
The day was full of all kinds of possibilities.

The morning was warm and sunny, with dew and the last drops of rain from the shower last night glistening on the green grass.  The last few clouds from the overnight shower were being herded away and broken up by the pegasus ponies, turning the sky into a cloudless dome of beautiful blue.  Ponies were out and about on their daily business, opening shops, getting ready for the day’s work, and buying the goods or supplies they’d need for the day’s activities.  Twilight Sparkle was just one of the dozens of ponies heading for the opening shops, saddlebags on her sides and Spike sitting on her back as he so loved to do, and which she never minded.  He was a baby dragon, after all, and his little legs tired out if he tried to walk alongside her for very long.  He was holding the day’s checklist in his little paws, which was the Checklist of Things To Do This Morning.  Few things made Twilight Sparkle happier than her checklists.  The organized pony was the productive pony, after all.  Today’s checklist was to buy some parchment and quills, pick up the new books that would be arriving from Canterlot on the morning train, and to consider the costume she wanted to wear to next week’s Nightmare Night.  It was going to be a special one, because Princess Luna was going to be here for the celebration, and thank Celestia, things would go much better than they did the last time she was here on that most particular night.

Maybe this year, she’d wear a costume that ponies actually recognized.  She had had very bad luck, so far. Nobody at all had recognized her Starswirl the Bearded costume she wore on her first Nightmare Night in Ponyville, and she’d had no better luck with her Silvermane the Wise costume last year…really, did these ponies know anything about magical history?  They were only the two most respected unicorn magicians in all of Equestrian history!


Spike leaned over so far that he almost fell off her back when they passed by the Cake’s pastry shop, the wonderful smells of baking bread, and cakes, and pies.  He let go of the checklist as his little arms windmilled wildly, and Twilight had to sigh, stop, and use her levitating magic to pick it up for him.  He gave an embarrassed little laugh, taking the checklist with a silly little smile.

“Come on, Twilight, can we stop for a cupcake?” he asked hopefully.


“After we finish today’s checklist,” she said firmly, nodding to Big Macintosh as he pulled a cart of apples in from Sweet Apple Acres.  “What’s next?”


“Umm, talking with Rarity about this year’s costume,” he replied after looking down.  “You won’t need me for that!  Can’t we stop for just a minute and get a cupcake?”



“Spiiike,” Twilight warned as he turned back towards the pasty shop’s open door.


A blue blur whizzed by, turned, and then settled just over and beside her.  “Hey Twilight!” Rainbow Dash called.


“Nice shower last night, Rainbow Dash,” she said, looking up at the pegasus with a smile.  “I love reading with the sound of rain pattering on the window.”


“Aww, thanks,” she replied.  “It wasn’t nothin’.  So, whatcha’ doin’?”


“We’re going to Rarity’s, without cupcakes,” Spike answered, a touch sulkily.


Twilight sighed again and shook her head.  “I need to talk to Rarity about my Nightmare Night costume this year.  Then we’re going to have lunch with Fluttershy, then we go to the train station.  Princess Celestia sent me some new books to read for my studies, and they’re supposed to be on today’s train,” she told the pegasus happily.  “I love new books!  Any day with new books to read is a good day!”


“Sounds like you’re all busy,” Rainbow Dash noted.  “You need to loosen up a little bit.  Take some time to have fun!”


“What’s not fun about learning?” Twilight asked, sincerely confused.


“Maybe for you, but I need action!” Rainbow Dash declared, jumping into the air and zipping away, then flying by so fast that Twilight’s mane was pulled by the gust of wind behind her, then hovering just beside her again.

“So, what are you going to do today?”


“Practice for the Grand Prix,” she answered eagerly.

“Rainbow, that’s next year.”


“So?  I gotta be at the top of my game if I wanna win.  The Wonder Bolts are goina be there,” she said with a shiver of glee.  “If I win the Grand Prix, the Wonder Bolts are sure to notice me!  I might even get a spot on the team!”  She pointed towards the mountain with a hoof.  “I’m gonna set up a ring course around the mountain and practice flying the rings in high-speed blind turns.  You gotta have lightning reflexes to fly through the ring when you can’t see it til the last second!” she declared.


 “Sounds challenging.”


“Is it!  But that’s what makes it awesome!” Rainbow Dash declared.  “I better go if I wanna save those last few clouds for my ring course.  See ya!”


And before they could reply, she was gone in a blur of blue and a streak of rainbow colors, racing up towards the last few clouds in the sky.


“I bet Rainbow could find time to get a cupcake if she wanted one,” Spike complained.


“Spike!” Twilight called.


Spike’s attitude increased a whole lot when Rarity’s boutique came into view.  The building was a beautiful as she was, round and with large windows decorated with painted shutters, the walls pristine white and kept very clean.  Twilight came in through the open door and saw her unicorn friend running to and fro in a tizzy, bits of ribbon and a tape measure trailing behind her, levitated by her magic.  “No, no no!” she complained as she inspected several bolts of cloth on a shelf.  She rushed by her dressing dummies, where she fitted her fashions, and then.  “No, this is all wrong!  No.  No.  No,” she said as different colors and types of cloth floated by her sharp eyes.  “No.  Yes!  This is perfect!” she declared, unrolling a bolt of blue fabric and holding a piece of ribbon up to it.  “Oh, hello Twilight darling,” she noted as she cantered back to one of her dressing dummies and draped the fabric over the dummy’s back.  A pair of scissors floated up from a table, and under Rarity’s skilled direction, cut several pieces from the blue cloth.

“Good morning, Rarity,” Twilight said as Spike jumped off her back, the little dragon already looking at Rarity with wondrous eyes.  “What are you making?”


“Why, I’m making a new scarf to go with my winter hat, darling,” she replied.  “If I don’t look good, then nobody else will think that they will look good wearing my fashions!” she proclaimed.


“Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” she said, trotting up to her side.  “I was wondering if you could help me make a costume for Nightmare Night this year.”


“Why, of course I can, darling!” she said with a bright smile.  “What did you have in mind?”


“I, uh, haven’t really decided on one yet.  My last two costumes didn’t go over so well,” she said, a bit sheepishly.


“Ah, yes, you mean the one costume with the stars and the hat, then that other costume with the stars and the hat?” she asked, fluttering her eyelashes lightly.


“They were different costumes,” Twlight complained a little, taking a slightly grumpy expression.


“Yes, well, maybe this year you could wear something you didn’t come up with after reading some dusty old book.”  She glanced at her.  “How about a Windigo?”

“No!” Twilight protested.


“A wyvern?”


“No!”


“I know!  A manticore!”


“How about something not big and mean and scary?” Twilight asked, frowning a bit.


Rarity gave a titter of laughter.


They talked about the possibilities for a while, whiling away the time as Rarity loved to do, which was always why Twilight made sure to budget extra time whenever she came to see Rarity.  Twilight certainly didn’t mind.  Rarity was a joy to talk to, and while she could make Twilight late for her next appointment quite a bit, Twilight always had a good time doing it.  “Well, I know, why don’t you go as a dragon this year?” Rarity finally asked.  “I’ve always felt just absolutely embarrassed by that dragon costume I made, and I’ve always wanted to, you know, take another crack at it.”


“Doesn’t that sound just as big and mean and scary as the other things you suggested?” Twilight growled a little.


“Why, darling, I can make you positively gorgeous in a dragon costume!” she proclaimed confidently.  “And you could use your magic to make it look like you’re breathing fire!  It would be…smashing!”


“That does sound sort of neat, Twilight,” Spike agreed.  “And I could go as a pony!”


“Are you sure it won’t be big and mean and scary?”


“I can make even a dragon look elegant, Twlight,” Rarity said with a smile.


“Well, alright.  Do you want me to help?”


“No, I’ll be able to handle it, darling, don’t you worry,” she said.


After saying their goodbyes, Twlight and Spike left the boutique and headed back into town.  It was close to noon now, and as she expected, Rarity had taken up almost her entire morning…which was a good thing she hadn’t put anything on the checklist between Rarity and lunch.  She’d been Rarity’s friend too long not to expect that.  Since lunch was next on their checklist, Twlight bought Spike the cupcakes he’d wanted all morning, and bought apple fritters for herself.  They left the Cake’s shop and headed for the train station, but noticed something of a commotion on the street leading out towards Fluttershy’s cottage and the Everfree forest. Several ponies had stopped to look at something, and when Twlight got into the intersection, she saw what they were staring at.


Actually, who they were staring at.  It was a stallion with a coat as black as night, even his shaggy mane that glossy black, who was walking very slowly up the street into town, head low and looking like he was exhausted.  It only when he turned his head slightly did Twlight realize that he had a horn.  He was a unicorn, with a yoke over his neck and pulling a cart behind him, its contents covered with an old, faded blanket.  Twlight had never seen the stallion in Ponyville before, but the fact that he was pulling a cart and looked very tired made it silly for her to think he was from Ponyville.  He was a traveling unicorn.  Twlight hopped out of the middle of the street as he approached, as she heard those in front of her whisper, and she saw why they were whispering when the stallion reached her.  He raised his head and fixed her with a stare that gave her the shivers, penetrating and serious, but his expression was somber, almost sad.

But that wasn’t what the ponies were whispering about.  This fully grown stallion, and bigger than about any pony in Ponyville except maybe Big Macintosh, had no cutie mark!


Twilight had never heard of that before!  Ponies earned their cutie marks when they discovered their special talent, and for some, it took longer than others.  But she’d never heard of a fully grown stallion or mare that didn’t have a cutie mark before.  Surely by now, he would have discovered his special talent.  He was a full grown stallion after all, and from how tall he was, he had to be well into adulthood. 


The stallion stared right in her eyes as he walked by, making Twlight take a reflexive step backwards.  No pony had ever stared at her like that before!  But he didn’t stop, and he didn’t say a word, he just turned the way she had come, heading into town with his rickety old cart, one wheel wobbling dangerously and trailing along behind him, his hooves moving slowly under the cart and the wobbling wheel rubbing and clacking against the side of the cart every time it rolled back around.

How unusual!


“Woaahhhh,” Spike breathed as she started trotting towards the train station again.


“What?  The stare?  Yeah, that was…creepy,” Twilight agreed.  “I wonder who he is.”


“I’m not sure I wanna find out,” Spike noted mainly to himself, turning and looking back.


“He doesn’t have a cutie mark,” Twlight related seriously, her mind deep in thought.  “I’ve never heard of that before.”


“Of what?”


“A pony as old as he is with no cutie mark,” she answered.  “I just hope Apple Bloom doesn’t see him.  She’ll go crazy with worry that she won’t get hers either.”


Much to her delight, the shipment of books were on the train.  It arrived promptly on time, and the conductor had the package ready for her as soon as he opened the boxcar door.  It held four books in it, all of them fairly big, requiring her to rearrange her saddle bags a little bit to get them in there.  All four were books on more advanced magic that Princess Celestia had promised her, letting her study the next level of magic as was promised after the defeat of King Sombra in the Crystal Empire.  It made her very proud that the Princess would give her these books without tutoring her, confident that she could learn what the books had to teach by herself, just by reading them.  She did dearly miss those wonderful days of sitting at the Princess’ side, learning magic from her, but she would also miss Ponyville just as dearly if she left to return to studying with Princess Celestia.  To leave Ponyville would mean that she would have to leave her friends, and that would be just terrible.


She was prancing almost as exuberantly as Pinkie Pie did as she headed back towards the library where she made her home, eager to open the first book and discover the secrets that were hidden inside of it, jostling Spike quite a bit.  She had the rest of the day to study, which meant that today was going to be a very, very good day.


