?”
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The filly shook her head once before very carefully and cautiously getting to her hooves
and jumping off Twilight’s back. Her little wings slowed her descent to the floor,
allowing her to land gently. She, however, didn’t stay on her hooves for long. She lay
down and curled up into a small ball on the soft bathroom mat below the sink.

With the filly off her back, Twilight was able to remove her mud-splattered saddlebags
and climb into the bathtub. She winced a little as hot water came into contact with colder
parts of her body, but she eventually sank in with a relieved sigh. After tromping around
in the storm, Twilight wanted nothing more than to soak in the warm water. She,
however, needed to make it a quick bath.

She picked up a brush and worked to remove the mud, twigs, and leaves that clung to
her. Once they were all gone, she climbed out of the tub and let the now dirty water drain
away as she toweled herself off. Then, once the tub was drained, Twilight opened the
faucets and began to fill the tub again, this time only a quarter of the way full.

It was a very shallow bath, but it was perfect for the small filly. Twilight levitated the
miniature Nightmare Moon lookalike into the water. She winced a few times as the
water came in contact with her cuts and scratches, but otherwise the filly didn’t protest.
She just stood there, being as complacent as possible as Twilight carefully used a brush to
clean her.

Once the filly was clean, Twilight lifted her out of the tub, toweled her off, and began
using the first aid kit to bandage the worst of her cuts and scrapes. All the while, she was
amazed with how cooperative the filly was, despite acting sad and tired. Would
Nightmare Moon really allow herself to be bathed and bandaged without protest? Yes,
such a regal and royal pony might expect to be waited on by servants, but that wasn’t
what Twilight was doing. She was treating her like a foal, and the real Nightmare Moon
wouldn’t accept being treated like a foal, no matter how small or young she actually was.

Again, the question of whether this filly really was Nightmare Moon rose up in Twilight’s
head. She was becoming less and less sure. The resemblance was undeniable. If the little
pony had a flowing, magical, star-dotted mane and tail, then she’d look exactly like the
Mare in the Moon.

Yet this filly just wasn’t acting like Nightmare Moon, at least in Twilight’s opinion. She
didn’t talk down, nor did she make threats. She hadn’t even said anything yet, and the
silence was even stranger. Twilight would expect Nightmare Moon to be vocal, and the
filly’s odd behavior only raised another question: If she wasn’t Nightmare Moon, then
who was she?
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Twilight was drawn from her thoughts by a knock at the bathroom door. She finished
placing one last bandage on the filly and then turned in the direction of the door. “Yes?”

“Hey, Twilight, I've got your dinner.”

Twilight glanced over her shoulder, both to speak in Spike’s direction and to make sure
he wasn’t coming into the bathroom. “Thank you, but... you know, I'm really hungry
after hiking through the Everfree Forest and the storm. Would you mind making me
another sandwich and bowl of soup?”

“No problem,” Spike proudly assured from the other side of the door. “I made a big
batch of the celery soup, and we have plenty of stuff for sandwiches.”

“That’s wonderful, Spike, but I only need one more.”
“You got it, Twi,” Spike replied before departing.

Twilight waited for her assistant’s footsteps to reach the bottom of the stairs before she
opened the door. She checked the bedroom, making sure Spike, Owloysius, and
Peewee were all downstairs before she stepped out. The filly followed close behind,
not getting more than a few inches from Twilight as she crossed the room and moved
towards the bed.

The meal Spike had brought in was sitting on her bedside table. It looked good, and
Twilight was starving. However, instead of digging in herself, she levitated the filly up
onto her bed and set the food out in front of her.

“Here, you go ahead and eat this. I'm going to go downstairs and talk with Spike,”
Twilight said, her words coming with a comforting smile. The filly, again, didn’t offer
more than a simple nod in reply. She leaned forward and took a bite from the sandwich.
It was a small bite, but it was quickly followed by another, and another, and another as
the filly eagerly devoured the food.

It was the first real sign of life Twilight had seen from the Nightmare Moon lookalike,
and it was encouraging, to say the least. For now, however, she had to leave the filly to
her meal. She needed to go downstairs and tell Spike the truth before he discovered the
filly for himself, assumed the worst, and sent a letter to Princess Celestia.
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It had taken a couple of hours to convince Spike not to write to Princess Celestia and tell
her about the filly. He, like Twilight, at first assumed that she was Nightmare Moon
reborn and that the princess had to be told. He had even written up a letter and was
about to send it before Twilight snatched it away and threw it in the garbage.

Twilight’s arguments were weak. All she could really say was that the filly really didn’t
seem to act like Nightmare Moon. In her logical mind, Twilight knew that Spike was
probably right. They needed to tell the princess, but, once again, Twilight’s imagination
betrayed her. Princess Celestia had banished Nightmare Moon to the moon for a
thousand years. Twilight feared she would do the same to the little pony, and that just
didn’t feel like something the filly deserved.

In the end, Twilight only got Spike to agree to silence by promising that she’d go buy him
a large sapphire from Rarity as a bribe. It wasn’t how she would have liked to obtain his
silence, but Spike had Pinkie Pie promised that, if she got him the gem in the morning,
he would keep quiet about the filly until she wanted to tell Princess Celestia.

Having eaten her own dinner during the negotiations, Twilight made her way back up to
the bedroom. She was a little worried about what she would find. There was a chance
that, in the past two hours, the filly had grown into an adult Nightmare Moon and was
ready to attack. Yet, after she opened the bedroom door, Twilight saw that the filly was
still sitting on her bed, the sandwich and soup long eaten.

Taking a moment to steady herself, Twilight approached the filly and again she found
herself torn on just how she was supposed to act. Nightmare Moon had tried twice
to plunge Equestria into eternal night, but filly didn’t seem like a danger. She should have
consulted Princess Celestia already, but she just wasn’t sure enough. It was a stalemate
between her fear of what the filly could do and her fear of what the princess would do if
she found out. She wasn’t convinced enough to tell the princess, but she couldn’t let her
guard down either. If she did, there was a chance the filly would show her true colors,
transform into Nightmare Moon, and attack.

It was better to be safe than sorry, and Twilight chose to keep her guard up. She’d watch
and be ready to bolt out of the room should things become dangerous. At the moment,
however, she needed to find out more about the filly. She needed to see if she
remembered being Nightmare Moon or maybe had other memories, something to prove
who she was.

“Are you feeling better?”

27



The filly nodded only once, barely meeting Twilight’s eyes.

“That’s good,” Twilight replied before taking a seat beside the bed. “So, uh... do you
know where you are? Do you remember where you were before I found you?”

The filly shook her head, the first of many such replies. Twilight asked the filly what she
did remember, what she knew, and a whole slew of other questions. Yet, while there were
a few nods here and there, most of Twilight’s questions were met with a shake of the
filly’s head, and each shake seemed to cause the filly’s eyes to tear up a little bit more.

The breaking point came when Twilight asked the filly if she remembered her name,
which caused her to break down and cry. It wasn’t wailing or outright sobbing, but a
quiet cry where she sniffled as tears poured down her cheeks.

It was a sight that helped Twilight understand why the little pony had been so quiet and
subdued; she was scared and confused. The only memories she seemed to have were the
ones of the past several hours. She had no memories of her own, yet possessed some
common knowledge, like an understanding of Equestrian language.

Twilight found it difficult to even imagine having so few memories. It did, however,
support her theory that this little filly had been produced by the spell cast by the cult. It
would make sense for her to only have a few hours of memory as the spell had only been
cast the night before.

Again, the question of whether or not the filly was really Nightmare Moon reared its ugly
head, but it was a question Twilight chose to shelve in her mind for later. The filly was
still crying, and it was pitting Twilight against herself. She had every desire to keep her
guard up in case the filly was truly dangerous, but, at the same time, she couldn’t in good
conscience ignore how scared the filly was.

So, despite her own anxieties, Twilight crawled up onto the bed and lay down beside the
young alicorn, doing her best to comfort the crying filly.

It took about half an hour for the filly to finally calm down and cry herself dry. The tears
seemed to have a good effect on the filly, for she looked less scared then she had been.
She lay right next to Twilight and was working to dry her eyes as she rested her head
against Twilight’s shoulder.

“Feeling better?” Twilight quietly asked.
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“Y-yes,” the filly shakily answered: the first word Twilight heard her say the entire night.
Her voice had a musical quality, but a fragility to it as well. It reminded Twilight of the
time she had seen an earth pony playing crystal juice glasses filled with water: a glass
harp. It was a feat made easier by the special horseshoes the pony had on, but it was still
impressive to watch and listen to. A voice like a glass harp... certainly not the voice
Twilight would pair with an evil, fallen princess bent on creating an eternal night.

“That’s good,” Twilight replied before falling silent. She struggled to find something to
say. When nothing came to mind, Twilight glanced at the clock and noticed the late
hour. “So, uh... it’s been a long day. How about we get some sleep?”

“Can... can I sleep here?” the filly asked as she looked up at Twilight, a question that
brought fresh unease to Twilight’s mind. Letting the filly sleep in the same bed was
asking for trouble. If she was Nightmare Moon and just playing some cruel trick,
Twilight was just asking to be attacked in the middle of the night. At the same time,
Twilight couldn’t bring herself to refuse. It was like her mouth had forgotten how to
form the word ‘no’ in the face of the filly’s pleading eyes.

“Yes, you can,” Twilight finally relented, “but how about I make it so we’re both more
comfortable?”

With that Twilight lit her horn and used her magic to shift a few blankets and pillows
around. She first tucked herself beneath the covers, then she set the filly down on top of
the bed’s blanket and gave her a spare blanket and pillow. The blanket and pillow were
meant for Spike’s basket, but they were the perfect size for the filly.

Soon, both Twilight and the filly were stifling yawns as the long day caught up with
them. It was still relatively early, barely close to ten o’clock, but Twilight was more than
willing to call it a night. Another yawn gripped her, and her eyes were just starting to
droop when she heard a small voice whisper to her.

“Miss unicorn?”

Twilight was drawn back from the edge of sleep. She lifted her head, and met the filly’s
gaze with her own. “I'm sorry, I guess I never introduced myself. My name’s Twilight
Sparkle.”

“Okay... Miss Sparkle, can I ask you something?”

((Yes?”
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The filly snuggled into Twilight’s side, as if fearing she’d be pulled away. “Do you want
me to leave in the morning?”

“What makes you think I'd want you leave?”

The filly bit her lip for a second before continuing. “You... were mad when you first saw
me. I just... didn’t think you’d want me around.”

“It’s not your fault. I just thought you were somepony else for a while,” Twilight assured
her, “but... no, you don’t have to leave in the morning.”

Those words made the filly smile, the first honest smile she had given all evening. Then,
with that concern put to rest, the filly yawned, closed her eyes, and drifted off to sleep
with Twilight following soon after.
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A Secret Between Friends

Twilight yawned as she made her way down the steps to the library’s main floor. Her
mane was freshly brushed, her teeth were clean, but she still wasn’t completely awake.
She had been up late the night before, doing research and making some plans, and had
not gotten to bed until well past midnight.

Still, with her empty belly acting as a powerful motivator, Twilight stepped into the
kitchen. Almost immediately, the smells of breakfast filled her nose and whetted her
appetite. Spike was working at the stove but turned and offered Twilight a pleasant
“Morning” before turning his attention back to his cooking.

“Hey, Spike,” Twilight responded before yawning again as she made her way to the table.
This had been Twilight and Spike’s usual morning ever since they had moved to
Ponyville, and even for a time before that. One of them would get up early and make
breakfast while the other would stumble into the kitchen sometime later. Who made
breakfast was largely dependent on who went to bed first the night before, and the
previous evening it had been Spike.

Yet, for the past few days, there had been an addition to the routine: a little black filly
alicorn who was currently seated at the table, waiting patiently for breakfast.

Twilight had come to call the filly Nyx, an old name from a storybook Twilight
remembered from her own fillyhood. Nyx, as the stories went, was a black coated mare
that slept during the day and basked in Luna’s night, back before the princess became
Nightmare Moon. Her job was to guard her town during the night from the many
creatures that hunted in the dark. The tale of Nyx of the Night was one of Twilight’s
favorite bedtime stories. Her parents had to have read it to her hundreds of times when
she was growing up. It was the first decent name that came to mind when she was trying
to find a name for the filly other than Nightmare Moon.

And, in truth, Nyx had become the focus of Twilight’s efforts for the past few days. She
had spent all of her free time studying, devoting herself to researching the possibilities of
resurrection spells. Unfortunately, none of the library’s books had any direct
information, and what information she could find was in theoretical magic.

The Golden Oaks Library was insufficient, but Twilight knew that the princess had
unicorns in Canterlot working on the spell. They had to have more information, and she
had asked Celestia if she could possibly read some of the same books or be kept informed
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on the progress of the research. Princess Celestia, however, refused the request, wishing
Twilight to simply forget about the spell and what happened that night.

But Twilight couldn’t stop herself. While she couldn’t really believe that the scared little
filly was Nightmare Moon reborn, the threat and danger of that truth lingered constantly
on the fringes of her mind. She wanted, maybe needed, to be absolutely sure, and the
only way to be absolutely sure was to understand the spell and figure out what could have
happened if the spell was interrupted.

Progress was slow, however, and Twilight was forced to put her research on hold the
previous evening to handle a more pressing concern, one that involved Nyx.

Over the past few days, Nyx had become a little more open, though she was still nervous
and quiet. She had even started helping Spike with his chores, slowly winning over the
skeptical baby dragon. She had also demonstrated an interest in reading. She had cracked
open and read a number of books, even though she struggled with the words at times.
Her focus wasn’t purely on fictional stories either. She had read a few books that fillies
her age would be exposed to in school: nonfiction books about a wide and almost
random spectrum of subjects.

The reading was okay by Twilight’s standards, but, if there was one thing that Nyx did
that was annoying, it was that she asked questions... a lot of questions. Most of them were
things that Twilight could easily answer off the top of her head, but it was still enough of
a distraction to greatly reduce her normal study time. Nyx’s curiosity, at times, just
seemed insatiable.

What worried Twilight the most, however, was that her curiosity was beginning to shift
to the outside world. Just the previous day, Nyx had spent hours looking out the window,
watching ponies pass by. If anypony happened to look in her direction she would quickly
duck out of sight, but she would only hide for a few minutes before returning to the
window.

Twilight’s concerns came to fruition when Nyx asked if she could go outside. She had to
refuse the request, and, thankfully, Nyx didn’t resist. She was willing to accept her
confinement in the library. Yet, her request made Twilight realize something.

She couldn’t keep Nyx hidden in the library forever. The library wasn’t a jail, she wasn’t a
warden, and Nyx wasn’t a prisoner. Nyx deserved to be able to go outside and enjoy the
sunshine. Yet, at the same time, the sudden appearance of a filly alicorn in Ponyville
would undoubtedly draw a disastrous amount of unwanted attention.

32



Thus, if Nyx did go outside, Twilight would be sure it was done with considerable
preparation. That had been her focus of the previous evening. She had made a plan. She
was going to pass off Nyx as a cousin who was going to stay with her indefinitely to
study, much like how she had started living at Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns
when she became the princess’s private pupil.

It might not have been the greatest of plans, but she hadn’t told her friends about Shining
Armor until she got his wedding invitation. Rarity admitted later that she thought
Twilight was an only child. Thus, it wasn’t unreasonable to think they’d believe Nyx was
a cousin she hadn’t ever mentioned before, especially if she was a distant cousin.

Twilight groaned a little and sat down at the kitchen table to eat her breakfast. It wasn’t a
plan she was overly confident in, but the plan just had to work for a little while. She just
needed more time to be sure whether or not Nyx was Nightmare Moon. Once she was
sure, she’d be able to act appropriately.

Yes, all she needed was more time. Thus, once she had filled her empty, grumbling
stomach, she would begin enacting her plan. Step one of said plan: she’d need to sneak
Nyx across Ponyville to Carousel Boutique.

It was time to call in Rarity’s favor.

It took some precise movements and careful hiding, but Twilight was able to lead Nyx
across Ponyville to Carousel Boutique without anypony getting a good glimpse of them.
They were going to get there right when Rarity usually opened the shop for the day,
hopefully ensuring there wouldn’t be any customers in the boutique.

The little bell above the door chimed when Twilight opened it with a relieved smile. She
quickly guided Nyx inside and then looked over her shoulder. When she was sure none
of the passersby on the street had taken notice of Nyx, Twilight herself slipped into the
shop and flipped the latch on the door. She didn’t want anypony stumbling in on them
by accident.

Twilight then trotted forward, glancing around the boutique’s front showroom as she
tried to see where Rarity was. At the same time, Nyx stayed close to Twilight. She had
been excited to finally go outside, but the size and number of ponies in the outside world
had driven her to cling to Twilight the entire trip over to the boutique. It was only now,
when they were once more alone, that Nyx dared to venture away from Twilight. She
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took a few anxious steps and turned her head slowly as she took in the shop’s beautiful
interior and looked at the elegant dresses that were on display.

“Rarity, are you home?” Twilight called out as she levitated her saddlebags off and set
them by the door.

“Yes, dear, just a moment!” Rarity called back as she came out from the boutique’s back
room with several spools of thread floating behind her. She had on her red glasses, a sign
that she was in the middle of sewing something together. “Twilight, darling, I've seen
neither hide nor hair of you in days. Where have you been hiding?”

Twilight chuckled a little under her breath and shrugged. “In the library, where else?”

“Where else indeed,” Rarity said before setting down the spools of thread she was
levitating. “You know, all those dusty old books can’t be good for your complexion. You
should come with Fluttershy and I on our weekly spa outing. You had such fun the last
time you joined us, and I was actually hoping the three of us could make it a regular
thing.”

“I'm sorry, Rarity. I really would like to, but sometimes I just can’t pull myself away from
abook.”

Rarity took her glasses off and set them on one of her dressmaking forms. “A fact I am
well aware of. Still, I guess hearing that you've been studying your little head off is a good
thing. It means you’ve recovered from your traumatic ponynapping as well as anypony
could hope.

“Now, just what brings you by the boutique?”

“Um,” Twilight began. She nervously scratched at one of her legs as her once pleasant
smile became anxious and forced. “I need some casual day-wear.”

“Now that is a request I don’t get too often,” Rarity commented. She walked to the side of
her room and began digging in a drawer. “Most ponies are just satisfied strolling about
without a thread of fabric on, but, personally, I feel some ponies would look just fabulous
with the right vest or day-dress.”

With a triumphant smile, Rarity pulled a pencil and a sketch pad from the drawer. She
then used a hoof to push the drawer shut before she turned and began walking back
towards Twilight. “Personally, I think you’re one of those ponies that doesn’t need casual
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wear. I, however, can’t say for certain until I have a chance to sketch out some designs.
So, Twilight, what were you looking for in particular?”

“Okay, so... here’s the thing,” Twilight said with a nervous laugh. “It really isn’t for me.”

Glancing up from the sketch she had already started, Rarity arched an eyebrow. “Well,
whom is it for then?”

Twilight stepped to one side, revealing Nyx, who had ducked behind her when Rarity
came into the room. “It’s for her.”

A small squeak escaped Nyx’s throat when she realized Rarity could see her. She then
hung her head and quickly stepped back behind Twilight in an effort to remain hidden.
After Twilight whispered some reassuring words, Nyx found the courage to step out into
plain view. Still, she kept her head lowered and avoided any direct eye contact with
Rarity.

“Rarity, I'd like you to meet Nyx,” Twilight said when she was sure Nyx wasn’t going to
try and hide behind her a second time. “Nyx, this is my good friend, Rarity. Say hello,

Nyx.

»

“Um... H-Hello, Miss Rarity,” Nyx mumbled very quietly.

It was a good thing Nyx was keeping her eyes turned down at the floor, for it kept her
from noticing that Rarity was staring dumbfounded. Her gaze was focused on Nyx’s eyes,
which she found all too similar to a pair of eyes she had gotten a very close look at
during the Summer Sun Celebration two years ago.

Before Nyx could notice her slack-jawed stare, Rarity regained some of her composure
and put on an uneasy smile. She then looked at Twilight and spoke through her clenched
teeth. “Well... of course. I... just need you to... come in back with me and... pick out a
fabric. Uh... Nyx, was it? Would you mind staying here? I just need to speak with
Twilight for a few moments in private.”

Nyx turned to look at Twilight as if she would never see her again. “T-Twilight?”

“It will be all right, Nyx,” she reassured. “Just go look at some of the dresses that Rarity
has made. We’ll be right back.”

Nyx slowly nodded before she turned and headed towards the mannequins. She
approached the one that was currently displaying the jumpsuit Fluttershy had worn
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when Rarity was trying to impress Photo Finish and began to look at her reflection in
some of the gemstones.

At the same time, while Nyx’s back was turned, Twilight felt herself become wrapped in
magic: Rarity’s magic. She then found herself being dragged unceremoniously into the
boutique’s back room by Rarity.

The moment the pair was in the back, Rarity quickly but quietly shut the door behind
them. She then flipped the latch on the door before locking her eyes on Twilight and
speaking with a stressed voice. “Who. Is. That?”

Twilight flattened her ears and lowered her head, bracing herself for the worst. “I take it
you noticed she looks kind of like—”

“Nightmare Moon!” Rarity loudly whispered, though her firm stance made it obvious she
would have rather been shouting. “Yes, I did notice! Now, would you care to explain?!”

“Well, do you want the long or short version?” Twilight asked, anxiously scratching at
her front right leg. “Or maybe the medium version? I suppose I could—"

“Twilight, just tell me!” Rarity pressed.

“Okay, short version. She might, and I mean might, be Nightmare Moon reborn. That
crazy cult that ponynapped me cast some weird spell, and while Princess Celestia kept
the spell from being completed, it still... well... I think it created her. I found her in the
Everfree Forest, alone and scared, and—"

Rarity visibly shook as she struggled to keep herself from shouting. “And you brought
her to Ponyville?!”

“Calm down before she hears you!” Twilight stressed, motioning with her hoof that
Rarity needed to keep quiet. “Look, she doesn’t remember anything that happened before
I found her, and she acts nothing like Nightmare Moon. She’s... just a sweet, nervous,
little filly. To be honest... 'm having trouble believing she could be Nightmare Moon at
all.”

Despite Twilight’s assurances, Rarity pointed an accusing hoof at Twilight while her
brow furrowed with concern. “And did it ever cross your mind what would happen if she
really was Nightmare Moon? That monster could have attacked you in your sleep!”

“Rarity, she isn’t a monster, I promise. She’s just—"
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“Twilight, I think your ponynapping has rattled your senses! You have to tell Princess
Celestia about this! If there is even a small chance that the filly out there is Nightmare
Moon, the princess needs to know before—”

“But I'm afraid that if the princess finds out, she’ll banish Nyx to the moon!” Twilight
said, struggling to keep her voice down as the argument grew more heated. “Look, you
saw how she acted when she first met you. She’s more scared of you than you are of her.
She really doesn’t know who Nightmare Moon is or anything that happened at the
Summer Sun Celebration two years ago.”

“And have you ever thought about what might happen if she did start to remember?”
“I've thought about it, yes... but—"

Rarity stomped a hoof. “Twilight, listen to yourself! If that filly was produced by a spell,
and that spell was supposed to bring back Nightmare Moon, then—"

“Rarity, please! You’re the only other pony I've told, and I need you to keep this a secret,”
Twilight pleaded, “If somepony finds out, then the princess will find out. Do you really
think a filly that young deserves to be banished to the moon, even if she was created by a
spell meant to bring back Nightmare Moon?

“Right now, all I want to do is to try and pass her off as my cousin, just until I can figure
out whether she is Nightmare Moon or just looks like her. But I can’t just keep her locked
in the library all the time. If ’'m going to pass her off as a normal unicorn, she needs to
be able to go outside, and for that she needs a disguise. Consider this the favor you owe

»

me.

Rarity pushed her lips together. “And you want to use your favor like this?”
“Yes,” Twilight replied firmly.

“Are you absolutely sure?”

“Yes.”

“Are you absolutely, positively—”

“Rarity, ’'m sure.”
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Rarity let out a sigh, rubbing her forehead with a hoof before nodding. “Very well,
Twilight. Your secret is safe with me, but that still leaves me wondering just why you’ve
brought her to my boutique.”

“I need you to make something, anything, Nyx can wear to hide her wings.”
“Her wings?” Rarity echoed, cocking an eyebrow.
“Didn’t you notice? Nyx is an alicorn.”

“Well of course I noticed,” Rarity said, a bit insulted. “I also understand why you’re
apprehensive about her going outside, but, Twilight, wings are so in style right now. All
the best boutiques in Canterlot are using pegasus models this season. Makes me wish I
could talk Fluttershy into stepping back onto the stage; that, or convince Rainbow Dash
to give fashion modeling a try. She could have such a beautiful mane if she would just
brush it out once in a while and—"

“Focus!” Twilight interrupted, bringing Rarity back to reality. “Even if wings are in style,
it’s a whole lot easier to hide a pair of wings than it is to hide a horn, wouldn’t you
agree?”

“True, wings are a more readily hidden feature, though, personally, I think I could have
tigured out a way to hide her horn. Still... I'll admit she does have that wonderful black
coat; it’s such a rare color that I don’t get to work with often enough. Her mane isn’t bad
either, a little ragged maybe, but with some brushing and a little care... Hmmmm...”

At that, Rarity shut her eyes and gently tapped her chin with her hoof as the gears in her
mind turned. A smile then sprang onto her lips, and, with inspiration-driven
enthusiasm, she opened the door to the back room. “liiiiddddddeeeaaaa~!" Rarity sang
out.

Rarity’s sudden return made Nyx jump a little, and she quickly tried to escape when she
saw Rarity coming towards her with horn aglow. It was, however, too late. Nyx found
herself being levitated into the air along with several spools of fabric. She was now at the
mercy of Rarity’s fashion sense.

“I'm almost done, just hold still for a few more seconds,” Rarity said an hour later. She
had gotten lost in her work and had been treating Nyx more like a mannequin than a
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filly. She had asked Nyx to stand still for almost the entire time and quickly hushed any
complaints. It had allowed her to work quickly and efficiently.

It was, however, becoming apparent that Nyx was nearing the end of her endurance,
growing both tired and bored of standing in the same place for so long. She kept shifting
her weight between her legs and making very quiet whines. Still, for the most part Nyx
had done as Rarity asked, and Twilight made a mental note to reward Nyx, if only to
encourage the good behavior.

And that good behavior had allowed Rarity to work her usual magic, creating the casual
wear Nyx needed. It was a simple purple vest, similar in design to the vests worn by
everypony in town during Winter Wrap Up. Rarity, however, modified the design in a
few places so that Nyx’s wings could hide comfortably beneath the fabric. Rarity also
worked to stylize the vest a little bit, putting some black here and there to blend with
Nyx’s natural coat color.

The final thing Rarity needed to work on was Nyx’s hair. She had tried a number of
different styles, from styling Nyx’s mane up like her own, to giving it more body like
Fluttershy’s. Nothing, however, seemed to please Rarity.

“Oh, what to do? What to do?” Rarity pondered, letting Nyx’s hair drop. “Most ponies
have their mane styled to leave a little something in the front, but I think for your facial
structure we need to pull your mane back. Yes, I definitely need to style it back, but it just
needs something...”

Rarity’s horn glowed, and she levitated a few ribbons and hairbands from a
nearby drawer. Her eyes moved over each one, tossing some away while others lingered
in the air, waiting to be judged by her meticulous eye. She even held some of the ribbons
up to Nyx’s hair, as if to test the color, but in the end they all got tossed aside.

That is until Rarity’s eyes lit up. “Of course! Aloe and Lotus!”

“Who and what now?” Twilight asked. She had been watching from what she considered
a safe distance for one of Rarity’s inspiration driven design sessions.

Rarity used her magic to bring a brush to Nyx’s mane and began brushing it back so
nearly every strand would lie straight behind Nyx’s head. “Aloe and Lotus, the ponies
who manage the spa. They style their manes back like this, and I think that’s just what we
need.” Rarity then levitated a headband close and settled it down on Nyx’s head just
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behind her horn. The headband was teal with some designs featuring darker greens on
the side.

“Perfect,” Rarity said, approving of her handiwork a few minutes later. “Oh yes, this
really is a mane that can pull this off, and the headband brings out the eyes.”

“Am I done now?” Nyx whined. She had attempted not to sound bored, but even the
well-behaved Nyx was at her wits’ end.

Rarity nodded, slipping out of designer mode and regaining some cautious coldness in
her voice as she remembered who she had been making the vest for. “Yes, you are done.
Here, why don’t you go take a look in the mirror?”

Nyx nodded and jumped down from the table she had been standing on while Rarity had
been working. It wasn’t hard to find a mirror; the front of Rarity’s shop was littered with
mirrors of varying sizes. Nyx moved to the nearest one, examining her reflection while
Twilight stepped over beside Rarity.

“It’s perfect,” Twilight beamed happily. “If I didn’t know better I'd say she was just a
normal unicorn.”

“Oh, Twilight, must you always think of function over form?” Rarity chided as she began
to put her supplies away. “Yes, it hides her wings, but the outfit looks fabulous, wouldn’t
you agree?”

“Yes, she looks great, Rarity, and now all she needs are her glasses.”

Rarity arched an eyebrow and glanced at Nyx, who was still looking at her reflection in
the mirror. “Are you sure she needs them, Twilight? Her eyesight seems fine, in my
opinion.”

“These aren’t correctional glasses. It took a lot of research, but I've finally found an
illusion spell that I can use to enchant the glasses to disguise Nyx’s eyes. It makes them
look... well... more common. After all,” Twilight lowered her voice to a whisper and
leaned in close to Rarity, “there are only a couple of things I know that have eyes like
that. Dragons, the changeling queen, and... well, Nightmare Moon.”

Rarity nodded. “It would make sense to hide them as well, wouldn’t it? It was because of
those eyes I recognized who she was. Still, at the very least I hope you selected some
fashionable frames.”

40



Twilight turned her head, and, using her magic, she opened a flap of her saddlebags,
which were resting by the front door. From inside the bags, Twilight extracted a pair of
glasses. She then quickly levitated the glasses across the room and presented them to
Rarity while saying, “Well, I thought they looked nice.”

“Twilight!” Rarity exclaimed before she shied away from the glasses, as if they were an
angry snake that was ready to bite. “Please tell me this is some kind of cruel joke!”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“Those glasses are in every way wrong,” Rarity stressed while she treated the glasses as if
their ugliness was infectious. “Those thick frames, and that black color! Oh, they utterly
clash with Nyx’s entire outfit!”

“But... she has a black coat. How can black frames clash with a black coat?”

“It’s about so much more than just the color, Twilight. I mean, look at these glasses!”
Rarity took the frames up in her own magic and levitated them in the air while she
pointed out their flaws. “They’re matte, with no shine whatsoever. Nyx’s coat, in
contrast, has just the slightest natural sheen. And don’t get me started on the thickness.

“No, these just won’t do,” Rarity snipped matter-of-factly.
“But_”

“No buts!” Rarity said. She then got behind Twilight and began pushing her towards the
boutique’s front door. “I will not have you ruin this fashionable attire with some random
frames you picked out just because you’d thought they’d be fine. As you surely
remember, Twilight, I've seen your definition of fine, and it was embodied in that...
interesting dress you were going to wear to the Gala before I made you your new dress.”

“But—” Twilight tried to defend, only to get cut off again.

“Now, I want you to gallop down to wherever you purchased these atrocities and get
them exchanged. Pick up something in... let’s say a midnight purple with a slight, and I
mean slight, gloss and make sure the frames are also at least half as thin as these... these...
things,” Rarity stressed before she set the offending glasses on Twilight’s forehead.

“But what about Nyx?”
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Rarity shoved Twilight out the door with a small burst of magic. “She will be fine here
with me until you come back with those new frames. Now, off with you.” At that the door
to the boutique abruptly shut, leaving Twilight bewildered outside while Rarity shook
her head in disbelief.

“Twilight, sometimes I think you’re actually trying to be unfashionable on purpose,”
Rarity huffed before she turned and trotted away from the door. It was then she caught
sight of Nyx, and forced a smile. “I do apologize for that outburst, Nyx, but I just
couldn’t let Twilight ruin the new outfit I made with those awful glasses. They would
have just been a travesty against fashion, a simple travesty.”

“Were the glasses really that bad?” Nyx asked.

“Oh yes,” Rarity said with a nod. “Between you and me, I wouldn’t make my worst
enemy, somepony I truly hated, wear those glasses. They are, in all honesty, the very
definition of a fashion don’t.”

At that Rarity turned and began busying herself with cleaning up the bits and pieces of
fabric left behind from making the vest. For a time, she went about her work happily,
humming a melody to herself as she reveled in the satisfaction of a job well done. Yet, as
Rarity cleaned she began to hear something: a quiet sniffling. Caught a bit off guard by
the sound, Rarity turned to look at its source.

The source was Nyx. She had plopped down in the middle of the shop floor and looked
like she was on the verge of sobbing.

It was an awkward moment, and Rarity tried to turn away and ignore Nyx. After all, she
wasn’t in any way convinced that Nyx wasn’t Nightmare Moon, and she still strongly
believed that Twilight needed to write a letter to the princess immediately. Even if Nyx
had been well-behaved, it didn’t dispel Rarity’s fears.

So Rarity continued to clean. She put away her spools of black and purple fabric, her
needles, and her thread. She did everything she could to just ignore Nyx. Yet, as Rarity
tried to keep herself busy, Nyx’s sniffling matured and graduated to soft sobs.

Finally, it became too much. Rarity turned and approached Nyx, unable to hide the hint
of annoyance in her voice as she asked, “What in the world is the matter?”

“T-Twilight doesn’t like me,” Nyx blubbered with a whine, struggling to not cry outright.
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Rarity cocked her head to one side, arched an eyebrow, and took a cautious step closer as
her annoyance was replaced with confusion. “Now just what makes you think that?”

“Y-you said that you wouldn’t m-make anypony wear those glasses, e-even some pony
you really hate... b-but Twilight wanted me to wear those glasses, s-so she must hate me
and... and...”

Rarity sighed and chuckled a little to herself in relief before she reached out with a hoof
and gently lifted Nyx’s chin. “No, Nyx, I promise Twilight doesn’t hate you.”

“But... you said—”

“Allow me to clarify,” Rarity began while she gently brushed away a few of Nyx’s tears. “I
wouldn’t make anypony wear those glasses, but I also have a better sense of fashion than
Twilight Sparkle. She just didn’t realize how ugly those glasses were; she’s always more
concerned with function at the expense of aesthetics. Honestly, if she needed to, she’d
probably wear those glasses herself, and I know Twilight doesn’t hate herself.”

“Are you sure?” Nyx asked.

“lI am absolutely positive,” Rarity said, her voice ringing with authority. “Twilight
Sparkle does not hate you in the least.”

“O... okay, Miss Rarity.”

> »

“Please, you may just call me ‘Rarity’,” she corrected. True, she appreciated the fact Nyx
had enough manners to address her like a lady, unlike those ruffians the Diamond Dogs.
However, she never quite liked it when young fillies and colts addressed her as “Miss
Rarity”. Coming from them, it made her sound older than she liked.

“Okay, Rarity,” Nyx said again, making the correction.

Rarity smiled, gave an approving nod, and began walking towards the boutique’s kitchen.
“Good. Now, I'm done cleaning, so why don’t we go and have ourselves a late morning
tea while we wait for Twilight? I also think I have some leftover pieces of cake from one
of Pinkie Pie’s many parties. I'd say you deserve to have a slice after behaving so well this
morning.”

Nyx perked up at the thought of getting a slice of cake and eagerly followed Rarity. The
pair reached the kitchen quickly, and, with an elegant flick of her horn, Rarity set several
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things in motion about the kitchen: a shining example of her skills as an efficient
levitation multitasker.

“Go ahead and sit there,” Rarity said, motioning to the small kitchen table as a table cloth
laid itself across the table and a tea kettle found its way to the stove. “The tea will be
ready in a jiffy.”

Nyx complied and watched patiently as Rarity worked. Within a few minutes, the water
had boiled, and the tea was ready. Rarity then cut two slices of cake and levitated it all
over to the table where Nyx was waiting. It was going to be a pleasant late morning tea,
but Rarity had another purpose for the impromptu sit down with Nyx. To say the least,
she was curious about the Nightmare Moon look-a-like and now had an opportunity to
satisfy her curiosity while Twilight was away.

“So, tell me a little about yourself, Nyx.”

Nyx looked up from the cake and tea that had been placed in front of her. “Well, I've
been staying with Twilight. She’s a really nice unicorn, and Spike is nice too. She also has
an owl named—"

“Nyx, you’re telling me about Twilight Sparkle, and I know Twilight,” Rarity interrupted
with a polite chuckle before she batted at her mane. “She is, after all, one of my closest
friends. That, and, if you recall, you and Twilight told me all about what you’ve been
doing the past three days while I was working on your vest.”

Rarity levitated her cup of tea, preparing to take a sip. “No, I want to know more about
you. Oh, and, if I were you, I'd drink your tea before it starts getting cold.”

Nyx nodded and looked down at the small cup she had been served. She first leaned in to
take a sip but cringed and froze up when Rarity began to speak.

“Oh, please tell me Twilight has at least taught you how to drink tea correctly,” Rarity
groaned.

“There’s... a proper way to drink tea?”

“But of course,” Rarity assured her, “especially when you have a unicorn horn. The only
proper way for a unicorn mare to have tea is to levitate the cup to her mouth and take a
very delicate sip, and, above all, a proper mare shouldn’t spill a drop or slurp.”
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As if to give an example, Rarity did just that. She expertly sipped from the cup of tea
without making a single noise before levitating it back down onto its coaster.

“You mean... like this?” Nyx replied, her own horn starting to glow. Yet, to both her and
Rarity’s surprise, Nyx’s cup shot up and smashed against the ceiling, causing several
small pieces to rain down on top of them.

Rarity’s mouth hung open slightly while she gaped at where the tea cup had shattered
against the ceiling. “My word...”

“Rarity, I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!” Nyx panicked before she put her hooves together on the
table and literally began to beg Rarity for her forgiveness. “Please don’t be mad, I-I-I
didn’t mean to do it! It was an accident! Please don’t be mad! I'm so sorry, please don’t
hate me! I... I...”

“Nyx, Nyx, please relax! It was just an accident,” Rarity said. She lit her horn again, and,
with the help of a few dish rags, she began to clean up the spilled tea and shattered tea
cup. “Though, if I were to venture a guess, that was your first time trying to levitate
something.”

Nyx replied with a nod.

“Well, I never liked that cup anyway, and no unicorn gets levitation right on the first try.
Most colts and fillies your age have trouble lifting things, whereas your trouble seems to
be that you have a natural ability for magic. You just put a little too much energy into it.

“Now,” Rarity continued as her magic cleaned up the last pieces of the mess and poured
Nyx a fresh cup of tea. “I want you to try again, but be very gentle this time.”

“But... what if I break another cup?”

“Then I'll just clean it up and we’ll try again until 'm out of cups,” Rarity answered,
though she would secretly keep some of her cups hidden away. She was willing to help a
filly learn, but she wouldn’t risk her best china being destroyed.

The vote of confidence, however, brought a smile to Nyx’s face, and she made another
attempt. This time, Nyx very gently levitated the cup of tea off the saucer. It wobbled
around in the air but stayed level enough that it didn’t spill. Nyx then began moving the
cup closer to her head, and she opened her mouth wide to give herself as large of target as
possible.
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In the end, Nyx was able to wrap her lips around the rim of the cup and take a small,
quiet sip. She then levitated the cup down with the intention of placing it back on the
saucer. She, however, released her magic a little too early. The cup clattered down onto
the waiting saucer, causing both Nyx and Rarity to wince. Yet, despite its rough landing,
the cup neither broke nor spilt.

“There you go, just like that,” Rarity said, though her happiness came mostly from the
fact that Nyx hadn’t smashed another tea cup. “Yes, you've taken a good first step
towards being a proper mare.”

Nyx looked up at Rarity with wide, eager eyes. “So, if I can learn to sip tea right, I'll be a
proper mare!?”

“Oh heavens no,” Rarity replied. She stepped away from the table and began to slowly
stroll across the room. “A proper mare has to be able to walk with the right posture, to
keep up pleasant conversation, oh... and any proper mare must—"

“Can you teach me something else, Rarity?” Nyx asked eagerly. “Please?”

Rarity glanced in Nyx’s direction, finding the request all too enticing. Yes, she was still
unsure about Nyx, but she had been presented with an opportunity to spread her
knowledge of proper manners and elegance. It was an offer too tempting to pass up.

“Well... I suppose we have time before Twilight gets back to go over a few things,” Rarity
mused with a smile before she walked back over to the table. “First, sit up straight; a
proper mare must never slouch at the table. Now, while maintaining your posture, I'll
demonstrate the proper way to eat cake.”

Twilight galloped, grumbling under her breath about the pony at the shop where she had
bought the frames. It had taken much longer than it should have to find the right frames,
and it was no fault of Twilight’s. The stallion who ran the store understood Rarity’s very
specific specifications, but what had taken him forever was finding those glasses. The
stallion had no organization skills, and they ended up looking through half the boxes he
had in storage for those specific frames.

Still, Twilight had the glasses in question and was happy to see she was getting close to
Carousel Boutique. She galloped in the door, looking around the front room for Rarity
and Nyx. A small surge of panic went through her when she saw the front room was
empty, but, before she started to get worked up, Twilight called out.
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“Rarity?”
“Oh! Twilight! You’re back,” Rarity called. “Come on into the kitchen.”

Following her friend’s voice, Twilight nosed open the door to the kitchen and was a bit
surprised at what she found. Rarity was balancing a stack of three books on her head
while Nyx had a single fairly thin book on hers. Nyx was watching the book, squirming a
little as she tried to keep it balanced. Rarity, on the other hoof, was strolling around as if
the three books she was carrying weren’t even there.

“What... are you two doing?” Twilight asked, her expression etched with confusion.

Rarity smiled, turned, and strolled towards Twilight while keeping the books on her head
perfectly balanced. “Why, I’'m just giving Nyx a few lessons in being a proper mare.”

“Yeah, she taught me how to sip tea, how to eat cake, and now she’s showing me how to
have proper posture,” Nyx chirped, all too excited by the prospect of learning.

“There’s a way to eat cake?” Twilight couldn’t help but ask with a raised eyebrow.

“But of course, Twilight. At least, there is a proper way to do it,” Rarity assured her. “Still,
I assume you have the new glasses?”

“Yep, I've got them right here,” Twilight said. She levitated the frames oft her forehead
and held them out to Rarity, who took them in her own magic. Rarity then began turning
them over several times. She scrutinized every detail, and, after a moment, she nodded
her head weakly.

“These are... better. Not ideal, mind you, but still better than the last pair. Have you
already enchanted them?”

“Yes, I did it on my way over here.”
Rarity turned to Nyx, and levitated the glasses into her hooves. “Well then, try them on.”

Nyx glanced down at the frames in her hooves and then worked to place them on her
nose. It took her a few tries to get them on correctly, but once they were in place the
enchantment Twilight had placed on the frames worked almost instantly. Nyx’s eyes
changed in appearance and looked like the eyes of any other pony. They had normal
round pupils, and while the irises of her eyes were still turquoise, the whites of her eyes
were now actually white.
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“Yes, those frames definitely suit her better than the first pair,” Rarity said with a smile

and a single, confident nod. “And the color goes just as well with her vest as I had
hoped.”

“Twilight, why do I have to wear a vest and glasses anyway?” Nyx asked, her curiosity
about the clothes reaching its limits.

Twilight bit her lip and rubbed the back of her neck anxiously as she tried to figure out
what to say. Thankfully, however, Rarity stepped in to assist by saying, “Well, Twilight’s
just trying to protect you.”

Nyx’s ears drooped and she shrank back a little. “Protect me? From what?”

“Why, from making other ponies jealous. Most ponies either have wings or a horn, if
they even have either at all, but you have both. Not only that, but you have such unique
eyes that you’d make other ponies jealous, and you wouldn’t want to make anypony
jealous, would you?”

Rarity finished by gently tapping Nyx on the nose, making her giggle a little before she
smiled up at Rarity and said, “No, I guess I don’t...”

“Well, you just keep those vest and glasses on then, and you won’t have to worry about it.
Now, why don’t you go and finish your cake? I want to talk with Twilight for a moment.”

Nyx nodded eagerly and quickly scampered back over to the kitchen table while Rarity
guided Twilight to the far corner of the room where they could talk quietly without being
overheard.

“So, I take it you two have been getting along,” Twilight commented in a hushed voice.

Rarity glanced over her shoulder. “I'll admit, Twilight, she’s... she’s very well behaved,
and I can see why you believe she only looks like Nightmare Moon.”

Twilight breathed a sigh of relief. “I'm glad to hear that.”

Rarity lifted a hoof. “Don’t misunderstand me, Twilight. I still think you should tell
Princess Celestia about this, but I can better appreciate your reasons for desiring secrecy.
I don’t think I’d be able to sleep at night if Celestia punished such a young, sweet filly if
she wasn’t in fact Nightmare Moon. Still, I noticed a couple things that you may want to
be aware of.”

48



“Like what?”

“Firstly, that little filly has a lot of magic.” Rarity warned. “As you can see, she’s already
able to levitate a tea cup with some proficiency. Well, the first cup she tried to lift flew
straight into the ceiling and shattered to bits, like she put too much effort into it.”

“Well, she is an alicorn,” Twilight pointed out. “Princess Celestia and Luna are able to
move the sun and moon. Magic is probably just something that comes naturally to her.”

“Secondly,” Rarity continued, not even registering Twilight’s interruption, “Be very, and
I do mean very, careful what you say around her. I've found out the hard way that Nyx is
a very sensitive pony. I accidentally said something in passing that made her think you
hated her, and she was absolutely heartbroken. In fact, I dare say she is actually worse
than our dear Fluttershy.”

“To be fair, Fluttershy has gotten more sociable recently. I’'m sure that Nyx will grow out
of it eventually... or at least I hope so.”

“Well, still be careful of what you say,” Rarity stressed. “It wouldn’t take much to hurt
her feelings.”

“Don’t worry, Rarity,” Twilight replied with a reassuring smile. “I may not know as much
about fashion as you do, but I do know that you have to be careful about what you say to
some ponies because it just may hurt their feelings.”

Rarity gave a small laugh. “One of your lessons on friendship, I would imagine. So, what
do you have planned for the rest of the afternoon?”

“I was actually planning to show Nyx around Ponyville and see how well her disguise
works. Take her to see the rest of our friends.”

“Very clever of you, Twilight. In case the disguise isn’t enough, you’d only be introducing
her to our friends, ponies who we can trust to keep a secret.”

Twilight gave an affirming nod. “Exactly, though... I think for right now I'd like to just
keep the truth between you and me.”

“It would be for the best, wouldn’t it?” Rarity agreed. “While Fluttershy and Pinkie Pie
may take well to Nyx, I can only imagine that convincing Applejack and Rainbow Dash
that she isn’t Nightmare Moon would be much more difficult. Those two are just so
stubborn when they get their minds set.”
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“That, and the fewer ponies that know the truth, the better; at least until I can figure out
if she really is Nightmare Moon or just happens to look like her,” Twilight explained.
“Still, you promise to keep this just between us?”

“Cross my heart, hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye,” Rarity quickly chanted, making
the appropriate body movements in tune with the Pinkie Pie promise.

“Thank you, Rarity, and thanks again for helping with Nyx’s disguise.”

“It was my pleasure, Twilight. It was nice being able to extend my creativity to a casual
wear vest,” Rarity replied before her tone once again turned serious. “Please promise me
one thing, though.”

“What’s that?”

“Keep an eye on Nyx, Twilight. I know you don’t think she’s Nightmare Moon, but I
would rather you err on the side of caution.”

Twilight nodded. “I'll be careful, Rarity, I promise.”

“Good,” Rarity said with an approving nod before she and Twilight began moving back
to the table. Nyx had finished the last of her cake, set her fork down like a proper mare,
and was just jumping down from her seat at the table as the two mares walked up.

“All right Nyx, we need to get going,” Twilight said. She began to guide Nyx from the
room, but she paused at the kitchen door to look back at Rarity. “And thanks again.”

“Yeah, thank you, Rarity,” Nyx added. “It was fun learning to be a proper mare.”
“Well, 'm glad you enjoyed it,” Rarity said with a smile.
“Do you think I could come back and learn some more?”

Rarity tensed, glancing anxiously at Twilight. It was a rare occasion when somepony was
actually interested in learning about proper manners, at least in the simple-natured
community of Ponyville. Rarity would walk down the street and see ponies slouching or
eating with such horrible manners, and, the few times she tried to correct ponies, her
efforts were usually met with annoyed glares. Even her own little sister, Sweetie Belle,
didn’t seem interested in learning proper etiquette. She was more worried about playing
with her friends, the Cutie Mark Crusaders.
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It was such a tempting request, an opportunity to spread proper manners in a world that
was often, in her opinion, lacking such things. That, and Rarity realized something else.
Having Nyx over would give her the opportunity to make sure she wasn’t Nightmare
Moon. While Twilight seemed at least somewhat certain, Rarity felt it wouldn’t hurt to
have another pair of eyes watching Nyx, just in case she started to show signs of being
evil.

“I suppose you could come back from time to time,” Rarity finally answered, “though, if
I’'m busy with a client, I expect you to either come back later or wait patiently. A proper
mare doesn’t interrupt somepony that’s working.”

Nyx nodded her head eagerly, more than willing to accept Rarity’s terms.

Twilight spent the next few hours showing Nyx to her other friends, and, just like her
friends were different, their responses to Nyx were vastly different. The only constant
was, thankfully, the one thing Twilight really needed to worry about. None of them had
so far been able to see through Nyx’s disguise.

Rainbow Dash was actually the very first to run into Twilight and Nyx... literally.
Twilight was no stranger to being a living crash site for her pegasus friend, and was no
worse for the wear after the pony-to-pony collision. Nyx, however, was bawling her eyes
out in panic, worried that the first pony to show her any kindness was seriously injured.

It was easy enough to get Nyx to calm down once Twilight was able to assure her that she
wasn’t hurt. Rainbow Dash, on the other hoof, wasn’t too impressed with Twilight’s
“cousin.” In her own words, Dash pointed out that Nyx was kind of a crybaby and that
she could stand a lot of toughening up. It was the kind of harsh honesty Dash was known
for, though Twilight didn’t appreciate it at the time. After those not so gentle words, Nyx
hid behind Twilight until Rainbow finally left.

The next pony Twilight introduced Nyx to was Applejack. Still reeling from her
encounter with Rainbow Dash, Nyx was frightened of Applejack and seeing her bucking
trees didn’t help. Nyx, however, warmed up to Applejack when she showed her some
good old fashioned hospitality, offering a smile and apple juice. Soon, Applejack was
answering Nyx’s almost endless stream of apple-and-farm-related questions, impressing
not only Nyx but Twilight with her extensive knowledge of her livelihood. If apple
farming was a field of magical or scientific study, Applejack would have a PhD.
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Nyx also got along with Fluttershy fairly well. Though, if Nyx couldn’t get along with the
bearer of the Element of Kindness, Twilight would’ve doubted that Nyx could ever get
along with anypony. Fluttershy also proved to be just the mare to help Nyx completely
forget about Rainbow Dash’s callous comments. Fluttershy introduced Nyx to as many of
her animal friends as she could and happily responded to Nyx’s questions about the
many cute and cuddly creatures.

That had all happened earlier that day, and now Twilight was leading Nyx through the
streets of Ponyville to their final destination. The disguise had to undergo one final test
before Twilight would feel confident that Nyx’s resemblance to Nightmare Moon would
remain hidden. One final opponent: an energetic pink earth pony that had a happy
outlook on life, but more importantly, a strange sixth sense.

The disguise would have to stand up against Pinkie Pie.

Twilight winced when she heard the little bell above Sugarcube Corner’s door ring,
announcing her and Nyx’s arrival. She knew she could make Pinkie Pie promise to keep
the truth a secret if she saw through the disguise, but that didn’t ease Twilight’s nerves. If
anypony was going to see through the disguise, it would be Pinkie Pie. Yet, if the disguise
could fool her, then it meant that any regular pony would be fooled.

“Hey, welcome to Sugarcube Corner, where everything is super tasty, super sugary, and
just super super. Oh, hey, Twilight!” Pinkie Pie said as she bounced out from the kitchen.
“Here for an afternoon snack?”

Twilight shook her head. “No, ’'m actually here to introduce you to my cousin. She’s
going to be staying here in Ponyville with me for a while, and—"

Twilight found herself quickly knocked out of the way as Pinkie Pie zipped up, bringing
her face within inches of Nyx. Nyx responded to this invasion of her personal space by
craning her neck back and taking a few nervous steps in the opposite direction of Pinkie
Pie.

“Yay! I love meeting new ponies! I'm Pinkie Pie. What’s your name?”

“I'm... 'm... I'm...” Nyx stammered as she stared into Pinkie Pie’s expectant, almost
manic blue eyes.

“Oh, I know!” Pinkie Pie chirped, bringing her head back and returning some of Nyx’s
personal space. “Let me guess! I'm great at guessing games. Um... Little Shadow? No...
how about Night Shade? Oh, I know! Black Snooty, Black Snooty!”
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Pinkie Pie froze up at this, as did Twilight. On the morning of the Summer Sun
Celebration two years ago, when Nightmare Moon first appeared, Pinkie had tried to
guess Nightmare Moon’s name. One of the names she guessed back then was Black
Snooty, and Twilight’s mind had already begun to whirl with worry. Was that a sign
Pinkie Pie saw the resemblance? Was she able to see through Nyx’s disguise?

“Oh, 'm sorry, that was mean of me,” Pinkie then finally apologized, ending the
uncomfortable silence that had fallen on the room. “I know your coat is black, but I don’t
know enough about you to call you snooty, and even if I did, I wouldn’t say it to you like
this. That would just make me a rude rudy rude pants.” Pinkie Pie tilted her head to one
side, staring at the ceiling as she scratched her head. “Why did I think that would be your
name?”

“Well,” Twilight interrupted, not wanting to give Pinkie Pie time to think, “In any case,
her name is Nyx.”

“Oh, that’s a cool name. Nyx... Nyx... Nyx... oh yea, that is a really cool name. So, Nyxie,
how long have you been in Ponyville?”

“Just a few days,” Twilight answered for Nyx, since Nyx was now hiding behind her.

“WHAT?!” Pinkie Pie shouted before she glared angrily at Twilight. “She’s been here for
that long and you didn’t tell me?!”

“W-well,” Twilight stuttered while forcing a smile, “I was just giving her a chance to
settle in. See, she’s very—"

“Twilight, nothing helps a pony settle in better than a welcome party,” Pinkie Pie
lectured, her tone dead serious, “and now I'm late! I'm going to have to make this party
extra, super-duper special to make up for it being so late! Oh, 'm going to need
streamers, balloons, and you know what else?”

“No,” Twilight replied, slightly afraid of what the answer would be.

“I'm going to need... a pifiata! That’s the only thing that can make up for the fact that 'm
this late with Nyx’s ‘Welcome to Ponyville’ party!” Pinkie Pie announced, as if the
strange unwritten laws of Pinkie Pie’s parties were common knowledge to anypony.
“Now, we’ll have the party at the library tonight, and I'll invite everypony! Oh, it’ll be so
much fun, but 'm going to need help if I'm going to pull it off. Oh, where’s Rainbow
Dash?”
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With that, Pinkie Pie was off, leaving a very scared and confused Nyx in her wake.
Twilight, however, was mostly relieved. Pinkie Pie was acting like Pinkie Pie, which
meant she hadn’t recognized Nyx. She did worry that Pinkie Pie might have
subconsciously noticed Nyx’s resemblance to Nightmare Moon, which could explain why
she brought up the name Black Snooty. Still, as long as that recognition stayed in Pinkie’s
subconscious, they would be fine.

With Pinkie Pie off to pull together a welcome party, Twilight turned her attention to
Nyx. She was still stunned, as some ponies were when they first met the very energetic
Pinkie Pie. She, however, was beginning to recover and had shored up just enough
courage to peak out from her hiding place behind Twilight.

“Twilight, i-is she always like that?”
“Only when she meets a new pony,” Twilight assured.

Nyx turned her attention to the door Pinkie Pie had bounced out of a few moments
earlier. “And... is she really going to throw me a party?”

“Yep. Pinkie Pie throws a party for every new pony who comes to Ponyville, even ponies
who may only be staying here for a few days. She just... really likes throwing parties and
making ponies smile.”

“That’s nice, but... please don’t be angry at me for saying this but... she’s kind of weird.”

Twilight laughed a little. “Yes, that’s Pinkie Pie. She’s on a different wavelength than any
other pony I know. But don’t worry; she’s one of the nicest ponies in Ponyville. Still, if
she’s going to throw you a party, I'm going to have to let you know what to expect. I
don’t want you to get overloaded like I did at my welcome party.”

“Pinkie Pie threw you a welcome party? What was that like?”

Twilight chuckled anxiously; the welcome party had been on the night just before
Nightmare Moon returned, which was treading dangerously close to information
Twilight didn’t want to share with Nyx. After all, the reason she hadn’t attended her own
welcome party was that she wanted time to look up more information about Nightmare
Moon.

Then again, Nyx did just ask what the party was like. Twilight didn’t have to mention
what happened during that Summer Sun Celebration or why she was so eager to get away
from everypony that day. It couldn’t hurt to just tell her about the party.
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“Well, it’s sort of like this,” Twilight began as the pair turned to leave Sugarcube Corner.
“I had just arrived in Ponyville with Spike, and he told me to try to talk to some of the
ponies in town. The first pony we ran into was Pinkie Pie, and...”
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School Days and Memories

Nyx clung to Twilight’s front leg as the pair looked at the building ahead of them. It was
painted in rich, welcoming reds and surrounded by a lush green yard. The building was
decorated with festive hearts; even the weather vane on the top of the bell tower featured
a heart, looking almost like a Cupid’s arrow. A playground was visible behind the
building, while in front there was a flagpole and a hedge sculpture of a pony wearing a
square, flat-topped hat with a tassel.

It was a welcoming sight to most young ponies in the community and a place of fond
memories to many of Ponyville’s residents. It was a place of learning, where ponies
studied for a bright future and made good friends. It was the Ponyville Elementary
School, where the mulberry earth pony, Cheerilee, granted the gift of knowledge to her
students.

It was a place that utterly terrified Nyx.

“Do I really have to go?” Nyx asked, trying her best to hide behind Twilight’s leg.
“Yes,” Twilight replied.

“For how long?” Nyx whined.

“You’re signed up for the morning class, so you’ll be done around lunchtime. I'll come
back to pick you up then.”

“But I didn’t have to go to school before. Why do I have to go now?”

“It’s important for you to get a good education,” Twilight replied, though it wasn’t the
whole truth. Yes, she felt it was important for Nyx to go to school, but it was also part of
her disguise. If she was going to school, it would be easier for ponies to believe that she
was just an average unicorn filly and Twilight’s cousin.

Nyx was also becoming just a little foo clingy at the library. She had a thirst for
knowledge that was almost unquenchable, and Twilight hadn’t been able to research the
cult’s spell. She found Nyx’s curiosity wonderful and wanted to encourage it, but she

needed to be able to work on her own studies as well... and maybe have a few hours to
herself.

“Can’t I just stay at the library with you?” Nyx pleaded.
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“The whole point of school is to learn new things,” Twilight replied. “You’ve been
learning everything you can from me and Rarity, and you’ve been having a lot of fun.
Now you’re just going to be learning from Cheerilee with other fillies and colts instead.”

“But I know you and your friends, and I don’t know Cheerilee. What if she’s mean?”

Twilight chuckled a little at Nyx’s fear. “Don’t worry, Cheerilee is very nice. Just pay
attention in class and remember to follow the rules. That means both Cheerilee’s rules
and my rules, which are?”

“I can’t take off my vest, I can’t take off my glasses, I can’t tell anypony about my wings
or that I’'m an alicorn, and I should try not to use my magic unless I'm writing something
down.”

“And try to make some friends,” Twilight added, rubbing a hoof against Nyx’s head.

With avyelp and a giggle, Nyx batted at Twilight’s hoof before she escaped from the
playful noogie. She then looked up at Twilight, curiosity glinting in her eyes. “Are friends
really that important?”

“Trust me, nothing is more important than having good friends,” Twilight said, taking a
step forward as the school bell began to ring. “Now, come on. If we keep standing here
you’re going to be late.”

“Good morning, class,” Cheerilee greeted in a singsong voice as she stood at the front of
the room.

“Good morning, Cheerilee,” the class echoed back, some honestly, others just to please
the teacher.

“Now, before we get started, I have a small announcement. We have a new student
joining us today. Her name is Nyx,” Cheerilee said, motioning to the filly standing next
to her, “and I expect you all to welcome her as you would any new student.”

“Yes, Cheerilee,” the class chimed back.

Cheerilee gave a pleased nod before turning to look at Nyx. “Good. Now, go ahead and
find a seat. You can take any open desk you like.”
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Nyx nodded gently as she looked out across the sixteen desks. The class was sitting to one
side of the room, leaving a column of empty desks, which had been added the previous
evening, on the left side. Nyx looked at each seat, trying to decide which of the desks to
claim as her own. Twilight had told her to sit as close to the front as possible.
However, Nyx didn’t feel brave enough to sit in the very front, at least not on the first
day.

Nyx eventually picked the desk second from the front, setting down her saddlebags
before taking her seat. Directly to her right was an earth pony with a grayish-magenta
coat and a mane that was a mixture of white and violet. Nyx couldn’t help but notice she
was wearing a tiara very similar to the one she had for a cutie mark.

It was only then that Nyx realized the pony she was staring at was staring back, and not
in a good way. The tiara-wearing pony wore an expression of annoyance, as if Nyx’s very
presence offended her. Nyx shrank away from the other filly, not sure what to do... but
then she remembered what Twilight had told her. She was supposed to try and make
friends.

Gathering what courage she could, Nyx gave a very sheepish smile and gently waved her
hoof, but the tiara-wearing pony just humphed and turned her head away, lifting her
nose a little.

Nyx slumped in her seat at the dismissal and rested her head on the desk. She glanced at
the other fillies and colts in class, but those who happened to be looking her way quickly
turned their heads back to the front when she glanced in their direction.

Frowning and turning her head towards the front, Nyx watched Cheerilee write on the
chalkboard as her mind came to a single, solid, and in her opinion, undeniable
conclusion.

School was not going to be fun at all.

School was amazing!

Nyx could only smile, horn shimmering as she took notes feverishly. Cheerilee had
started the day’s lesson with some history, teaching about Ponyville’s origins and
traditions, such as Winter Wrap Up and the Running of the Leaves.
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“Now, are there any questions before we go to recess?” Cheerilee asked, not expecting to
see a hoof in the air. Her students were always more interested in taking their recess than
they were in learning more. So, Cheerilee couldn’t help but smile when she saw a
particular black hoof in the air, one she had seen raised several times over the course of
the morning.

“Yes, Nyx, what’s your question?”
“How was Winter Wrap Up done before there were pegasus ponies in Ponyville?”

“That is a very good question, Nyx,” the teacher replied, pleased with her student’s
inquisitiveness. “While it is a tradition that magic isn’t used to clean up winter, few
ponies realize that back when the tradition started, there weren’t any pegasi around.”

“So how did they clean up the clouds and get the birds back?”

“Well, if you don’t mind getting to recess a little later than usual, I can tell you that
originally the earth ponies in town—"

And Cheerilee was off, going a little deeper into her lecture than she had intended. Nyx
was happy and was already jotting down fresh notes. Her note-taking, however, was
interrupted when something hit the side of her head. Looking down at the floor, she saw
it was a piece of paper, and, upon looking up, she saw a number of her classmates were
glaring at her coldly.

Under the unforgiving glares of her classmates, Nyx could only sink into her desk and
whimper a little. She didn’t know what she had done wrong. She had just asked a
question. She was just curious.

“Boy, am I glad to get outside,” Apple Bloom said about fifteen minutes later, when
Cheerilee had finished talking about how earth ponies cleared the clouds. “I was worried
we wouldn’t get recess ‘cause of that question the new filly asked.”

“But it was pretty cool hearing how earth ponies were able to clear the skies and bring
back the southern birds before there were pegasi in town,” Twist argued as she and Apple
Bloom walked down the outside steps of the schoolhouse, heading into the playground
area.

“Yeah, it was kind of cool, but I’d still rather have recess. So, what do you want to do?”

59



Twist pointed her hoof at the school’s small sports field, where several of their classmates
were starting to kick a ball around. “We could go play hoofball with Scootaloo and
Sweetie Belle.”

Apple Bloom scrunched her nose up for a few moments, but then shook her head. “Nah,
we played that all last week.”

“You want to take turns on the swing then?” Twist asked, pointing at the swing in
question.

“Now that sounds like a good idea,” Apple Bloom replied as the pair began to trot
towards the playground equipment. Twist arrived first and jumped onto the wooden
swing set.

Apple Bloom stood back to wait her turn. She watched Twist swing higher and higher,
her own smile growing as Twist reached impressive heights. It wasn’t the highest Apple
Bloom had seen somepony reach on the swing, but it was still respectable.

“Hey!” Twist called, just before she reached the top of one of her forward swings.
“What is it?” Apple Bloom shouted back.

“I think... Silver Spoon... and... Diamond... Tiara... are talking... to... the new... filly,”
Twist explained, saying a few bits of her sentence each time she swung by Apple Bloom.

Turning her head, Apple Bloom looked in the direction the swing was facing and saw
that the two school bullies had caught the new filly just as she was coming outside for
recess. The three of them were talking on the schoolhouse steps, and, by the looks of
things, it wasn’t a pleasant conversation.

“What do... you think... they're... talking... about?”

“Nothin’ good if I know those two,” Apple Bloom said before she took a step in that
direction. “Twist, you stay here a sec. I'll be right back.”