What she didn’t expect when she got back to the library was for the rickety cart to be sitting outside of it.  Ponies were gathered around her tree-library whispering to each other, among them Pinkie Pie and Apple Jack.  Twilight went over as Pinkie Pie waved a frantic hoof in her direction.  “What’s going on?”


“We sure don’t know, sugar cube,” Apple Jack replied.  “But that stranger unicorn went in your house not long ago.”


“What?” Twilight gasped.

“He sure did!  I saw it!” Pinkie Pie blurted.  “The door was locked, then BAM, he did magic on it and opened it, then walked right inside!  He might be a thief!” she declared, working herself up, talking faster and faster.


“Well, let’s find out before we jump to conclusions,” Twilight calmed her friend.  “Spike.”


“Uhhh, wh-wh-what, Twilight?”


“Wait here.”


Spike jumped down as Twilight clopped confidently to the door, more irritated than afraid.  The door hadn’t been closed, so she nosed it open and looked inside.  That same black-coated unicorn was standing by a bookshelf, a line of books floating by his tired eyes.  “Uhh, can I help you?” Twilight asked stepping just inside the door.


“You are the town librarian?” he asked without looking back at her, his voice deep, but…melancholy.


“Well, sort of,” she replied.  “This isn’t the town library anymore.  It’s my house.”


He looked at her.  “Then I beg your pardon for the intrusion, I didn’t know this was your home,” he said, bowing his head slightly.  “When I asked where the library was, I was pointed here.”


“Well, I guess it’s okay, but wasn’t the door locked?”


“It was,” he answered evenly, not looking at her.  “I’m afraid I didn’t have the time to wait for the librarian.”  The line of books stopped, then they flew all back onto the shelves except for one.  “I might ask if I can borrow this book?” he asked, turning and causing it to float towards her.


“Certainly, I never mind lending out a book,” she said with a bit more confidence, stepping inside.  “Can I ask your name please?”


He looked at her.  “Skydark Moon,” he answered.  “I will leave you one of my own books in its place.  A fair trade until I bring it back.  Is that alright with you?”

“Why, why yes!  Maybe you have a book I don’t!”


“I have many books you don’t,” he said in a tired voice, clopping slowly towards the door.  “Come with me.”


He took her out to his old cart, and when he removed the blanket with magic, underneath it were books, books, and more books!  Stacks of books, big books, small books, tall books and short books!  This unicorn carried a library around with him!  “Take your pick.”


Gasping, Twilight used her levitating magic to pull out book after book after book that she had never seen before, with titles or pictures on their covers.  Books on history, on magic, on mathematics, books of all kinds!  “I wish I didn’t have to pick just one,” she almost whined.


“Then I will leave my cart here in your care while I’m gone,” he told her.  “I’m positive that you will take good care of it.  And with my cart here, you can be sure your book will come back to you.”


“Yes!” she almost screamed, nearly jumping up and down in excitement.  “Thank you, Skydark Moon!”


“I’m sorry to sound rude, but I’m in something of a hurry.  I’ll be back for my cart later.  Possibly tomorrow.”


“Of course, of course!  I’ll take good care of it!”


“Enjoy my books, young one,” he said, then he turned and started walking away.  Despite him saying that he was in a hurry, he certainly didn’t walk like he was.  His walk was as slow and ponderous as it had been when he was pulling the cart.


Her friends rushed in as soon as the strange stallion turned a corner, heading back down the street from which he came.  “What happened, Twilight?” Spike asked.


“Did he steal your stuff?” Pinkie Pie asked breathlessly.


“Of course not, Pinkie,” Twilight answered absently, her eyes on the titles of the books.  “He thought my house was the library, that’s all.  Someone told him it used to be the library, and he made an honest mistake.  He even apologized.”


“But he did break in,” Apple Jack pointed out.


“He said he didn’t have time to wait for the librarian to come back.  Everything inside is just the way we left it.  He was checking the bookshelves when I went inside.  He asked to borrow a book, and left me all his books to look through in exchange.  Sooooo many books!” she said in happy awe, looking at a book on magic.”

“Which book did he borrow?”


“A book on the Everfree Forest,” Twilight answered.


“That’s the way he went,” Spike noticed, looking back the way he went.


“Help me take these inside, Spike,” Twilight said happily.  “The pegasus ponies have another rain shower scheduled for tonight, and I don’t want them getting wet.  We can even try to fix his cart for him while he’s gone.  I think that wheel’s about to fall off,” she said with a shake of her head, looking at the leaning wheel.


The books Celestia sent her were almost forgotten in the treasure trove of books from the mysterious stallion’s cart.  Twilight stacked them neatly on the floor in the center of her library and sorted them by subject, then started reading the books on magic first.  He had dozens of books on magic, and some were so advanced that Twilight had never seen anything like them before.  Spike helped her catalog the books for the next time they visited Canterlot, to look for the same books in the Royal Library.  After cataloging them, she started reading, starting with a book on advanced changing magic, changing a thing into something else.  She’d been practicing trying to change frogs into oranges, but this book talked about bigger changes, like changing rocks into apples, which was really hard to do.

A book this advanced, how did a traveling unicorn come by it?


Twilight read, and she read, and she read, reading books on magic, books on history, a book about the lands beyond Equestria, which sounded truly exotic and amazing.  She read until the light from her windows faded and a the pattering of rain from the scheduled shower started hitting her window.  Spike was curled up in his bed, sleeping peacefully, and he’d even lit the library’s lamps for her before going to bed, and she hadn’t even noticed.  She’d completely lost track of time, she’d been so enthralled with these amazing books.  She read until her head started to nod, and then put the book back on the stacks below and went to sleep.


Skydark Moon was waiting outside the library when Twilight woke up.


He looked just as tired as he did the day before, as if he’d gotten no sleep at all, standing by his old cart with several ponies staring in his direction.  The wheel was off and he was using his unicorn magic to try to repair it when she opened her door and looked outside.  “Good morning, young one,” he said in his weary voice.  “I take it you have my books?”


“Inside, I didn’t want them to get wet,” she said apologetically.


“Thank you.  I’m glad you thought to protect them.”


“Skydark Moon, where did you get them?  Some of them are very advanced!”


“I’ve had them a long time, young filly,” he answered slowly as the wheel returned to the axle, then the cap nut spun onto the axle by his magic.  The cart set back down, then he moved it back and forth, his horn glowing with an eerie black nimbus of magic, and the wheel was straight again. 


“We were going to try to fix that for you today,” she told him.  “It was the least I could do for you letting me look through your books.”


“I appreciate your thoughtfulness, Twilight Sparkle,” he nodded.  “Now, we need to put them back in the cart now.  Oh, by the way,” he added.  The book he borrowed floated out of the saddlebag over the blanket covering his back and sides.  “Thank you.  It was very helpful.”


“If you don’t mind my asking, what did you need it for?”


“I was searching for the ruins of the original Castle Canterlot,” he answered.  “There are no maps of the Everfree Forest in the books I have.  I couldn’t find it yesterday, but what I learned from your book gives me hope that I will soon.”


“The castle?  What’s there?”


“There are many things there, Twilight Sparkle, for one who has the patience to look for them,” he said, his tired eyes regarding her.


“But there was nothing there when I was there.”


“You’ve been there?”


She looked down modestly.  “Yes, once.  A long time ago.”

“Do you remember the way, young one?”

“Ummm…yes, I think.  Generally.  You know, it was a while ago, and we only went once.”


“Do you think you could draw me a map?”


“It won’t be very correct, Skydark Moon,” she answered.


“That’s fine, young one.  Your map will point me in the right direction, and that might be all that I need.”


“Spike!  Spiiike!” she shouted, turning and trotting back into the library.  As Skydark Moon replaced his books in his cart, Spike got her a piece of parchment, and she used her magic to draw a rough map of the way to the castle, at least as well as she could remember.  That journey to the castle had been a long time ago, and filled with danger and surprises.  It was where she came to understand how deeply she cared for her friends, and that discovery had led to the defeat of Night Mare Moon when they recovered the Elements of Harmony and used them to free Princess Luna of the dark magic that had turned her evil.  She gave the mature, weary-looking unicorn her map as he stacked the last of his books in his cart, then covered it over with the old blanket.  He pulled the cart harness up and over his neck, then stamped his feet a little bit.

“Thank you, young one, for all your help,” he told her.


“You’re leaving?”


“Perhaps, perhaps not,” he replied.  “If I fail to find the castle, then I’ll be back tomorrow morning.


“Well, I had questions about your books,” she said hopefully.


He gave her a long, assessing look.  “Study well, Twilight Sparkle.  You are a talented young unicorn, and I have every confidence that you could cast every spell in every book of mine that you read yesterday.”


She gasped.  “Really?”


He nodded slowly, as if the very act tired him even more.  “Perhaps, if I do come back, I might teach you some things I’ve learned,” he mused, mainly to himself.


“I can walk with you to the edge of the forest,” she said hopefully.


“You have much to do, young one, and so do I,” he told her.  “I have to try to find the castle before dark.”

“Why?”


He gave her a look that almost broke her heart, it was so…so sad, but he said not another word.  He stepped off, almost struggling in his weariness to make the cart move, but then he settled into a very slow walk, pulling his precious books behind him.  Twilight watched him go, surprised and concerned.  He was very mysterious, this unicorn stallion with no cutie mark, who looked so tired he could barely pull his cart, yet he would not stop to rest…and he seemed so, so lonely.


“Twilight?” Spike asked, patting her on the shoulder.


She blinked.  She wanted to follow him, but she knew that she shouldn’t.  And she’d ignored the books that Celestia had sent her, and that put a whole day behind on her studies.  A whole day!  Her weekly schedule was in shambles!  Her checklist was OFF!


“Oh no!  Oh no oh no oh no oh no oh no,” she chanted, darting back inside.  “I forgot to study the books Princess Celestia sent me, Spike!  I’m a whole day late!  A whole day!  What am I going to do?  I need to get my studying done, but that means I can’t do what’s on today’s checklist, but that means that I’ll throw off tomorrow’s schedule, then the next day’s, then the whole week will be ruined!  Where’s my calendar!  I need it my checklist of things to do this week!” she cried in a frenzy, galloping around her center table in circles.


Spike blew out his breath, a little plume of smoke billowing out of his mouth.  “Here we go again,” he sighed, then headed back inside.

“That’s him!” Apple Bloom whispered.


The Cutie Mark Crusaders were hiding under a bush at the edge of town, watching the stranger pull a cart.  They’d heard rumors that this stranger had no cutie mark, which had sent all three of the young fillies into a panic, so they just had to see for themselves.  Lucky for them there was no school today, which let them stake out the edge of town where the rumors said he’d gone yesterday, and sure enough, here he coms, this time pulling the same cart he’d had the day before, the one he’d left at Twilight’s house.  Apple Bloom crouched stealthily under the bush, her eyes focused on the black unicorn’s flank as he neared them.  Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo were on each side of her, breathless with anticipation as the old unicorn approached.


And when he walked slowly past, they could see it clearly.  Behind the old blanket and saddlebags and cart harness, he was a blank flank.


“I don’t believe it,” Apple bloom whispered quietly as he walked by.  “I don’t believe he’s a blank flank, just like us!”


“Oh no, this means we may never get our cutie marks!” Scootaloo gasped, then put her hooves in front of her mouth when the stallion glanced in their direction.


“I’ve never heard of a grown-up pony not having one,” Sweetie Belle said soothingly.  “Maybe he keeps his covered up.”


“Why would he do that?” Apple Bloom demanded in a low voice.


“I dunno, maybe it’s silly, and he’d rather be a blank flank then have something silly there,” Sweetie Belle answered.


“That’s ridiculous, Sweetie Belle!” Scootaloo challenged.


“Well, how would you feel if your cutie mark was an icky slug, like Snail’s cutie mark?” she shot right back.

“I’d feel it’s better than being a blank flank!” Scootaloo retorted.


“I wonder where he’s goin’,” Apple Bloom mused as the three of them crept out of the bush just enough to look towards his cart.


“He went to the Everfree Forest yesterday,” Scootaloo reported.  “Rainbow Dash saw him go in.”


“I guess he’s goin’ again,” she nodded.


“Maybe…maybe he’s like us, trying to discover his special talent,” Sweetie Belle offered.  “Maybe that’s why he’s going to the Everfree Forest!”


“Maybe we should follow him,” Scootaloo ventured.  “Maybe our special talent is rescuing ponies in distress!”


“What kinda cutie mark would that be, Scootaloo?” Apple Bloom demanded.


“I dunno, but maybe we’ll find out,” she said with a growing smile.


“We’re gonna get in trouble,” Sweetie Belle complained.


“Only if we get caught,” Scootaloo grinned.


The three fillies crept along behind the slow-moving unicorn, darting behind bushes or trees whenever he glanced back in their direction.  He certainly wasn’t hard to keep up with, because he moved very slow, but he also never stopped moving.  He did stop when he reached Fluttershy’s cottage, the pegasus giving a squeak of fear and dashing into her house, the door slamming behind her…but that was Fluttershy.  She was afraid of her own shadow.  The three fillies let him cross the open field between her cottage and the forest, then they crept up to the forest’s edge, looking between two trees where the stallion had pulled his cart.  He was just ahead of them, and as soon as he was several paces into the forest, his cart shimmered with magical light, and then vanished into thin air!  The three fillies gaped at each other in surprise as the unicorn continued on, still moving slowly, with only his saddlebags and blanket on his back now, still moving just as slowly as if he was still pulling the cart.


His black coat blended with the shadows of the deeper forest, making him hard to see, so the three of them snuck along behind him as he walked down a path between the trees, staying as close to him as they could.  He would stop from time to time and study a piece of paper he kept in one of his saddlebags, then continue on.  Apple Bloom led the Cutie Mark Crusaders deeper into the forest, and deeper still, moving along creepy, dark old trees with drooping limbs and dark, scary-looking trunks, and there were strange sounds whispering behind the bushes between them.  Twice, Apple Bloom was convinced that there were eyes staring at her from those bushes, yellow eyes that stared out of the dark shadows for just a second before disappearing.

“I’m not sure this was a good idea,” she whispered.  “Remember last time we were here?”


“I don’t think we’ll see that cockatrice again,” Sweetie Belle answered, looking around.  “At least I hope not.”


“Just remember what Fluttershy said, don’t look it in the eye,” Scootaloo supplied from the rear, looking behind her nervously.


They followed along behind the mysterious stranger for several nervous but exciting moments, as Apple Bloom imagined a monster behind every tree, yet the stallion kept walking along as if nothing was there, which bolstered her too.  If he wasn’t afraid, well then, there wasn’t anything out there to be afraid of!  But after a few minutes, she was sure that there was something out there, slipping from tree to tree, hiding under bushes, something that was following them. Scootaloo was the one that looked back the most, since she was the one bringing up the rear, almost walking into Sweetie Belle’s rump when she and Apple Bloom stopped.  The shadow behind them zipped from tree to tree, then it lunged out at them!


Apple Bloom tried to scream, but a foreleg closed over her mouth, and a mass of poofy pink hair clouded her vision…Pinkie Pie’s mane!  The hyper pony was dressed all in black, even a cap and mask over her face, just the poof of hair that usually hung over her face free of her sneaky black clothing.  She had her forelegs wrapped around all three fillies, her head down with theirs, hissing “Shhh!”


“You scared me to death, Pinkie Pie!” Scootaloo complained in a whisper.


“What are you doing?” Apple Bloom asked.


“Same as you little fillies, following the stranger,” she said in a low voice. “I think he’s a spy!”


“A spy for who?”


“That’s what we’re finding out.  Let’s go!” she replied, letting go of them, then crawling along on her belly to the nearest bush so fast it almost made Apple Bloom blink.  She then zipped to a tree, hiding behind the trunk, then to another tree, getting ahead of them.  None of them could be half as sneaky as Pinkie Pie was.  They crept along behind him until they reached a cliff, then to their surprise, the stallion just walked off the edge!


Apple Bloom gasped and galloped forward, then skidded to a halt at the edge of the cliff to see the unicorn walking down the side of the cliff, like it was a road!  Just walking right on down the side of it, slow and steady, and when his head glanced to the side, she could see the aura of magical energy around his horn, glowing steadily as he must have used unicorn magic to let him walk down the side of the cliff like a spider.  He stopped standing on the side of the cliff, then turned his head.  “Go home, little fillies,” he called in a calm but tired-sounding voice.  “This is a dangerous place.”


Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo popped their heads over the edge, looking down at him, but he’d started back down.  “He knew all along!” Apple Bloom declared.


“Where’s Pinkie Pie?” Scootaloo asked.


As if asking made her show herself, Pinkie Pie just appeared in a flash of magical light and an audible pop! just behind them.  She dropped to the ground, then kicked at a twig with a foreleg.  “Aww, my cover’s been blown!” she complained.


“How did he do that?” Apple Bloom gasped.  “I’ve never seen Twilight do that trick!”


“Girls?  Girls!” Fluttershy’s timid voice called from behind them.  “Girls, you come out right now!”


“Aww, nuts,” Scootaloo breathed.


“She musta saw us follow him in,” Apple Bloom whispered.  “Coming, Fluttershy!” she called loudly.  Fluttershy was the one pony they would not disobey, not in the Everfree Forest, not any time.  Not after she saved them from the cockatrice, and it was their own fault for not listening to her.  She was flying just above the ground, her yellow wings flapping slowly to keep her in the air, and she landed and folded them when the three fillies galloped back to her.


“There you are!  I’ve told you that this is too dangerous!” she scolded in a low, frightened voice, her eyes darting back and forth.  “Follow me!”


“Yes, Fluttershy,” they said in unison, falling into step behind her.  Pinkie Pie streaked out and joined them, poinging along in her jumping, happy gait, seeming to have completely forgotten about what she was doing just moments ago.

After nearly two hours of frenzied working and re-working and re-re-working, Twilight finally got her schedule all fixed to make up for the lost day, and today was the first full day of running on her new schedule.  It had taken her juggling five days worth of plans around, dropping some, rearranging others, to get her study time in and still get all the important things done.  Some things had to go, sadly, like her planned lunch with Apple Jack, and she’d have to stay up an extra hour every day to make up for the lost time, but she finally got everything all planned and organized…and an organized Twilight was a happy Twilight.

Spike was dusting the history shelves as she paced around the library with a book held in front of her with magic, reading about the advanced magic that Celestia wanted her to study, combining her morning walk with study time to make up for lost time.  She knew her library so well that she was able to walk in perfect circles around the center table, her eyes in her book and her mind lost in the joys of learning…at least until Pinkie Pie crashed into her library without knocking, slamming the door behind her and leaning up against it.

“Pinkie!” Twilight complained, looking over at her.  “What’s the matter?”


“He’s back!” she whispered, then she dashed over and hid behind her, looking both ways over Twilight’s back.


“Who’s back?”


“Him!” she said in an urgent hiss.  “The mystery unicorn!”


“Oh, you mean Skydark Moon,” she said dismissively, closing her book.


“So that’s his name!” Pinkie Pie declared triumphantly.  “I shoulda known!  It sounds all spy-ee-ish!”


“Well, you could have asked him,” Twilight said, rolling her eyes a little.


“You don’t talk to spies, Twilight!” Pinkie gasped.


“Spy?  Who told you he was a spy?”


“Nobody, but he’s all mysteeeerious,” she said in a spooky voice.  “He has to be a spy for somebody!”


Spike showed great restraint not slapping his paw over his face.


Twilight opened her door, and sure enough, Skydark Moon was walking that slow walk of his towards her library.  He was pulling his cart, his face looking even more tired than it did before.  If he was back, then it meant that he hadn’t found the old castle yet…which Twilight could understand.  The Everfree Forest was big and thick with trees and fog and dangerous animals, so it wasn’t easy to find things in there.  He walked slowly up to the library, then used his unicorn magic to unhook himself from his cart.  “Twilight Sparkle,” he said in a tired voice.


“Hello, Skydark Moon.  Did you find the castle?”


“Not yet,” he said in a somber tone.  “The forest has changed since last you ventured there, young one.  Your map isn’t as accurate as it once was.”

“I’m sorry.”


“There’s nothing to apologize for, Twilight Sparkle,” he said with a steady look.  “The Everfree Forest is untamed wilds, and that means that it will change at its own whim.  These things happen,” he said dismissively.  “But I find myself too tired this day to search once more.  I need rest, and I thought that perhaps we might speak of magic while I recover my strength.”


“I’d love to!” Twilight gasped, racing over to him and jumping down in place.  “I have so many questions!”


“First, I must ask you for your hospitality,” he said.  “I need to put my cart somewhere.”


“We can take it to Apple Jack’s, she has lots of room in her barn,” Twilight offered.  “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.  But, won’t we need the books?”


“Whyever would we need the books, young one?” he asked as they started.  Twilight had to walk very slowly with him, and ponies looked on, more curious than suspicious now that he’d appeared for a third day, and Twilight seemed to have taken a liking to him.  As he walked he started to ask her questions about magic, testing her knowledge.  His questions weren’t direct.  They were phrased to make her think about magic, and her answers always led him to another question.  It almost seemed like they were talking in circles as they approached Apple Jack’s farm.  Her friend and Big Macintosh were out in the orchard but close enough by for them to see each other, and the blond-maned mare trotted over with an apple basket on her back.


“Well, howdy, y’all,” she greeted.

“Morning, Apple Jack.  Skydark Moon was wondering if he could leave his cart in your barn today,” Twilight ventured.


“Why sure!” she said brightly.  “We got plenty of room!  And you can stay for lunch too!”


“You are very kind, young one,” Skydark Moon said with a slow, exhausted nod.  “We would be poor guests if we didn’t help you with your apple gathering in return.”


“Naw, we’d be poor hosts if we made ya!” she smiled back.


“Humor me, young Apple Jack.  I think a morning of gathering apples might teach Twilight Sparkle a few things about magic,” he said, glancing at the lavender-coated mare.


“Well, if’n you put it that way, sure, go on ahead,” she replied.  “We’re harvesting the trees over on the north field.”


And did it ever!  Just over the morning, Twilight realized that Skydark Moon was a true master of unicorn magic.  The questions he asked always made her think, and his descriptions of the very essence of what unicorn magic was made her realize that there was much, much more to magic than she believed.  But as the morning progressed, she got more and more worried.  Skydark Moon would show her a new magic trick, but every time he did so, he got more and more tired.   Close to lunchtime, he had to settle down on his belly, his legs tucked in, resting as he had Twilight use the Blink spell to teleport herself short distances, from one tree to another.  “Very good, young one.  You have certainly mastered that spell, and that is no easy feat.  Now blink that basket of apples from there, to there,” he ordered, pointing with his horn.


“You mean, blink something other than myself?  I didn’t know we could do that!”