“O... kay!” Twist called out as she continued to swing, though she kept watch as her
friend crossed the playground and drew closer to where Diamond Tiara, Silver Spoon,
and the new filly were standing.
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“So, like, we don’t appreciate nerds like you making us almost miss recess.”

“That class is already soooo boring without you asking a bunch of questions. We get
enough of that from Twist, don’t we, Diamond Tiara?”

“Yes we do, Silver Spoon, but at least Twist is bearable. She also doesn’t have an ugly
coat, like yours.”

Nyx cringed and lowered her head as her ears flattened against her skull. She had been
the last to get out of the schoolhouse for recess, mostly because she had to stop and ask
Cheerilee what recess was. Cheerilee had been more than happy to answer, though Nyx
hadn’t been thrilled by the idea of having to go and play with the classmates she had just
made angry.

Her fears had then only been confirmed when the filly she sat next to in class and
another filly, one with a gray coat and a spoon cutie mark, caught her within a few
seconds of her stepping outside. “U... ugly?” was all she was able to stammer out under
the other fillies’” verbal assault.

“Yeah, ugly,” Diamond Tiara sneered. “It’s the absolute worst color. I would just die if I
had a black coat.”

Silver Spoon nodded her head in agreement, scrunching up her nose in disgust. “Me too!
Not only is black, like, so ugly, but it’s creepy too. Only things like spiders, bats, and ticks
are supposed to be black.”

“She probably actually likes bugs,” Diamond Tiara added. “Why, I bet she’s covered in
ticks this very moment.”

“Ewww!” Silver Spoon said while sticking out her tongue. She and Diamond Tiara then
began to smile devilishly as they chanted in unison. “Nyx has ticks, Nyx has ticks, Nyx
has ticks.”

“I... T do n-not... ” Nyx whimpered in an attempt to defend herself, but Diamond Tiara
and Silver Spoon’s onslaught of chanting continued. Tears started to flow from her eyes,
and the sight of her crying only fueled the sadistic mood of the two class bullies.

“Awww, look, she’s crying,” Diamond Tiara mocked with faked sympathy. “I didn’t
realize they let little foals come to school, or maybe that’s your lame special talent:
crying.”
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“What special talent? She doesn’t even have a cutie mark,” Silver Spoon noted, pointing
to Nyx’s blank flanks.

“Wow, I so didn’t notice that before!” laughed Diamond Tiara before looking back at
Nyx. “So not only are you a nerd, a creep, and a crybaby, but you’re also a blank flank!
You're, like, the biggest loser in the whole school!”

“More like the biggest loser in Ponyville,” Silver Spoon corrected, which only made Nyx
cry harder. However, before the two fillies could continue to taunt, tease, and torment
Nyx, Diamond Tiara was shoved from the side. The sudden push sent her off balance,
and both she and her namesake tiara fell into the dirt.

“Oh my gosh, Tiara!” Silver Spoon exclaimed as she looked to where Diamond Tiara had
been standing moments before. A furious looking Apple Bloom was now standing in
Diamond’s place, and she was glaring down at the two schoolyard bullies.

“Like, you're going to be in so much trouble now, Apple Bloom! Cheerilee says no
tighting in school,” Silver Spoon snapped at Apple Bloom as she helped Diamond
Tiara off of the ground. “I’'m going to tell Cheerilee!”

“Fine, go ahead!” Apple Bloom snapped back. She didn’t falter, even at the mention of
their teacher’s name. “If you do that, then I'll tell her that you were bein’ mean!”

“And you think she’ll believe you?” Diamond Tiara asked once she had gotten back up
on her hooves.

Apple Bloom nodded her head firmly. “Nyx is cryin’, and Twist is watchin’ the whole
thing from over there on the swing.”

“Is not!” Diamond Tiara protested. Apple Bloom, however, just smirked and pointed a
hoof behind her, where Twist, while still on the swings, was in fact watching what was
going on.

Silver Spoon grabbed Diamond Tiara’s tiara and did her best to wipe the dirt off the
treasured crown before giving it back to Diamond. “Come on. This is, like, not worth our
time getting in trouble for.”

“Hmph. Fine. You win this round, blank flank. Have fun with your new friend and all of
her ticks.” Diamond Tiara sneered before turning away. “Let’s get out of here, Silver
Spoon.”
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Silver Spoon stuck her tongue out at Apple Bloom as a final parting shot before she and
Diamond Tiara retreated. Apple Bloom watched the pair leave, and only when she was
sure they were out of ear-shot did she huff and scrape the ground with her hoof.
“Someday I’d like to buck some sense into those two, just like my big sister would. She
may have gotten in trouble at school, but ya can bet your mane she never got teased by
the likes of them.”

Apple Bloom finally lowered her guard. She blew a tuft of her mane out of her face and
turned to look at Nyx. “You okay?”

Nyx, who had watched the exchange between Apple Bloom, Diamond Tiara, and Silver
Spoon, nodded her head as she pulled herself up. She closed her eyes, carefully removed
her glasses, and used a hoof to rub away the tears on her cheeks. She did not open her
eyes again until her glasses were back where they belonged: perched squarely on her
nose.

“W-why are those two so mean?” sniffled Nyx.

“Personally, I think it’s their special talents, and that they should have bully cutie marks.
But I guess it’s kind of like havin’ a special talent for arguin’. There just isn’t a cutie mark
that really makes sense for bein’ a bully. I'm Apple Bloom, by the way,” the yellow filly
said before she stuck out a hoof.

Nyx looked at the hoof for a bit, cautious of the kindness she was being shown after
Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon’s cruelty. Still, she eventually managed a weak smile as
she reached out and gently shook it.

((I)m NYX-”

“Well howdy, Twilight! What brings you round these here parts?” Applejack greeted as
she caught up to Twilight Sparkle, who was walking down an earthen path in Ponyville.

“Oh, hey, Applejack. I'm just on my way to the schoolhouse,” Twilight replied.

“Well, that’s just where ’'m headin’,” Applejack said as she began to walk with Twilight.
“I'm pickin’ up Apple Bloom from school today. Need her help runnin’ some errands in
town. What about yerself?”

“I'm picking up Nyx.”
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“Nyx? That cousin of yours?” Applejack asked, surprised. “Since when did that little filly
start goin’ to school?”

“Today was her first day, actually.”

Applejack whistled before glancing in Twilight’s direction. “First day of school is never
easy, ‘specially when you just moved to a new place.”

“Yeah, I remember the first day I transferred from my old school to Celestia’s School for
Gifted Unicorns,” Twilight reminisced. “It was scary, but I really didn’t have to deal with
a lot of other students, being Princess Celestia’s private pupil and all. Still, doesn’t this
mean that Apple Bloom and Nyx are in class together?”

“Yep, right along with Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo. You think they've met?” Applejack
asked.

Twilight opened her mouth to reply, but, at that moment, the school came into view. Just
outside the schoolhouse’s front door, Twilight saw a pair of fillies running and laughing
merrily. It was a sight that made Twilight smile. “I'd say they’ve more than just met.”

“Applejack!” Apple Bloom called out when she caught sight of her older sister. Soon, she
and Nyx had scampered over to meet Twilight and Applejack, who were smiling down at
the pair of young ponies.

“Hey Apple Bloom, how was school today?” Applejack asked.

“It was really fun, and I've made a new friend,” Apple Bloom said with a smile before
motioning to Nyx with her hoof. “Applejack, this is Nyx. Nyx, this is my big sister
Applejack.”

Apple Bloom put on a big smile and looked back at Nyx. She expected to see a similar
expression but instead found only confusion. “Wait... your big sister is Applejack?”

“You already know my big sister?” Apple Bloom asked in return, reflecting Nyx’s
confusion.

“She should,” Applejack interrupted. “Twilight brought Nyxaround the orchards
yesterday.”

“Why would she do that?” Apple Bloom asked, cocking her head to one side.
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“Because Nyx is my cousin, and she’s staying with me at the library while she’s here in
Ponyville,” Twilight answered with her simple lie.

“Whoa, that’s cool!” Apple Bloom said excitedly. “Did you know Twilight once beat an
Ursa Minor all by herself?”

Nyx’s eyes went wide, and she looked up at Twilight with her mouth agape. “You did?”

> »

“Well... yes, but I wouldn’t really call what I did ‘beating it’,” Twilight clarified modestly.
“The Ursa Minor was just cranky from being woken up, so I gave it some milk and
rocked it to sleep.”

“But it was still really cool,” Apple Bloom assured Nyx.

“So, did anything else happen at school today?” Twilight asked, trying to steer the
conversation away from her victory over the Ursa Minor.

“Well... some of the other fillies in class were mean to me... and Cheerilee wanted me to
give you something,” Nyx said. With her horn glowing, she clicked open the latch on her
saddlebags and pulled out a note. Twilight quickly took the note into her own magic and
lifted it to her face so she could read it.

“What does it say? Did Nyx do something bad?” Apple Bloom asked, her only experience
with teacher’s notes being referrals for bad behavior.

“No, it’s just Cheerilee asking me to make sure Nyx knows about some subjects, since
she’s starting partway through the school year.”

Applejack leaned to one side and whistled while she read the note over Twilight’s
shoulder. “That ain’t just some subjects, Twi. That’s a lot of book learnin’ Nyx has to
catch up on.”

“Yes, but with my help, I'm sure we’ll get through it really quickly,” Twilight said
confidently as she rolled up the note and put it back into Nyx’s saddlebags. “We’ll, of
course, start right away. We could probably get through basic mathematics this
afternoon if we really hit it hard.”

“Awww,” Apple Bloom muttered in disappointment.

“What’s the matter, sugarcube?”

65



“I wanted to ask Nyx if she wanted to join the Cutie Mark Crusaders. 'm meeting
Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle this afternoon so we can try and find our cutie marks.
Nyx doesn’t have hers either, so I thought she might like to come along.”

“Well, how about you let Nyx go get some learnin’ done with Twilight, and then you and
your friends can go find her at the library later?” Applejack suggested before she glanced
over at Twilight. “That is, ‘course, if it’s okay with you, Twi.”

Twilight opened her mouth to answer, but, before she could, she saw Apple Bloom and
Nyx looking up at her. The pair of them were putting on the biggest, most pleading
puppy-dog eyes and smiles they could muster, and Twilight couldn’t help but giggle. She
nodded, causing a pair of cheers to erupt from the two young fillies.

Diamond Tiara groaned as she dropped her face into her open book. She glared coldly at
the letters on the page, even though she’d rather be focusing her glare on her newest
classmate. Nyx had just asked another question, right before recess, and now Cheerilee
was continuing to lecture past class time.

Thankfully, the answer to Nyx’s question was short, and the fillies and colts of the school
were soon free to run and play outside. Nyx rushed out with Apple Bloom and Twist, and
the three ran to meet Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo near some of the school’s playground
equipment.

Diamond Tiara, on the other hoof, lingered near the schoolhouse and watched Nyx as
she waited for Silver Spoon to get outside.

“Hey there, Diamond Tiara. How boring was that lesson?”

“Totally boring, and Nyx just couldn’t keep her mouth shut and had to ask another one
of her dumb questions. Like, I don’t know what’s wrong with her. It’s like she actually
likes school.”

“A total egghead,” Silver Spoon agreed.

“She’s been like this since she started class two weeks ago. I don’t know why she keeps
doing it. Like, everypony else has to hate her as much as we do. Her only friends are
those three blank flanks and that other nerd, Twist. Somepony needs to teach her a
lesson about being so... nerdy.”
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Silver Spoon then smiled when an idea popped into her head. “Hey, you want to put gum
on her chair?”

“No, that won’t do it. It might make her cry, but not much else. No, if we’re going to
prank her, it needs to be a prank that teaches her to not be so curious,” Diamond Tiara
said. She shifted her gaze away from Nyx, searching for some inspiration for the perfect
prank. She looked at her other classmates playing, at the playground equipment, and
then her gaze shifted to the forest in the distance. Diamond began to smile devilishly.

“Oh... that is too perfect.”
“What is?” Silver Spoon asked.

Diamond Tiara motioned for Silver Spoon to get close before she started whispering in
her friend’s ear. Still, as Diamond Tiara explained the idea, Silver Spoon’s smile
weakened. “I don’t know Diamond. It’s a good idea, but what if something happens to
her? We could get in trouble.”

“It’s a great idea,” Diamond corrected, “and it will teach Nyx a lesson. Besides, she’ll be in
there for like ten minutes before she turns around and runs away crying like a baby.”

Silver Spoon bit her lip for a moment, but then smiled and nodded. “Okay, let’s do it.”

“Bump! Bump! Sugar-lump, rump!” the pair said in unison, doing their strange, special
hoofshake before they laughed and strolled off to set their plan in motion.

KNOCK... KNOCK... KNOCK
“Coming!”

Twilight set down the book she had been holding and trotted towards the library door.
She had been organizing a few books while Nyx worked on some math problem as part
of Twilight’s efforts to catch her up with the rest of her class. Nyx was currently sticking
her tongue out and scratching her head as she tried to solve one particularly difficult
problem.

“Nyx?” Twilight called from the door.
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Nyx looked up from the math worksheet Twilight had made for her and called back.
“Yeah?”

“There are a couple of your friends from school here. Do you want to take a break and go
play with them?”

Nyx was at the door in a flash, expecting Apple Bloom, Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle,
or Twist... but her smile quickly withered when she saw it was Diamond Tiara and Silver
Spoon standing on the library’s doorstep.

“Hey, Nyx, we were just going to Sugarcube Corner to get a snack. You want to come
with?” Diamond Tiara offered with a big, friendly smile.

“I... I really shouldn’t,” Nyx said. “I've got a lot of studying to do.”

“Oh, nonsense,” Twilight said, using a leg to push Nyx out the door. She fetched Nyx’s
saddlebags and put a few bits into the right pouch. “Go have a break with your friends.
Oh, can you bring me back a sugar cookie too? Pinkie Pie was bragging about how the
sugar cookies she made this morning are her best ever, and I was hoping to try one.”

“But, but...” Nyx stammered, but, before she could say anything else, she was outside,
and the door to the library had been shut behind her. Nyx lowered her head and looked
at the two other fillies, afraid of what they would say to her. But rather than insult her,
Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon continued to smile.

“First, I just want to say, Silver Spoon and I are sorry for being so mean.”

Nyx raised her head and made no effort to hide the expression of confusion and surprise
that formed on her face. “You... you do?”

Diamond Tiara nodded and motioned with a hoof. The trio began to walk down the
street in the direction of Sugarcube Corner while they continued to talk. “Yeah, like, we
thought about what we did, and we’re so sorry we did it. It’s not easy being the new kid
in town, and it was wrong of us to be mean to you like that.”

“O-oh, um... that’s okay. I forgive you,” Nyx said with a weak smile as she walked
between Diamond and Silver Spoon. “You two did say a lot of mean things, though.”

“We know, and we feel really bad, but, like, we got to make sure the new ponies in town
are cool,” Silver Spoon said, as if judging a pony’s coolness was their job.
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“So all that was a test?”
“Yes,” assured Diamond Tiara, “and you passed. Congratulations.”

“But how is saying I have ticks a test?” Nyx asked, focusing her questioning gaze on
Diamond Tiara. There was a moment of pause from Diamond, who smiled weakly while
she glanced anxiously at Silver Spoon.

“Like, uh,” Silver Spoon interrupted, “we wanted to make sure you actually cared about
being covered in ticks. That way, we would know whether or not you cared about... being
clean.”

“Well, of course; what kind of pony would actually like being covered in ticks?” Nyx
asked.

“A pony that’s, like, a real weirdo,” Diamond Tiara answered, jumping back into the
conversation after Silver Spoon’s rescue, “and you’re obviously not a weirdo, because you
do care. Still, we are, like, sorry we made you cry. We just had to be sure you are a cool

pony.”
“And am I a cool pony?” Nyx asked anxiously.

Silver Spoon nodded. “Totally cool, and that’s why we wanted to be, like, friends with

»

you.

“R-really?!” Nyx asked with a grin. Twilight often spoke of the importance of friendship
over the two weeks since Nyx had started school, and Nyx was excited by the prospect of
extending her circle of friends.

“Oh yea. We can, like, be total BFFs,” Silver Spoon assured eagerly.
“What’s that?” Nyx asked as she continued to walk with the other two fillies.

“BFFs... Best Friends Forever,” Diamond Tiara explained. “Oh, and just so you know,
black is so totally cool.”

Nyx’s eyes lit up, and her smile widened. “It is?”

“Like, coolest color ever. It makes you unique, even if you don’t have a cutie mark yet,”
Silver Spoon assured.
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“Totally cool,” Diamond Tiara agreed.

“Well, thanks... I'm glad we can be friends,” Nyx said with a wide smile. Diamond Tiara
and Silver Spoon smiled as well, but they also winked at each other behind Nyx’s back
and began to snicker.

“What’s so funny?”

“Oh, nothing, just thinking of a joke Silver Spoon told me,” Diamond Tiara assured Nyx.
“Now, let’s go get those sweets.”

“Really?” Nyx asked in disbelief as she sat with Silver Spoon and Diamond Tiara just
outside Sugarcube Corner. Nyx levitated the food to her mouth, doing her best to
remember all the lessons on being a proper mare Rarity had taught her as she ate her
snack, since Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon seemed to be the kind of fillies that would
care about that sort of thing.

“Oh yes, the Everfree Forest really is amazing once you go deep enough inside,”
Diamond Tiara reassured Nyx. She and Silver Spoon had just spent the last half hour
convincing Nyx that once you got by the scary trees on the forest’s edge, it became a
beautiful place filled with all sorts of gentle animals, babbling brooks, and huge fields of
flowers.

To Nyx, it sounded like the best place ever.
“But... I've been in the Everfree Forest with Twilight, and I never saw anything like that.”

“You must not have gone deep enough,” Silver Spoon answered quickly, brushing off
Nyx’s comment.

“Still, you don’t know what you’re missing. It is, like, so beautiful,” Diamond Tiara said
before perking up with a smile. “Hey, we should all go together.”

“I...I don’t know,” Nyx said nervously. “I've been in there and it’s really scary... and
Twilight told me to never go back in there because of all the monsters.”

“Look, there’s nothing to be afraid of,” Silver Spoon insisted. “The path is, like,
enchanted or something. You stay on it, and the monsters will leave you alone.”
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“Oh, well... that’s good, but—” Nyx hesitantly rubbed her forelegs together and glanced
over her shoulder. “Twilight’s expecting me back at the library.”

“Oh, don’t worry. Silver Spoon and I will go tell her where we’re going.” Diamond
reached into her saddlebags, pulled out a map, and rolled it flat on the table. A red,
dotted line had been drawn on the map, leading deep into the Everfree Forest. “Just
follow this, and you’ll get to the really beautiful part of the woods. We'll be right behind

»

you.

Nyx eyed the pair for a second and then looked down at the map, biting her lower lip.
Still, when she looked up and saw the very gentle and excited looks on Diamond Tiara
and Silver Spoon, she couldn’t help but smile. Nyx picked up the map with her magic and
stuck it into her saddlebags. She took out some of the bits Twilight had given her.

“Well, okay, I'll see you there. But... could you take Twilight a sugar cookie when you go
to tell her where we’re going?”

“Of course,” Silver Spoon said, taking the bits and standing up from the table. “I'll go buy
the cookie right now.”

“Yea, we'll go tell Twilight. You just go on ahead, BFE.”

Nyx nodded, jumping down from the table and trotting off in the direction of the forest.
Diamond Tiara smiled, watched Nyx until she had rounded a corner, and then burst out
in laughter. Diamond Tiara laughed until Silver Spoon came back out of Sugarcube
Corner carrying two freshly purchased cookies.

“Oh... that was too easy.”

Sliver Spoon nodded, offering one of the cookies to Diamond Tiara. “Yea, and we, like,
got free cookies out of the deal.”

“This, Silver Spoon, was our best. Prank. Ever.”

“Totally,” Silver Spoon replied before the pair high-hoofed and began to enjoy their ill-
gotten sweets.

Twilight trotted through the streets of Ponyville as she anxiously looked around. She
hadn’t seen Nyx in two hours and was starting to worry. She hadn’t been able to find her
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or the two fillies that had come to play with her. For the moment, she was willing to
believe they had just gotten caught up in playing and lost track of time.

Trotting into the market, Twilight looked around but still saw no sign of Nyx. She did,
however, catch sight of Applejack. Applejack was tending her market stand while
keeping an eye on Apple Bloom, Scootaloo,and Sweetie Belle, who were trying to
balance on top of each other a few feet away. Twilight could only guess the trio were
making another attempt to get their cutie marks, but she didn’t have time to try and
figure out what they were doing.

“Hey, Applejack!”

“Hey there, sugarcube,” Applejack greeted as Twilight trotted up to her market cart.
“What can I do ya for? Want some Red Delicious, Gala, or maybe some Granny Smith
apples?”

“Applejack, you haven’t seen Nyx have you?”
Applejack cocked her head to the side. “Nyx? Why no, I haven’t. Is she missin’?”

“I... I don’t know!” Twilight fretted as she glanced about. “Two fillies from her class came
by to see if she could play. That was hours ago, and I'm starting to worry.”

Applejack chuckled, her eyes drifting over to Apple Bloom for a moment. “Oh, Twilight,
I’m sure you got nothin’ to worry yourself about. You know fillies that age. They’re
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probably just off playin’.
“I know, but... but it has been two hours.”

“What two fillies came to play with Nyx?” Apple Bloom asked. She and her friends
walked up to the mares, having overheard the conversation.

“I don’t know their names. One was gray with a spoon cutie mark and a braid in her
mane. The other had a tiara.”

“Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon?! Nyx went to play with them?!” Apple Bloom
exclaimed, her voice carrying undertones of concern.

“Yes... is that bad?” Twilight asked, her concerns increasing from the filly’s tone.
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“Twilight, those two are bullies! Don’t you remember how they made fun of me and
called me a blank flank at Diamond Tiara’s Cute-ceafiera?”

Her eyes grew wide, the memory of that day causing her to stagger. She did remember
those two fillies. They had been teasing Apple Bloom about not having a cutie mark. She
hadn’t recognized them without their party dresses on, and she hadn’t spoken or really
seen that much of them in a year at least.

“Girls,” Applejack began, getting the attention of the three fillies, “I reckon you three
better help Twilight find those two. Do you know where they like to hang out?”

“I know where Silver Spoon lives,” Sweetie Belle claimed. “Rarity does a lot of business
with her father, and sometimes when I go with her, I see Diamond Tiara and Silver
Spoon doing their homework at Silver Spoon’s house.”

Applejack nodded and began to lock up her apple cart. “Alright then. Sweetie Belle, you
show Twilight where Silver Spoon lives and see if they’re there. Apple Bloom, Scootaloo,
y’all can come with me and we’ll go see if they’re over at Filthy Rich’s store.”

Twilight and the three fillies nodded their heads, and soon the quintet of ponies had
raced off in hopes of finding Nyx safe and sound.

Nyx shakily took out the map Diamond Tiara had given her and checked it over before
looking up at the dark, foreboding path ahead. She didn’t know how far along the path
she was, but the line on the paper said she still had to keep going.

The line crossed a river, and Nyx could hear the babbling of a stream just ahead of her.
Still, after she rounded a corner, Nyx let out a small panicked yelp before she ducked
behind a tree. Just in front of her, a giant purple sea serpent was splashing around in the
water. The purple sea serpent, who oddly had well-styled orange hair, was in the process
of eating some rough gemstones he had gathered from the river bed.

Nyx wasn’t certain the serpent wouldn’t turn down his gemstones to eat a little pony, so
she decided to stay hidden and wait until he left.

Twilight and Sweetie Belle were unable to find anypony at Silver Spoon’s house, and
Applejack, Apple Bloom, and Scootaloo were just as unsuccessful. Diamond Tiara, Silver
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Spoon, and Nyx were simply nowhere to be found, and Twilight was officially starting to
panic.

The search quickly expanded. Applejack and Apple Bloom asked ponies around the
market if they had seen the trio of fillies. Sweetie Belle ran to get Rarity while Scootaloo
used her scooter to quickly race out of Ponyville to where Rainbow Dash was practicing
tricks. That left Twilight to continue to run around Ponyville, trying to find Nyx and the
two fillies she had last been seen with. She asked anypony she came across, growing more
frantic as more time passed. Where were they? Where was Nyx?

“Twilight!”

Looking skyward, Twilight saw Rainbow Dash circling above her. “I've found them! This
way!”

“I'm right behind you!” Twilight shouted to Rainbow Dash before calling on her magic.
With a flash and a pop, she used her teleportation spell to move to a nearby roof. She
kept teleporting between rooftops, following Rainbow Dash until they arrived at the edge
of a park. “Where are they?”

Rainbow Dash pointed with her hoof to a park bench, on which Diamond Tiara and
Silver Spoon were chatting and making fun of ponies walking by. Twilight was a little
disheartened because it didn’t look like Nyx was with them, but she kept herself focused
on the task at hoof. “Rainbow, find the others and have them meet in the town square,
just in case we have to find Nyx, while I see what these two know.”

“You got it, ” Rainbow Dash assured her before she sped off to gather all the others.

Twilight watched her friend leave before turning her eyes on the park bench. Sweetie
Belle had told her how mean the two school bullies could be while they were looking for
them at Silver Spoon’s house. She had also been told of how cruel the pair had been to
Nyx on her first day. She wanted to scream, but Twilight forced herself to smile gently.
As the old saying went, you catch more flies with honey than vinegar.

“Excuse me,” Twilight said sweetly to Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon as she
approached the bench. “You two wouldn’t happen to know—"

Diamond Tiara glanced over at Twilight Sparkle like she was regarding an ant before she
turned back to Silver Spoon and began to speak as if Twilight wasn’t there. “Oh look,
Silver Spoon, it’s the town librarian. What, trying to find ponies that have overdue
books?”
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“No, actually,” Twilight said sweetly, though she was struggling to maintain her kind
demeanor. “I was wondering if you two know where Nyx is. The last I saw her, she was
going with you two to Sugarcube Corner, and I haven’t seen her in a few hours.”

“Wait, she isn’t—" Silver Spoon tried to ask, only to yelp and promptly fall silent when
Diamond Tiara stepped on her hoof.

Diamond Tiara looked back at Twilight with a sympathetic grin. “Nyx? We don’t know
any Nyx, do we, Silver Spoon?”

Silver Spoon continued to rub her hoof, but shook her head. “N-no, it doesn’t ring a
bell.”

Twilight chuckled under her breath; it was the kind of chuckle somepony made when
they were doing their very best to keep their anger in check. “Now girls, we all know that
isn’t true. You came to the library earlier to play with Nyx, my cousin. You know, she has
a black coat and wears a vest.”

“Sounds like a real nerd to me,” Diamond Tiara commented, “and we never hang out
with ugly nerds, do we, Silver Spoon?”

Silver Spoon laughed weakly, withering under Twilight’s intense glare. “N-no, we don’t.”
“Now girls,” Twilight said through gritted teeth, “I know you—"

Diamond Tiara leapt down from the park bench and turned her nose up and away from
Twilight. “Come on, Silver Spoon, let’s get out of here before she tries to make us read a
book or something.”

“Uh, D-diamond?” Silver Spoon stammered as she pointed a hoof at Twilight. Diamond
Tiara turned her head back, confused as to why her friend was suddenly scared. Fear
quickly sprang up in her own chest when her eyes fell on Twilight.

While reports of such things are rare, some books have records of exceptionally
magically inclined unicorns performing something called a “rage-shift”. Twilight had
studied it closely, especially after going through her own rage-shift for the first time
when she was trying to understand Pinkie Pie’s sixth sense. The book she had read said
that the shift occurs when a unicorn’s anger feeds into their magic to cause a physical
change to the unicorn’s body.
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And, in that moment, Twilight had rage-shifted for the second time in her life. With her
mane and tail set ablaze by her magic, with her eyes a burning red, and with her coat a
bright, angry white, Twilight glared down at Diamond Tiara like she was a pony of the
apocalypse.

“Unless you want me to turn you two into cacti, you will tell me where Nyx is RIGHT
NOW!”

“She’s in the Everfree Forest!” Silver Spoon squeaked out in fear. “We... we told her that
the forest got really nice if you go deep enough and gave her a map. She left from
Sugarcube Corner, and that’s the last we saw of her!”

Twilight’s rage-shift ended. Her mane, tail, and coat returned to normal while her eyes
narrowed into pinpoints. Then, without another word to the fillies, Twilight spun on her
hooves and galloped back towards the center of Ponyville, where Rainbow Dash would
be gathering her friends. It would be dark soon, and the Everfree Forest only got more
dangerous in the dark.

Nyx trembled, just barely keeping herself moving without crying. The growing darkness
had made the forest very, very scary. She looked around the path anxiously, watching the
many long shadows that surrounded her and seeing things that may or may not have
been there. Still, Nyx counted it a small miracle that she could see at all. The moon was
three-quarters full, providing just enough light to see the path ahead.

Nyx had given up on trying to find the nice part of the forest. Now all she wanted to do
was get back to Ponyville, but she had lost her map. A rustling in the bushes had startled
her earlier, and when she ran, she had left the map behind. Now she was wandering
around aimlessly, hoping to recognize some landmark.

She tried to follow familiar paths, ones she thought she had traversed before, but she
hadn’t crossed the river again. It was the one landmark Nyx was desperately hoping to
see, even if the sea serpent had returned.

Following a bend in the path, Nyx came to a stop. Before her, shrouded in curling mist, a
creaky rope bridge hung over a deep expanse. It groaned as it shifted gently from side to
side, nudged by small breezes. Beyond the bridge, on the far side of the gorge, were the
ruins of an ancient castle that had been long forgotten and partially overtaken by the
Everfree Forest.

76



Nyx knew she hadn’t passed by a castle on her way into the forest, and yet... it was
strangely familiar. Curiosity starting to replace fear, Nyx carefully stepped out onto the
bridge. Thankfully, none of the wooden planks gave way under the weight of her small
body, and she was able to cross to the far side without incident.

As Nyx approached and looked up at the long-forgotten castle, something began to
bubble up in her mind. She tried to force whatever it was away, tried to clear her mind,
but the blurry images and voices persisted, playing out inside her head.

“Oh, my beloved subjects. It’s been so long since I've seen your precious little sun-loving
faces.”

“What did you do with our Princess?”
“Whoa there, Nelly!”
“Why, am I not royal enough for you? Don’t you know who I am?’

“Ooh! Ooh! More guessing games! Um... Hokey Smokes! How about Queen Meanie? No!
Black Snooty, Black Snooty!”

“Does my crown no longer count, now that I have been imprisoned for a thousand years?
Did you not recall the legend? Did you not see the signs?”

“I did, and I know who you are. You’re the Mare in the Moon. Nightmare Moon.”

“Well well well, somepony who remembers me. Then you also know why I'm here.”

»

“You’re here to... to...

“Remember this day, little ponies, for it was your last. From this moment forth, the night
will last forever! AH HAHAHAHAHAHAHAH!”

Nyx shook her head, finally managing to banish the blurred thoughts that had overtaken
her. She had recognized some of the voices; she had heard Twilight... but there was a
voice she shouldn’t have recognized, but did. The voice of the older mare, the one who
laughed at the end. It was a voice that Nyx felt she kind of remembered, but she couldn’t
think of who it belonged to.

Putting the strange occurrence out of her mind, she began to climb the steps to the castle.
She didn’t know why, but she had to see inside, no matter how scary the Everfree Forest
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was. It was as if the castle was calling out to her. She climbed steps, navigated old
hallways, and eventually entered the one remaining tower. There were no defining
features to the room, which had suffered under the passage of time, but Nyx recognized
that it was the palace’s throne room, and it felt... like she had been there before.

Nyx stepped into the center of the room, looking up at the broken glass windows at the
far end. She winced in pain, images bursting to the front of her mind. These were far
more aggressive than the images from before, and they were much clearer. They would
not be ignored, and they shoved all other thoughts out of Nyx’s mind as they demanded
attention.

She... she realized they were memories, that she could remember standing at the far end
of the room, looking down across it. In the memory, she was looking down at a small
purple unicorn: a unicorn she knew... Twilight.

“You little foal! Thinking you could defeat me? Now you will never see your princess, or
your sun! The night will last forever!”

Nyx could remember herself saying those words. She could remember thinking them,
but even worse... she could remember the feelings behind those thoughts. She wanted to
hurt Twilight, to punish Twilight for trying to thwart her. She was thinking about
banishing her, imprisoning her... even torturing her.

Nyx struggled against the memory. No, she wouldn’t want to hurt Twilight. Twilight was
the kindest pony she knew. It was Twilight who took care of her, who taught her, who
read her to sleep at night. It was Twilight that had found her in the forest. She didn’t
want to hurt Twilight!

Dark shadows shifted around the room: Dispelled magic that had lain dormant was now
being awakened by Nyx’s presence. Trails of indigo smoke began to creep towards Nyx,
and, as the magic seeped into her, the memory continued.

She saw Twilight with her friends, saw Twilight giving a long speech about elements...
and then there was a bright light. A light so bright that it hurt to look at it. She had to
shield herself from the light with her wing. And then... then there was a rainbow, but not
a nice, pretty rainbow.

No, the rainbow lunged at her like an angry snake. It encircled her, and it burned. It was
burning her away, tearing her away from something else. It was like a savage animal with
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razor-sharp claws. It tore her to ribbons, despite her cries. Then, the memory faded and
stopped, as if the rainbow had caused her to simply not exist anymore.

Nyx collapsed on the floor of the castle, panting heavily as the memory finally relented.
Despite the cool feel of the castle’s stone floor, she could still feel the burning pain of the
rainbow, how it had cut and torn at her.

Other thoughts began to bubble to the surface as more and more of the indigo smoke
drew in from the room and into Nyx. The thoughts were desires... hateful desires. Desires
to hurt ponies, to make them pay for ignoring her. Memories of being scorned and
ignored, memories of jealousy and anguish.

Among these thoughts, a few began to stand out and mingle with Nyx’s memories of her
friends and Twilight. They began to poison those memories, filling them with hatred. She
wanted to hurt Twilight. She wanted to make her suffer, to torture her.

These were thoughts that Nyx didn’t want to have. She clapped her hooves against the
sides of her head and shouted at the castle’s silence. “NO! I don’t want to hurt Twilight!
She takes care of me, teaches me things, lets me go to school! I don’t want to hurt her!”

Despite her cries, the thoughts relentlessly continued. She thought of how she would hurt
Twilight and how she would torture her. She’d snap off her horn, keep her locked in a
dungeon, and other horrible things that started to make Nyx physically ill.

“NO!” Nyx cried to the silence. “I don’t want to hurt Twilight! I don’t want to!”

The thoughts were reaching a boil. As Nyx tried to push them away, more rose in their
place. Thoughts of how she’d hurt Twilight’s friends, how she’d go after Twilight’s
family. She just kept thinking of all the ways she could break Twilight’s spirit.

“NO!'NO NO NO NO NO NOOOOY!”

With that final scream, something sparked to life inside Nyx and her eyes glowed white.
The creeping tendrils of indigo smoke suddenly shifted, swirling faster and faster as they
were sucked down into her like water in a whirlpool. At the same time, the dark desires
in her mind began to fade, ebbing away as more and more of the smoky tendrils were
absorbed.

Then, when the last traces of the cloud were gone, Nyx’s horn sparked and sent a crack of
lightning lancing up into the sky with a thunderous boom.
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Celestia bolted up in bed and turned her eyes to her window, through which she could
see Ponyville and the Everfree Forest. Her breathing was still, and her ears turned
forward in erect attention. Like a pony hearing an unexplained thump in her home at
night, for a moment, Celestia had felt something in Equestria that did not belong. She
stretched out her magic and senses, trying to find the presence she had detected, but it
was already gone. It had felt like... No, that was impossible. She could sense Luna in the
castle, in the main hall.

Yet, Celestia could not get over what she had felt. It was short lived, but she had sensed
her presence... a presence she hoped to never sense again.

In another part of Canterlot, a dark-blue unicorn with turquoise eyes was sitting in his
study when a crack of lightning from the Everfree Forest lit up the room. With the light
came a surge of magic, which drew the unicorn’s gaze from the book he was reading to a
window. He listened to the thunder that trailed, and, even after it had passed, he
continued to stare through his window at the distant Everfree Forest. He then shut the
book he had been reading, a rare tome on theoretical resurrection magic, and shouted
out into the silence of his home.

“Proper Etiquette!”

The door to the study opened within moments, and an all-white unicorn with a fabric
collar and tie stepped into the room. He adjusted the monocle that was over his right
eye and looked across the room with his own turquoise eyes. “You called, sir?”

“Have messages sent to Miss Gray Gale, Miss Night Wind, and Mr. Stonewall. I need to
speak with them, this evening if possible.”

“Of course, sir. I will have them summoned.”

Twilight cried out, tripping over her own hooves as she landed in a heap on the side of
the path. She and her friends had been racing through the Everfree Forest when a bolt of
lightning launched into the sky. Twilight had been in the lead, galloping as quickly as her
legs would carry her when she heard the thunder and tripped.
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Rarity and Fluttershy quickly galloped up to assist Twilight while the others were
transfixed skyward, where they had just seen the bolt of magic.

“Whoa! Did you see that!?” Rainbow Dash asked.

Applejack nodded and tilted her hat back, so she could have a better look at the sky.
“Sure did, sugarcube. Where do you reckon it came from?”

“Oh, the Everfree Forest!” Pinkie Pie chirped.

“Well, no duh, Pinkie Pie,” Rainbow Dash pointed out. “We’re kind of in the Everfree
Forest.”

“Of course, silly! That’s how I knew that lightning bolt came from here.”

Dash slapped a hoof to her forehead while Twilight struggled to her hooves with Rarity
and Fluttershy’s help.

“Twilight, dear, you okay?” Rarity asked.

“Yes, I'm fine... I just tripped,” Twilight assured, pushing her friend away as her horn
glowed. The group had stopped just momentarily at the library before heading into the
forest to get a compass and map. Pinkie Pie had volunteered to carry the map in her
curly mane, while the compass hung from Twilight’s neck by a thin piece of string.
Twilight drew both items out, levitating them in the air as she looked skyward.

“Okay,” Twilight began after taking a breath to calm herself, “where was that lightning
bolt again?”

“Right over there,” Pinkie Pie answered, pointing at the sky with her hooves.

Twilight quickly positioned herself by Pinkie Pie, holding up the compass as she turned
the map over in the air. “Okay... using the mountains as a reference, we’re about... here.
Now, if we’re here and the lighting bolt was there... and how long would you say it was
between the lightning flash and thunder?”

“A second, maybe two tops,” Rainbow Dash answered.

Twilight nodded and, making very rough calculations in her head, began to move her
hoof across the map. “All right, then the lighting came from—” Twilight fell silent,
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staring at the map. She double checked her rough measurements and guesses, but in the
pit of her stomach she knew she was right.

“I... I know where Nyx is!” Twilight said, dropping the map and compass in the mud. “I
need to get to her right now!”

“But, sugarcube, how do you—" Applejack began to ask, only to be cut off as a bright
light enveloped Twilight as she teleported away.

Twilight finished her teleportation spell and waited for the magic in the air to settle from
her arrival before she opened her eyes and looked around. She was in a room she had not
been in since the Summer Sun Celebration two years ago, the throne room in the
Ancient Castle of the Royal Pony Sisters. It was where she and her friends had defeated
Nightmare Moon, and the room was just as Twilight remembered it except for a single,
small detail.

Nyx was lying in the center of the room, and, for a moment, a wave of relief began to
wash over Twilight. That relief, however, receded like the tide from the shore and was
quickly replaced by a powerful, gripping fear that threatened to squeeze the very air from
her chest. Nyx’s normal mane and tail had been replaced with flowing masses of star-
dotted magic. Nyx was now truly Nightmare Moon’s doppelganger. All she lacked was
the armor, the eye shadow, and Nightmare Moon’s cutie mark.

This... this was Twilight’s fears made real. With that mane and tail, could she deny the
truth any longer? Could she honestly believe that the cultists” spell had not accomplished
its intended purpose? Nyx was young, but there was no denying that she was—

Crying.

Nyx’s wails filled Twilight’s ears, derailing her train of thought. She was bawling her eyes
out, and Twilight had to catch herself. She had already taken a few steps forward because
of her desire to comfort Nyx, to tell her everything was okay. Nyx was terrified, more so
than she had been the night Twilight found her.

Still, Twilight held herself back as her mind rebelled against itself. She couldn’t dismiss
Nyx’s resemblance to Nightmare Moon, especially now that Nyx had the mane and tail
the Mare in the Moon was infamous for. Yet, would Nightmare Moon be crying like
that? Would she be wailing so loudly?
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Unable to bear it anymore, Twilight inched towards Nyx. She approached the filly as she
would a slumbering Ursa Major, as if the sobbing form before her could turn around and
maul her to death at any second. Twilight pushed forward, and, when she was close
enough, she reached out at Nyx and nudged her with a hoof.

Nyx spun her head around at the touch, a frightened look in her eyes. That fear, however,
died almost immediately when she saw Twilight. She scrambled to her hooves and buried
her head in Twilight’s chest, bawling, “I'm sorry!”

“Shhhh... it’s okay. It’s okay,” Twilight reassured, cautiously wrapping her hooves around
Nyx’s trembling form.

“I'm sorry, I'm sorry! Please don’t hate me! Please! I don’t want to hurt you!” Nyx wailed
into Twilight’s chest, her voice muffled.

Twilight’s heart skipped a beat, but she fought the urge to pull away. “Hurt me? When
did you want to—"

“I... I don’t know!” Nyx sobbed miserably. “I-I came in here and then... and then I
remembered looking down on you. W-we were both here, and you looked so scared, and
I w-was happy to see you were scared... and-and I wanted to hurt you, b-because you
tried to stop me from doing s-something... but I d-don’t want to hurt you, Twilight!
Please... please don’t hate me! I don’t want to hurt you!”

Twilight felt a tension in her chest, a physical manifestation of her inner conflict. Nyx
wasn’t crying because she was scared of the castle or the forest. She was crying because
she felt she had done something horrible, and she was apologizing for it. Apologizing for
things that Nightmare Moon had done, had thought, had felt. It worried Twilight
because, if Nyx had Nightmare Moon’s memories, it was almost conclusive evidence that
the two were one and the same.

Yet, as Twilight looked at the filly crying into her neck, she was no longer able to see
Nightmare Moon, and it made her realize how close she had grown to Nyx. She had only
taken Nyx into her home originally to keep an eye on her, to make sure she knew where
the possible reincarnation of Nightmare Moon was at all times.

That was it; she was never supposed to bond with Nyx. She had intended to only be a
caretaker, an observer, but... things had changed so quickly. She needed a way to get Nyx
to sleep at night, so she started reading her bedtime stories. She saw Nyx struggling with
homework, so she sat down and helped her. Nyx came to her asking questions, and,

83



through their conversations, Twilight had grown to know Nyx as a filly. She was a filly
who loved the sun, had friends, and was curious about the world around her.

That familiarity had bred care. Twilight cared about Nyx. She wanted her to get a good
night’s sleep, to do well in school, and to ask questions. She wanted Nyx to be safe.

Twilight still wasn’t sure who Nyx was or how much—if anything—she shared with
Nightmare Moon beyond the physical similarities. She did, however, know one thing:
Nyx was crying in terror of her own memories, and Twilight couldn’t ignore Nyx’s wails.

“I know you don’t,” Twilight finally comforted, hooking a leg around Nyx and hugging
the filly as tightly as she could. “It’s okay, I know you don’t want to hurt me.”

Twilight’s words, however, were not enough to soothe Nyx. She continued to cry and beg
for forgiveness, and again and again Twilight said that it was okay. Twilight did not force
Nyx to stop, even after her mane and tail had returned to normal. Nyx needed to cry, to
get it all out. She had remembered something terrible, something she couldn’t
understand, and she just needed Twilight to be there, to assure her everything was okay.

To protect Nyx from her memories.
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Distant Storm Clouds

Twilight placed a hoof on the door as she used her magic to douse the lights in the room.
She had just finished tucking Nyx into bed, and the filly had fallen asleep as soon as
her head had hit the pillow. Twilight was sure that was for the best. It had been a long
day.

She looked in on Nyx for a few seconds longer before gently shutting the door. She then
descended the library’s staircase, climbing down to the ground floor where many ponies
with worried faces were waiting. Twilight greatly appreciated the fact that all of her
friends had stayed to make sure Nyx was all right, especially since Rarity and the Cutie
Mark Crusaders were the only ones who knew Nyx well enough to be so concerned.

“She’s okay, just tired. I put her to bed,” Twilight assured with a gentle smile. Her words
dissipated the tension in the room, letting everypony finally relax after what had been a
long and stressful day.

“Well, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I am exhausted,” Rarity noted. “I hope you
don’t mind, Twilight, but ’'m going to take Sweetie Belle home and get some sleep
myself.”

Twilight shook her head. “No, I don’t mind. I know you are all tired. You should all go
home and get some rest.”

“Would you, maybe, want some of us to stay?” Fluttershy kindly offered.

“No, I couldn’t ask you to do that. You all dropped everything to help me find Nyx. I
couldn’t make you stay now that she’s safe.”

Applejack laughed a little. “Well shoot, sugarcube, that’s what friends are for. You’d do
the same if Apple Bloom went missing.”

“Or Sweetie Belle,” Rarity added.
“Or Gummy!” Pinkie Pie chirped.

“I know,” Twilight said, “and I can’t thank you all enough. I was... I was really worried
about her.”
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“It wouldn’t be right if you weren’t concerned; she is your cousin after all,” Applejack
said before she started to head for the door. “Still, Twi’s right. We all should be in bed,
includin’ three certain fillies.”

“Awww, but we want to stay and make sure Nyx is okay,” Apple Bloom whined.

“No dice, Apple Bloom. You got school tomorrow. You can come and check on Nyx after
class.”

“The same goes for you, Sweetie Belle,” Rarity added before giving her little sister a small
nudge. “We need to get you home.”

“And I know your mother’s got to be worried too, Scootaloo,” Twilight remarked.

Scootaloo blinked before her eyes widened, a panicked frown forming on her face. “Oh
no! My parents are going to flip!”

“Hey, don’t worry, kid; I’'ve got you covered,” Rainbow Dash said before she gave
Scootaloo a noogie. “I know your mom. How about I fly you home and explain
everything?”

“Wow, you’d really do that?”

“Hey, you stayed here just to make sure Nyx got home safe. That’s a kind of loyalty I can
appreciate.” Rainbow landed on the ground and motioned for Scootaloo to get on her
back. “Now, get up here.”

Scootaloo grinned ear to ear, more than eager to accept Dash’s offer for a flight home.
With that, the mass of ponies filtered out of the room. Twilight said “good-nights” and
“thank-yous” as everypony left and shut the door after the last one had departed. She let
out an exhausted sigh and began to head for the stairs. An empty stomach tempted her
to go to the kitchen, but, in the end, she decided to wait and have a big breakfast in the
morning. Her first priority was sleep.

KNOCK... KNOCK... KNOCK...

Twilight turned and eyed her front door. She debated opening it. She really, really just
wanted to go to bed, but her courteous nature got the better of her. She turned and
walked towards the door before opening it magically.

“That’s her, daddy!”
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Twilight’s eyes hardened at the sight of Diamond Tiara standing on her doorstep, this
time accompanied by an older stallion and an older mare. The stallion was brown in
tone, with blue eyes similar to Diamond Tiara’s and a slicked back mane that may have
once been black but had lightened a few shades with his age. He was wearing a firm
frown, but it was nothing compared to the glare the older mare was shooting at Twilight.

The older mare had a sand colored coat, light purple eyes, and seemed to be struggling to
keep herself from assaulting Twilight verbally, or even physically. Her medium length,
two toned, white and light blue mane was styled in an up-do, though a few hairs had
fallen loose. Yet, the older mare paid no mind to her slowly coming-apart hairdo, instead
turning her attention to the stallion.

“Well, Rich, what are you waiting for?”

“Miss Sparkle?” the stallion began as he took a step forward and offered his hoof. “I know
we haven’t properly met, but I know you through our mutual friends over at Sweet Apple
Acres. I'm Mr. Rich, a business associate of theirs, though it should be said that I'm not
here on business.”

Twilight shook Filthy Rich’s hoof. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, but can this wait until
morning? I just got back from finding—"

“This most certainly can not wait! Why, you’re lucky—” the older mare began to rant,
only to be interrupted by Filthy Rich.

“Now, Affluent, please, I said I'd handle it.”

“You had better, Rich,” the older mare, Affluent, spat before returning her stare to
Twilight, who forced a smile before looking back to Filthy Rich.

“Would you care to tell me what all this is about?”

“Yes, I was just getting to that,” Filthy Rich said. “Miss Sparkle, did you threaten my
daughter earlier today?”

“She did, daddy!” Diamond Tiara shouted as if she was appalled he was asking Twilight
to confirm the story. “She said she was going to turn me and Silver Spoon into cacti!”

“Miss Sparkle?”

Twilight frowned a little, but then she sighed and nodded her head. “Yes, and 'm—"
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“I will not stand to have my foal threatened!” Affluent barked harshly. “Consider yourself
lucky we’re even giving you a chance to apologize because, if you weren’t one of the
ponies that stopped Discord last year, we would have gone straight to the authorities!”

Twilight furrowed her eyebrows and stepped directly in front of Affluent, returning her
hateful glare. “And has Diamond Tiara told you why I threatened her?”

“No, she didn’t, but I—7"
“Honey,” Filthy Rich interrupted, “we agreed we’d let Miss Sparkle explain herself.”

Affluent shut her mouth and puffed up her cheeks like she was a tea kettle trying to hold
in its steam. When she looked like she was about ready to burst into another enraged
rant, Affluent released the breath she had been holding through her nose and
nodded. “Yes dear.”

“I am sorry I threatened her,” Twilight said, “but your daughter sent my cousin Nyx into
the Everfree Forest alone, and then she refused to tell me what she had done. The only

reason I threatened her was to find out where Nyx was before something happened to
her.”

“Well, maybe you wouldn’t have had to threaten my daughter if you had told your cousin
how dangerous the Everfree Forest was,” Affluent said with a huff.

“Nyx does know how dangerous the Everfree Forest is,” Twilight snapped back, “but your
daughter convinced her that the forest wasn’t dangerous when you got far enough in,
and she gave her a map.”

Filthy Rich glanced at his daughter, who was also glaring at Twilight. “You wouldn’t
happen to still have this map, would you?”

“No,” Twilight said. “Nyx lost it when she was in the forest.”

“Well, I guess that explains it then,” Affluent said as her voice took on a haughty tone.
“Your cousin is lying to you. She was probably off getting into trouble, and, when you
found her in town, she told you some sob story about how she got lost in the Everfree
Forest. She lied to you, and now youre lying to us about why you threatened our
daughter. We should have you arrested for that lying mouth of yours alone.”

Twilight furrowed her eyebrows and took a step towards Affluent. “You want to hear the
truth? Here’s the truth. I found Nyx in the Everfree Forest, crying her eyes out, and she
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was sent in there by your daughter. Your daughter even gave her a map, and, from what
I’ve heard, she’s been a bully to the rest of her classmates as well. You're doing her no
favors protecting her from the consequences of her actions.

“And I know I can’t make you punish her for sending my cousin someplace where she
could have been hurt, or worse. But let me make this perfectly clear.” Twilight leaned
forward, her voice taking on a low, strong, threatening tone as she glared down Affluent.
“If Diamond Tiara does anything like this to Nyx again, being turned into a cactus will be
the least of her problems.”

“Why you little tramp!” Affluent snapped back. “Who do you think you are?! We're
upstanding members of the community! Whys, if it wasn’t for my husband’s family, there
wouldn’t even be a Ponyville! How dare you speak to us like this. I should teach you a
lesson in respect!”

Twilight bristled and shoved her face up against Affluent’s, so their foreheads and noses
were pushed together. “And I'm the unicorn that beat an Ursa Minor barehoofed, and
I’'m also Princess Celestia’s private pupil! So, if you really want to push your luck, I'd be
happy to take this outside. Otherwise, get out of my face and get out of my library!”

“Miss Sparkle!” Filthy Rich interrupted. He forced himself between the two mares and
looked down at Twilight with a firm, steadfast frown. “I can respect that you did what
you did earlier today under duress. I doubt I'd act much differently if I was in your
position. That, however, does not give you license to threaten my family.”

“Yeah,” Diamond Tiara added. She smiled triumphantly, caught up in the fact her father
was winning the argument. “You can’t threaten me because Nyx is stupid enough to go
into the forest, even if I gave her a—"

Diamond Tiara realized what she was about to say, and she quickly clapped a hoof over
her mouth. However, the damage had already been done. Mr. Rich glanced at his
daughter and said, “Young lady, you're grounded.”

“Rich, you can’t really ground her for—" Affluent tried to protest.

“We’ll discuss this when we get home,” Mr. Rich said firmly as he turned to leave. “Until
further notice, she is grounded. But, Miss Sparkle, don’t think this means you’re off the
hook. Princess Celestia’s pupil or not, I will be discussing this matter with the mayor in
the morning.”
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With that, Filthy Rich turned and walked away. Diamond Tiara and Affluent followed
soon after, but only after they had each thrown the dirtiest glare they could muster at
Twilight. Twilight, however, ensured she got the last word, or rather sound, in the
conversation. She stepped back and slammed the library door shut with a sharp, loud
bang.

“Whoa, Twilight,” Spike said from the back of the library. He had heard the
argument and had come to investigate what was going on. “I've never heard you pull
rank like that, using your position as Princess Celestia’s student to threaten somepony.”

“Yeah,” Twilight sighed, mentally kicking herself for what she had said in the
argument. “And the princess wouldn’t be happy if she found out I did. So, Spike, if we
could—”

“Hey, my lips are sealed,” Spike assured her. “Personally, I think you should have turned
one of them into a cactus just to prove a point. Still, aren’t you worried about what the
mayor will do? She might tell the princess.”

“We’ll cross that bridge if or when we come to it. I still can’t believe that little filly
actually sent Nyx into the Everfree Forest. I mean, what was she thinking?”

“Couldn’t tell you, I don’t make a habit of trying to understand bullies,” Spike replied
before he yawned and glanced at the clock. “Well, it’s late. I'm surprised
Owloysius hasn’t come in yet. He’s usual—”

“HOO.”

Spike jumped, spinning around to see that the horned owl in question was sitting on top
of a nearby book shelf. “Seriously, we need to tie a bell on you. You’'re like a ninja owl or
something.”

“Hoo,” the owl replied in his usual fashion.
“You.”

“Hoo.”

“You! I'm talking about you!”

“HOO.”
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“I'm... You know what? No. ’'m not getting into that,” Spike said, heading towards the
staircase. “I'm going to check on Peewee, and then I’'m going to bed. Night, Twilight.”

“Good night, Spike,” she replied as she watched him climb the steps. She then turned to
look at Owloysius, who tilted his head somewhat expectantly.

“Sorry, Owloysius, but I'm really tired; it’s been a long day. I hope you don’t mind if I
just go to bed too.”

“Hoo,” was all the owl replied before taking flight. He swooped around the room,
grabbed a book off a shelf, and dropped it on the reading table. The book fell open, and
within moments Owloysius had landed and begun reading. Twilight couldn’t help but
giggle, happy to see that the owl was able to keep himself busy at night, even when she
wasn’t up late studying.

Leaving Owloysius to his reading, Twilight climbed up to the library’s second floor. Spike
had already shut off the lamps and curled up in bed. The only light came from the moon
outside the window, and it illuminated the room just enough for Twilight to cross
without any trouble.

Next to Twilight’s bed was a smaller one, one she had purchased for Nyx. She had
expected to find Nyx curled up there, but, in the few minutes Twilight had been
downstairs, Nyx had crawled into the larger bed. Normally, Twilight would have
encouraged Nyx to sleep in her own bed, but, after the day they both had, she would
overlook it for one night.

Making sure not to wake Nyx, Twilight slipped herself slowly beneath the covers. She
levitated the blanket off Nyx’s bed and covered the sleeping filly with it so she wouldn’t
get cold in the night.

Despite being asleep, Nyx sensed Twilight’s presence. Almost like she was sleepwalking,
Nyx stirred, got to her hooves, and, with the blanket hanging off her body, she moved
over beside Twilight. She then lay back down so that her little head rested in the crook of
Twilight’s neck.

It brought a smile to Twilight’s face as she gently nuzzled the sleeping Nyx.

The smile, however, slowly died as Twilight watched Nyx sleep. Her gaze drifted to the
window, looking up at the distant moon. For a moment, she remembered how it used to
look. How it used to bear the dark silhouette of the Mare in the Moon. She had a lot to
think about, a lot to consider, but it would have to wait until morning. Her eyes were
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already drooping from the soft embrace of the bed, and soon Twilight drifted off into a
well-deserved sleep.

KNOCK... KNOCK... KNOCK

A trio of ponies stood on the doorstep of the manor, glancing over their shoulders to
ensure there were no guard patrols passing on the connecting street. The manor itself
was nestled in the company of other similarly grand homes. Every lawn was trimmed,
every shrub sculpted, and every flower was in bloom in the part of Canterlot where the
elite made their homes. Celebrities, politicians, and anypony else that was widely known
and very well paid could be found within those few blocks of the city, living the high life
in their stately homes.

The stallion of the trio was about to knock again when the locks clicked open. The door
swung open as a white unicorn with a perfectly trimmed and slicked back black mane
and a monocle poked his head out of the door. He looked over the two pegasi mares and
earth pony stallion before giving a small, snooty sniff. “Yes? May I help you?”

“Just open the stinking door, Etiquette!” the gray pegasus with a darker gray mane and
swirling tornado cutie mark snapped.

“Of course, Miss Gale.” The butler, Proper Etiquette, stepped back and opened the
manor’s door wider, allowing the trio of ponies to slip inside. The other pegasus was a
dark purple mare with a black mane and swirling wind lines for a cutie mark. The sole
earth pony was a dull clay-red stallion with a tall build. His blond mane was cut very
short and his cutie mark was a stone wall that looked like castle battlements.

“Sir Spell Nexus is in his study. I believe you know the way,” Proper Etiquette said as he
shut the manor’s front door.

Gray Gale fluttered her wings in irritation. “Yeah, yeah, we know the way, but Nexus
better have a good reason for calling us like this.”

“Indeed,” Night Wind, the purple pegasus, said in agreement. “We are, after all, trying to
lie low after that grand failure in the Everfree Forest. The town guard are much more
alert and are stopping ponies on the street if they run across them this late at night.”

“I do not know why Sir Spell Nexus called for you as he did,” Proper Etiquette remarked
as he began to walk away. “But I do believe you will find it difficult to get an answer
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unless you go and speak with him. Now, I must be off to the kitchen; Sir Spell Nexus does
not like to host company without refreshment.”

“Seriously, that pony takes his job way too seriously,” Gray Gale mumbled to herself as
the three made their way through the manor. After climbing a flight of stairs and passing
down a lavishly furnished hallway, they arrived at a door they all knew quite well. Since
they had been summoned, they didn’t bother to knock before they entered the manor’s
study.

It was a cozy little room with very large windows and a fireplace. One wall was lined with
bookshelves which were filled to capacity with books, some small knick-knacks, and the
occasional framed picture. The windows looked out over the elegant cityscape of
Canterlot, a view that the manor’s owner had been complimented on a number of times.

Finally, an oil painting rested above the fireplace. The regal portrait depicted a dark blue
unicorn with a light gray mane sitting behind a very elegant-looking desk while wearing
a gentle smile. Below the portrait, set into the picture’s polished wooden frame, was an
engraved plaque.

Spell Nexus
Headmaster of Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns
Mpystical Advisor to the Royal Court

The manor’s owner, Nexus himself, stood in front of the study’s fireplace, its flames
reflecting in his turquoise eyes. He did not turn to look at the three ponies who had
entered his study, instead motioning with a hoof to some chairs.

“Please, have a seat.”

“What’s this about, Nexus?” Gale asked as the three ponies sat down. “You never send
messengers for us in the middle of the night.”

“It is strange, ” Night Wind agreed. “You are the one who is always telling us to keep our
movements subtle and hidden, and this is far from being subtle or hidden.”

“And not all of us have cushy jobs like you do,” Stonewall grumbled. “The commander is
already suspicious of why I was late reporting in after what happened in Everfree. 'm
skating on thin ice with the Town Guard.”

“Yes, I apologize for the late hour, my sisters and brother, but there has been an...
interesting development.”
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“It better be interesting.” Gray Gale grumbled under her breath before she stifled a yawn.

Nexus turned away from the fireplace and began walking towards the three seated
ponies. “I assure you it is, for it would seem that our efforts on the night of the last full
moon were not wasted.”

“How were they ‘not wasted’?!” Gray Gale ranted, waving her hoof in a wide arch. “It was
a disaster! Nightmare Moon’s remains were blown to smithereens, and how many of our
brothers and sisters got arrested again?”

“Approximately three dozen,” Night Wind answered.
Gray Gale raised her hoof and slammed it on the ground. “Three dozen, Nexus!”

“It is true. Things did not go as planned.” A grin spread onto Nexus’s lips as his eyes
gleamed. “But it was all worth it, for Nightmare Moon lives.”

There was a dead silence in the room. Stonewall, Night Wind, and Gray Gale glanced
at each other, unable to believe what they had heard. Gray Gale broke the graveyard-like
silence by shaking her head and asking, “Wait... wait wait wait... Are you saying the spell
worked?”

“I did not dare to hope so,” Spell Nexus mused before giving his head a nod, “but yes, at
least in part.”

“And just how do you know that Nightmare Moon lives?” Night Wind asked skeptically.
“If that were true, wouldn’t she have overthrown Celestia by now?”

“Yes, if our queen was at full strength, Equestria would already be bathed in the glory of a
night eternal, and we would have received our just rewards as her loyal servants. Still, I
cannot deny what I sensed and saw. Early this evening, a brilliant bolt of magical lighting
shot up from the Everfree Forest, and, in that moment, I sensed her. I sensed our queen
in all her power and glory. It was like a firework bursting and fading in the night sky, but
it was there.”

Spell Nexus swept to one side, light on his hooves for a moment. “It was... so
magnificent, and it made something inside me shift for a moment. I felt positively giddy,
and it took all my willpower to keep myself from racing to the forest to find her.”
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“Well, it’s nice to hear that we weren’t wasting our time with that spell,” Stonewall
remarked, his very flat tone bringing Nexus back to the serious nature of the
conversation.

“Yes, and now we have purpose once again. Brother, sisters, we must find our queen. I
believe her form, like the spell we cast that night, is incomplete. She can be saved, can be
given the life she deserves, but we must find her. I believe she is in hiding either amongst
the trees of the Everfree Forest or in some area close to that, and we must find her before
she can become truly lost to us.”

“And just how are we supposed to do that?” Gray Gale asked cynically before she began
speaking in a forced, overly perky tone. “Hey boss, I wanted to take some more of my
vacation days. Why? Oh, I just want to take a leisurely stroll around one of the most
dangerous forests in Equestria while Ilook for a partially reincarnated Nightmare
Moon.”

Nexus rolled his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose with a hoof. “Please spare us your
sarcasm, Gray Gale.”

“She does make a point, Nexus,” Night Wind said smoothly. “How can we search the
Everfree Forest without drawing attention?”

“Not all of our brothers and sisters were arrested by the guard after Celestia’s
interruption,” Spell Nexus assured his cohorts before turning his attention back to Gray
Gale. “In the morning you will find I’ve contracted out your services as a pair of wings
for hire to deliver important letters to a number of individuals around Ponyville. Some of
these letters are simple letters from Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns, but a few of
those letters are notes to our brothers and sisters who call the town home. They, who are
closest to the forest, will be able to search for our queen.”

“Will I know who is who?” Gale asked.

Nexus shook his head. “No, their anonymity must be preserved; it is how we’ve been able
to function so long without detection. Only I truly know all those who stand with the
Children of Nightmare.”

“Which, as I've said before, is really creepy,” Gray Gale remarked, only to get elbowed in
the side by Night Wind.

“And what about us, Nexus?” Stonewall asked.
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Nexus stepped over to Stonewall and set a hoof on his shoulder. “You must continue
your duties with the Town Guard. The information you provide is invaluable to us
remaining undetected.” Nexus then turned and looked at Night Wind. “And you, sister,
will find yourself assigned to a new post in the morning.”

Night Wind arched an eyebrow. “And just where am I being stationed, Nexus?”

“I have little doubt that Celestia has sensed the same thing I did this evening, and I
believe this will drive her to step up the research team she has working on analyzing our
spell. You have now been reassigned to guard this team. Keep tabs on their progress,
impede it if you can, and, if Celestia speaks with the team, I want you to tell me
exactly what she says.”

A treacherous smirk spread onto Night Wind’s lips. “And here I thought you’d finally
given me a challenge, Nexus, but eavesdropping?”

“Do not take your role lightly, Night Wind, for, if the team makes a dooming discovery
about us or the spell, you are the only one who will be able to warn us of the coming
danger.”

Nexus then looked over his three conspirators and let a smile play upon his lips. “Celestia
was able to stop us once, but fate has given us another chance to see our queen rise. I will
not see it slip through our hooves. For the Night Eternal.”

“For Equestria’s True Queen,” the three other ponies chimed back in practiced harmony.

KNOCK... KNOCK... KNOCK...

“Just one moment,” a light-blue unicorn stallion called as he sat up in bed. Bastion
Yorsets glanced at the clock, grumbled at the late hour, and then pulled himself out of
bed. His eggshell-white mane and tail were a mess, but he continued to move towards his
front door all the same. He had no desire to try and make himself presentable for
anypony who would come knocking at such an hour.

Horn glowing, Bastion opened his front door, intending to chew out whoever thought to
disturb him so late at night. Yet, he froze up like a statue when he saw Princess Celestia
standing on his doorstep.

“Your... Y-your Highness!” Bastion stuttered out.
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“I do apologize for the late hour, Bastion, but may I come in?” Celestia asked sweetly, as
if Bastion had every right to turn her away.