“Of course we can. Why couldn’t we?” he asked simply.  “That is a question you should always ask yourself when you do magic, Twilight Sparkle, it expands your possibilities.  Any magic you can work on yourself, my young student, you can work on another.  Now, blink the basket.”

Gritting her teeth, closing her eyes tight, she tried, and failed.  And failed.  And failed.  And failed again.  She blew out her breath and started to get nervous under his steady if weary gaze.  “Relax, young one,” he smiled.  “This is not a test.”


“I’m sorry, I just get, you know,” she apologized, clomping her forehooves on the ground nervously.

“Have faith in yourself, Twilight Sparkle,” he said in a gentle voice.  “You are not here to prove anything to anyone but yourself.  But sometimes, we are our own harshest critics, aren’t we?” he asked with a kind smile.  “I have every faith in your ability, my young student.  I know you can do it.  Find the confidence in yourself to discover for yourself what I already know.”


She nodded, and took in a deep breath.  She closed her eyes and concentrated with all her might.  She could feel the magic spring forth from her, knew that her horn would be glowing with a nimbus of soft magical light, then she knew that she’d done it!  She opened her eyes, and the basket wasn’t where it had been!


It…was in a tree.  High in a tree.  And on its side.  Apples poured down over Skydark Moon, several bouncing off his head, but he just gave her an amused look.  She gasped in embarrassment, then the silliness of the sight before her was just too much, and she sputtered out snorting giggles.


“Well, you got half of it right, my young student,” he declared in a gentle tone.  “Now lets see if we can improve your aim a little bit.”


By lunchtime her aim was definitely better.  She could blink an apple basket very close to where she wanted it, but blinking the apples in the basket was something that she discovered wasn’t a guaranteed thing.  When Granny Smith rang the lunch bell, Skydark Moon struggled to his feet, then he walked slowly towards the farm.


“May I ask a personal question, Skydark Moon?” Twilight ventured.  “Why don’t you have a cutie mark?”

“I do.  It’s just the same color as my coat,” he replied, looking back at his flank.  “My cutie mark is the new moon.  It’s just not easy to see.  It caused me no end of teasing when I was younger,” he chuckled.

“Ohhhhh,” she breathed, staring at his flank a moment.  She squinted her eyes, and yes, she could just barely make it out, a circle of just slightly less black on his flank…the new moon.  “And, uh….”


“Why am I always so tired?” he asked, looking at her.  She nodded, and he blew out his breath a little bit.  “It’s a curse I bear for a terrible mistake I once made, my young student,” he told her.  “It drains my strength and leaves me tired all the time.”


“Are you searching for a cure in Old Canterlot?” she asked hopefully.


“There is no cure for my condition, Twilight Sparkle,” he told her in a gentle, caring voice.  “There are some things that no amount of magic can fix.  The only cure I find for myself is teaching those with the same potential I once had not to make the mistakes I made.  To prevent you from spending the rest of your life dragging your hooves from one place to another is all the cure I need.”  She looked up at him in surprise.  “You are the most talented unicorn I think I have ever seen, Twilight Sparkle,” he told her, looking down at her as they walked.  “Far more talented than I was.  And that is why I am here now, instead of searching for Old Canterlot.  A power such as yours can be dangerous if it’s not properly controlled and trained.  You should be under the tutelage of a master magician, not teaching yourself.”


“I don’t teach myself, Skydark Moon,” she told him.  “I hate to sound like I’m bragging, but Princess Celestia is my teacher.  I’m here in Ponyville on a special assignment to study the power of friendship,” she explained.


When she said her teacher’s name, there was a dark flash of old pain that went through Skydark Moon’s eyes, as if that name had a meaning to him.  “Then you are in the best of care, my young student.  If Princess Celestia thinks you are advanced enough to study on your own, then far be it from me to doubt her wisdom.  I have never known her to be wrong, about anything.”


“Do you know her, Skydark Moon?” Twilight asked impulsively.


“I did…once.  Long ago,” he sighed, looking up into the sky, that same look of sadness spreading across his face that she’d seen once before.


“What happened?”


“That is a story for another time,” he said firmly as they reached the picnic table.


Skydark Moon didn’t seem to get any stronger after eating, spending time in conversation with the Apple family, but it didn’t make him any less of a teacher.  After lunch, he helped her master the trick of blinking something other than herself, to where she could blink anything she wanted almost anywhere she wanted by the time Apple Jack and Big Macintosh came in from the orchards, and the sun started towards the western horizon.  He looked up and gave a short grunt, then struggled back to his hooves as he rested on a hay bed near the Apple family house.  “It is time for me to go, young Twilight,” he declared.  “It will be dark soon.”


“Can we practice the wallwalking spell some more?”


He shook his head.  “I must be away before dark,” he told her.


“Why, if I may ask?”


“That you may not, Twilight Sparkle,” he said firmly.


“Well, if you’re sure,” she said, trotting over.  “Will you teach me again tomorrow?”


He shook his head.  “I have other business to tend to, young one.  I have taught you enough for you to master what I’ve given you.  When you can perform the tricks I taught you today every time you try, then I will teach you more.  If Princess Celestia is confident you can learn on your own, then so am I.”


She helped him to get his harness for his cart back on, then he pulled it slowly out of the barn.  “Why, it was sure good to meet you, Skydark Moon,” Apple Jack said with a smile.  “It’s a shame you’ve gotta go so soon.”


“I appreciate your hospitality, my young friends,” he said with a smile.  “But I must be on my way.  Thank you for a wonderful day.”


“Why, any time a’tall!” she replied.


“Yyyyyup,” Big Macintosh concurred.


Twilight stood with her friends as the mysterious stallion pulled his cart away from the farm, the effort of it plain to them all, but he said not a word of complaint, bearing his burden with a quiet dignity that Twilight found very…respectable.  He had be struck by a magical curse, but he never complained, and didn’t let it make his life anything less than what he wanted it to be.  He was a strong old stallion in heart, if not in body.  “That there is a right curious staillion,” Apple Jack noted in a quiet tone.  “He sure ain’t what he seems to be.”


“I know.  I think he knows Princess Celestia somehow,” Twilight agreed.  “I wonder how.”

“Who knows?” Apple Jack answered.

It took her nearly two days to get to where she could use the spells that Skydark Moon taught her every time.  The hardest one was the spell of wall walking, letting her walk up and down walls like a spider, because if she moved too fast and took more than two hooves off the wall, she might fall over.  A few pretty scary falls off the ceiling had taught her how to do it without falling off, where she had to use her levitating magic to stop her fall and then blink herself to safety before she hit the floor.  In those two days, Darksky Moon didn’t come to Ponyville, and according to Rainbow Dash, who had watched him from the sky, he had gone into the Everfree Forest and hadn’t come out yet.


That worried Twilight.  Darksky Moon knew a lot of magic, but using it tired him out so quickly, and, well, he was so, so slow.  The curse on him didn’t let him move fast, and she knew from personal experience that there were some pretty scary monsters in the Everfree Forest that might have attacked the stallion.  If he ran into something that he couldn’t handle with just one or two spells, he was going to be in big, big trouble.

On the third morning, she was so worried that she’d worked herself up to pacing, trotting in slow circles around her table.  Spike had gone out to run a couple of errands, and she was so worried that she couldn’t even study the books that Princess Celestia sent her…which had almost been completely forgotten since Skydark Moon had come to Ponyville.  It had also completely ruined her schedule for the week, maybe even the entire month, but what she was learning from the mysterious unicorn more than made up for the upsetting of her usually perfectly organized and checklisted life.


She was just about to go talk to Rainbow Dash to find the unicorn when Spike ran back into the library.  He was carrying a box wrapped in ribbon, and looked really excited.  “Twilight!  Twilight, he’s back!  Skydark Moon is back!” he declared.  “Oh, and Rarity finished your costume!” he added, holding the box up.


“Yeah yeah yeah, that’s really nice, Spike,” she said curtly, rushing past him and out of the open door.  Sure enough, the black-coated unicorn was plodding his way up the street towards her library, one hoof in front of the other, his head low and looking even more tired.  She galloped up to him as several ponies looked on and whispered, almost jumping up and down in front of him.  “Skydark Moon!” she greeted happily.  “Did you find the castle?”


“I did, my young student,” he replied.  “But I haven’t yet found what I’m looking for.”


“What’s that?”


“A matter for another time,” he told her firmly.  “Have you learned the wall walking spell?”


“Yes!”


“Show me.”


Twilight ran over to the nearest building, and cast her spell.  Her horn glowed with a steady lavendar light as she put a hoof on the side of the wall, then another, then another, then the final one, and she slowly walked up the side of the wall, making sure to keep three hooves on the wall at all times.  She walked up to just under the roof, turned around, then walked back down.  The watching ponies clopped their hooves on the ground in applause as she put her hooves back on the ground, smiling sheepishly at the mysterious unicorn.


“Very well done, Twilight Sparkle.  Good morning, Spike,” he nodded towards the library door.  “What is that you’re holding?”


“It’s Twilight’s Nightmare Night costume,” he said, holding up the box.


“Are you staying for Nightmare Night, Skydark Moon?” Twilight asked hopefully.


“Most probably not, Twilight Sparkle.  After I find what I’m searching for, I’ll be leaving Ponyville.”


“I’ll be sorry to see you go, Skydark Moon,” Twilight said honestly.


“You would be one of the few,” he remarked dryly.  His horn flared with a dark shine of magic, and Pinkie Pie, dressed all in black, appeared in a shimmering flash between him and Twilight.  Pinkie Pie gasped and jumped up, then dashed behind the nearest building so fast that she left a cloud of dust behind her.


“She thinks you’re a spy,” Spike supplied with a laugh.


“Hmm,” Skydark Moon mused, looking in the direction the pink pony ran.  “Since I’ve found the castle, I’ll be going there today, Twilight Sparkle.  But, if you think you can face the dangers of the Everfree Forest, Twilight, I would ask you along.  It will be our last day togther, possibly for a long time.”

“Of course I’ll go, Skydark Moon!” she said immediately.  “Maybe we can help you find what you’re looking for!”


“We?”


“Well, I’m sure Spike would like to go along too.  Right, Spike?”


“I guess,” he replied.  “As long as it’s safe.”


“It will be safe enough, Spike,” Skydark Moon said calmly.  “I found the old road to Canterlot, so the going will be easy.”


“Maybe you should leave your cart here in Ponyville?”


“No, Twlight Sparkle.  Today, it must go with me.”


“I, I could pull it for you.”


“It’s not your burden to bear, my young student.  But I appreciate your thoughtfulness.”


It took them quite a while to walk along the edge of the Everfree Forest, and they went inside in a direction that Twlight had never used before.  The trees were close together and closing in on all sides, but there was a path of sorts wide enough for Skydark Moon’s cart and flat enough for him to pull it.  Twilight walked right beside the large unicorn, almost against his cart harness bar, her eyes scanning the dark shadows for any sign of danger.


“Skydark Moon,” she spoke up after they walked a while.


“Yes, Twilight?”


“How do you know Princess Celestia?  Was she once your teacher?”


He sighed, and looked down at her.  “Yes, Twilight.  Princess Celestia once did me the greatest of honors and allowed me to learn magic from her.”


“What happened?”


“That is a long story.”


“Well, won’t it take us some time to get to Canterlot?”


He looked down at her.  “You may not still be here by the time we get to Old Canterlot if I tell you that story, Twilight Sparkle.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”


Skydark Moon just kept walking, slowly…slowly.  His silence told her that it was the only answer she was going to get.