“O-f course... Please, make yourself at home. I'll be with you in a moment,” Bastion said
before letting Celestia inside. Bastion Yorsets was a teacher at Celestia’s School for Gifted
Unicorns and was there when the young Twilight Sparkle revealed her immense aptitude
for magic. He was among the senior teaching staff and was the pony Celestia charged
with the responsibility of leading the team studying the cult ponies’ spell.

Once he had ensured Celestia was comfortable, Bastion disappeared back into his
bedroom. He reemerged a few minutes later in a far more presentable state. He had
quickly brushed out his mane and tail, and he had also slipped into his normal work
attire: a collared shirt, a light brown sweater vest, and a thin black tie to finish the
ensemble.

“I do apologize for making you wait, Your Highness,” Bastion said when he stepped back
into the living room.

Celestia glanced up from her seat on Bastion’s couch, which was just large enough to
support her larger stature. “Do not apologize, Bastion. I would not normally disturb you
at your home or at such a late hour, but I was curious as to how things were going in
deciphering the spell.”

“It is progressing, but slowly,” Bastion answered as he took a seat in a cushion chair.
“The unicorns were making use of several very old forms of magic of which there are few
records. The oil-soaked powders they were burning came from zebra magic. We also
found records of unicorns using arcane designs to direct the flow of magic, but there are
no actual books describing how such magical lines work.” Bastion sighed tiredly and ran
a hoof through his mane. “Things would undoubtedly be going better if we were able to
get some information from the cultists. Have your guards been able to get any of them to
talk?”

“No,” Celestia admitted with a shake of her head. “The cultists we’ve arrested are proving
to be very strong-willed. The interrogators have not been able to convince any of those
ponies to give up any new information.”

“Then I am sorry, Princess, but I fear my team is doing the best it can, considering we’re
dealing with lost knowledge.”
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“Well... ‘purposefully hidden’ may be a more accurate turn of phrase,” Celestia mused
aloud.

“Princess?” Bastion asked as he cocked an eyebrow.

“Bastion, I want you to move your team out of the castle’s main library and into the royal
archives tomorrow morning. I have already arranged for your team to have full access to
anything in there, including the Starswirl wing.”

Bastion’s eyes widened. “Princess, the archives guard the most precious literature in
Equestria. Tomes of ancient knowledge and stories that haven’t been viewed firsthoof in
centuries.”

“Yes, but that is the point. The tomes in that collection are the final copies of books and
knowledge that I wished to have preserved but not available to all of Equestria. There is
very powerful magic in some of those books: spells that, if attempted by ponies who do
not fully understand them, could have dire consequences. Some of those books, however,
describe the arcane magic the cult’s spell is based upon. They would undoubtedly help
your team understand the spell more quickly.”

Bastion nodded in understanding as the weight of this new privilege sank in. “We will
move to the archives first thing in the morning.”

“Good,” Celestia said. A tiny smile tried to form upon her lips, but the seriousness of the
situation forced it to wither like a water deprived plant. “There is one other thing,
Bastion.”

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“While I do not want to distract your team from figuring out the spell’s intended
purpose, I must ask that you also start investigating what the spell did.”

“What it did?” Bastion echoed in confusion.

Celestia gave a single nod before she rose from her seat. “Yes, for you see, the cult was
already casting the spell when I arrived with the guards. I was able to stop the spell,
interrupt it, but now I fear what it was able to accomplish before my arrival.”

Bastion stood up from his seat as well and began to follow Celestia as she moved to his
front door. “That is a very theoretical branch of magic, Princess. Incomplete spells have
been known to do a variety of things, and some never do the same thing twice.”
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“As I am well aware, but I have faith in you, Bastion. You are the greatest mind in the
field of theoretical magic at the school, after all.”

Bastion couldn’t help but blush and bow his head. “You flatter me, Princess.”

“I make no habit of flattery, Bastion; I only offer the compliments ponies deserve,”
Celestia corrected as she opened the front door with a flick of her magic. “Now, I'd best
depart. I wouldn’t want to impose any further.”

“You are never an imposition, Princess... though, none of this seems terribly pressing.
Might I ask why you felt this could not wait until morning?”

Celestia paused at the door, having already put one hoof outside, and looked over her
shoulder at Bastion. “I have simply realized that I have not been providing your team
with the materials it needs to analyze this spell quickly, and... I have also come to realize
this evening that swiftness in this matter is of the utmost importance.”
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Theatrical Trouble

It had been nearly a week since Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon’s prank had gone
wrong, and Nyx was back at school. It was recess, and, while the rest of her classmates
were out enjoying a large game of hoofball, Nyx was by herself. She was sitting on the
swing, moving, at most, two inches back and forth as she stared at the ground and tried
her best to keep herself from crying.

She didn’t want to be at school, and, the first morning after she had been brought back
from the Everfree Forest, she had just wanted to stay at the library. She wanted to stay
where it was safe and, maybe more importantly, away from Diamond Tiara and Silver
Spoon.

Yet, during the first few days after the forest incident, things were different at the library.
Twilight had been avoiding her. She was trying to hide it, had tried to tell Nyx that she
was just imagining things, but Nyx knew things were different. Twilight kept looking at
her with this weird expression, like she was looking through her and expecting to find
some monster. It was that strange look alone that made Nyx finally agree to go back to
school.

But school was no better. Over the few days she had been back, Diamond Tiara and
Silver Spoon had become unbearable. Diamond’s father, Filthy Rich, had grounded her
for what she did, and now she was doing everything in her power to get back at Nyx.
They had spread nasty rumors around the school, picked on Nyx openly, and even tried
to frame her for putting a tack on Cheerilee’s desk chair.

Thankfully, Cheerilee had seen through their ruse. Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon were
now missing recess, sitting at their desks as punishment for the tack. It gave Nyx her first
peaceful recess in days, though it did little to raise her spirits. She still felt horrible. She
had wanted to hurt Twilight sometime in the past! She didn’t know when or why, but the
fact remained, and she knew it was because of that fact that Twilight kept watching her
with that strange, almost-scared look in her eyes.

How could she have ever wanted to hurt Twilight? She was such a nice pony. It was
Twilight who had found her in the forest, had taken her in her home, and had been
taking care of her. It was Twilight who helped her catch up in school and read her
bedtime stories. How could she want to hurt somepony who was willing to do all that?

“Hey, Nyx, how are you doing?”
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Nyx jumped a little. She hadn’t noticed that somepony had come up beside her and
quickly looked up, fearing Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon had been released from their
no-recess punishment by Cheerilee. Yet, instead of the school bullies, Nyx saw the faces
of her classmates and friends. Apple Bloom and Twist were near the swing, with
Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle just behind them.

“I'm okay,” Nyx lied before she looked back down at the ground.
“You don’t sound okay,” Twist pointed out.

Scootaloo nodded her head. “Yeah, and you don’t look that good either. Are you sick?
Cause you look like you’re about to throw up.”

Nyx winced at those words, flattened her ears against her head, and turned away. At the
same time, Apple Bloom glared over her shoulder at Scootaloo and whispered, “You’re
not helpin’!”

“But I didn’t mean—" Scootaloo tried to protest, only to find Sweetie Belle pushing her
away.

“Come on, let’s just let Apple Bloom and Twist talk to her.”
“But I was just making a joke to make her laugh. I didn’t mean—"

Scootaloo’s voice faded as she was led away from the swing set by Sweetie Belle. That left
Apple Bloom and Twist standing beside Nyx, and both waited for Scootaloo to be well
out of earshot before they looked back to Nyx.

“You know she didn’t mean it like that, right?” Apple Bloom asked.
Nyx nodded her head but did not look up at her friends. “Yeah, I know.”

“So, why are you sad, Nyx?” Twist asked. “Is it because Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon
tried to get you in trouble?”

“No, it’s not that.”

“You know, my sister says a pony always feels better when they tell the truth, especially
when somethin’s botherin’ them,” Apple Bloom said before putting on a smile.
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“Well, I guess,” Nyx began before she sniffled and rubbed her hoof across her nose.
“But... can you two keep this a secret?”

“Of course,” Apple Bloom assured.

“And you promise not to tell anypony else?”

“Cross my heart, hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye,” Apple Bloom rattled off.
“What was that?” Twist asked, confused by Apple Bloom’s odd movements and rhymes.
“It’s a Pinkie Pie Promise.”

Twist arched an eyebrow. “There’s a promise named after Pinkie Pie?”

“Yep! It’s a promise between friends that you have to keep forever.”

“Forever?” Twist echoed.

“Fooorreeevvveeerrr!”

Nyx, Apple Bloom, and Twist jumped and turned to look towards the path that ran
alongside the school. Standing on the other side of the fence that surrounded the
playground was Pinkie Pie, glaring seriously at the three fillies. She was carrying a tray of
cupcakes on her back, and her saddlebags were loaded down with other assorted goodies.

“Uh, hey, Pinkie Pie,” Apple Bloom said, giving the earth pony a weak wave.

The serious expression on Pinkie Pie’s face quickly shifted back to its normal, cheerful
nature. “Hey, girls! I was just taking some sweets to a party. Well, I'd better get going.
You have fun.”

“Uh... Okay, see ya,” Apple Bloom replied. The three watched Pinkie Pie bounce down
the path, and, only when they were sure Pinkie Pie was out of earshot, did Twist say
something.

“That... was weird.”

“It’s Pinkie Pie being Pinkie Pie; that’s just how she is,” Apple Bloom assured Twist.
“Still, you have to keep a Pinkie Pie Promise, since breaking one makes you lose a
friend’s trust, and losing a friend’s trust is the fastest way to lose a friend forever.”
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“FOOOREEEEVVEEEEER!”

The three fillies jumped again and turned once more to see Pinkie Pie. She was standing
a long way down the path, almost out of sight of the school. At the moment she was
staring down the three fillies as if she was able to hear their conversation despite the
distance. Her hardened gaze drifted between each one like she was peering into their very
souls.

Yet, just as quickly as she had spoken out, Pinkie Pie returned to her normal perky
nature, turning and bouncing around a bend in the path as she continued on her task of
delivering food for a party.

“If it’s okay with you, Apple Bloom, I think I’ll just use a normal promise,” Twist said.
Apple Bloom nodded and instead focused her attention back on Nyx.
“So, what did you want to tell us?”

“W-well, when I was in the forest... I-I remembered things, and... and, in some of those
memories... | wanted to h-hurt Twilight.”

“Why would you want to hurt Twilight?” Twist asked.

“I don’t know!” Nyx half blubbered, half shouted at the ground as tears formed in the
corners of her eyes. “But I wanted to. I really wanted to... but I don’t know why. And I
don’t want to hurt Twilight because she’s so nice... but... but...”

“Whoa, easy, Nyx,” Apple Bloom said, seeing her friend start to hyperventilate. “Is that
why you’ve been so sad, because you thought you wanted to hurt Twilight?”

Nyx nodded, trying to dry her eyes. “I'm not even sure when it happened or why, but... I
remember wanting to hurt her. We were both standing in some old castle ruins, and I
was really tall, and when I spoke, my voice was all strange, but I remember wanting to
hurt her, and—”

“Are ya sure you weren’t just dreamin’?” Apple Bloom asked.

“D-dreaming?” Nyx echoed, looking up at Apple Bloom. She sniffled, rubbed her nose,
and adjusted her glasses, which had fallen down a little.
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“Yeah, dreamin’. I mean, Twilight said you were way out in the Everfree Forest. Maybe
you just got tired, passed out, and dreamed the whole thing up. You just didn’t know it
‘cause of how scared you were. I mean, you ain’t exactly taller than Twilight, are ya?”

“Well... no... but even if it was just a dream, I still feel bad about it.”
“Have you told Twilight about this?” Twist asked.

“Yes.”

“And did you apologize?”

Nyx sniffed and nodded. “Yes, I apologized, and she said it was all right.”

“Well then why are you worryin’ about it, you silly filly?” Apple Bloom asked, smiling
gently. “Like you said, you don’t really want to hurt Twilight, and it sounds like she’s

>

already forgiven you. As my big sister would say, ‘it’s all water under the bridge now.”
“What does a bridge have to do with any of this?” Twist asked.

“It’s an expression.”

Twist cocked her head to one side. “What does it mean?”

“Well... it kind of... look, I don’t know for sure, but I know it does mean somethin’ like
once you've apologized for doing somethin’ and somepony has forgiven you, then it’s
okay just to forget about it.”

“Oh, so since Twilight’s forgiven Nyx for thinking she ever wanted to hurt her, they can
both just forget about it and go back to being happy?”

“Exactly!” Apple Bloom said with a smile.

“But... I don’t think Twilight has forgotten about it. She keeps looking at me funny,
almost like she’s scared of me. And what if it wasn’t a dream? What if I wanted to hurt
Twilight for real? What if I want to hurt her again? I don’t want to hurt her!”

“Okay, we’re going in circles. Time for an Apple family remedy,” Apple Bloom said
before she stepped behind Nyx.

“Wait, what are you— WHOA!”
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Nyx went wide-eyed as she sailed forward. Apple Bloom had put all of her applebucking
practice to use by turning and bucking the swing. The buck sent Nyx rocketing skyward,
her purple mane flowing behind her as she clung tightly to the chains. The swing had
reached its peak and begun swooping back when Nyx finally realized what had
happened.

Apple Bloom stepped out of the way before Nyx swung back. She joined Twist, and,
together, the pair couldn’t help but laugh at Nyx’s panicked face. Apple Bloom lifted a
hoof to her mouth and shouted, “Come on, go higher!”

“Yeah! Higher!” Twist added in her nasally tone.

Nyx gulped. She was already swinging higher than she ever had before, but Twist and
Apple Bloom’s cheers filled her head. Taking a deep breath, Nyx began to throw her
weight into the swing, causing it to travel higher and higher. Eventually, she reached the
point where the swing began to hang loose at the top of its arc, a few moments of free fall
before the chains snapped taut again.

Nyx swung back and forth a number of times before her courage ran out, and she let the
swing slow down. When she did stop, she was smiling and laughing along with Apple
Bloom and Twist who quickly moved up beside her.

“See? The Apple family remedy works every time.”
“What’s the remedy? Swinging on a swing?” Nyx asked.

“No, havin’ fun. Nothin’ can get a pony feeling better like havin’ a little fun. Now
scooch over. It’s my turn,” Apple Bloom said.

Nyx gladly relinquished the swing, and, once Apple Bloom was seated, she used her
magic to give it a push. Soon, Apple Bloom was swinging high while Twist and Nyx
cheered her on. Apple Bloom’s laughter filled the air and drew Sweetie Belle and
Scootaloo back over. The quintet of fillies would spend the rest of recess taking turns on
the swing, challenging one another to go higher than they ever had before.

Twilight smiled as she looked at the calendar on the wall, striking off another day. Time
had flown, as it often did, and it had been about a month and a half since Nyx’s arrival.

105



And, all things considered, Twilight was happy with how Nyx was doing. Nyx was caught
up in school, so now she could spend afternoons outside playing with friends instead of
stuck in extra lessons. There were, however, still days where Nyx chose to come back to
the library, wanting Twilight to teach her more about something she had learned in
school. Sometimes her curiosity was simply insatiable.

School itself had been going better as well. After Twilight’s confrontation with Diamond
Tiara’s parents and a few other altercations between the fillies at school, Diamond Tiara
and Silver Spoon started going to Cheerilee’s afternoon class, which in turn let two other
students move to the morning class. Nyx hadn’t really had a chance to meet or talk to
Dinky Doo or Pipsqueak, but Twilight was just happy with the fact that Nyx didn’t have
to deal with Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon on a daily basis anymore.

Moving away from the calendar, Twilight began to shuffle and clean up the library. Spike
was over at Rarity’s place helping her with a dress, Owloysius was asleep, and Nyx was at
school. All in all, it gave Twilight a quiet morning to clean up the mess caused by her
usual study practices.

After popping a small treat to Peewee, whose nest was on the windowsill at the moment,
Twilight went about stacking books on the shelves. As she did, she glanced at the titles.
After living in the library for over two years, she had read most of the collection. There
were, of course, some books she hadn’t cracked open. Some books had been skipped by
choice, and she was sure there were a few that had slipped under her radar.

All the books Twilight put away were ones she had read, but she couldn’t stop herself
from lingering on the last book. It was brown with golden clasps on the corners and a
gold unicorn on the cover. It was a book of folklore, old stories from Equestria’s past, and
it was the book that contained the legend of Nightmare Moon and the prophecy of her
return.

Without even thinking about it, Twilight opened the book and quickly turned to the
folktale in question. Her eyes glanced over the beautiful illustrations before moving to
the first lines of the story.

Once upon a time, in the magical land of Equestria, there were two regal sisters who ruled
together and created harmony for all the land. To do this, the eldest—

“I'm home!”
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Twilight smiled and set the book down on the reading table as Nyx came scampering
into the library and up to her.

“Hey there, Nyx. How was school today?”
“Great!” Nyx chirped. “Cheerilee told us that we’re going to be putting on a play.”
“Really?”

“Yep! She says that every spring the school puts on a play for the Ponyville Spring
Festival. It’s this really cool thing where a bunch of musicians, artists, and entertainers
come to Ponyville and everypony has a lot of fun.”

“That’s right, the Spring Festival is coming up soon, isn’t it?” Twilight lifted a hoof to her
chin and smiled as she recalled a book she had read on the subject. “If I remember
correctly, it was started by a traveling group of musicians that came to Ponyville every
year around this time as they toured Equestria. Eventually, other musicians started
showing up at the same time, and, after a few years, it grew into the festival it is today.”

“Yeah, that’s what Cheerilee told us,” Nyx confirmed as she took off her saddlebags.
“Cheerilee also said that we can pick what the play will be about and that we’ll all have
something to do.”

“Well, doesn’t that sound fun? Do you have any ideas?”

“I... was kind of hoping I'd find a good story in one of the library books,” Nyx sheepishly
admitted.

Twilight smiled and gave an approving nod. “That’s a great idea. Books have some of the
best stories, but remember that it’s meant to be a school play. Try to pick a story that’s
short and everypony in your class will like.”

“Okay,” Nyx agreed. She was going to ask for Twilight’s help in picking out a story, but,
before she could, Applejack burst in through the library door.

“Twi, there you are! I need your help with somethin’ fierce!”
“What’s wrong, Applejack?”

“Some nasty plant showed up in Sweet Apple Acres! It’s a vine and it’s startin’ to grow up
around some of the trees. You got any books in here that can tell us what it is?”
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Twilight nodded and, with her magic, grabbed a number of phytopathology books from
the shelves. She stuffed the tomes into her saddlebags and settled the bags onto her back
before she looked over her shoulder at Nyx.

“I've got to go help Applejack. Will you be okay by yourself for a little while?”
“Sure, I'll just try and find a story for my school play.”

Twilight nodded while she tightened the straps on her bags. “Good. Now, I'll be back
soon, but if you need help, Spike is at Rarity’s and Owloysius is asleep upstairs.”

“Okay, Twilight.”

“Thanks again, Twi,” Applejack said as she and Twilight galloped out the door. “I don’t
know what that nasty plant is, but I know it ain’t good for my apple trees.”

Twilight pulled the library door shut as she and Applejack left, leaving Nyx to her
studies. Nyx looked about the room for a few minutes, mindlessly skimming the books
on the shelves for something that looked like a storybook until she took notice of one
book that was left sitting out.

Nyx approached the book and was soon drawn in by its beautiful illustrations. She
flipped through the pages, reading the titles of the stories. Some of them Twilight had
told her as bedtime stories, but others she hadn’t heard before. One in particular caught
her attention, and she eagerly began to read.

Once upon a time, in the magical land of Equestria, there were two regal sisters who ruled
together and created harmony for all the land. To do this, the eldest...

“So, do you know what the play is supposed to be about?” Twilight asked as she and
Rarity walked in the direction of the Ponyville Elementary School. The pair of unicorns
had volunteered to help the students prepare the show, though all the actual work was
going to be done by the fillies and colts. It was a chance for the students to find their
cutie marks, after all. The two mares were going to be there to not only help with things
the students could not manage, but also to help Cheerilee keep all the energetic students
on task.

“I've asked Sweetie Belle, but she’s refused to tell me. She says we’ll find out today,”
Rarity answered Twilight. “She seems particularly excited, though.”
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“Is she going to be acting in the play or is she helping some other way?”

“My sister wanted to help with the costumes. But, well, I may have mentioned in passing
to Cheerilee that Sweetie Belle was the one that made the costumes for the Crusaders’
appearance in that one talent show. After that, Cheerilee encouraged Sweetie Belle to take
on one of the acting parts, a part with singing.”

“Oh, that’s good. Sweetie Belle has such an amazing voice. It will be nice to hear her
sing.”

“Yes, it will. Personally, I'd bet that singing is her special talent, but we can’t be sure until
that little cutie mark of hers appears, can we?”

Twilight shook her head as the pair began to get close to the schoolhouse. While the
school and its playground were set up on one side of the path, the school’s outdoor stage,
the one and only permanent stage in Ponyville, was set up on the opposite side of the
road.

Cheerilee stood in the center of the many colts and fillies, giving directions to the eagerly
listening young ponies. Yet, when Cheerilee saw Twilight and Rarity approaching, she let
the students slip off to recess a little earlier than scheduled, so she could talk with the two
unicorns.

“You two have excellent timing,” Cheerilee said while greeting Rarity and Twilight with a
smile. “I was just telling the class how you were kind enough to volunteer your time to
help us make this play.”

Twilight took a moment to wave to Nyx, who smiled and waved back before running off
to recess with her classmates. Twilight then turned her attention back to Cheerilee
and said, “Always glad to help, Cheerilee. Though, we still haven’t been told just what the
play is supposed to be about.”

“Oh, of course. Here, take a copy of this.” Cheerilee moved over to a nearby stool and
quickly picked up a copy of the play’s script. She held it out to Twilight, who gingerly
took it in her magic. She opened it to the first page as Rarity looked over her shoulder.

“Reunion of the Royal Pony Sisters,” Twilight read aloud.

Cheerilee smiled. “Yes, it was Nyx’s idea. She found an old fairy tale about how
Princesses Celestia and Luna kept the world in balance, and then how Luna became the
frightful Nightmare Moon. Apple Bloom then had the idea to incorporate the adventure
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you and your friends had where you defeated Nightmare Moon and restored Princess
Luna back to normal.”

“Wow, that’s actually not a bad story. A wonderful little tale for a little school play. Much
better than the usual fare,” Rarity mused.

“What are the plays usually about?” Twilight asked.

“Well, when Cheerilee and I were in class together, our Spring Festival play was about a
pony picnic that got stolen by ants. It was... cute... but not exactly what you would call
great theater, though it was because of that particular play that I got my cutie mark.”
Rarity’s horn lit with magic, and she took another copy of the script off of a short stool
and began to flip through the pages. “This, however, sounds far more interesting.”

“It’s so exciting! Usually, the school play is held the day before the Spring Festival and we
just have it on our little stage here, but I told the mayor what we were planning, and she
said if the students can do a good enough job, we might get our own slot in the festival. It
would be a wonderful opportunity for the kids. They would get to perform in front of
everypony on that big stage they set up in the town square,” Cheerilee explained.

Rarity perked up, nudging Twilight as she pointed to a spot in the script. “Oh, look here;
they have Pinkie Pie’s song.”

“You mean the song she sang in the Everfree Forest when she was telling us to giggle at
the ghostly and crack-up at the creepy?” Twilight asked, flipping to the same page in the
script.

“The very one. Oh, I can only imagine how Pinkie Pie will react when she hears about
this. We won’t be able to stop her from bouncing for days.”

Twilight giggled, picturing Pinkie Pie’s reaction. “Yeah, she’ll probably start singing
along right there in the audience. Still, this looks fun.”

“Oh yes, it’s going to be one of the best plays the school has ever put on!” Cheerilee
energetically agreed. “I've actually pulled together both classes because there are just so
many parts to play and things to be done. And we’ve already got all the characters cast.
You can see who is who on the second page.”

Twilight and Rarity nodded and flipped to second page of the script.
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Reunion of the Royal Pony Sisters
A Ponyville Elementary School Production

Written by Cheerilee
Music composed by Lyra Heartstrings

Narrator......cocoveccinininiiccecennes Zecora
Twilight Sparkle..........cccccevunnees Dinky Doo
Applejack.....c.oeerveeecene Apple Bloom
Rarity. oo Sweetie Belle
Rainbow Dash........cccccveiviiniiniicnnee. Scootaloo
Fluttershy.......ccccocoeveeiniencncncs Cotton Cloudy
Pinkie Pie......cocoevrveeerreerirenireecnenes Sunny Daze
The Mayor......c.ccooeeveeeeceieeenenee Little Hoof
Sea Serpent.......ccoeeverenereerenenenee Tornado Bolt
Manticore......ccouvivieiirieiicicceeeereeenenennes Archer
Princess Celestia............ Diamond Tiara
Princess Luna.......cccecceveeruenneee Silver Spoon
Nightmare Moon........c.ccceeeurereieeiniceierenennens Nyx

Ponyville Residents & Everfree Forest Trees
Hot Rod, Ruby Pinch, Paradise, Tootsie Flute,
Flash, Peachy Pie, Lily Dache

Set Design
Ruby Pinch, Paradise, Peachy Pie

Costumes
Sunny Daze, Tootsie Flute, Lily Dache

Stage Hooves
Hot Rod & Flash

“You have Zecora as the narrator,” Rarity noted before she glanced up from the page.

“It was Apple Bloom that not only suggested it, but also got Zecora to agree. From what
the fillies and colts say, she did an excellent job telling stories on Nightmare Night.”

“Too good even,” Twilight mentioned as she recalled the events of the Nightmare Night
when Princess Luna had come to Ponyville. “I think she’s half the reason Pinkie Pie and
all those fillies and colts got as worked up as they did.”
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“Nightmare Night aside, Zecora does have the perfect voice to narrate a story of this
genre,” Rarity mused before looking thoughtfully at Cheerilee. “Though, I would suggest
you let her come up with her own lines.”

Cheerilee arched an eyebrow. “Why is that?”

“Zecora speaks in rhymes very naturally, and having a rhyming narrator would just give
the whole play a very old world, fairy tale appeal. That, and I can’t imagine what her
voice would sound like if she didn’t rhyme like she does.”

“T’ll be sure to sit down with her and work on the script then.”

Rarity nodded and read further down the page. “Well, would you look at that. Sweetie
Belle is going to be playing me! Though, I suppose that does make sense. She does have
my wonderful white coat. Oh, and Scootaloo gets to be Rainbow Dash! She must be
positively ecstatic!”

“Oh yes.” Cheerilee said with a small laugh. “Scootaloo was practically begging for the
chance to play Rainbow Dash the moment she realized she’d be a character. One could
argue it’s a role she was born to play.”

“Yes, Scootaloo is definitely the filly you hear saying ‘awesome’ just about as much as
Rainbow,” Rarity agreed before looking back at the page. “Let’s see, don’t know her, or
her, or her... wait, Sea Serpent? Do you mean Steven Magnet?”

“Who?”

“Steven Magnet, that’s the name of the sea serpent we met on our way to find the
Elements of Harmony. Oh, I do hope you are portraying him well. Such a well-groomed
and polite sea serpent shouldn’t be relegated to a role of a simple monster. Wouldn’t you
agree, Twilight? ... Twilight?”

Rarity and Cheerilee turned to look at Twilight, who was stiff as a statue and a few shades
paler than normal.

“Twilight, dear, what’s wrong?” Rarity asked before taking notice of where Twilight’s
eyes were focused. Returning to her own copy of the script, Rarity read down a few more
lines and then froze up as well.

“Is... is something wrong?” Cheerilee asked, concerned as to why the two unicorns were
acting so strangely.
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“Oh... Oh, of course not,” Rarity replied, regaining her composure. “I was just curious
about some of your casting. For example, what makes you feel Nyx will play a good
Nightmare Moon? She’s a sweetheart, and, well... she’s also very timid and sensitive.
Nightmare Moon, on the other hoof, was... well...”

Cheerilee raised a hoof to her mouth and suppressed a chuckle. “Yes, but isn’t that the
point of acting, Rarity, to be characters we usually aren’t? Besides, it was Scootaloo that
suggested it, and everypony in class agreed that Nyx would be the best Nightmare Moon,
if only because she has a black coat. I asked Nyx if she was okay with that, and she didn’t
seem to mind at all.”

“Oh, well, I suppose that if Nyx agreed to the role...”

“I think she’ll be just fine,” Cheerilee assured them. “I'll admit, I think it will be a little
challenging for her. Nightmare Moon’s Character has a lot of lines. Not as much as, say,
your character, Twilight, but still a significant amount. Nyx, however, is a smart filly, and
I think she should be able to memorize everything she’ll need to say.”

“Of course, I'm sure she’ll be a perfect Nightmare Moon. Don’t you agree, Twilight?”
Rarity said before she elbowed Twilight in the side, snapping her dazed friend back to
reality.

“O-oh, yes, of... of course. Perfect,” Twilight said with a forced grin.

“It’s going to be so much fun!” Nyx chirped as she bounced out of the kitchen with
Twilight following a few steps behind. Over the course of dinner, Nyx had chattered
almost constantly about the upcoming play. She had just come back from the dress
rehearsal in her full Nightmare Moon regalia.

“Are you sure?” Twilight asked. “You’re going to be up on stage in front of a lot of
ponies.”

“It... is kind of scary,” Nyx admitted, her enthusiasm diminishing as she turned to face
Twilight, “but everypony else is really excited about it and are having a lot of fun.”

“But what if you forget a line?”

“Cheerilee promised she’s going to be just offstage, so she can whisper our lines to us if
we forget,” Nyx answered. “But I've been studying my lines really hard.”
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Nyx frowned a little, glancing off to the side. “That and Diamond Tiara’s been saying 'm
not good enough to play Nightmare Moon. She’s been saying that Cheerilee should get a
rock since it would do a better job, but I'm going to show her,” Nyx snapped with
determination. “I'm going to do my best and I’'m not going to forget a single line. I'm
going to be the best Nightmare Moon I can be!”

Twilight winced, cursing to herself quietly before sighing. “I'm... I'm sorry Nyx, but you
can’t be in the play.”

Nyx stood stunned for a moment, her brain having trouble processing what she had just
heard. “What?”

“I said you can’t be in the play,” Twilight repeated with more authority in her voice.

“B-but... but,” Nyx stammered in confusion, “why can’t I be in the play? Did I do
something bad?”

“No, you just... 'm sorry, Nyx, but you just can’t be in the play.”
“But the play is tomorrow and they won’t be able to perform without me!”

Twilight frowned, feeling her heart clench in her chest. It had been a few weeks since she
had found out Nyx was going to be Nightmare Moon in the play, and, over those two
weeks, Twilight had agonized over what to do. Did she let Nyx participate in the play or
make up an excuse to keep her at the library?

Twilight had actually started leaning towards letting Nyx be in the play, considering how
much fun she seemed to be having. Two things, however, quickly changed Twilight’s
mind.

The first was the announcement that Princess Celestia and Princess Luna were going to
be attending the Spring Festival. Princess Celestia had attended the festival in the past,
but the sisters were especially eager this year. They seemed particularly interested in
seeing the school’s play, which would be the first stage performance of the story of
Princess Luna’s return. Twilight knew Nyx’s disguise could fool common ponies, but she
couldn’t expect it to fool the princesses. Princess Luna had been Nightmare Moon, and
Princess Celestia was arguably just as familiar with her. They would surely notice Nyx’s
resemblance, and Twilight feared Nyx would be banished on the spot.

The other thing that had swayed Twilight was Nyx’s costume. The armor was made of
stiff fabric and wire, the wings were fake, and the sparkling mane was obviously just

114



indigo fabric with glitter... but it was enough. The costume made Nyx look too much like
Nightmare Moon, especially with the crescent moon cutie mark painted on her flank.
Sure, some ponies in Ponyville might just think the costume was wonderful, but Twilight
feared others would draw unwanted connections.

“I'm so sorry, Nyx, but they’ll just have to make do without you.”
“But—" Nyx pleaded, only for Twilight to shake her head firmly.
“I said no, Nyx.”

Nyx tensed up, sniffling a little. She didn’t break down and cry, though. Instead, Nyx
glared up at Twilight and stamped her hooves against the floor.

“But it’s not fair! If I haven’t done anything wrong, then I should be able to go to the
play!”

»

“NYX—

“NO!” Nyx snapped, cutting Twilight off as she threw her first temper tantrum. “It’s not
fair! I've worked really hard, and I learned all my lines, and—"

»

((Nyx.
“IT’S NOT FAIR!”

“NYX!” Twilight barked, forcing the filly to fall silent, though she continued to glare
coldly at Twilight.

“I'm sorry, I really am, but this is just how it has to be! Now, I want you to go upstairs
and take that costume off.”

((But_))

“Upstairs!” Twilight said, stamping her hoof. Nyx met Twilight’s hard gaze and
attempted to glare her into submission. When that failed, Nyx broke down. She bolted
upstairs, wailing the whole way and slamming the bedroom door shut behind her.