Because Skydark Moon couldn’t go very fast, it was past noon when they arrived at the ruins of Old Canterlot, but they did arrive without running into anything unpleasant.  The old road did lead right to the old castle.  Along the way, they talked of magic, and again, Twilight found herself rethinking what she knew about magic.  The weakened unicorn knew so much about the way magic worked!  The things he told her, she couldn’t wait to write them all down and study them!


Twilight’s memory of the castle of Old Canterlot was a bit fuzzy, because they’d been in such a hurry to recover the Elements of Harmony and defeat Night Mare Moon.  The ruins of the castle did look the way she remembered them, though, choked in vines and weeds, with the main part of the castle still standing, but loose stones in piles here and there as parts of the old building had collapsed.  It did look a little different to her, since it was daytime.  “Okay, we’re here,” Spike proclaimed, looking around.  “What are we looking for?”


“What I am looking for,” the unicorn corrected in a sad voice, looking up.


“We can help you, Skydark Moon,” Twilight offered.  “Just tell us what you’re looking for.”


“If we’re not going to help, then why did you ask us along?” Spike challenged.


“Because I enjoy your company, both of you,” he answered evenly, lifting his head.  “Feel free to look around, but do be careful.  I’ll only be a call away if you need me.”  And with that, the unicorn’s black horn began to glow with that black magical energy, and he started walking right up the wall of the old castle!  He walked up to the top of the wall, and then disappeared from sight.

Spike and Twilight watched him go.  “I’m not so sure about this, Twilight.  Why did he bring us out here?”


“I’m not sure, Spike,” Twilight said, a little nervously.  “I don’t understand what he’s doing.”

“Then it’s a good thing I followed you!” Rainbow Dash declared as she landed beside Twilight.  “I’ve been keeping an eye on that guy since he got here!”


“Rainbow, he’s not dangerous,” Twilight sighed.


“Maybe.  Maybe not,” she replied.  “Creepy, mysterious unicorn shows up out of the blue looking for Old Canterlot?  Creepy unicorn leads you off into the Everfree Forest?  Hello!  Pinkie Pie’s not the only one that’s been keeping an eye on him!  You’re just so excited about him teaching you magic you’re ignoring everything else!”

“Like what, Rainbow Dash?” Twilight challenged.  “What has he done that makes him so suspicious!”


“Well…well, he won’t tell you what he’s doing!” she declared, stomping a hoof.  “What if he’s some evil pony like King Sombra, searching for some magic he thinks is hidden here?”


“And what if he’s just a pony curious about Old Canterlot?” Twilight challenged.


“Then what’s he looking for, and why won’t he tell you what it is?” she shot back.


“Well…” she trailed off.  What was he looking for out here?


“Exactly!” Rainbow Dash declared.  “We should stop him from finding…well, whatever it is!”


“I think we should just go home,” Spike ventured.


“No.  I don’t think he’s doing anything bad out here,” Twilight said confidently.

The feeble unicorn simply appeared in a flash of dark magical energy, blinking back to them, and he almost seemed to wilt after the last black sparkles of magic faded.  “Good afternoon, Rainbow Dash,” he said calmly.  “Still following me?”


Rainbow Dash looked almost insulted, then gave him an angry look.


“Rainbow’s just being a little…overprotective,” Twilight apologized with a nervous laugh, stepping between them.


“Come on, Twilight, let’s go!” Rainbow Dash ordered, pushing at her rump.

Skydark Moon paid the pegasus little mind as he turned towards the old courtyard.  “Don’t stray far from the castle, and don’t make any loud noises,” he warned.  “I heard timber wolves howling in the distance.”


“Timber wolves!” Spike gasped, grabbing his tail.

“We’ll be alright as long as we don’t attract them,” he said in a calm, quiet voice.  “Don’t make any loud noises, and Rainbow Dash, don’t fly too high.  They see very well.  My cart is there, Twilight Sparkle.  Feel free to read anything you please.”  He then slowly shuffled towards the courtyard, moving with that slow gait, as if he struggled to put one hoof in front of the other.

“Come on, Twilight, let’s get out of here!” Rainbow Dash insisted, pushing at her rump again with her forehead.


“I’m not just going to leave, Rainbow Dash,” Twilight protested.  “I think I will read a little while.  If you’re going to stay, keep quiet and don’t fly too high.”


Rainbow Dash growled in frustration.  “I’m gonna keep an eye on him,” she declared, streaking into the air.


Spike stayed very close to Twilight, sitting on the edge of the cart with his eyes constantly scanning the forest at the edge of the ruins, while Twilight indulged herself in the treasure that the unicorn pulled in his cart.  Even if she wasn’t sure what he was doing, the chance to read through his many books was more than worth the trip to the old castle.  While she didn’t know what Skydark Moon was looking for, she did trust him much more than Rainbow Dash did.  She couldn’t explain it, but she felt…safe around him.  He reminded her in some ways of Princess Celestia.  When they visited Sweet Apple Acres, the same smiles of encouragement she’d seen on Skydark Moon’s face, she’d also seen on Princess Celestia before she moved to Ponyville to take up her studies, that same encouraging smile that motivated her to work harder, to do better.  And she felt the same pride in showing Skydark Moon how she’d learned his magic that she did when Princess Celestia congratulated her for a job well done.  He reminded her so much of her time studying with Princess Celestia that she couldn’t believe Rainbow Dash was right to be suspicious.

But while she was content to sit quietly and read, Spike got more and more nervous, more and more fidgety.  She gave her little dragon friend a kind look, then lowered the book she was holding up with her magic and looked at him.  “Why don’t you go look inside the castle, Spike?” she offered.  “It’s safe inside, just don’t go too far, okay?”


“No, Twilight, I think I’ll stay here,” he replied in a worried voice, looking out at the trees.


She went back to reading, but after she barely got ten pages into the book, Rainbow Dash swooped in and landed in a hurry.  “We got trouble!” she declared in an excited voice.  “Timber wolves!”


Spike gasped, and Twilight put the book down, looking out.  She realized that the howls had stopped, and she also saw several pairs of eyes appear in the shadows around the base of the trees, unwavering, glowing yellow slits of light in the dark shadows.  One of the timber wolves slunk out of the shadows, showing its long, lean, bark-covered body, bark that covered living wood that made up their bodies, and a mouth made up of jagged, pointy edges of wood.  Timber wolves were magical creatures that were made of wood and ate trees, but they were very territorial and attacked anything they found in their territory. That made them very dangerous.  Spike gasped, and Twilight quickly put her nose under him and flipped him up over her head and onto her back.  “Into the castle!” she cried, then she turned and galloped away, Spike hugging her around her neck so he wouldn’t fall off.  Rainbow Dash took the the air and zipped by her, heading for the door as a dozen of the lanky wood monsters bounded out of the trees, howling and barking, chasing after them.  Twilight’s hooves clattered on the old, moss-covered stones of the stairs leading to the open entryway, the doors laying on the landing to each side, and her heart raced as she glanced behind her to see the fast-moving monsters gaining ground.  Rainbow Dash led the way, flying through the long entryway of the castle, a long hallway that had once been quite grand, the windows long fallen out, rocks and building stones strewn across the stone floor.  They galloped through the far door and into the main hall, then up a set of old stairs with the bannister broken away, a stairway that Twilight dimly remembered from their first visit here.  It led to a long hallway and then to a set of stairs that eventually came to the large chamber where the Elements of Harmony had once been hidden, the very room where Twilight and her friends had defeated Night Mare Moon.  Rainbow Dash kicked over a piece of bannister and sent it tumbling down the stairs behind Twilight as the timber wolves bounded into the hall, howling and barking and snapping their wooden jaws.  The stone rail bounced down the steps and knocked the leading timber wolf off his feet in a yelp of surprise.

Skidding to a halt at the top of the stairs, Twilight turned to press the advantage.  Using the time that Rainbow Dash had bought her, she concentrated very hard on the steps, a fountain of lavendar magic bursting forth from her horn.  The stairs shuddered, and then the steps all snapped down to form a long slope of stones, and the timber wolves that had been racing up the stairs looked suddenly surprised, their bark-gnarled feet scrambling on the stones as they tried to gain traction.  One flopped to his belly and started sliding back down the ramp, sliding into two of his friends and knocking them down too.  But the rest of the timber wolves were using their dark claws to climb up the ramp slowly, their glowing yellow eyes fixed on Twilight and their wooden jaws snapping as they growled.


“Nice one, Twilight!” Spike called as she turned and galloped away, to get more time to think of something else to do.  She started up the stairs that led to the room she knew, which got gloomy and hard to see because the staircase slowly turned, and the sounds of the timber wolves were echoing up the staircase from below.

“There’s a door at the top of the stairs, we’ll close it and keep them out!” Twilight called to Rainbow Dash, who glanced back and nodded quickly.  Her heart pounding in her chest, Twilight saw the landing at the top of the stairs, then ran as fast as she could up the very short hallway that led to an old but grand door, which was hanging open, just the way they’d left it the last time they were here.  Her rump almost skidded on the stones when she slid to a stop, turning sideways, then magic bloomed from her horn again as she used her magic to make the door close.


But just as it was about to close, the head of a timber wolf appeared!  It got its head through the door, twising and struggling, its gnarled bark-covered paws scratching and scrabbling on the door and doorframe.  The door shuddered again and again as more timber wolves got to the top. Rainbow Dash and Spike rushed forward and put their backs against the door, Rainbow Dash’s hooves slipping and sliding on the stones as she tried to help Twilight get the door closed, as Spike put his little paws on the door and leaned into it as much as his tiny body could.  Twilight clomped her hooves on the floor as if to brace herself as she pushed as hard as she could with her magic, unable to close the door but not wanting to give the timber wolf stuck in the doorway enough room to wriggle past the door and get inside.  It snapped its wooden jaws at Rainbow Dash’s tail, then yelped when the plucky pegasus whacked it on its snout with her forehoof.  Rainbow Dash and Spike jostled as the timber wolves behind the door began to cooperate, pushing against the door all at the same time, putting so much pressure on the door that even Twilight had to struggle to hold it closed.

“Spike!  They’re afraid of fire!”


Twilight gasped as the voice of Skydark Moon boomed through the hall, and it wasn’t the weak, weary voice she had come to know, it was instead a deep, powerful voice that echoed off the walls with rich energy.  Skydark Moon burst through one of the gaping windows of the hall, which had long ago lost its glass, moving with speed and strength and power.  His black mane flowing behind him, he galloped up the long chamber leading to the door, black magical energy bursting from his horn.  Twilight could feel his magic add to hers to hold the door in place, taking the burden off of her.  Spike quickly moved around Rainbow Dash, took in his breath, then blew a gout of greenish flame in the direction of the face of the timber wolf stuck in the door.  Its glowing yellow eyes widened in fear, and it starting giving terrified yelping sounds as it reversed itself, going from trying to struggle to get in to struggling to get out.  Twilight and Skydark Moon relaxed their magic on the door just enough to let the timber wolf wriggle back out of the door, then they slammed it shut.  A magical bar appeared out of thin air and slammed into place just over Rainbow Dash’s head, the bottom edge of it just brushing her blue-furred ears.  Skydark Moon slowed to a stop just beside Twilight, looking down at her in concern.  “Are you alright?”


“We’re fine, Skydark Moon,” she replied, wiping her forehead with her hoof in relief.  “That was close!”


“It was my fault,” he growled in anger, mainly at himself.  “They split up and I didn’t notice.  Some came after me, and the rest came after you.”  His head started to wilt as the shroud of dark magical energy started to fade from around his horn.  “Hold tight here until they leave, Twilight Sparkle,” he said in a bare whisper.


Then he collapsed!


His eyes rolled back into his head and he crumpled onto his legs, dropping straight down, then he fell onto his side.  Twilight gasped in fear and put her hooves on him, looking down in sudden concern as the timber wolves continued to scratch at the door.  But the bar blocking the door held solidly, allowing Twilight to put all her attention on the black-maned unicorn.  He wasn’t hurt, there were no injuries, but he was unconscious.  He must have tired himself out so much protecting himself from the timber wolves, and then coming to their rescue, that he just passed out from exhaustion!  Rainbow Dash and Spike looked on from the door as Twilight used her magic to take off his saddlebags, undoing the cinch under his belly, then she gently pulled it and the blanket under it off.

Then she gasped in amazement.


Skydark Moon had wings!


Wings!  Black as pitch, as black as his coat, the unicorn had real wings under the blanket, folded tightly against his sides and hidden from them!  But…but only the royal line had both a unicorn horn and wings, and the only ones that Twilight knew of were Celestia, Luna, and Cadence.  Was this some long-lost brother or nephew of the royal ponies?  If so, why was he wandering the lands of Equestria under the effects of a magical curse?  Wouldn’t Celestia have used her powerful magic to heal him of his malady?  And why did he hide who he was?

“He’s a prince!” Rainbow Dash gasped in astonishment.  “I don’t believe it!”


“We need to get the saddlebag out from under him, Rainbow,” Twilight said quickly.


“Is he okay?” Spike asked fearfully.


“He collapsed from exhaustion, Spike,” she answered quickly, lavendar light blooming around her horn as she gently picked Skydark Moon up from the floor.  Rainbow Dash grabbed the blanket and saddlebag in her teeth and pulled them out, then Twilight gathered up the blanket to form a makeshift pillow and put it under his head.  The timber wolves started to howl in frustration outside the door, but Twilight was gently resting Skydark Moon back down on the floor as Spike and Rainbow Dash stood on each side of him.  “I don’t know what to think,” she said.


“Me either,” Rainbow Dash agreed.  “I mean, he’s a prince!  Why did he come to Ponyville in disguise?”

“I don’t know, Rainbow,” Twilight said in a concerned voice.


They waited in heavy silence, listening to the timber wolves outside.  They scratched at the door for a while, but then, finally, they fell silent.  Spike listened intently at the door, listening to see if the timber wolves were just being quiet to be sneaky and have them open the door.  Skydark Moon remained asleep for a long time, long after they were sure that the timber wolves had left, but they weren’t going to just leave him there.  Twilight sent Rainbow Dash back to Ponyville for help, since she could fly and avoid the timber wolves, and while they waited for her to come back, Twilight paced back and forth in the room.  None of this made any sense!  Why was a relative of Princess Celestia wandering Equestria in disguise, and why was he afflicted by this magical curse?  What was he looking for here in Old Canterlot?  It explained how he knew Celestia, and explained why he was so good at magic, but it just made it more of a mystery.  Who was this mysterious prince?

As the sun crept towards the horizon, Rainbow Dash returned.  She flew in from the window with a big smile on her face, and Spike put his ear against the door.  Twilight heard it too, the sound of hooves on the stairs beyond.  She gasped and laughed in delight, then used her magic to unbar the door.  It opened just in time for her to see Apple Jack and Rarity come up the stairs, and behind them were Pinkie Pie pushing a frightened Fluttershy in front of her.  “The cavalry’s here, Twi!” Apple Jack called, trotting over.  “Well, I’ll be!  Rainbow, you sure weren’t kiddin’!”


“Is he alright, Twilight?” Rarity asked.


“Just exhausted.  He pushed himself past his limit trying to protect us from the timber wolves,” she replied, bringing her nose down close to Skydark Moon’s ear.


“Oh my,” Fluttershy said in her soft voice.  “He really does have wings.”


“It means he’s a prince,” Apple Jack reasoned.  “He must be related to Princess Celestia, like Cadence is.”


“Well, I think this means that he’s not a spy, Pinkie,” Twilight said firmly.


“Well, I guess not,” she replied.  “But he sure was acting all mysteeeerious!”


“I know,” Twilight agreed, sitting on her rump beside him.  “I don’t understand why he was being so secretive.”  She blew out her breath, then stood back up.  “Rarity, you and me will carry him down to his cart.  Apple Jack, we’re going to have to pull it back to Ponyville,” she said, a bit apologetically.  “We can take turns pulling it.”


“Why, don’t you worry yourself none about that, Twi.  I can pull that cart and Skydark Moon, don’t you worry.  The rest of you just keep an eye out for those timber wolves.”

Cooperating, Rarity and Twilight picked up the unconscious form of Skydark Moon, and they carefully carried him back down the stairs.  Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy flew out the window to go to the cart, carrying his blanket and saddlebags, while the others walked ahead of them, brushing rocks and clutter out of their way in the thickening gloom.  It took them a lot longer to get back to the cart than it did for them to get up into the room.  Rarity and Twlight laid him on top of his books, over the blanket he kept over them, then they put the blanket he’d worn under his saddlebags over him to keep him warm.  Apple Jack put herself in the harness of his cart with practice ease, and looked back to make sure they were ready to move.  She stomped her feet on the ground in anticipation, then she leaned into the harness.  The cart surged forward, and their strong friend seemed to have no problems pulling all that weight behind her…but then again, Apple Jack was tireless and hard-working, so she had the strength and stamina for the job.  The shadows of the forest darkened, deepened as they made their way back out of the forest as quickly as they could, the rest of them listening carefully for the timber wolves, but Apple Jack made very good time.  They saw nothing but trees and bushes all the way back to the edge of the forest, and they all breathed a sigh of relief when they came out onto the grassy field bordering the Everfree Forest.  The sun was setting, and the sky behind Ponyville was painted in the rich reds and yellow of late evening.  Apple Jack broke into a trot towards town, but Spike, who was riding on Twilight’s back, was looking up at the sky.  “Twilight.”

“Yes, Spike?”


“Remember how he always said he had to leave before sunset?”


“Yes, I do.”


“Well, it’s almost sunset now,” he said.


Twilight kept an eye on the sleeping stallion as Apple Jack pulled him back to the safety of town, where they could get him to the hospital so they could make sure he was okay.  The red bloom of the sky faded into dark hues, as the sun retreated behind the horizon, and far above them, on the mountain slope tht held Canterlot, Celestia and Luna were undertaking their daily ritual to bring the day to a close and begin the night.  In their throne room in the palace, Celestia would surrender her control of the skies to Luna, who would govern the path of the moon and the slow rotation of the stars until sunrise, when Luna would surrender her control of the sky back to her sister, and the sun would rise again.  But Twilight’s eyes were on Skydark Moon, and the mysterious warning he gave about always having to be away by sunset rolled around in her mind.  She was curious to see what might happen when the sun set.


She was a little disappointed.  When the sun disappeared and darkness swept quickly over the lands of Equestria, Skydark Moon…just laid there.  Nothing magical happened, as she suspected it might.


One thing did happen, though.  Just as Apple Jack pulled them into Ponyville, the black-coated stallion stirred.  Twlight gasped and looked over the side of the cart as he gave a low grunting sound and lifted his head up, tucking his legs a little bit as he looked around blearily.  His eyes focused on Twilight Sparkle, who was smiling at him.  “How do you feel, Skydark Moon?” she asked in a gentle, concerned voice.

“Are the timber wolves gone?”


“You’ve been asleep all afternoon,” Spike told him, jumping up onto the side of the cart.  “Rainbow Dash went for help, and our friends came to get us.  We’re in Ponyville!”


He leaned up more, and looked around…then laid his head back down, in total exhaustion.  “This was a mistake, my young student,” he said in a bare whisper.  “You must take me inside, as quickly as you can.”

“We’re on our way to the hospital right now,” she assured him.


“There is nothing a hospital can do for me, my young student.  Rest is the only remedy for my condition.  Just take me to the closest building where you can take me inside.  And keep me covered.”


“What are you afraid of, Skydark Moon?” Rainbow Dash challenged.


“Of Princess Luna,” he answered, laying his head back down.  “Listen to me, all of you.  If she arrives, you must leave me.  Just run away.  Luna will be very angry, and I don’t want any of you caught up in what will happen.”


“Why would Luna be angry with you?” Apple Jack asked as she navigated the cart around a corner.


“Oh, she has every reason to be angry with me, my young friend,” he replied in his tired voice.  “And I don’t blame her one bit.”


“The terrible mistake,” Twilight said to herself.


Skydark Moon gave her a long, steady stare, then gave a barely visible nod.


“Apple Jack, my house is closest.  Take us there.”


“You got it, sugar cube,” she replied easily.


Rarity and Twilight carried the large stallion into her library, and after she made up a bed for him on the main floor, her friends tended to him.  Rarity gave him some water as Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy fussed over his blanket, but one by one, they drifted back home, leaving her and Spike alone with Skydark Moon.  She watched over him as he slept for a time, then got something to eat after a long day without any food.  She desperately wanted to learn why Skydark Moon was afraid of Luna, but it seemed a very personal subject to him.  She shouldn’t pry, she knew she shouldn’t, but she also couldn’t deny that her curiosity was driving her crazy.  Spike, the poor little thing, couldn’t stay awake any longer, collapsing in his bed.  He was a baby dragon, after all.  But Twilight stayed up, her mind whirling with the events of the day, as long as she could.  But then she too began to yawn, her head started to droop, and she ended up falling asleep.

It was still dark when a nuzzle woke her up.  She opened her eyes blearily and looked up to see Skydark Moon looking down at her with gentle eyes.  His saddlebags and blanket were off, and his wings were half-spread to his sides.  “Wake up, little one,” he said in a gentle tone.  She looked around and realized that she’d fallen asleep on the floor beside the makeshift bed they’d made for him, her head laying on the edge of the blankets.


“Mmmph, are you alright, Skydark Moon?” she asked fuzzily.


“I should be asking you that question, my young student,” he answered as she lifted her head.  She regained her hooves and stood in front of him, and he tended his makeshift bed, his horn glowing in that dark magical energy as the blankets rose up and folded themselves, then they and the pillows stacked themselves neatly on the center table.  “But yes, I’m alright.  The sleep has made me feel much better.  I must thank you and your friends for taking care of me.”  He spread his wings fully, then folded them back.  “And I see you discovered my dark little secret,” he noted dryly.


“We had no idea,” she explained.  “You fell on your saddlebag, so we took it off of you, and then we saw them.”


“And I’m sure you have questions,” he said evenly.  “And I suppose, you deserve some answers.”


“Why are you hiding, your Highness?”


“First off, don’t call me that.  I am not a prince,” he said evenly, turning and walking slowly away from her.  “Me being this way is part of that terrible mistake I told you that I made when I was your age.”  He turned and faced her again, his horn flaring to life with magic.  To his side, a picture of magic appeared, a picture of Princess Celestia and Princess Luna sitting side by side on a pair of thones in a lavishly decorated chamber, and standing guard around them were several ponies…and among them, Twilight realized with surprise, was Skydark Moon.  “I was a royal guard in the palace, long, long ago, Twilight Sparkle,” he told her as the image shimmered in the air beside him.  “In the days of Old Canterlot.  I joined the guard because, as a colt, I had a great deal of talent in magic, and Princess Celestia herself would train me.  I was so grateful to her for her instruction that I joined the royal guard the day I was old enough.  I took up a place in the palace, and I was assigned mainly to Princess Luna.  I certainly didn’t mind,” he sighed, as the picture changed, showing Princess Luna walking down a long hallway with Skydark Moon beside her.  “Though I loved Celestia as a student loves his teacher, it was Princess Luna that had my loyalty.  She was at first my assignment, and then my friend.  She returned my friendship, and after a while, she and I grew so close that she started to confide in me.  It was to me, not Celestia, that she brought her troubles and her growing discontent.  She was upset that the ponies of Equestria didn’t appreciate all the hard work she put in to make the night beautiful, and that Celestia received all the praise from their subjects for the glory of the day.  Her discontent turned to jealousy, and then to resentment.”