“Twilight, don’t you think you could just let her be in the play?” Spike asked, having
watched the confrontation from the sidelines. “I mean, she was really looking forward to
it.”
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Twilight’s face fell as she looked over at Spike. “I know she was, Spike, and I want to let
her, but... it’s just too risky. If Princesses Celestia and Luna were to figure out the truth,
that she was made by the spell those cultists were casting, they’d banish her to the moon.
They’d take her away, and I can’t let that happen.”

Spike crossed his arms and looked at Twilight with a very skeptical expression. “Do you
really think Princess Celestia would just do that? I mean, she trusts you completely. I'm
sure you could convince her that Nyx isn’t Nightmare Moon.”

“I'm glad you think so, Spike,” Twilight said before heaving a heavy sigh, “but I just can’t
risk it.”

“Now, Spike and I have to meet with the princesses this evening. Princess Celestia
expects the both of us to be there to watch the evening performances with her and
Princess Luna,” Twilight said. She was talking to Nyx, who was sitting on the floor
nearby in her normal, everyday clothes instead of the costume she’d rather have been
wearing. “Owloysius will be keeping an eye on you, and I expect you to behave for him.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Nyx said, the tone of disappointment thick in her voice. It was the first
time Nyx had ever been angry like this, but Twilight knew it was for the best.

“I'm sorry, Nyx, and I'll make this up to you,” Twilight promised as she turned to leave.
“Try not to think about it. Spike and I will be back soon.” With that Twilight stepped out
the door and closed it tightly behind her. Owloysius then flew across the room, took the
key from the door lock in his talons, and flew back to Twilight’s writing desk where he
landed with a flutter of his feathers.

Nyx scampered to the window and peered outside. She watched Twilight leave, holding
onto some small flicker of hope that Twilight would change her mind, come back, and
say she could be in the play. However, when Twilight disappeared around the corner of a
distant building, Nyx scrunched up her nose, jumped down from the window, and began
to stomp across the floor.

“It isn’t fair... it isn’t fair! Cheerilee is expecting me to be there. They’re all counting on
me! I practiced so hard! It isn’t fair!”

((HOO?))
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Nyx looked over at Owloysius, who was watching her with his head cocked to one side.
Nyx stared back at him for a few moments before going wide-eyed and scampering
over. “Please, Owloysius, let me go! They won’t be able to do the play without me! I'm
supposed to be Nightmare Moon, and you can’t tell the story without Nightmare Moon.”

((HOO?”

“Nightmare Moon, the bad mare! Please, Owloysius. Please please please please
PLEEAASSEEE,” Nyx begged. She looked up at Owloysius with the biggest, most
pleading eyes she could muster. She even pushed out her bottom lip, pouting just as
Sweetie Belle had taught her.

Despite Nyx’s pleas, Owloysius continued to stare blankly at her while his clawed grip on
the door key tightened. His beady eyes and non-expressive beak were a perfect poker face
crafted by nature itself, and thus Nyx had no clue if her tactics were having any affect on
him.

Nyx, however, had one more trick. While the school had been rehearsing, Silver Spoon
and Diamond Tiara were asked to try and learn to cry on command. This was because
the Royal Sisters were supposed to cry when they were reunited at the end of the play.
Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon had whined it was impossible. Nyx, out of curiosity and
a small, spiteful desire to prove them wrong, wanted to see if she could learn to do it. It
had taken practice, but, if she thought about the right things, she could get her eyes to
water. It was a trick she had yet to put to use, but, with the Royal Sisters as her witness,
she was going to get to the play!

So she began to add her own touch to her carefully crafted display of begging. She let her
eyes water, and, soon, a few pitiful tears streaked down her cheeks. “Please, Owloysius.”

Owloysius stared at Nyx as coldly as he had before but, within a few moments, was
forced to look away. He hooted in defeat before taking off from the desk. Nyx watched
him circle the room a few times and then smiled as Owloysius expertly placed the key
back into the door’s lock. He made another pass, turned the key, and unlocked the door
with a resounding click.

“Oh! Thank you, Owloysius! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Nyx said with several
bounces before running upstairs. In a flash, she got out of her vest, tossed off her glasses,
and pulled out her costume. With a single leap, Nyx landed in all four of the costume’s
shoes. She then began putting on her fake armor.
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Cheerilee would paint on the fake cutie mark once Nyx got to the performance, but she
would have to get the rest of the costume on herself. The fake armor was easy enough,
but then came the challenging part: the costume’s wings. They were comprised of
feathers glued on a wooden skeleton that was then attached to an all-black vest similar in
design to the purple one she wore on a daily basis. Personally, Nyx didn’t see the point of
wearing fake wings when she had real ones, but Twilight had insisted that, if she was
going to be in the play, she had to wear the whole costume.

Nyx, however, struggled and fumbled with the fake wings. They were the one part of the
costume that was poorly designed, and they usually needed to be put on before the
helmet. Unfortunately, Nyx had already put on the helmet, and she was in such a rush
that she didn’t want to waste time taking it off.

As Nyx was working on getting the last part of the wings secured, she tripped on her own
hooves. She stumbled and let out a panicked “eep” as she fell to one side. The wings hit
the floor first, Nyx landed on top of them, and the end of the fall was punctuated by the
sound of splintering wood.

“No!” Nyx cried, now starting to shed genuine tears while looking at the horribly bent
wings. She nudged at them with her hoof, which caused one of the fake wings to snap in
half and flop to the floor. Nyx might have started to wail if she hadn’t glanced back at
where the fake wings would have been and noticed the real wings that were already there.

“Well if I keep them straight all night... that might work,” Nyx mumbled to herself as she
extended her wings vertically. She knew she was going to be in so much trouble with
Twilight once she got home for sneaking out to the play and for going out with her real
wings visible.

Still, at the moment, she was less afraid of being punished by Twilight than she was of
disappointing the rest of her class. She did not want to let down her few friends, and she
was already unpopular enough with the rest of the class. Everypony in class, except her
friends, thought of her as a crybaby, a teacher’s pet, or both. Ruining the play would only
make things worse.

Her decision made, Nyx broke the fake wings off the costume vest and used a pair of
scissors to cut some crude holes in the fabric. She then slipped it on and did everything
she could to make her wings look like the costume’s fake ones.

With vest on, Nyx double checked her costume in a mirror. She went down a mental
checklist, and, when she was sure she had everything, she galloped downstairs and out
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the front door. She doubled back only once, to poke her head in the library door and
offer a final “Thank you!” to Owloysius. Then, Nyx ran as fast as her little hooves could
carry her towards the center of Ponyville.
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Reunion of the Royal Pony Sisters

Twilight, along with the rest of the audience, applauded as the actors on the stage bowed
and the curtain fell, marking the end of another performance. All of Ponyville, as well as
a number of ponies from other towns, was sitting in the town’s central square, which had
been transformed into an outdoor theater for the Spring Festival.

A large, temporary stage with a professional setup of lights and similar grade equipment
had been constructed on one side of the plaza that surrounded the town hall. The rest of
the area was packed with ponies and lit by long strings of paper lanterns that arched
from building to building. The members of the audience were packed tight and were all
eagerly waiting to see the next scheduled performance. Yet Twilight, Spike, and their
friends were not amongst the crowd on the ground. Instead, they had been invited to sit
with Princesses Celestia and Luna in what was being called the VIP section, for “Very

Important Ponies”, which had been established on the second-floor balcony of the town
hall.

“Oh, that was a funny one! I loved that one part where they threw a pie!” Pinkie Pie
cheered as she bounced on her seat cushion.

“Yeah,” Rainbow Dash agreed as she tried to stifle her giggles. “That one pony just reared
back and POW! Face full of banana cream!”

Spike, who had rolled onto his back and was holding his stomach, managed to quell his
laughter just long enough to say, “Total laugh riot!”

“Yes, I do suppose it was enjoyable, if a little lowbrow,“ Rarity remarked. “Though I
particularly liked the joke about blues music.”

“Really? ‘Cause that one was kind of stupid if you ask me,” Applejack argued.
“It must have simply gone over your head.”

“Really? Then wouldn’t it have hit her hat?” Pinkie Pie asked, making Rainbow Dash
snort.

“Oh... oh geeze,” Rainbow Dash laughed, “somepony should tell those stallions that one.
It should be in that play.”

The others were giggling right along with Dash, including Princesses Celestia and Luna.
While the group of ponies had been a little tense around the royal sisters at first, a few

120



good performances, along with Celestia’s casual, friendly personality, helped to lighten
the mood. Princess Luna had joined in the conversation from time to time as well. While
not as vocal as Celestia, Luna had, at the very least, practiced speaking with a more
modern dialect since her public appearance at Nightmare Night. She had even cracked a
particularly witty joke aboutthe first performance, further helping Twilight and
company feel more at ease around the royal sisters.

“And what is next on the festival program, sister?” Princess Luna asked, eager to see the
next performance but keeping her enthusiasm in check.

Celestia casually cracked open her copy of the festival program and glanced across the
page. “Let’s see... the Reunion of the Royal Pony Sisters, by the Ponyville Elementary
School.”

“Oh yeah, this is the one I've been waiting for,” Dash said eagerly, sitting up on her
cushion. “This is the one about us!”

“Personally, I ain’t as excited,” Applejack admitted. “I know Apple Bloom wouldn’t mean
ta, but she could right easily make me look like a fool, and I don’t need no ponies
snickerin’ behind my back because of this.”

“I'm sure Apple Bloom will do fine,” Fluttershy reassured. “After all, she actually knows
you. I don’t even know the pony who’s going to be playing me.”

“Yeah, I guess yer right,” Applejack agreed as she flipped open the program sitting at her
hooves. “Hey, says here they got Nyx to play Nightmare Moon.”

“Really? Huh, I... I guess that’s kind of cool. I mean, sure, she’s got the right coat color...
but I don’t know if she’s Nightmare Moon material.”

“Rainbow Dash, that’s mean!” Fluttershy scolded.
Dash shrugged. “Hey, I just call it as I see it.”

“Well, I... I wouldn’t get your hopes up, girls. Nyx wasn’t feeling well earlier,” Twilight
lied.

“Oh, the poor thing; did she have a stomachache?” Fluttershy asked.
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“Oh vyes, really nasty tummy ache,” Twilight said, more than willing to latch onto
Fluttershy’s provided excuse. “I actually left her back at the library with Owloysius. I
doubt she’ll be able to make it.”

“Twilight, do correct me if ’'m wrong, but it sounds like this little filly is living with you,”
Celestia said casually. “I'm surprised you haven’t told me.”

“Oh... really? Ha ha... I thought Id told you. She’s my cousin... half-cousin, really... but
yeah, she’s been staying with me for a while now.” Twilight was trying to speak as
casually as possible but was unable to stop herself from putting on a stupid, forced smile
before quickly changing the subject. “So... uh... Princess Luna, are you going to be okay? I
mean, this play is kind of about—"

“Do not worry about me, Twilight Sparkle,” Luna said flatly. “I will be quite alright. The
story of my return can not be told without telling the rise and fall of Nightmare Moon. If
I didn’t want ponies to know about that part of my past, then I never should have let my
jealousy get the better of me.”

Luna turned to face Twilight and put on a reassuring smile. “Furthermore, I’ve been
informed that this play is not meant to dwell on my sins but to celebrate my return to my
true self. It is also performed by elementary school children. If anything, it will make
ponies laugh at Nightmare Moon... and I think it would be nice to see that particular part
of my past portrayed comically. You do not need to worry about my welfare, though I
thank you for asking.”

“Oh, you’re welcome, Princess,” Twilight said, smiling both because Luna was doing well
and because she had successfully redirected the conversation. It was then the Mayor
Mare of Ponyville, Ivory Scroll, walked out to the center of the stage, once more playing
her part as the Spring Festival’s Master of Ceremonies.

“Fillies and gentlecolts,” Ivory began with her usual flair, “I am now proud to present the
Ponyville Elementary School’s original play: The Reunion of the Royal Pony Sisters.”

The crowd applauded, the parents in the crowd with noticeable vigor, as the mayor
stepped off the stage and the curtains opened. Smoke began to curl out from the stage,
and a few dark set pieces loomed in the sea of mist. The only light came from the stars
and moon in the sky above, and, for a moment, all things were quiet.
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“Beware, beware you pony folk, for the tale I am about to tell is no joke. It is a story,
begun in days, months, and years gone by, about the pony sisters who, in harmony, ruled
the sky.”

At this, one of the set pieces on the stage moved, causing some ponies in the audience to
jump and others to gasp. What had appeared at first to be a set piece was, in fact, a
cloaked equine figure, who moved to the center of the stage as a light clicked on. The
single light cast heavy shadows across the figure, whose body was hidden in the darkness
of the cloak until she lifted a white-and-black striped hoof.

Zecora couldn’t help but smile as she removed the hood of her cloak. She looked out
across the audience, who stared back at her with varying levels of shock.

“The eldest did raise the sun, bringing forth the dawn,” Zecora narrated, continuing the
performance’s introduction. “The other brought the moon when the sun to bed had
gone.”

Two more lights clicked on, revealing two small figures. Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon
were standing on the opposite sides of the stage, dressed in costumes that made it easy to
identify them as Princesses Celestia and Luna. The two fillies climbed up steps hidden
behind the painted backdrop of rolling hills and came to a stop when they each stood on
the peak of a painted mountain. At the same time, Zecora retreated from center stage to
continue her narration while a number of other students came out and began to dance
and play.

“The two sisters brought harmony and balance to the moon and sun,” Zecora continued,
her voice carrying out over the crowd though she was currently hidden from view.
“Beneath their guidance all different ponies lived, laughed, and had fun.”

“Wow, Zecora is doing a really good job with the whole narrator thing,” Dash whispered
to Applejack.

“You got that right, sugarcube.”

“But not all was well; the younger grew envious. To her, the ponies were ignorant and
oblivious. They frolicked, laughed, and played through bright days. They lived their lives
under the sun’s golden rays. Yet they ignored her stars and slept through her night. To
her, it just wasn’t fair; it just wasn’t right.”

While Zecora spoke, the fillies and colts on stage performed the scene. Diamond Tiara,
dressed as Princess Celestia, stood proud as the ponies on stage played and laughed, but,
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when she hid and Silver Spoon came out as Princess Luna, the other ponies on stage all
quickly pretended to fall asleep, some playfully snoring.

“In time, it all became too much for the younger to bear; to have her night ignored... to
feel as if nopony cared. One fateful night she did protest. She refused to lower the moon
in the west.”

“Luna, why won’t you lower the moon? It’s time for the sun to come up,” Diamond Tiara
said, overextending the words as she gave a very forced regal tone to her voice. She and
Silver Spoon were facing one another from opposite sides of the stage, standing on
wooden steps hidden behind the plywood mountains. Below them, their classmates
continued pretending to sleep, as if ignorant to what was going on.

“I am tired of nopony seeing my night,” Silver Spoon shouted back while she faked a
regal tone. “I work so hard on it, and all they do is sleep through it. It’s beautiful, but
nopony ever sees it but me.”

“Well... well...” Diamond Tiara stammered.

“Looks like somepony has forgotten her lines,” Rarity whispered. “Personally, I don’t think
it could have happened to a nastier filly.”

“Well... what else are ponies supposed to do? It’s too dark to work at night and, like, it’s
too bright to sleep during the day,” Diamond Tiara finally answered. This caused some
chuckles to go through the audience, Luna herself snorting. Diamond Tiara, in her
moment of panic, had reverted to her normal, snooty way of speaking, and her voice was
a comically inappropriate match for any princess. Celestia just smiled and took it in good
humor. She even chuckled under her breath.

“I don’t care!” Silver Spoon yelled, able to remember her lines better than Diamond
Tiara. “I won’t have my work be ignored anymore! They are going to see the majesty of
my night, whether they want to or not.”

“But sister...” Diamond Tiara called out, only for her voice to fall silent as the light on
Silver Spoon grew dark and Zecora began narrating again.

“But it was too late for kind words to soothe the younger’s heart, too deeply had she been
hurt by the ponies who ignored her sky-bound art. The bitterness inside her twisted,
writhed, and contorted, to the point that even the princess’s exterior became distorted.

124



“Gone was her gentle visage in the emotional monsoon; leaving behind only the dreadful
Nightmare Moon!”

The light on the right side of the stage clicked on again, and gasps cut through the
audience. Silver Spoon had been replaced by another little filly, one with an all-black coat
and supposedly fake wings that were stretched high and held perfectly still. On her flank
was a fairly well-painted crescent moon cutie mark, and the fake armor she wore looked
genuine from a distance. The most convincing part of her costume, however, were her
eyes: they were shaped like a dragon’s, with brilliant turquoise irises and whites that were
a lighter teal.

“Hey, look! Nyx made it!” Applejack whispered energetically. “Sweet apples, that little filly
does pull off a convincin’ Nightmare Moon.”

“Oh... oh yes, of course,” Rarity agreed, glancing nervously at Twilight. “She’s... positively
a doppelganger.”

Celestia leaned over to whisper to Twilight. “And it’s good to see she’s over her tummy
ache. Must have just been pre-show butterflies.”

“Uh... uh... yeah, butterflies,” Twilight answered weakly, suddenly feeling as if she were
about to lose her lunch.

Nyx looked at the audience and realized just how many ponies she was standing in front
of. She instinctively closed her eyes and struggled against a growing temptation to
hide. She had been so excited about the play, so excited to do the story, and so excited to
make some new friends that she hadn’t realized that there were going to be this many
ponies watching her.

Nyx licked her lips and swallowed, thinking about her friends. She had just gotten herself
in deep trouble with Twilight for them, and she wasn’t going to let them down now. She
just had to get through her lines, and she had practiced those lines so many times she
could recite them in her sleep. She just needed to take a breath and say them.

“N-Never again will the ponies of Equestria see the sun! I hereby decree that this night
shall last forever! MUWAHAHAHA!” Nyx boasted, though her fake evil laugh at the end
did nothing but draw a small round of laughter from the crowd. It, however, wasn’t the
mean, mocking laughter of bullies, but the kind, supportive laughter of ponies enjoying
her performance; it was laughter that gave Nyx more courage. She could do this, and she
would do this... because she was already in trouble for it anyway.
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Yet, while the laughter gave Nyx courage, the reaction of the crowd baffled Twilight.
Why hadn’t an angry mob formed? Nyx looked too much like Nightmare Moon, but
nopony seemed to take the resemblance seriously. Were they all convinced that Nyx’s
costume was just that good? She couldn’t contemplate it for long as Zecora’s voice drew
her attention back to the stage.

“And night did last across the pony lands, despite the elder’s pleas and demands. In the
end, with no other choice to be made, the sister had to take up the crusade. With the
Elements of Harmony, a power beyond all measure, the elder banished her sister, an act
in which she took no pleasure.”

The lights on the stage began to flicker on and off in a rainbow of colors as Nyx faked
cries of anger and pain. When the lights returned to normal, Nyx had disappeared from
view, and, in her place, a plywood moon painted with the visage of the Mare in the Moon
had been lowered.

“To the moon was the younger one then sent, so that the ponies of Equestria she would
never again torment. The elder then took on duties two-fold. She tended both the moon
silver and the sun gold. Harmony was returned, the elder’s actions many did commend.
And for a thousand years all was good... but this story is not at its end.”

With that, the curtains quickly shut, the first act of the play ending to an appropriate
round of applause. There was only one pony who didn’t applaud: Luna. While she had
enjoyed the children’s performance, she had sunk down into her seat when the filly
playing Nightmare Moon had appeared on stage.

Luna hung her head and stared at her hooves as memories of that particular moment in
her life came rushing back like angry spirits. Before Luna could get too lost in her own
thoughts, she felt a very gentle touch. Looking up, she saw a large white wing gently
draped over her shoulder.

“Are you going to be okay?” Celestia asked very quietly, using her wing to gently hug her
younger sister to her side.

“Yes... yes, I'll be alright,” Luna replied, resting her head on Celestia’s shoulder. “Thank
you, sister.”

While the play had the level of professionalism that one would expect from something
put on by colts and fillies, the crowd as a whole was enjoying it, even those who weren’t
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parents. The first scene of the second act involved Twilight meeting up with her friends
and Nightmare Moon’s return. That led into the second scene, where Twilight and her
friends faced the trials within the Everfree Forest.

Of the crowd, Twilight’s friends seemed to be enjoying it the most. Dash was thrilled to
see how awesomely she was being portrayed by Scootaloo while Applejack and Rarity
were satisfied by how well their little sisters were acting. Dinky Doo put on a fairly good
impression of Twilight, though she tripped on her lines occasionally. Pinkie Pie,
however, seemed to have the widest grin of all just from hearing her song about giggling
at the ghostly being sung on stage.

Twilight even found herself able to enjoy the play, though not until her concerns had
calmed from a boil to a simmer. She was still going to scold Nyx at the first opportunity
for not only disobeying her, but also for forgetting her glasses. Still, so far, nothing bad
had happened. Princesses Celestia and Luna hadn’t winged down to the stage to capture
Nyx, and no angry mob had formed out of the audience. They all just thought Nyx had a
great costume, and Twilight wasn’t about to give them a reason to think otherwise.

So, for the moment, Twilight could only sit and watch. The performance was now
entering the third scene of the second act, and the climax was about to begin. The
backdrop had changed to resemble the interior of the old castle, and Zecora began her
narration once more.

“And with the final trial passed they did arrive. They could plainly see the elements they
hoped to revive,” Zecora said as the six ponies playing Twilight and her friends stepped
into view and drew close to the wooden pedestals that held the fake Elements of
Harmony.

“The Elements of Harmony! We’ve found them!” Dinky Doo cheered as the group of
young actresses moved forward. Unlike the real elements, the fake ones were set on
pedestals low enough to the ground that the little fillies were able to reach them without
being able to fly.

As the other fillies worked to take the stones down, the one playing Pinkie Pie began to
point and count the stones. “One, two, three, four... There’s only five!”

“Squeee!” Pinkie Pie whispered, trying to keep her voice down but finding it difficult. “I
said that... I said that! This is so cool! They got everything just right.”
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“That’s mostly because of you, sugarcube, since you somehow remembered everythin’ we
said.”

“Oh, that was easy. I just read the transcript.”

“You read the what now?”

“Shhh! I'm trying to watch!” Dash grumbled as she continued to watch the stage intently.
“Where’s the sixth?” Scootaloo asked as she and the other fillies looked around.

Dinky Doo moved closer to the five fake elements. “The book said when the five are
present, a spark will cause the sixth element to be revealed.”

“What in the hay is that supposed to mean?” Apple Bloom asked, pulling off her sister’s
thicker accent fairly well.

“I’'m not sure, but I have an idea. Stand back, I don’t know what will happen.”

“Come on now, yall. She needs to concentrate,” Apple Bloom ordered, ushering the
other fillies off the stage and leaving Dinky Doo alone with the fake elements. Dinky
knelt down beside the painted, round props and made her horn glow, making it look like
she was attempting a spell.

As Dinky Doo concentrated, a fog, borrowed from the Cloudsdale Weather Factory and
tinted indigo by special lanterns, began to envelop the stage. The pedestals that had held
the prop Elements of Harmony were pulled out of view by ropes. At the same time,
students backstage tugged on fishing line connected to the elements, making them slide
across the stage.

When Dinky noticed them being dragged away from her, she reached out a hoof. “The
Elements!” Her shout, however, did nothing but draw, evil laughter from offstage.

The laughter had come from Nyx. She stepped onto the right side of the stage while the
lights flickered and students behind the scenes smashed pots and pans together,
simulating thunder and lightning. Yet, despite Nyx’s ominous entrance, Dinky did as the
real Twilight Sparkle had done: She lowered her head and beat her hoof at the ground
aggressively.

Nyx lifted a hoof in disbelief and arched an eyebrow. “You’re kidding. You’re kidding,
right?”
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Dinky, however, was not kidding. She charged at Nyx, and Nyx did the same. They raced
towards one another, and, just as the two were about to cross paths, the stage lights went
dark, causing a small gasp of confusion to cascade across the audience.

When the lights came back on, Nyx was standing alone in the center of the stage, and
Dinky Doo was over by the elements. Her horn was glowing while some of the backstage
students covered and uncovered theater lanterns in an attempt to make it look like the
elements were beginning to activate.

Nyx raced across the stage, but before she could reach Dinky Doo, a number of lights,
which were aimed out at the audience, flashed. The bright light blinded most of the
crowd and obscured the stage for a few key moments. The lights were then dimmed, and,
with the blinding effect gone, the audience was able to see Dinky Doo on the far side of
the stage. She was pulling herself off the ground, as if she had been thrown back, while
Nyx stood in the center of the fake Elements of Harmony.

“No, no!” Nyx snapped, shrinking back in fear of the fake elements, but, as in reality, the
elements did not activate. The students playing with the theater lanterns stopped while
Dinky Doo put on an overly large expression of shock.

“But... where’s the sixth Element?!”

Nyx broke out her playful, evil laughter before she stomped on the fake elements. They
crumbled under her hooves, and, when they were nothing but shattered pieces, Nyx
turned to face Dinky Doo. She put on the wickedest smile she could manage and lifted a
hoof to point at Dinky.

“You little foal! Thinking you could defeat me!?” Nyx called out, her voice turning very
dark, very serious, and very convincing. “Now you will never see your princess or your
sun!

“The night will last forever!” Nyx finished before letting out an evil laugh, the most
convincing evil laugh the audience had heard from her all evening. It sent a shiver down
Twilight’s spine. She had heard Nightmare Moon say those very same words and in a
very similar way. She swallowed nervously and risked a glance at Celestia and Luna. The
princesses still seemed to be just enjoying the play, but Twilight still couldn’t shake the
worrisome thought from her mind.

Nyx had said those last lines too well.

129



“And thus the night again became ruled over by the younger, and banished from her
body was the vengeful hunger. And from this story may a lesson you firmly grip: There is
nothing stronger than the power of friendship.”

With those last lines from Zecora, the curtains fell and the audience broke into a roaring
round of applause. A few moments later, the curtains reopened as Cheerilee stepped onto
the stage and gave a few quick bows and waves.

“Thank you all!” Cheerilee said to the crowd. “I'm happy to see that you all enjoyed the
play. The students worked really hard, and, because of their efforts, this became one of
the best plays ever put on by Ponyville Elementary School. Now, let’s welcome the
students back to the stage! First, a round of applause for those who played our story’s
heroes. Dinky Doo, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, Cotton Cloudy, and Sunny
Daze!”

The crowd eagerly complied, stomping their hooves as the students began to stream
onto the stage. Applejack gave out an extra-loud holler for Apple Bloom, and Rarity put
her hooves together and whistled when it was Sweetie Belle’s turn to take a bow.

“Next,” Cheerilee continued, doing her best to shout above the applause of her crowd,
“we have the fillies who portrayed our dearest Princess Celestia and Princess Luna, who
have graced us with their presence this evening: Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon.”

Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon came out, acting like proper divas as they smirked and
bowed in their Princess Celestia and Princess Luna costumes. They lingered on the stage
a little longer than they should have, soaking in the applause. It took Cheerilee
motioning towards them to get the two fillies to back up and stand in line with the
others.

“And now, playing the wicked and dastardly Nightmare Moon, give a big round of
applause for Nyx!”

Twilight was shocked when the crowd cheered loudly as Nyx nervously walked onto
stage, the cheering only slightly quieter than the applause had been for Dinky Doo and
the other fillies who played the main characters in the play. Still, the applause Nyx was
receiving was louder than what Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon had received, and, by
the looks on their faces, the two snooty fillies knew it.

Twilight couldn’t keep herself from applauding either, even though Nyx was still in
so much trouble. Twilight even heard a whistle come from her side, and, when she turned
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to look, she saw it had come from Celestia. Even Luna was applauding, despite the fact
Nyx had been portraying something that she probably wished to forget. Did the two
princesses really just believe Nyx was in costume?

It was a miracle Twilight would never have believed possible.

Nyx shakily bowed before stepping back to stand with the rest of her class. Cheerilee
proceeded to introduce the rest of the class. She then called the names of some students a
second time, letting them step forward and take credit for the work they had done
making costumes, constructing set pieces, or working behind the scenes. The final two
ponies invited up were Lyra and Zecora. Lyra was thanked for her work composing the
play’s music, and Zecora, of course, deserved a round of applause for her expert
narration.

The final mare to be credited was Cheerilee herself. Zecora introduced her to the crowd
as the playwright and director, and, with a small blush, she bowed to the many
applauding ponies. After that the whole cast bowed a final time, the stage’s
curtains closed, and the Spring Festival entered an hour long intermission.

“Mommy!” Dinky Doo chirped as she ran up to a gray-coated, blonde-maned pegasus.
“Did I do good?”

“You were wonderful, Muffin,” Ditzy Doo replied, giving her little filly a nuzzle and a
hug. Twilight passed by the warm scene with Rarity, Applejack, and Rainbow Dash as
they moved backstage to where the students were getting out of their costumes.

It didn’t take long for the quartet to find the fillies they were looking for. Apple Bloom,
Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle, and Nyx were drinking water from paper cups. Three of the
fillies had already gotten out of their costumes while Nyx was still completely in hers.

“Darlings, that was positively fabulous!” Rarity chimed, alerting the four fillies to the
group’s approach. Apple Bloom, Scootaloo, and Sweetie Belle all quickly turned and ran
over, grinning ear to ear. Nyx, however, hung back and tried not to meet Twilight’s gaze.

“Really, was it good?” Sweetie Belle asked.
“Positively pitch perfect,” Rarity assured.

“Yea, big props, Scootaloo, you got me down pat.”
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“Ohmygoshohmygoshohmygoshohmygosh,” Scootaloo rattled off, overwhelmed by the
fact that she was getting such a compliment from her personal hero, Rainbow Dash.

“How about me, big sis?”

“It was like lookin’ in a mirror, sugarcube,” Applejack praised, giving Apple Bloom a
little noogie. “Y’all did a great job, didn’t they, Twilight?”

“Yes, they all did amazingly well,” Twilight agreed. Nyx chanced a look up. Her currently
undisguised dragon eyes met Twilight’s, and she was able to smile. She smiled because
Twilight wasn’t glaring at her with disappointment or anger.

“By the way, Twi, nice work on Nyx’s eyes,” Dash said before fluttering over to inspect
Nyx more closely. “I didn’t know you knew a spell for this.”

Twilight nervously smiled, thankful that Rainbow Dash had assumed it was a spell. “Oh,
uh, j-just something I found in one of my books.”

“That is so awesome. I've got to try it.”
“Say what now?” Twilight asked as her smiled weakened.

“Come on, Twilight,” Dash said. She landed and used a hoof to motion towards her face.
“Lay that spell on me. I want to see what I look like with dragon eyes.”

Twilight swallowed nervously, only now realizing that she might actually be asked to
perform the spell. There was no going back. She’d have to try at least once, and, if she
failed, then she could tell Dash she’d do it tomorrow, buying herself enough time to
actually figure out the spell.

Maybe she could pull it off. It would just be an illusion spell like the one she put on Nyx’s
glasses. Yes, it shouldn’t be too hard, but it wouldn’t last very long. That’s why she had
chosen to enchant glasses instead of Nyx’s eyes directly. With glasses she could attach
other spells to ensure the magic was resilient and long lasting. Yes, in theory the illusion
spell could be applied straight to Dash’s eyes. It was no big deal, she just had to use it on a
live pony with the opposite effect. She could do it... maybe.

Closing her own eyes, Twilight focused her magic. She gritted her teeth, concentrated,
and felt the flash of the spell going off. For a moment, she didn’t dare to look. She feared
that the spell hadn’t manifested, and she had just made a fool of herself in front of her
friends.
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But the gasps of amazement from the other ponies encouraged Twilight to open her eyes,
and she was relieved to find that her spell had worked. Dash’s eyes had been transformed
and now looked very dragon-like. They had strong irises with dagger-shaped pupils, and
even the whites of her eyes had been tinted a light pink.

“Whoa, this is so awesome!” Dash said, catching her reflection in a nearby wall mirror.
“Well, don’t get used to it. The illusion spell will wear off quickly,” Twilight lectured.

“Yeah, yeah, I hear ya,” Dash said as she looked away from the mirror. “Still, I'm going to
enjoy this while it lasts. After we’re done here, we have to find Pinkie Pie. She is so going
to freak out when she sees this.”

“Yeah, I suppose she will,” Applejack agreed. “I reckon all you little fillies have worked
up quite the appetite with all this actin’. How about we catch up with Fluttershy and
Pinkie and then all go get dinner together?”

“Yeah!” the fillies cheered in unison.

“Sounds good,” Twilight agreed. “Why don’t you go on ahead and find us a place to eat?
I need to help Nyx out of her costume.”

The others nodded in agreement and headed off stage to begin their search for food.
Twilight waited until her friends were out of sight before she turned, arched an eyebrow,
and tapped her hoof as she gazed expectantly at Nyx.

“I'm... in trouble, aren’t I?” Nyx asked.

“Yes... yes you are. You did disobey me,” Twilight said firmly, though the frown on her
face was soon replaced by a smile. “But... you were right. It wasn’t fair of me to try and
keep you from the play, and you did do a good job.”

“R-really?”

“Yes, really,” Twilight reassured as she nuzzled Nyx before stepping back. “But now,
would you mind telling me why I can see your real wings and why you don’t have your
glasses?”

Nyx sat down and began to trace circles on the floor with her hoof. “Well, when I was
trying to get my costume on, I kind of... broke the costume wings. I've been keeping my
wings up like this all night though, so nopony has been able to tell the difference.”
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“And the glasses?”

“I... forgot them,” Nyx admitted. “Cheerilee thought you must have cast a spell on my
eyes since you’re so good with magic.”

“Well, if there was a night to forget your glasses, this was it,” Twilight said with a
chuckle. “Now why don’t you get on my back? We’ll use my teleport spell to get back to
the library. Then we’ll get you out of that costume, get your glasses and vest, and come
back so we can eat dinner with the others.”

“Really? You... you aren’t going to make me stay at the library?”

“Kind of pointless now that the play is over,” Twilight remarked. “So, no, you can come
back with me and have dinner with everypony.”

Nyx gave a wide smile as she hopped up onto Twilight’s back. “T-Thank you, Twilight!”
“And then we’ll discuss your punishment in the morning.”

Nyx flattened her ears, realizing she had not gotten off the hook. “Oh... okay.”

“But daddy, how could they cheer louder for her? She was the bad mare, and I was
Princess Celestia!”

“Diamond Tiara, please be quiet and eat your dinner,” Affluent scolded. Diamond
Tiara’s and Silver Spoon’s families were seated together at one of Ponyville’s cafes. The
restaurant was a fair distance from the Spring Festival, so it wasn’t too crowded. The
parents had chatted lightly about the performance, but had long since moved on to other
topics despite Diamond Tiara’s continued desire to keep whining about what had
happened.

The worst of it was that Diamond Tiara hadn’t been able to escape Nyx. Within twenty
minutes of her family’s arrival at the restaurant, Nyx had arrived with Scootaloo, Apple
Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and a bunch of other, older ponies. Now, the large group was
laughing and chatting at the far end of the restaurant despite the many dirty looks
Diamond Tiara had shot in their direction.
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“Oh, look, honey,” Affluent whispered, drawing Filthy Rich’s as well as Diamond Tiara’s
attention. The whole restaurant, in fact, had turned their heads to watch as Princesses
Celestia and Luna walked into the restaurant.

“I wonder what brings them to this quaint little eatery. It’s not exactly what I would
consider royal class,” Silver Spoon’s mother whispered.

“Well, isn’t it obvious? They were so enamored by our daughters’ performances that they
came looking for them. Now, everypony, look your best,” Silver Spoon’s father assured,
and soon the four adults and two fillies were doing just that. They quickly primped and
preened themselves as the princesses began to walk in their direction. However, despite
Diamond Tiara’s wide grin, the princesses strolled right on by as if they weren’t even
there.

“Where are they going?” Diamond Tiara whispered harshly as she turned around in her
seat. “No, they aren’t... they are! They’re sitting with those losers!”

“Diamond Tiara, hush. Itisn’t our place to judge who the princesses sit with,” Affluent
scolded.

“But it isn’t fair! I actually had to dress up and put on a real costume to look like Princess
Celestia. Nyx didn’t have to do anything but put on some fake wings to look like
Nightmare Moon.”

Filthy Rich opened his mouth to tell his daughter to be quiet, but, as he did, he looked
over his shoulder and caught a glance of the filly in question. “She does look a great deal
like Nightmare Moon, doesn’t she?”

“Like, totally. She didn’t have to even dye her coat or mane or anything. Those are her
natural colors. It isn’t even fair.”

Diamond Tiara’s father just kept staring, his blue eyes flashing a bit before he turned
back to the table. “Yes, it’s an uncanny resemblance.”

“Well,” Twilight yawned, “that was a long night.” She had just arrived back at the library.
Both Spike and Nyx were sprawled out across her back and sleeping soundly. It was cute
to see them like that. The cuteness, however, didn’t make them any lighter. Twilight was
worn out after carrying them back from the restaurant.
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Owloysius gave a welcoming hoot when Twilight came in the door, and she returned his
welcome with a nod. She moved to and climbed the library staircase, carrying Spike and
Nyx up to the bedroom.

Spike was the first to get tucked in. He mumbled something about Rarity and donuts
before he turned over and snuggled into his blanket. Nyx was next, and Twilight gently
slipped her out of her vest and glasses before tucking her beneath the covers. Then,
with the two tucked away, Twilight turned to head downstairs, only to hear a small voice
call out to her.

“Twilight?”

“Sorry, Nyx. I didn’t mean to wake you,” Twilight apologized. She turned back to see
Nyx’s bright eyes staring at her in the dark.

“It’s okay. Thank you for letting me go to dinner with everypony.”

Twilight moved back over beside Nyx’s bed and made sure she was properly tucked in.
“You’re welcome. Now, you should get some sleep. You’ve had a long day.”

“Okay,” Nyx whispered hesitantly, “but, Twilight?”
((Yes?))

Nyx looked down at her hooves and anxiously fiddled with her blanket. “You remember
what happened in the forest, that thing I remembered or dreamed about in the castle...
how I wanted to hurt you?”

“Yes, I remember,” Twilight answered with a nod.
“Was,” Nyx paused and swallowed nervously, “was that Nightmare Moon’s memory?”

Twilight glanced away from Nyx and rubbed the back of her neck. “W-what makes you
ask that?”

“When I was on stage, when I was saying my last lines, I remember that I heard those
same words in that nasty memory,” Nyx confessed. “T-then I started saying them just
like the nasty voice I heard did, and it was like I had really said them before. Was... what I
acted out in the play... was it really the same thing Nightmare Moon did?”
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Twilight froze for a moment, debating how to answer the question. She had been striving
to try and protect Nyx from what she feared was the truth. Yet, after the long day,
Twilight didn’t have the mental strength to try and contrive some new lie to shield Nyx,
who was too smart for anything overly simple.

In the end, Twilight could only nod.

“And when I went to the play, every... everypony kept telling me that I-I looked j-just like
Nightmare Moon,” Nyx stammered. “They said my eyes were perfect and so were my
wings. T-they thought they were fake, but... they’re not. A-and I don’t know of a-
anypony else besides the princesses who’s an alicorn like me either, a-and before the play
started, I saw that book again and looked at the picture... and... and after hearing what
everypony else said, [—”

Nyx tried to brush away some tears that had formed in her eyes and looked up at
Twilight. “Is the reason... is the reason I remember that night, r-r-remember you, a-and
remember wanting to hurt you... Is the reason that I look like Nightmare Moon... i-is it
because I'm.... am I... am I somehow—"

“No,” Twilight said firmly but comfortingly. “You are not Nightmare Moon.”
“But, what about—"

Twilight gently shushed Nyx and sat down beside the small bed before gathering her
thoughts.

“Nyx, I know you may not understand all of this, but I think you deserve to know the
truth... or, at least, what I think the truth is. You remember where I found you in the
Everfree Forest? How, at the time, you didn’t have any memories before then? How you
didn’t even have a name?”

Nyx nodded silently.

Twilight exhaled, trying to figure out how to word her explanation properly. “Well, I
think that is because that was where you were born and because you had only come into
existence a few hours before I arrived. You weren’t even a pony until that first moment
you woke up tangled in that bush.”

“W-w-what do you mean?” stammered Nyx.

“Nyx, I believe you were created by a spell.”
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“A... spell?” Nyx asked, her eyes wide with confusion.

Twilight nodded. “You see, there were some very mean, very evil ponies who I believe
were trying to bring Nightmare Moon back.”

Nyx sat up in her bed, pulling the covers up to her neck. “Why... why would they do
that?”

“I don’t know, but that’s what I think they were trying to do. They ponynapped me, and,
while I wasn’t able to really see or hear what was going on, I know what I felt. When they
started to cast the spell, I felt powerful magic... magic I have only sensed once before,
when I was in the presence of the real Nightmare Moon.

“So, if my theory is correct, they were trying to bring Nightmare Moon back. They were
actually able to start the spell, but then Princess Celestia arrived and stopped the mean
ponies. She interrupted the spell, rescued me, and her guards arrested all who were
involved.”

“And that’s where I came from?” Nyx asked cautiously.

“The thing about magic is that if you interrupt a spell, you can’t really be sure what you’ll
get,” Twilight explained. “The spell wasn’t complete when it was interrupted, and... I
think you’re the result. I found you right next to the same clearing where the spell was
cast.”

At this, Nyx began to sniffle, tears already starting to stream down her face as she bit her
lower lip. “But... but that means... 'm Nightmare Moon.”

“No! No, Nyx, you're not.”

“B-b-but you said that I c-came from that spell!” Nyx blubbered, her crying turning into
full-fledged sobbing. “A-and you said that spell was supposed to b-bring back Nightmare
Moon! If that spell made me, and I look like Nightmare Moon, and I have her memories,
then I must be—”

The tears Nyx had been trying to hold back came flooding out and she wailed, “I'm
Nightmare Moon! I was the one that did all those bad things in the play! I banished
Princess Celestia to the sunand hit those poor guards with lightning! I broke the
elements and tried to hurt you and your friends!
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“I'm a monster! I'm a bad pony! ’'m—" Before Nyx could continue her breakdown,
Twilight brought her head close and nuzzled Nyx’s neck while she used a hoof to gently
rub Nyx’s back. Nyx responded by hooking her little front legs around Twilight’s neck,
hugging her tightly, and continuing to sob.

“Nyx, you are not Nightmare Moon,” Twilight assured, her voice both comforting and
firm.

“B—but—”

“You do look like her, and... and you do seem to have some of her memories,” Twilight
admitted, “but, Nyx, you are not Nightmare Moon. What you are is a perfectly normal,
wonderful, little filly. A sweet little filly that likes going to school and was willing to get in
big trouble just so she didn’t let her classmates down.”

Twilight gently pulled herself out of Nyx’s hug and began to wipe away some of Nyx’s
tears. “Nightmare Moon wouldn’t do any of that. She wouldn’t even have friends.
Nightmare Moon was a bitter, vengeance-driven pony who was willing to doom
Equestria to eternal night just because ponies didn’t stay up to look at the stars.

“And that isn’t you,” Twilight continued. “You aren’t the same pony. You are
not Nightmare Moon, and you never will be.”

Nyx sniffed loudly. “You... you promise?”

“I promise,” Twilight assured as she nuzzled Nyx once more. This drew a smile from
Nyx, but the moment of happiness was doomed to die quickly as a fresh frown and new
tears appeared on her face.

“What’s wrong?” Twilight asked.

“I-if I was created by a spell, then... then that means I don’t have a mom and dad... I... I
don’t have a family like my friends... I... I...”

Twilight winced, realizing too late that Nyx had figured out more than she wanted her to.
She had to think fast; she didn’t want Nyx to have to go to sleep with the knowledge she
was born from a spell in the forest and that she had no real family. That was just too
much to put on her, at least all at once.

“Nyx, just because you weren’t born like a normal pony doesn’t mean you don’t have a
family.”
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Nyx rubbed her tear-streaked face with a hoof. “It... it doesn’t?”

“No. You have all the family you could want right here in Ponyville,” Twilight reassured
her. “Family is more than just the ponies you're related to. Family can also be your
friends and the ponies who care about you. After all, don’t you have really great friends?”

“I...1do.”

“And there are plenty of others who care about you too. Just look at Spike. He’s
practically your brother.”

Nyx frowned again, though this time in confusion. “But... Spike is a dragon; how can he
be my brother?”

“Well,” Twilight paused, needing to find the right words. “Spike keeps an eye on you
when I can’t, and he really appreciates it when you help around the library. I know
sometimes he teases you and gives you a hard time, but he only does it in good fun. I also
promise he’d be among the first to jump up and help if you were ever in trouble.

“There’s also Owloysius. While he’s my second assistant and pet, he also helps look after
you. He brings you those little flowers and other presents once in a while and helps you
with your homework when I don’t have the time. He even got himself in trouble so you
could go to the play.

“Then there’s Peewee,” Twilight continued. “You spoil him with treats when Spike isn’t
looking, and he loves you for that. He even let you have one of his feathers for show and
tell one day. So, even though Owloysius is an owl, Peewee is a phoenix, and Spike is a
dragon, they treat you like you’re part of our family.”

Nyx tilted her head to side, contemplating what she had been told. “But if Owloysius and
Peewee are pets, and Spike is my older brother... what does that make you?”

Twilight felt the air catch in her lungs at the question that had just been posed to her.
What was she to Nyx? What was Nyx to her? She could easily say she was just an older
sister like Spike was a brother, but... that didn’t feel right.

Applejack was an older sister to Apple Bloom. Rarity was an older sister to Sweetie Belle.
Both of her friends had shared some responsibility in raising their younger sisters. Apple
Bloom and Sweetie Belle got on Applejack and Rarity’s nerves from time to time, and,
once in a while, Applejack and Rarity had to reign in Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.
They had sisterly relationships.
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But... that wasn’t the kind of relationship she had with Nyx. Twilight began to think of all
the things she had done for Nyx since her arrival. She had sent her to school, read
bedtime stories to her, made her meals. She helped Nyx catch up to the rest of her class
and tended to Nyx when she was hurt.

Most of all, Twilight thought of the day Nyx got lost in the Everfree Forest because of
Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon. Twilight had never been so furious or worried. She was
really on the verge of turning those spoiled little brats into cacti.

And, yes, one could argue protecting a filly with such force was something a big sister
would do. Applejack would have probably beaten the tar out of Affluent for trying to
defend what Diamond Tiara had done. But... “sister” just didn’t seem to fit. Twilight...
Twilight felt Nyx was more to her than a sister. Nyx depended on her. If it weren’t for
her, Nyx could have easily died in the Everfree Forest.

No, Twilight was no older sister to Nyx, but there was another name that seemed to fit:
one that slowly floated to the top of Twilight’s mind.

“Well... Nyx... if I was really honest, I'd say that ’'m—” The words caught in her throat,
and Twilight swallowed to force down the knot before saying, “I'm like... well... your
mother.”

The word hung in the air, and, to Twilight, it felt like the rest of the library had gone
silent. She watched Nyx, gauging her reaction as it moved through several stages. First
Nyx looked shocked. Her mouth hung open in disbelief. Then, slowly, a weak but honest
smile formed.

“You really want to be my mom?”

“I'd love to be your mother if you’d let me.” Twilight said, leaning her head in close so
she was at eye level with Nyx.

Nyx’s answer was not in word but in gesture. She sat up in her bed, and, before Twilight
knew it, Nyx was once again hugging her neck. She nuzzled the side of Twilight’s face,
and her voice trembled a little as she whispered, “I... I would love to have you as my
mom. You're the best mom ever.”

Twilight’s lip trembled, and her eyes started to tear up even though she was smiling ear-
to-ear. She brought her own hooves up and returned Nyx’s embrace. The pair remained
like that for several seconds until finally Nyx once more whispered quietly to Twilight.
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“I love you, Twilight.”

“I... I love you too, Nyx,” Twilight replied as tears started to roll down her cheeks. She
gently pulled herself away, quickly rubbing the tears off her face with her forelegs before
using her magic to tuck Nyx back into bed. “Now, it’s time to go to sleep.”

“Okay,” Nyx replied before she yawned and snuggled into her bed. Twilight smiled and,
thinking of her own mother, bent forward and gave Nyx a gentle kiss on the forehead as
she drifted off to sleep.

Sighing contently, Twilight stepped back from the bed and moved towards the door as
quietly as she could. It wasn’t the way she had expected to be called mom for the first
time. She had always thought she’d have a husband and a filly of her own some day. It
had never occurred to her that Nyx could become so important to her.

Still, Twilight realized that she had really been acting like Nyx’s mom for a long time. She
had been reading her to sleep at night and made sure she went to school. She had run
into the Everfree Forest and nearly turned Diamond Tiara into a cactus, all for Nyx.

Yeah... she’d been acting like it, but it was a whole other bucket of hay to actually be
called mom. Twilight would think about that in a minute. First, she needed to go have a
word with Owloysius about why he had let Nyx sneak out to the play.

Yet before Twilight could reach the door, a voice whispered to her. “Hey, why am I just
‘the older brother’? Can’t I be her uncle or something?”

Twilight turned and smiled across the room at Spike. He was sitting up in his bed, arms
crossed over his chest as he eyed Twilight.

“Spike, I was the one who hatched you, and I helped raise you before you could talk and
look after yourself. Also, technically speaking, you’re still a baby dragon, and that kind of
makes me your mother too.”

“Pfft. Whatever, I still say I’d make a better uncle,” Spike stated before bringing his claws
to his face. “Especially if you let me have that awesome mustache back. No uncle is
complete without a mustache.”

“Sorry, Spike, no mustache. Now you should get some sleep.”
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“Yeah yeah, I heard you the first time ‘Mom’,” Spike scoffed before he lay back down and
threw the blanket back over himself. He was asleep almost instantly, and Twilight
couldn’t help but giggle quietly as she crept out of the bedroom and headed downstairs.

“Owloysius, can I have a word with you?”
“Hoo-hoo.”

“Uh-oh is right, Mister,” Twilight firmly asserted.
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Careful Maneuvering

Dear Revered Brother Nexus—High Prophet of The True Queen

I hope this letter finds you well, Brother Nexus, for I have both good and bad news that
needs to be brought to your attention. First, in regard to your orders, our search of the
Everfree Forest is still ongoing. We have yet to find any real traces of our queen, and,
recently, even the lingering portions of her aura at the ancient castle have dissipated.

But, this past evening, I became aware of a filly that has been living in town that bears, if
may say, a striking resemblance to our queen. The filly in question, Nyx, is currently in the
care of Twilight Sparkle. Yes, the same Twilight Sparkle we are all so familiar with. I first
saw her at an elementary school play, and I saw her a second time that evening when she

shared a meal with Twilight Sparkle, the princesses, and a number of other local mares and
fillies.

After speaking with my daughter, who shared a class with the filly for a number of weeks,
I've come to discover that the filly was admitted as a new student to Ponyville Elementary
around the same time our spell was cast, near the beginning of spring.

While this news alone is promising, I have been unable to learn anything else. Due to an
incident, which was made worse thanks to my “darling” wife, I am now at odds with
Twilight Sparkle. Also, my daughter, who might have proved useful in this matter, has
made herself just as unwelcome around the Golden Oaks Library. Thus, I'm reaching out
for your guidance, Brother Nexus, in how you wish me to proceed.

I patiently await your reply.

For the Night Eternal
For Equestria’s True Queen
Honored Brother Rich—Prophet of Ponyville

The scroll, which had been hoof-delivered to the manor, lay across the desk in Spell
Nexus’s study. Nexus himself was standing near one of his windows, horn glowing as he
held a glass of fine orange juice. He gently swished the glass, and its contents
danced under the gentle motions. His turquoise eyes focused on the moon, which was a
beautiful crescent in the sky.

“A filly,” Nexus whispered to himself before sipping from the glass. “A filly who attends
school, who lives with Twilight Sparkle, who was seen in the presence of Princess
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Celestia, no less. A filly who participated in a school play of all things. A filly... it is not
what I would have expected.

“What are your plans; what are your schemes?” Nexus asked, as if posing his questions to
the moon itself. “Do you act to keep your enemies close? Do you seek to find a weakness
to exploit? Do you bide your time until you can overcome the Elements of Harmony and
the ponies who wield them?”

Nexus drank from the glass again, draining every drop. The glow about his horn grew
just a bit brighter as he took hold of a large, elegant pitcher on the nearby table. From it,
he poured more orange juice and refilled his cup. He then resumed swirling the contents
of his glass as he set the pitcher down and returned to the window.

“Perhaps you are merely waiting for us, your children, to discover you. Is that your plan,
my queen? Do you wish us to prove ourselves capable and deserving of your grace?”
Nexus mused, crossing the room. “Though... I assume much taking Filthy Rich at his
word. This filly may resemble Nightmare Moon, but a resemblance is not enough. No
doppelganger will do.”

Nexus sighed as he neared his reading table, on which he set down his glass. “In any case,
this warrants further investigation.” A book floated out from the shelves, gripped by
Nexus’s levitation magic. Yet, what Nexus sought was tucked behind it. It was a small
black book, which floated from its hiding place in the shelves. Nexus then returned the
first book to its place while his magic laid the small one out on the writing desk.

Nexus opened the book, revealing pages filled with names etched out in his own hoof-
writing. It was the only true record of the Children of Nightmare; the only record of all
the ponies who had sworn strength, magic, and life to the return of Equestria’s true
queen. It was his duty alone to guard such precious information, for, if such a list were to
be found by Celestia, all their hopes would be lost.

As his turquoise eyes flowed across the names, Nexus began to ponder what his next
move would be. He would need agents that could travel to the small town of Ponyville
and verify Filthy Rich’s reports. He would need ponies he trusted; ones like Gray Gale,
Night Wind, and Stonewall. He would need ponies who were not just honored brothers
and sisters, but ponies among the Exalted. Those who were just below him in the order.
He, the one and only Revered Brother of the Children of Nightmare.

Other books began to make their way off the shelves, cradled by levitation magic, as
Nexus began checking information. Every move made by the Children of Nightmare had
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to be planned with such care, for his opponent in this high-stakes game of chess was
none other than Celestia herself. He faced a mare with a thousand years of rule and
wisdom behind her; a mare who had unearthed less thoroughly thought-out plans during
the cult’s infancy.

He’d spread his agents like a fine powder, sprinkling them amongst the ponies of
Ponyville. They’d start by simply watching. Then others would try to get closer so they
could sample her magic and her nature. Then—

“Sir?”

Nexus looked up from his work and saw Proper Etiquette had poked his nose in the
study doorway. “Yes?”

Etiquette stepped in through the door and walked over to Nexus. He held out a scroll,
which was bound shut with a purple ribbon and a silver full moon seal. “There is another
letter for you, sir.”

“Thank you, Etiquette,” Nexus replied as he took the scroll with his own magic.
“Will you be needing anything else, sir?”
Nexus shook his head. “No, not at the moment.”

“Very good, sir.” With that, Etiquette bowed respectfully before he turned and removed
himself from the room.

Nexus watched and waited until Proper Etiquette had left before he began setting down
the many books he had pulled off the shelf. He propped open the books on the floor so
he could quickly resume his work once the letter had been attended to. The scroll was
bound with a purple ribbon and a silver seal: it was the sign of a letter from a brother or
sister. The full moon on the seal indicated it was of the utmost importance.

Dear Revered Brother Nexus—High Prophet of The True Queen

This is a written report on the comings and goings of the unicorns assigned by Princess
Celestia to study and understand the nature of the resurrection spell we attempted.

I realize this report comes fairly soon after my last and that you did not expect it for several
days. There have been, however, a few developments I believe you would want to know
about without delay.
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First, with the research team moved to the royal archives, their endeavors in understanding
our spell have started to make steady headway. They have begun to decipher the arcane
lines we used to augment and focus the magic in the Everfree Forest clearing. While I will
act, as I have, to try and stall their efforts, I can at this point only slow their progress.

They will, in time, decipher the spell.

Second, Princess Celestia came to the research team this morning to check on the progress.
They reported to her exactly as I have reported to you, that their progress has now become
steady and dependable. Bastion Yorsets and Celestia then began to chat casually. The
princess talked about the Spring Festival she attended yesterday evening with her sister in
Ponyville. She spoke highly of many of the performances and offered particular praise for a
play put on by the town’s elementary school.

At this point, the princess divulged to Bastion Yorsets that her student, Twilight Sparkle,
was now taking care of a young filly by the name of Nyx. The only description she offered
was that the filly was a black-coated unicorn and that the filly was also a half-cousin.

I would have dismissed this as idle chatter if Bastion Yorsets hadn’t made a very interesting
comment. He divulged that he had grown up knowing Twilight’s father. He had even
written a letter of recommendation, at the father’s request, to help her secure an invitation
to take the entrance exam for Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns.

In his comments, Bastion admitted it was strange that Twilight had called Nyx a half-
cousin. According to Bastion, while Twilight’s father has siblings, her mother is an only
child. He further pointed out that Twilight’s father and his siblings all share the same two
parents, making it impossible for Twilight to have any half-cousins.

Princess Celestia’s reply to this was that Twilight must have misspoken when introducing
Nyx, or that she had a misunderstanding of what a half-cousin was. Bastion accepted this
answer, and soon their meeting was over.

Again, I would have believed this to be nothing but idle chatter. Yet, later that day in the
barracks, I overheard Princess Celestia’s private guards talking. The two pegasi were
discussing the princess’s day, and, after eavesdropping for a time, I discovered that the
princess made an unscheduled stop on her daily routine. She went to the Equestria Central
Records Office, during what was supposed to be her lunch hour. From the ponies there she
requested that family records pertaining to Twilight Sparkle be delivered to her royal
chambers this evening.
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I was unable to discover more, since my shift had ended, and I dare not risk lingering
around the castle after work. Thus, this is all I have to report. 1 will continue my
observation of the research team, and will alert you if I discover anything pressing.

I will submit my next regular report at the scheduled time.

For the Night Eternal
For Equestria’s True Queen
Exalted Sister Night Wind

Nexus licked his lips to wet his mouth, which had gone dry. The situation had become
much more perilous. Just as his attention had been brought to the filly in Ponyyville, so
had Celestia’s gaze. Her interest had been spurred by the blabber mouth, Bastion Yorsets.
Of course, he would have to have been a childhood friend of Twilight’s father.

Taking up the orange juice glass, Nexus tilted it up to his mouth and drained it with a
few swift gulps. He then shook his head, fighting back the brain freeze the chilled juice
had incurred before refocusing on the task at hoof. There was now a need for both
subtlety and haste. The truth about who the filly truly was needed to be ascertained
before Celestia could act in a way to make such investigation impossible.

The books that had been left on the floor were carried back into the air by Nexus’s magic.
He drew out a feather pen and several pieces of parchment. Then Nexus began to
feverishly work. His eyes moved between the little black record book, the many other
tomes that now encircled him, and the pieces of parchment he was scrawling partial
plans out on.

Spell Nexus would get no sleep that night.

Twilight yawned, making no effort to control or stifle it as she walked down the path to
Ponyville Elementary. The sun was still rising from the horizon, and the sunrise’s
tapestry of colors was just starting to fade to the constant blue of midday. Normally, it
would have taken an important research trip to make Twilight get out of bed this early.
That was, however, before Nyx came into her life. Now it was not an expedition to some
far-off archaeological site or a rare celestial event that drew Twilight from her warm bed
covers. It was a far simpler event that, to a certain little filly, was nearly as important.

A few days after the Spring Festival, Cheerilee announced that she wanted to try
something new for the school. It was a Saturday event where students would set up
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educational exhibits and the school would host food and games: something Cheerilee
was playfully calling “Learn and Play Day.” It was an event that had quickly grown, even
Ponyville’s schools for older students were more than eager to join in.

It was because the event had grown so quickly that Cheerilee had called on Twilight,
Ponyville’s number one organizer, to help get everything in order. Twilight had been
working alongside the teacher for the past two weeks to plan the event while the students
researched and built their educational exhibits. It had turned into quite a lot of work, but
it was worth it. Nyx had only grown more excited as the “Learn and Play Day” drew
closer.

Approaching the schoolhouse, Twilight walked around the brightly painted building to
the open field behind it. There, Cheerilee was working with a few other volunteers to get
everything set up. Tables, chairs, colorful strings of flags, and numerous signs decorated
the grassy field behind the school, making it almost as inviting as the schoolhouse itself.

“Good morning, everypony,” Twilight greeted. She attempted to put on a smile as well,
but it was ruined when she was gripped by another yawn.

“Not much for mornings?” Cheerilee teased as she walked over to meet Twilight.

Twilight covered her mouth with a hoof, and laughed through the end of her yawn. “Not
usually, no.”

“Well, thank you for coming out and giving everything one final check-over before the
big day. Everypony seems so excited! This little weekend may turn into a new Ponyville
tradition if it goes off right.”

“Well, let’s get through today first before we start planning for next year,” Twilight said.
She opened her saddlebags and floated a checklist with a pencil into the air. “Now, let’s
see. Are the exhibit tables set up?”

Cheerilee nodded and pointed a hoof to the area just behind the school. Several circular
tables had been borrowed or rented from a number of ponies around Ponyville. Each one
was covered in a white tablecloth and bore a pair of numbered signs. “Thirty round
tables with tablecloths and sixty exhibit signs on yellow paper.”

“Perfect,” Twilight replied. She made a check on her list and started to look around the
area the pair were standing in. “What about food?”
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“We’re just about to finish setting up the tables for our little food court. Big Macintosh
has brought in a food cart from Sweet Apple Acres. That just leaves Danver and the
Cakes, who need to arrive and set up their food stalls.”

“Danver?”
“His family owns and runs the carrot farm next to Sweet Apple Acres.”

“Oh,” Twilight said before she lifted a hoof to her mouth to mask a giggle. “Let me guess:
Danver is a type of carrot.”

“You’d be guessing right,” Cheerilee replied with a chuckle of her own.

“Then I'd say the food and eating area is all taken care of,” Twilight commented before
she checked the next item of her list. “That just leaves the afternoon activities. Still, I
doubt we’ll be able to mark that one off just yet.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, we put Rainbow Dash in charge of that. She’s reliable, but she likes to
procrastinate. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was still back at home, snoozing away the
morning.”

((BOO! »

Twilight quickly turned her head to the side, a little startled by the sudden addition of a
third voice to the conversation. It was only then that she noticed the sky blue pegasus
hovering in the air near her head. Cheerilee had to cover her mouth to keep herself from
laughing as Rainbow Dash looked at Twilight with a smug grin.

“Back at home snoozing, huh?”

Twilight laughed nervously, forcing a smile. “Rainbow Dash, I... didn’t expect you to be
here this early.”

Rainbow chuckled, landed next to Twilight, and folded her wings. “Relax, Twi. On any
normal day, I would still be asleep, but this is just going to be too awesome! I just had to
get up early, not only to clear the skies, but to make sure all my cool sporting events were
ready.”
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“What do you have planned, anyway?” Cheerilee asked. “I've been too busy making sure
the student exhibits would be ready to keep up with everything else that’s been going

»

on.

“Oh, tons of stuff!” Rainbow Dash energetically answered. “When I was at Twilight’s
library last week, I checked out a book with a whole bunch of killer ideas and now I've
got something for everypony. Got things for just the kids to do, things for kids to do with
their parents, and things for the parents to do so the kids can cheer them on. We’ve got
games for pegasi, for earth ponies, for unicorns, and games where you get to mix it up. It
is all just going to be so awesome!”

“Wow, that... sounds like a lot,” Twilight said, unable to hide how impressed she was.

Rainbow Dash smiled smugly, lifted a hoof, and brushed it against her chest. “Yeah, I
pretty much outdid myself.”

“And, since we got so many ponies to volunteer their time and things for free,” Cheerilee
began as she reached under a nearby table and pulled out a box. “I actually was able to
spend the last of the budget on some prizes for your—”

Cheerilee didn’t even get to finish what she was saying. Without a word of warning,
Rainbow zipped forward, stuck her head in the box, and began to rummage around
inside with a gleeful squee. “You got prizes!?”

“Uh... yes, yes I did.”

“And good prizes too,” Dash commented with her head still inside the box. “There’s
some choice stuff in here. Oh cool, yo-yos!” At that, Rainbow Dash pulled her head out
of the box with a yo-yo pinched gingerly in her teeth. In a flash, its string was around her
hoof. Then, with an expert flick, Rainbow Dash sent the little plastic disk up and down
the string in a smooth motion. Another flick and the yo-yo was in a simple sleeper trick,
where it stayed at the bottom of the string but continued to spin.

“Heh, I used to be pretty good at this,” Dash bragged as she flicked her hoof to bring the
yo-yo out of the sleeper trick. Rainbow Dash then gave the toy a few more flicks to build
speed before she wrapped some of the string around her hooves, resulting in the yo-yo
swinging back and forth inside a triangle of string. “This here is called “The Pendulum.”

“That’s great, Rainbow, but shouldn’t you leave the prizes for the ponies who actually
win them?” Twilight asked.
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“Sure, just one more trick. You heard of ‘Around the World? Well, this is my super,
double loop, around the sun trick.” With that, Dash gave the yo-yo a firm flick, jumped
into the air, and used her wings to spin herself. A few seconds after starting the trick
Dash flopped to the ground, hog-tied in the string.

Cheerilee and Twilight couldn’t help but burst out laughing as Dash struggled to free
herself from the string. “Oh wow, Rainbow Dash, that was really something,” Twilight
deadpanned.

“Yeah yeah— laugh it up. Now, are you two going to just stand there giggling, or are you
going to lend me a hoof?”

The Learn and Play Day was in full swing the moment it opened to the public at nine
o’clock that morning. The students had set up their exhibits, and each exhibit had been
done on a different topic of interest. There were exhibits about farming techniques,
about history, about how weather was made, and dozens of other topics that usually
caught the interest of school age fillies and colts.

That was the “Learn” part of the “Learn and Play Day.” The students learned more about
subjects they wanted to know more about, and some parents and other ponies in the
community had a chance to learn as well.