“I know that part of the story,” Twilight said.  “That was how she became Night Mare Moon.”


“It was why, but now how,” Skydark Moon replied evenly.  “As I said, she confided in my her unhappiness, and I kept it a secret because I treasured her friendship and the trust she showed me.  As a royal guard, I should have told Princess Celestia, but my personal feelings clouded my judgment.


“But then, King Sombra took over the Crystal Empire,” he continued, and a picture of Celestia and Luna doing battle with the evil unicorn replaced the one of Luna.  “Celestia and Luna joined together to meet the threat he posed, and after a mighty battle, they vanquished him.  And afterward, I saw that Luna was happy,” he said, looking at the picture.  “Her subjects cheered her for her part in the defeat of Sombra, and she felt wanted and loved.  For a time, she was happy again, but as many things do, Twilight Sparkle, the glory of a victory fades into memory, and when that happened, Luna’s unhappiness returned much stronger than before.”


The magical picture vanished, as did the dark glow around his horn.  “Her unhappiness was my unhappiness, Twilight Sparkle,” he said in a weary voice, the effort of showing her those pictures tiring him out again.  “I was desperate to see her happy again, but I was young and foolish, and I seized on the first idea I had without thinking it through.  I decided that if Luna was happy after defeating a dangerous enemy, that it made the ponies love her, well, then she needed another victory to make her happy once again.  So, I studied and studied and studied, I snuck into the royal library and read some of the most advanced books on magic, and I came across a bit of magical lore that seemed to be just what I needed.  I discovered, my young student, that a prince or princess may be born, but one can also be made,” he told her.  “I discovered that a pony who has enough talent in magic can capture the essence of all three tribes of ponies, the unicorns, the pegasi, and the earth ponies, and infuse himself with them to make himself royalty.  For some ponies in our past, Twilight, this was their destiny.  Just as Cadence was destined to be a princess at birth, there are ponies in our distant past who rose up to the title of prince or princess from the ranks of the tribes, because it was their destiny.  You, Twilight Sparkle, have the magical talent and potential within you to become a princess, but only time will tell if it is your destiny.

“That was the first step of my plan.  I used my magic to change my destiny and take what I was never meant to have, Twilight Sparkle,” he said grimly, spreading his wings a little to draw her attention to them.  “I changed myself into a prince, a pony part of all three tribes, granted the magic of the unicorns, the flight of the pegasi, and the strength of the earth ponies.  With my newfound strength, I hatched a plot, Twilight, to challenge Luna for her position as the bringer of the night, and then lose to her on purpose in order to give her the victory that I believed would make her loved in the eyes of her subjects and happy in her own heart.  I took the name Darkest Night and stormed into the palace, demanding of Luna a duel for the title of ruler of the night, intending all along to lose to her so that she might find happiness in the adoration of the ponies of Equestria.  How foolish I was,” he sighed, hanging his head.  “I’m sure you can see how silly my idea was.”

Twilight couldn’t help but nod in agreement.


“I was young and headstrong, Twilight.  I had the power to do these things, but I didn’t have the wisdom to understand how wrong I was.  I was so blinded by my desire to see Princess Luna happy again that I did a terrible thing.”


“So you lost to her.”


“I did more than that, Twilight.  I broke my oaths as a royal guard by going against my princesses.  And I also broke Luna’s trust,” he sighed, hanging his head.  “They knew it was me as soon as it was over, and it was over fast, my young student.  I was no match for Luna.  To her, she saw the one pony she had trusted, the one pony she had told of her secret worries and fears, she saw that pony that she trusted betray her.  To her, the pony she trusted most turned on her and tried to take her position at Celestia’s side.

“It destroyed her,” he said in a hurt voice.  “Some long years after my terrible mistake, Twilight, Luna became Night Mare Moon, and Celestia was forced to battle her own sister, then imprison her within the moon.  And I can’t help but feel that it was my fault, Twilight,” he said, his expression one of hurt and self-loathing.  “If I had just stayed by her side as her most faithful guard and closest friend, I might have been able to talk her into reconciling with Celestia.  But I instead betrayed her in my foolish idea that a battle would bring her the happiness she craved, and because of me, because of what I did, she spent a thousand years trapped in the moon, and Celestia had to live every day of those thousand years knowing the pain of what she’d been forced to do.”

“What…what happened to you?” Twilight had to ask.


“I was banished for my treason, and rightly so,” he replied.  “But Celestia did show mercy on me.  She knew that it wasn’t a desire to rule that made me do what I did, just a misguided and foolish attempt to make Luna happy.  But that was no excuse.  No matter how noble my intentions, I betrayed the trust of my princesses and my sacred vows as a royal guard.  Celestia banished me from Equestria, but told me that when I truly understood just how wrong I was, then I would be allowed to return.  After many years of wandering the lands beyond Equestria, I heard that Luna became Night Mare Moon and what happened, and I was so sick with myself for destroying the pony I treasured most and ruining her sister’s life, I put a spell over myself that turned me into stone.  I designed the spell so that if it was ever broken, I would be under a curse that would weaken me so that I could never hurt anyone else with my magic ever again.  I set the spell to break when Luna was freed from the moon and returned to the palace and her duties as the bringer of the night.  The day you freed her of the dark magic that made her Night Mare Moon, Twilight, it freed me from my self-created prison.  Ever since then, I’ve been traveling back to Equestria.  It simply took me a long time to get here, my young student,” he sighed.  “I’m too weak to fly, and as you’ve seen, I can’t walk very fast.  I journeyed back to Equestria, and I’ve been searching the ruins of Old Canterlot looking for a locket that held an image of Princess Luna inside.  It, ah, fell off in her chambers when I went to deliver a message, and when I went back for it, I couldn’t find it.  And I was too embarrassed to ask Princess Luna if she found it,” he said sheepishly . “I was too afraid to tell her how I really feel, Twilight.  She’s a princess, and I was just a royal guard.  I don’t know if the locket is still there, but I think that it is.  I think one of her attendants picked it up thinking that it was hers, and after she became Night Mare Moon she would have had no real use for it,” he said in a quiet, sad tone.  “I ignored the first rule that Celestia taught me as her student, Twilight.  I let my power control me, instead of me controlling my power.  And because of my lack of wisdom, I brought tremendous pain to Celestia and Luna.  They will never forgive me, and I don’t deserve their forgiveness,” he said in a quiet tone.  “I just hoped to find that locket, so that I would have something, anything, of a time in my life when I was happy.”

Twilight was both surprised and moved by Skydark Moon’s tale.  He had indeed been young and foolish, but he had acted out of love.  It was a love that blinded him, especially since it seemed that Luna didn’t return his feelings, and it was why Celestia was relatively easy on him when she pronounced her punishment.  But what surprised her was the extent to which he had punished himself for what he had done.  He had sealed himself in stone for a thousand years, then cursed himself with his own magic to make him so weak that he could barely walk.  For him, every time he struggled to take a step, he was paying penance for his crimes against Celestia and his betryal of Luna’s trust.


Perhaps…perhaps Celestia would consider that he had learned just how wrong he had been.


Twlight stepped up to him, her eyes luminous in the sunrise.  “I understand, Skydark Moon.  And your secret is safe with me,” she said in a kind voice.


He smiled wearily.  “I’m glad you do, Twilight Sparkle.  So I hope you understand when I ask, no I beg, that you don’t tell Celestia or Luna that I’m here.  I guess I am more or less breaking my banishment coming back here.  She didn’t give me permission to return, but I wanted to find the locket so badly,” he said, then he sighed.  “But mostly, I don’t want to bring them any more heartache, Twilight Sparkle.  I promise you, as soon as I find my locket, I will leave Equestria and never return.”  He looked to the side, and his blanket and saddlebag floated over to him.  He folded his wings tightly and covered them with the blanket, then the saddlebag settled on top of it and buckled under his belly.  “Thank you, Twlight Sparkle.  Thank you for trusting me when your friends didn’t, and for listening to me.”

“They know the truth, Skydark Moon,” she warned.  “But they won’t say anything if I ask them not to.”


“I would appreciate that, my young student,” he nodded.  “Now, I must be off, to find the locket.  If you would, take care of my cart for me,” he asked.  “I don’t feel up to pulling it today.”


“Alright.  We could go with you,” she offered.


“No, the last time I asked you along, look what happened,” he said with a rueful look.  “If there’s any risk, I’ll take it myself.  After all, I’m the one that’s looking for the locket.  Just please, tell your friends not to say anything before the morning gets late.”


“I will,” she nodded.  “Good luck, Skydark Moon.”


“Thank you, Twilight,” he replied, stepping up and nuzzling her fondly.  “You’ve been a good friend.  If I don’t find the locket, I’ll be back in a day or two, so I can rest.  Until then, keep my books safe for me.”

“I will, I promise,” she nodded.  “Good luck, Skydark Moon.”


“Thank you.”  He then turned and caused the door to open, shrouded in the dark energy that was his magic, and it opened.  He walked through it in that slow, steady, weary gait, one hoof in front of the other, and started down the street that would lead him back to the Everfree Forest, just as the sun began to rise…when he knew that Princess Celestia and Princess Luna would be busy, as Luna handed over control of the sky to Celestia to allow her to bring sunrise across the land.


She watched him go, feeling sorry for him, and already conflicted.  She’d promised not to tell Celestia he was here, but it was something that Celestia really needed to know…if only to see how sorry he was about what happened.  If she could see him, talk to him, she’d allow him to come back.  But she’d made a promise, and that meant she had to keep him a secret.


She was off as soon as she had his books in her library.  She galloped to the closest house of a friend, which was Rarity, then quickly rounded up all her friends, the hardest of which to get was Rainbow Dash, since she lived all the way up in Cloudsdale.  They met at Apple Jack’s farm, and when they were all together, Twilight told them Skydark Moon’s story, then told them not to tell anyone.  “I made him a promise, girls,” she said seriously.  “All he wants to find is his locket.  Once he finds it, he’s going to leave Equestira again.  All we have to do is not tell anyone he’s here.”


“Are you sure you can trust him, Twi?” Apple Jack asked.


“He saved our rumps in the old castle,” Rainbow Dash piped in.  “Right as the timber wolves were about to push through he door, zoom, right outa nowhere!” she said, flapping up into the air and hovering.  “He musta come right up the wall and through the window!  He helps Twilight hold the door and tells Spike to scare the timber wolves with his fire!  It was awesome!”


“Yeah, he did,” Spike agreed.

“Then he just collapsed, because he did too much,” Twilight finished.  “The curse on him lets him do a few things, but if he does too much, he passes out.”


“And he did it to himself,” Rarity breathed.  “I wonder why.”


“Because he blames himself for what happened to Princess Luna,” Twilight answered.  “If Celestia knew how sorry he was, she wouldn’t make him leave.  I know it.  But I made a promise not to tell her,” she said.

“I find it hard to believe that he was the reason why Luna became Night Mare Moon,” Rarity declared.