“Isn’t this so super-duper fun, Fluttershy?!” Pinkie Pie chirped as she bounced along
between the student exhibits while Fluttershy walked calmly beside her. “I mean, I knew
cotton candy was good, and I knew how to make it. Still, I never knew how little pieces of
sugar turned into stringy sweet goodness.”

Fluttershy nodded. “Yes, that was a really interesting display.”
“Which one’s been your favorite so far?” Pinkie asked excitedly.

Fluttershy shrank slightly under Pinkie’s undivided attention. “Well... um... I liked the
one about how caterpillars become butterflies. I already knew about that, but the student
did such a wonderful job explaining it.”

“All the kids did a really good job,” Pinkie Pie agreed before her eyes lit up. “Oh, I wish I
could have an exhibit! I'd do one about parties!”

Fluttershy blinked. “Parties?”
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“Parties aren’t as easy as everypony thinks. There are lots of rules I have to follow for my
parties: the Pinkie Pie Party rules,” Pinkie stated matter-of-factly.

“Really?” Fluttershy asked in disbelief as the pair continued to move through the crowd.
“I would never imagine you actually had rules for your parties.”

“Of course! How do you think they turn out so good? I have rules I can never ever ever
ever never ever break. And, as long as anypony else doesn’t break them, the party is a
guaranteed success. Like, rule number one: Every party must have decorations, or rule
number one hundred and fifty-seven: If the ratio of fillies and colts to mares and stallions
is at least two to one, there must be a pifata.”

Fluttershy couldn’t help but tilt her head to one side and arch an eyebrow. “Rule number
one hundred and fifty-seven? How many rules are there?”

“Three hundred and seventy-six,” Pinkie replied nonchalantly.
“Oh... oh my... that’s... that’s a lot of rules.”

For a brief moment Pinkie Pie stopped bouncing, and her usually happy expression
turned stone-cold. “Hey, throwing parties is my special talent, and it is serious business
to make them seriously fun.” Pinkie Pie’s normal, cheerful demeanor returned a moment
later. She then scanned the exhibits, looking for the next one she and Fluttershy would
visit. “Oh! Hey, there’s Nyx’s booth! We should go see what she did.”

Pinkie Pie bounced ahead, forcing Fluttershy to break into a quick trot just to catch up. A
group of stallions and mares were just stepping away from Nyx’s booth when the pair of
mares came up.

“Hi Fluttershy!” Nyx said with a wide smile, one that withered a little as Nyx turned to
look at the, at times, overwhelming pony that stood beside Fluttershy. “H-hi, Pinkie Pie.”

“Hey there, Nyx,” Pinkie Pie chirped. “What super cool, amazing thing did you do for
your exhibit? Give us the whole rundown.”

“If you don’t mind, that is,” Fluttershy added, trying to curb Pinkie Pie’s enthusiasm.

“O-of course not, it’s—” Nyx stated, before she coughed into her hoof to clear her throat.
“I chose to make my exhibit about transfiguration magic.”

Pinkie tilted her head, confused but still excited. “Transfigurwhatiewhat?”
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“Transfiguration. It’s the magic that focuses on turning one thing into another.” Nyx
pointed to a number of pictures she had set up on the cardboard backdrop of her exhibit.
“Transfiguration magic can be used to transform practically anything into anything else.
Like a stick into a fancy walking cane. Or a stone into a hat. Or even an apple into a
horse-drawn carriage.

“Transfiguration magic is only limited by the skill and the ability of the pony casting it.
Skilled unicorns, such as Rarity, can use transfiguration to turn fabric into a dress, and
Twilight Sparkle is able to transfigure four common mice into four full-sized horses.”

“Hey, I remember that!” Pinkie Pie said with a giggle. “They didn’t exactly look like
horses.”

Nyx stammered a moment, trying to recover from Pinkie Pie’s interruption. “A-and that
leads me to the next part of my exhibit: the limits of transfiguration magic.
Transfiguration magic is always temporary. Everything transfigured will eventually turn
back to normal. This is why anything that needs to be permanent is still hoofmade, like
houses and clothing. Otherwise there wouldn’t be a need for construction workers,
carpenters, or any other ponies who make things.

“And, as a final part of my exhibit, I-I would like to provide a live demonstration of
transfiguration magic.”

Nyx pointed to the rock sitting on the table at the center of her exhibit. She then shut her
eyes, her horn and the rock beginning to glow. Her face contorted with concentration,
and she puffed out her cheeks as she strained her young magic. After a few tense
moments, a small pop and flash of light enveloped the rock before it was turned into a
potted flower.

“00000000000000,” Pinkie Pie said before she leaned in and sniffed the flower. “It even
smells real.”

Nyx smiled bashfully. “So, um, any questions?”

“No, none at all. That was very well done, Nyx. You should be—" Fluttershy began to
praise, only for Pinkie Pie to put her head in between Fluttershy and Nyx.

“Oh, I got a question! Have you tried changing anything bigger than a rock? Oh, do you
take requests?”
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“W-well... no,” Nyx stammered, “b-but I guess I could try. Um... what did you have in
mind?”

“Turn that grass into cotton candy!” Pinkie Pie said ecstatically. “No, wait, turn that into
a candy apple! No, wait, you should turn that stallion’s bowtie into a squirty flower! Oh!
No no no no! I know what you should try to do!” Pinkie Pie was grinning ear to ear as
she pointed a hoof at Fluttershy. “Turn her into a tree!”

Nyx’s head lowered and her ears flattened as she took a step back from Pinkie Pie and her
manic behavior. “A... a tree?”

“Yeah! Turn Fluttershy into a tree.”

“W-why would you want me to be a tree?” asked Fluttershy, looking incredulously at
Pinkie Pie for her odd suggestion.

“Because, this one time, on a train, I got talking with Rainbow Dash and Twilight, and,
for some strange reason, Rainbow thought you were a tree, even though you obviously
aren’t. But then you said you’d like to be a tree,” Pinkie Pie answered Fluttershy before
turning her excited blue eyes back to Nyx. “So, can you turn her into a tree?”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh, come on, just give it a try. You never know unless you try,” Pinkie Pie encouraged.
“But—" Nyx tried to protest.

“Come on, Fluttershy doesn’t mind, do you, Fluttershy?”

Fluttershy scratched at the ground, drawing anxious circles in the dirt. “Well... um, you
do seem really excited so I guess I don’t mind, but are you sure it’s safe?”

“We saw Twilight turn mice into horses, and she wouldn’t put your animal friends in
danger.”

“Well... I guess that’s true,” Fluttershy admitted, “and I guess it would be kind of nice to
see what it’s like.”

“Yay!” Pinkie Pie cheered before she looked back to Nyx. “So, come on, let’s see some of
that unicorn magic!”
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Nyx took a step back, shying away. “Pinkie Pie, I-I d-don’t know... I don’t think
Twilight—"

“Aw, come on, please? It will be so totally fun!” Pinkie Pie pressured as she bounced with
excitement.

“Pinkie Pie, maybe—" Fluttershy began, trying to tell her friend she was being a little
overbearing. However, she didn’t get to finish her sentence as she felt magic wrapping
around her. Nyx had shut her eyes and focused her magic into her horn. She was making
an attempt at the transfiguration spell, if only to appease the energetic Pinkie Pie.

“Boy, some of these booths are really cool!” Rainbow Dash said, she and Twilight trotting
amongst them. “I mean, did you see what Scootaloo did? She actually explained how my
Sonic Rainboom works! I didn’t even know how it worked, besides the fact that I was
breaking the sound barrier.”

“Yes, all the students have really done—” Twilight began, only to be silenced as the
ground shook and a loud noise cut through the air.

ssssrrrr-RRRRUUUUGGGGHHHH-RRRUUUGGGHHH-frrggggh...
Trrrssss-ssssttthhh-stttshh...

“What was that?” Twilight asked once she had regained her footing from what had felt
like a minor earthquake. When she got no answer, Twilight turned to look at Rainbow
Dash, who was staring wide-eyed in the opposite direction. Following Rainbow’s gaze,
Twilight nearly choked on the air in her own lungs at what she saw.

A young tree had appeared in the center of the exhibits. It was just barely as tall as the
schoolhouse’s roof with a trunk about as wide as a metal bucket. It was a young weeping
willow, and its long, hanging branches and leaves draped across nearby exhibits. The
tree, however, was very unusual; its bark was a bright yellow and all of its leaves were a
light, frilly pink.

“Oh my gosh! You did it!” Pinkie Pie’s voice burst out above the crowd, drawing
Rainbow Dash and Twilight out of their stupor. The two quickly raced through the
network of tables and shoved their way through the crowd to reach the tree. Pinkie Pie
had climbed up into the branches, hanging off one of the few branches thick enough to
support her weight.
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“Pinkie Pie, where the hay did this tree come from?” Rainbow asked as she took flight to
catch up to Pinkie Pie in the tree’s crown.

“It was amazing! Nyx did it with her magic!”

“Nyx did?” Twilight said as she looked up and down the tree in disbelief before her eyes
narrowed. “Wait, where is Nyx?”

Twilight’s question was answered with a whimper that emanated from beneath one of
the exhibit tables. When Twilight lifted the tablecloth, she found Nyx shaking like a leaf.
Her head was in her hooves, and a few tears were pulling at her eyes.

“Nyx, what did you—" Twilight began, which only caused Nyx to break down.

“Tw-Twilight, I'm sorry! I-I didn’t want to, but Pinkie Pie kept asking and Fluttershy
said it was okay and... and I'm sorry! I didn’t want to do it!”

“Do what?” Twilight asked, still unsure exactly what had happened.
“She turned Fluttershy into a tree!” Pinkie Pie cheered.

“Wait... wait, wait, wait, hold on a sec,” Dash began, pointing a hoof at the yellow and
pink weeping willow. “This, this tree right here. This tree is Fluttershy.”

“Well duh. Of course it is! I just fold you that Nyx turned Fluttershy into a tree. Seriously,
Rainbow Dash, I'd think you’d be happy. After all, you were the one that thought
Fluttershy was a tree when we were on our way to Appleloosa.”

“I did not! I was being sarcastic.”
Pinkie Pie flopped her head to one side. “You were being sarcastic?”

As Rainbow Dash tried again to explain to Pinkie Pie why she had once called Fluttershy
a tree, Twilight began to glance nervously around the steadily growing crowd of ponies.
They were all murmuring and whispering about Nyx.

Nyx picked up on the growing crowd as well and also the growing concern on Twilight’s
face. With another whimper, she retreated further beneath the table. “I... I'm sorry.”
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“No, no, Nyx, it’s okay,” Twilight whispered, trying to reassure her. “Just... uh... give me
one moment.” At that Twilight turned to look at the tree, and she took in a deep breath
to brace herself.

After the accident during her entrance exam to Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns,
when she had turned her own parents into potted plants, one of the first spells Twilight
had been taught by the princess was a transfiguration reversal spell. Yes, a
transfiguration would wear off in time, but it was also important to be able to reverse a
transfiguration at a moment’s notice.

Closing her eyes, Twilight began to focus and her horn started to shimmer as she called
on her magic. The same glow began to engulf the tree, and Rainbow Dash grabbed Pinkie
Pie out of the tree’s crown before Twilight completed her reversal spell. The crowd
watched in awe, and the display even drew Nyx out from beneath the exhibit table.

Then, after a few tense moments, the tree imploded on itself. It compressed down to a
single point, and with a magical pop, Fluttershy reappeared and dropped to the ground
with a small thud.

“Fluttershy, are you okay?” Twilight asked. She quickly rushed up to help her friend back
to her hooves.

“Ye... y-yes,” Fluttershy said, though both her voice and her knees were shaking. “I-I'm
fine.”

Twilight breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. You were never in any real danger;
transfiguration magic is inherently temporary. Still, from what my parents told me, being
turned into a plant can be a bit disorienting.”

“Oh, what was it like? What was it like?” Pinkie Pie asked, bouncing in excitement.

“It was...” Fluttershy began, and then paused a moment to collect her thoughts. Not only
did Pinkie Pie, Twilight, and Rainbow Dash lean in to hear the answer, but any ponies
nearby who had witnessed the feat of magic leaned in as well. They were all eager to hear
the first hoof account of what it was like to be a tree.

“Nice,” Fluttershy finally concluded, causing a groan of disappointment to sweep
through the crowd. With a lackluster climax to the small spectacle, many of the ponies in
the crowd turned to leave. Pinkie Pie, however, was unfazed.
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“Oh, now I want to be turned into something! A rose bush... no, a balloon! No! Turn me
into a cake, turn me into a—”

“Wow, would you look at that! It’s almost lunch time,” Twilight interrupted as she put a
hoof against Pinkie Pie’s mouth and forced a smile. “Personally, I'm starved. Aren’t you
starved, Nyx? Of course you are, you just turned a pony into a tree. That kind of thing
must really work up an appetite. Why don’t we go get something to eat?”

Not even waiting for an answer, Twilight grabbed Nyx with a levitation spell and
galloped out of the crowd of ponies. This left Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, and Rainbow Dash
standing dumbfounded in the wake of Twilight’s abrupt retreat.

“Aw, but I want to be a cake,” Pinkie Pie whined in disappointment. Yet, she then perked
up, scratched at her neck, and began to look around, as if searching for something.

Dash took notice of her pink friend’s sudden shift in mood. “What’s wrong, Pinkie Pie?”
“Itchy neck, itchy neck,” she replied.
Dash arched an eyebrow. “Itchy neck... wait, like twitchy tail?”

Pinkie Pie shook her head and got to her hooves as she continued to search the crowd.
“No, silly. Twitchy tail is when something is about to fall.”

“Then what does itchy neck mean?” Fluttershy asked.
“Somepony is watching us,” Pinkie Pie answered with a low hiss.

“Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy just got turned into a tree,” Dash pointed out before waving her
hooves at the crowd. “Everypony was watching us.”

Pinkie shook her head violently from side to side. “No no no no no! That was an
innocent ‘wow that’s a really cool thing that happened” watching. No, itchy neck is a bad
kind of watching.”

“What the hay is bad watching?” Rainbow Dash questioned.
“Sssssspyyyying,” Pinkie Pie hissed quietly, “and the spy is... that way!”

Without another word Pinkie Pie was off. She galloped at a full sprint through the crowd,
dodging ponies before she made a hard turn and disappeared behind a table. That left
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Dash and Fluttershy to anxiously glance at one another, worried about what kind of
chaos Pinkie Pie was about to unleash on the “Learn and Play Day.”
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You Can’t Hide Magic

Twilight looked on in a daze as she and Nyx sat behind the apple stand where Big
Macintosh was hard at work. Big Mac, in a simple but much appreciated act of kindness,
had allowed the pair to hide from the crowds after the tree incident. Nyx was still visibly
upset about what had happened. She was, however, slowly recovering, thanks in part to
the red apple Twilight had purchased for her as lunch.

Yet, while Nyx was recovering, Twilight’s state of panic only seemed to be growing. She
kept up a calm facade for Nyx’s sake, but that didn’t stop her mind from spinning faster
than Rainbow Dash could fly.

Dragon-shaped eyes could be hidden with glasses. Wings could be concealed with a vest.
Magic was different. Nyx had almost blown her cover, and everypony at the Learn and
Play Day had to be talking about what happened.

Sure, it was a feat of magic Twilight herself was capable of performing, especially with
her years of practice and study under Princess Celestia. She had even accomplished a
similar feat of magic when she was Nyx’s age; she had turned her parents into potted
plants. At that time, however, it was a manifestation of magic she didn’t have full control
of. Nyx, on the other hoof, had just turned a pony into a tree on purpose, something that
should have been impossible for a normal filly.

A normal filly had turned a pony into a tree.

No, despite what Twilight told herself and everypony else, Nyx wasn’t entirely normal.
She was an alicorn, but not an alicorn like her old foalsitter, Cadance. No, Cadance was
only of partial royal blood, and thus a mortal alicorn. Yes, Cadance’s talent for love
magic was unique. In terms of sheer power, however, Twilight herself was more
magically gifted.

But Nyx... what if Nyx was different?

Doubts and fears, both old and new, began to rear their ugly heads in Twilight’s
mind. Nyx had come from the spell meant to resurrect Nightmare Moon, and Nightmare
Moon was not a mortal alicorn. She was the jealousy-twisted form of Princess Luna. She
was a member of the rare breed of immortal alicorns. Nightmare Moon had the power to
move the moon in the sky, an act that had become impossible to even a team of unicorns
after Discord’s reign over the world.
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And Nyx had been born of a spell meant to resurrect Nightmare Moon. She was likely
just a young Nightmare Moon. Had she somehow inherited the gift of immortality?
Would she, when she was older, be able to move the sun, the moon, or other heavenly
bodies? Would she become as grand and regal as Princess Celestia?

The full weight of parenthood came crashing down on Twilight. What was she getting
herself into? She was taking care of Nyx like a daughter, and she was barely an adult
herself. That, and, for all she knew, she was raising a filly that could someday be like the
princesses.

How long would she be able to keep the truth hidden? Dragon-shaped eyes and wings
could be disguised, but that kind of magical power? How much longer would it be before
Princess Celestia heard of this prodigy in Ponyville? Even if the hiccup with turning
Fluttershy into a tree was a one-time thing, what would happen as Nyx got older?

Would Nyx’s magic get more powerful? How big was she going to get? Princess Luna,
after all, was only a little bigger than the average pony, but she was still the younger of
the royal sisters. She could easily get bigger in time, and that made Twilight think of
Princess Celestia. What if Nyx grew as tall as her, and what about her mane? What if
Nyx’s mane turned into a swirling cloud of indigo magic with stars like the real
Nightmare Moon’s mane?

What would ponies think when they realized what Nyx was? How long would it be before
the torches and pitchforks came out? How long would it be before the royal guard was
hunting Nyx down? How long would it be before Princess Celestia banished Nyx to the
moon? Nyx didn’t deserve any of that... well, unless she was, in fact, Nightmare Moon.

“Twilight, you okay? Yer lookin’ mighty pale,” a deep voice on Twilight’s right
commented.

Snapped out of her spiraling thoughts, Twilight looked up at Big Macintosh, who had a
moment free from customers to check on her and Nyx. “Oh... yes, sorry... I'm fine. Just...
just a little light-headed.”

“You want another apple?” he offered kindly.
“No, no thank you,” Twilight replied. “Uh, have they started the afternoon activities?”

“Don’t think so, but I reckon it’s going to start right soon,” Big Macintosh answered. The
straw in his mouth twitched as he spoke. “Saw Applejack and Apple Bloom headin’ in
that direction.”
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“Are... are we still going to that, even after what happened?” Nyx asked.

“Yes, we are,” Twilight replied, getting to her hooves. She knew Nyx was looking forward
to the afternoon activities, but the greater and unspoken reason was that Twilight was
worried about what would happen if they left. After what had happened, if she and Nyx
left abruptly, her friends would wonder where they went. They would then come looking
for her and Nyx, and they would expect an explanation.

In truth, Twilight feared leaving would only invite more unwanted attention. If they
stayed, however, they could try and act like what had happened was nothing out of the
ordinary. Twilight’s family, after all, was known for being magically gifted. She could just
act like what Nyx did was perfectly normal. This was far from the truth, but Twilight
didn’t have a lot of options. It was either stay at the school or retreat to the library, and
the former appealed to her as the best option.

“I know you’re here somewhere, Spy Spyerton McSpy,” Pinkie Pie whispered to herself
while she surveyed the crowd of ponies moving about the lunch area and exhibits.
Whoever had been watching her, Rainbow Dash, and Fluttershy had slipped away once,
but now Pinkie Pie knew the spy was there, and she would find him or her.

Itchy neck...

Pinkie Pie sharply turned her head to the right and began looking across the crowd. Her
vision eventually met with a pair of brown-gray eyes, eyes that were looking back at her.
It took a moment for the other pony to realize Pinkie Pie was staring right at him, but,
when he did, he ducked around a corner in the student exhibits.

Creaky knee...

“Gotcha,” Pinkie Pie whispered with a slightly devilish grin before breaking into a gallop.
Creaky knee told her somepony was trying to get away from her, and the knee closest to
the pony was the one that got creaky. It was what allowed Pinkie Pie to follow Rainbow
Dash wherever she tried to hide, and, at the moment, it meant Pinkie Pie would be able
to track the spy.

Rounding the same corner the spy had just disappeared behind, Pinkie Pie maneuvered
through the crowd and student exhibits in hot pursuit. She caught small glances of
somepony moving just ahead of her. The spy knew she was onto him, but that wouldn’t
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stop her. Nopony went about being a nasty Spy Spyerton McSpy, especially around her
and her friends.

Creaky knee front left... Creaky knee front right... Creaky knee front right... Creaky knee
back left... Creaky knee front right... Twingy ankle...

Pinkie Pie put all four of her hooves to the ground, braked hard, and skidded to a stop.
Twingy ankle... Now the spy wasn’t running, the spy was hiding. Pinkie’s eyes narrowed,
and she found herself once more on the side of the food court that had been set up for
the Learn and Play Day. There were ponies at almost every table, eating their lunches
while other ponies mingled about, talking and laughing.

“Oh, he’s good, but hide and seek is one of my favorite games,” Pinkie Pie whispered,
before taking in a deep breath and shouting, “You hear that?! I'll find you!”

All the ponies who had been eating their meals and chatting turned to look at Pinkie Pie,
most quite startled by her sudden and very loud proclamation. Still, Pinkie Pie ignored
the confused stares. She scanned the crowd and eventually spotted a pony sitting alone at
a table who had not turned around. He was the only stallion that hadn’t turned to look at
her. Her eyes fell on the back of his slicked-back navy blue mane.

“Gotcha... again,” Pinkie Pie hissed with a menacing grin. She moved across the food
court slowly, stepping between ponies as she did her best to approach the spy from
behind. She circled around chatting ponies, ducked behind a baby carriage, and even hid
in a bundle of balloons. Each move brought her closer to her prey.

Yet, when she was within a few tables, a familiar face popped in front of her. “Oh, there
you are, Pinkie Pie. I was worried when you ran off,” Rainbow Dash said. “It’s almost
time to start the afternoon sports and games. You still want to help?”

Pinkie Pie glowered, trying to strain her neck and look around Rainbow Dash. “No... I...
don’t... because... 'm tracking... a pony and..” Eventually, she gently pushed the
hovering Rainbow Dash out of the way, only to find the pony she had been creeping up
on had vanished. Pinkie grunted in aggravation before turning an accusing glare onto
Rainbow Dash. “And you let him get away!”

Dash put her hooves up defensively. “Whoa... sorry, I didn’t mean to mess up... whatever
it is you're doing.”

Creaky knee front right...

164



Pinkie Pie’s frown quickly turned back to a sinister smile. She turned her head in the
direction of her creaky knee. “Don’t worry about it, Dashie; now the spy is trying to run
away from me again, and nopony can run away from Pinkamena Diane Pie.”

Dash cocked an eyebrow. “Wait, you’re still chasing this imaginary spy?”

Pinkie Pie offered no answer. Instead, she broke into a gallop, leaving Rainbow Dash
behind as she charged across the food court. She caught sight of a navy-blue tail ducking
behind the front of the schoolhouse, and she broke into a full sprint to catch up. She
leaped around the corner but saw no sign of the mysterious pony.

Creaky knee front right... Twingy ankle...

Pinkie Pie smiled triumphantly as she put a hoof on the schoolhouse’s front door. “Oh,
you silly spy. You thought you could hide in the schoolhouse, but nopony can hide from
me.” She pushed on the doors, throwing them open with a resounding crash. She then
somersaulted once, jumped up onto her back hooves and pulled off a few karate poses as
she shouted into the dark.

“Come out now, Spy Spyerton McSpy! I know you’re in here, and you’re going to tell me
why you’re being a big meanie and spying on me and my friends!”

“Enough of this,” a voice snarled from the back of the room. Pinkie Pie turned, her eyes
meeting the same brown-gray eyes she had seen among the exhibits. Those eyes closed,
then reopened with brilliant, turquoise irises.

“All right, ponies!” Rainbow Dash hollered over the remaining crowd. “It’s time for the
last event of the day: the Tug of War Tournament!”

The parents and other ponies who had come out for the Learn and Play Day cheered,
having formed a sizable audience around three tug of war ropes.

“So, here’s how it’s going to happen. There are teams of four, and each team has been
placed on our tournament roster. There are also three age groups, and teams will fit into
the age group of its oldest member. The last team standing in each age group will get
prizes, and then we’ll let the top teams tug it out to see which one is the Tug of War
Champion of the day.

“Now teams, report to the rope you were assigned to and let’s get tugging.”
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The fillies and colts, who had been watching near the front of the audience, all cheered
and separated themselves into their age groups. At the red rope, for the youngest age
group, Rarity stood with a clipboard floating gently in front of her. Cheerilee was
moderating the middle age group, and Applejack was keeping the oldest of the school age
ponies in line.

“All right,” Rarity said in a singsong manner above the little fillies and colts that had
crowded around her. “First up are the Cutie Mark Crusaders versus the Carrot Clan.
Those two teams, get to your sides of the rope, and everypony else, please stand back.”

The young ponies followed her directions. On one side of the rope were three colts and a
filly, all of them with some form of a carrot themed cutie mark, who took up the rope in
their teeth. On the other side of the rope, the four fillies wearing bright red Cutie Mark
Crusader capes got in line. Sweetie Belle was in the front, Scootaloo behind her. Nyx,
who had been officially inducted into the Cutie Mark Crusaders just after the Spring
Festival, took up the third position. Apple Bloom was at the end, acting as the team’s
anchor.

“Now, while I suggested that having a rope to pull across a line would have been much
cleaner and safer, Rainbow Dash saw fit to use mud pits; something about it being easier
to keep track of winners,” Rarity mused as she looked over the colts and fillies she would
be refereeing.

“Now, the goal is to pull all members of the other team into the mud pit. The rules are
simple: if your team as whole lets go of the rope or gets pulled into the mud, then you
lose. Magic is not allowed, and pegasi must keep their hooves on the ground. Everypony
understand?” Rarity asked. The two teams nodded their heads in agreement, already
starting to pull the rope taut between them.

“And remember, there is a wash station set up if you lose, but... Well, everypony just try
their best and have fun, okay?”

The two teams both stared at each other, ready to begin, and Rarity didn’t waste another
moment.

“Ready... Set... Go!”

With tightened jaws, the two teams pulled on the rope and began their struggle to drag
the other team into the mud pit. For a moment, the Carrot Clan team had the
advantage and managed to pull the Crusaders a few steps forward. Yet, the tide soon
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turned when Scootaloo began flapping her wings while keeping her hooves on the
ground. The added force let the Crusaders regain their footing, and, soon, with a few
hard pulls and four splashes from the other team, they had won the first match.

“Yay! Cutie Mark Crusader Tug of War Champions!” the four cheered in unison before
they stepped away from the rope and let the next two teams approach.

The Cutie Mark Crusaders won two more rounds before they reached their age group’s
final match, and the Crusaders couldn’t be happier with whom they were facing.

Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon had gotten two of the strongest colts in the age group
on their team, and they reached the final match by relying on those two colts. Still, the
Crusaders weren’t about to lose to the fillies who regularly called them blank flanks, and
Nyx still had a score to settle with Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon for the Everfree
Forest prank.

“Ready... Set... Go!” Rarity shouted, and the two teams pulled the rope taut. Almost
immediately the two colts on the other team began dragging the Cutie Mark Crusaders
forward. They were colts just barely in the youngest age group, which gave them a
noticeable physical advantage over the Crusaders.

“Come on!” Apple Bloom grunted through the rope in her mouth. “Pull!”
“We are!” Scootaloo grunted back. “But our hooves are slipping!”

“Looks like you four are going to be losers and blank flanks,” Diamond Tiara heckled
with a laugh. She even took her mouth off the rope since the two older colts on her team
were doing all the work.

“We are not losers!” Sweetie Belle shouted. She dug her hooves into the ground and
halted her team’s slow defeat just before she would have fallen into the waiting mud pit.

“Everypony,” Apple Bloom said through the rope in her teeth, “pull hard together.
Ready... Pull!”

The four Crusaders put their weight into their unified tug and managed to regain some
ground, each taking a single step back. Once more, Apple Bloom called “Ready... Pull!”
and again the fillies were able to reclaim a single step, slowly dragging back the older
stallions.
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For the first time in the tournament, Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon had to do what
little they could to help the two colts on their team. It was enough to stop the Crusaders,
but not before they had regained the ground they’d lost.

It was then that the two teams entered into a tense stalemate. Neither team was able to
gain an inch. Even Apple Bloom’s tactic was soon rendered useless. Diamond Tiara’s
team had figured out the counter-strategy of pulling on the rope whenever Apple Bloom
shouted “pull”. Soon, both teams broke down to just pulling on the rope with all their
strength, hoping to win the competition through brute force alone. That strategy,
however, began to take its toll.

“My jaw is starting to hurt,” Sweetie Belle mumbled out.

“Just hold on, we can win this,” Scootaloo said, trying to pep up the team as she flapped
her wings as quickly as she could.

Apple Bloom nodded, huffing through her nostrils. “Yeah, we just got to keep pullin’.”

“No, we don’t,” Nyx grunted as the Crusaders began to lose a little of their hard earned
ground.

“You better not be sayin’ we should give up, Nyx!” Apple Bloom grumbled.

“I'm not,” Nyx stressed. “I'm just saying we can’t overpower them. We have to out-
think them.”

“And just how are we supposed to do that?” Apple Bloom asked.

“Hey, I think I got an idea!” Scootaloo called out, before she began whispering. Her voice
was just loud enough for her friends to hear, and soon her idea had been formed into a
plan by Apple Bloom. It was a gamble, but the four fillies got ready as Apple Bloom
began to count.

“Three... Two... One... PULL!” Apple Bloom shouted through the rope in her teeth.
Diamond Tiara’s team, hearing this, quickly pulled, trying to counteract the rallied tug
the Crusaders were about to perform. The Crusaders, however, did not pull back. They
instead let Diamond Tiara’s team have some slack.

The sudden lack of opposition threw Diamond Tiara’s team off, causing the colt they had
in the back to trip over his own hooves and fall to the side. This was what the Crusaders
had been hoping for. Apple Bloom shouted out another “PULL,” and with one of the two
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big colts off his hooves, the four fillies were able to pull the rest of team into the mud
puddle with a resounding splash.

“Match over; the Cutie Mark Crusaders win!” Rarity sung out to the cheers of the crowd.

“No!” Diamond Tiara cried out in anger as she tried to stand up in the mud pit. “We
were supposed to win!” Diamond Tiara then tried to stomp her hoof in protest, but the
slick ground beneath her caused her to lose her balance and fall back into the mud.

Diamond Tiara’s minor tantrum, however, only made the victory sweeter for the four
Cutie Mark Crusaders. The fillies shared a victory high-hoof and went to where Rainbow
Dash was hovering so they could wait for the other age groups to finish.

“All right, it’s time for our awesome championship round,” Dash announced to the
applause of the crowd. The crowd had gathered around the one remaining tug of war
rope, which Rainbow Dash was hovering above. “It’s going to be between the Cutie Mark
Crusaders and The Boulders.”

Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and Nyx all looked wide-eyed at their opponents.
By some luck they had managed to beat the middle age group champion team, but now
the four little fillies were facing The Boulders, a team of four colts that were very close to
being considered young adults.

“Now, since one team has an obvious advantage,” Dash said, motioning towards the four
earth ponies of the other team, “we’ll allow the Cutie Mark Crusaders to have an
advantage as well: They can either add another pony to their team, have one unicorn be
allowed to use magic, or they can pick a pony from The Boulders to sit out.”

The Crusaders huddled up, and Apple Bloom quickly offered her opinion. “We should
ask my big sister to join our team. No! Wait! We should ask Big Macintosh to be on our
team! I bet he could beat those four big ponies all by himself.”

“No, I want to beat these colts ourselves,” Scootaloo argued, taking a moment to poke
her head out of the huddle and glared at the other team before looking back at her
friends. “I say we take the biggest and make him sit out. It'll be four versus three.”

“What about magic?” asked Sweetie Belle, “I'm not that good, but Nyx knows some
magic. She turned Fluttershy into a tree!”
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“You heard about that?” Nyx asked, a bit embarrassed.

“Hard not to, considering everypony here saw the tree,” Scootaloo pointed out. “Still, I
think Sweetie Belle is right.”

“I don’t know,” Apple Bloom said hesitantly. “Nyx, do you think you have enough
magic?”

“I... I don’t know... Maybe, I guess.”

“Come on, Apple Bloom, just think about it,” Scootaloo said as she nudged her friend.
“The four of us beating the four of them without any help. It would be so awesome.”

Apple Bloom smiled a little. “Well, I guess it would be cool, and it’s not like we’ve got
anything to lose. We already beat Diamond Tiara, and seeing her fall in the mud was all I
really wanted to get out of this here tug of war tournament.”

“All right, it’s decided. Nyx will be our anchor and use her magic,” Scootaloo concluded.
The Crusaders ended their huddle and told Rainbow Dash their choice. Rainbow echoed
their choice to the crowd, and most of the ponies cheered at th