“Me either, Rarity, but he believes that he was, and that’s all that matters to him,” Twilight answered.

“It’s too bad we couldn’t make him see that he’s wrong, or so sad,” Pinkie Pie said.  “Maybe if we threw him a party, it would cheer him up!”


“I don’t think he’s the party type, Pinkie,” Rainbow Dash told her.


“Everypony loves a party,” Pinkie objected.


“Well, there’s not much we can do, girls,” Twilight said.  “We can’t really help him if he won’t let us.  So, all we really need to do is not tell anyone that he’s a prince.  Okay?”


“Okay,” Fluttershy said in her soft, timid voice.


“I’m not too sure about keeping secrets, but he’s been a mighty fine stallion to us,” Apple Jack nodded.  “If that’s the way he wants it, then I guess it’ll be okay.”


“Well, I suppose we can do as he asks.  After all, it doesn’t make much of a difference either way,” Rarity agreed.


“Whatever you girls say,” Fluttershy murmured.


“A promise is a promise!” Pinkie Pie declared.


“Alright then,” Twlight declared.  “We let him search for his locket and keep what he told us a secret.”


They ended their hurried meeting, each of them going to their daily chores.  Apple Jack had apples to harvest, Rainbow Dash was taking her turn herding clouds, Rarity had her boutique to run, Fluttershy had animals to care for, and Pinkie Pie, well, Pinkie Pie did whatever it was that Pinkie Pie did.  Twilight, she had all of Skydark Moon’s books in her library, and she hadn’t read them all yet, which she’d have to fit in among all her other studies…with which she’d fallen behind schedule.  It would make her soooo busy, but it was totally worth it.  A whole day to look through Skydark Moon’s cart full of books?  What a chance to read the ones she didn’t read before!

Day after day, she kept expecting to see Skydark Moon walk towards her house early in the morning, but day after day, he didn’t come back.

He said he’d be back in one or two days before he’d need to rest, but two days went by, then three days went by, then four days went by, and her friend hadn’t come back from the Everfree Forest.  She wasn’t that worried at first, because despite his curse he knew so much magic, and he was once a royal guard, so he knew how to handle danger.  But when he didn’t come back the third day, she started to get worried.  On the fourth day he didn’t come back, she got really really worried, so worried that she spent the entire morning pacing around her table in circles.  Rainbow Dash had dared go into the Everfree Forest that morning to look for him, since she could avoid many of the dangers of the forest by flying, and there was no answer from her yet.  But she had to keep calm.  Rainbow Dash knew where the the old castle was, but it still took a little time to get there, and she needed time to look around.  The castle was very big, and it had a lot of rooms.


Where could he be?  He wouldn’t just leave, not when he left his books with her!  They were very rare and important books, so he wouldn’t leave them behind.  He had also promised to come back so he could rest, so she was absolutely sure that he wouldn’t have just left without at least coming back for his cart at the least, coming back to say goodbye and maybe—hopefully—teaching her more about magic before he moved on, after he found his locket.  Did he run into trouble in the wild and dangerous forest?  Did he get hurt?  Was he trapped in some room when something fell in front of the door, and he couldn’t get out?  Did the timber wolves come back and attack him, or did something else show up?  Or did he find the locket and just walk away without saying a word, afraid to come back to Ponyville even for his books?  So many things could have happened, and since Twilight was a natural worrier, her mind considered even the most outlandish and scary reasons that he hadn’t come back.  He could even be—she had to gulp—hurt!

She worked herself into a near panic trotting around that table, something she really, really tried not to do anymore.  But she just couldn’t help it.  She always assumed the worst, always blew things way out of proportion and then let her worries and fears run away with herself.  And the silly thing was, she knew she did it, but she just couldn’t help herself.


But this time, she wasn’t going to go crazy.  She slowed to a stop and took a deep, cleansing breath.  Rainbow Dash was looking for him, and she just had to wait for her to come back before she could decide what to do.  She had to trust that her unusual friend was safe, and not start worrying until she had a real reason to worry.  If Rainbow Dash came back and hadn’t found him, then she had to make a decision.  They could go into the forest and look for him.  They could ask others for help, ponies they could trust, like Zakura, who lived in the Everfree Forest and might know the best place to look.


Or…she could break her promise and tell Princess Celestia.


She didn’t want to do it, but if Skydark Moon was in serious trouble in the forest, or he was hurt, then they would need some serious help.  And while Princess Celestia herself might not help, she might be able to send someone that could.  If it was something they couldn’t do themselves, then they had to try some pony who could.

She focused herself by going through his books on magic, looking for a spell that might help her find him, some kind of locator spell or something.  He had so many books and so many spells and uses of magic that she hadn’t studied, there had to be something in his traveling library that would help her.  She got so involved in it that she was honestly surprised when Rainbow Dash hurried into the library, landing right in front of her.


“Rainbow!  Any luck?”


“Nuh-uh,” she shook her head.  “Not a hoof or hair of him, Twilight.  No signs of any kind of action or anything.”


“Did you search the castle?”


“As much as I could,” she replied.  “But I didn’t see a thing.  No hoofprints, no signs of a fight, no collapsed walls or anything.  It’s like he just disappeared!”


Twilight sighed, then nodded.  “Thanks for trying, Rainbow,” she said.


“Hey, he’s an okay stallion, Twilight.  I kinda like him.”  She flapped her wings a few times.  “So, what do we do now?”


“I, I’m not sure,” she replied nervously as Spike came down the stairs.  “I mean, I’ve thought of what we could do, but I’m not sure which is best.  I thought we could all go in and look for him, organize a search party.”


“Sounds good to me,” Rainbow Dash declared.


“But I’m not sure.  If you couldn’t find him, I’m not sure if all of us could,” she fretted, setting the book she was reading on the table with her magic.  “And it is the Everfree Forest, Rainbow.  It’s not entirely safe.  And I was looking for a spell that might help us find him, but no luck.”


“Well, whatever you decide to do, I got your back, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash said with a smile.  “I’m gonna go grab something to eat.  I’ve been flying around all morning.”

Twilight went back to pacing after her friend left, trotting in slow circles around the table.  What to do, what to do?  It would be dangerous if they all went in to search for Skydark Moon, even if they had Zakura, but it would also increase the chance they could find him.  Zakura might know some way to find him too, she hadn’t checked with her yet.  Should she break her promise and write Princess Celestia and ask her for her help?  Was it fair to her friends to ask them to go into the dangerous Everfree Forest to look for Skydark Moon?  Well, almost all her friends, getting Fluttershy to go in there would take a miracle…but if they ran into any monsters in the forest, Fluttershy’s way with animals might help them avoid trouble.  Was it fair to Fluttershy to ask her to go in there, when she was so afraid of the forest?


“Twilight, you’re going to wear a groove in the floor,” Spike warned.


“I don’t know what to do, Spike,” she admitted.  “I want to go look for him, but it could be dangerous.  I want to ask Princess Celestia for help, too, but we made a promise.”


“That promise doesn’t do much good if he’s in trouble in the forest, Twilight,” Spike said.


“I know, Spike, I know,” she fretted.  She stopped, then blew out her breath.  Pacing in circles wasn’t going to help  There was one thing she could do before she made any decision, which might help her make that decision.  “Spike, we’re going to see Zakura,” she decided.


“Why Zakura?”


“Because she knows a lot of magic, Spike, and she lives in the Everfree Forest.  She might know a way to find him that we don’t.”


“Ohhh!  That’s a good idea!”


“Why thank you,” she said modestly.   “Spike you stay here in case Skydark Moon comes back.  Have someone come tell me if he comes back while I’m gone.”


“Aww, can’t I go?”


“It doesn’t do me any good to bother Zakura if he comes back, does it?  Trust me, Spike.”


“Aww, okay,” he sighed, shuffling his foot and looking at the floor.


Twilight galloped down the road to Sweet Apple Acres, because Zakura’s hut wan’t that far into the forest from there, worrying every hoof of the way, but also hopeful.  Zakura was a very wise zebra, and often when Twilight needed advice, she was there to help.  If she knew some way to find Skydark Moon, then she’d know what to do.  She raced past the farm and down the path to Zakura’s hut, a path she knew very well and never felt afraid to use despite it being in the forest.  The monsters of the forest didn’t come near Zakura’s hut, so it was a safe place to visit.


Zakura was there, stirring herbs into a cauldron in the middle of her small round hut.  Twilight knocked on the door and opened it before the zebra could reply  “Zakura!  Zakura, we need your help!”


“My help is always there for you.  Now come in and tell me why you’re blue,” she answered in her rhyming way.  It was just the way she talked, and in a way, Twilight rather liked it, because her voice was always so calm.


Without telling Zakura the truth about Skydark Moon, she danced around that truth enough to explain why he was in the Everfree Forest.  “But he hasn’t come back, Zakura!” she said.  “Four days he’s been gone!  I didn’t worry much at first because he’s good with magic and seemed to know the forest, but he said he’d be back in two days, and it’s been four!  Is there any magic you know that might find him, Zakura?  Or something you know about the forest that will us find him?”


She was silent a moment.  “Magic that will find him, no.  But there are ways to find out where he’d go,” she answered.  “If you know the place where he’d gone back, then there’s a chance that we could track.”


“Track using magic?” Twilight asked.


Zakura shook her head.  “If it’s magic is a wise thing to ask, but there are other ways to solve this task.  Instead of spells and magic to find his way, the skills of my ancestors may save the day.”  She nosed a strap over her head, holding a bag, and stepped up to her.  “Without delay we must go, before the sun gets too low.”

She wasn’t afraid at all as she led Zakura around the edge of the forest, to the forgotten, overgrown road, and into the forest.  The two of them galloped all the way to the old castle, shrouded in shadows and mist.  Twilight watched in nervous anticipation as Zakura carefully walked around the courtyard in front of the castle.  “Just yesterday these tracks were made.  The day before, your friend had stayed.  No other hoof has tread this ground, except your friend’s, whose tracks abound.  A curious thing, my young friend, but this unicorn’s path does simply end.  Here is where last he trod, then vanish his tracks do from the sod.  I fear, my friend, that your stallion friend, has vanished like smoke, his tracks do end.”


“Like he just flew away?”


“If he flew away, I say maybe, or carried off, either it could be.  He slowly walked to this point here, then his tracks just disappear.”


“Are there any tracks that just begin the same way these end?  Skydark Moon is a unicorn, and he knows how to blink from place to place.”


“Hmm,” she sounded, then spent a few more moments looking around.  “My dear Twilight, I fear to say, the answer to your question is nay.”

He said he was too weak to fly, so she immediately ruled that out.  So, if he didn’t fly, and the tracks ended well away from the buildings where he couldn’t use his wall walking spell, then something had to have picked him up and carried him off, something that could fly.  Zakura said that there weren’t any other tracks, that the only one out here had been Skydark Moon.  And if he was carried off by something that could fly, then there was no way way they were going to find him by searching the forest.

And it also meant that he was in big trouble.

“Is there any way to find him with magic that you know of, Zakura?” she asked.


Without speaking, Zakura shook her head gravely.


She blew out her breath.  “Thank you, Zakura.  We should go, I have to write a letter to Princess Celestia.”


“And why, Twilight, my dear young friend, a letter to Celestia you must send?”


“Because she might be the only one that can help us find him,” she replied.


Twilight and Zakura galloped out of the forest, and her zebra friend returned to her hut while she raced back to her library.  She burst in quickly, already calling out.  “Spike!  Spike!”


“Did you find him?” Spike asked, looking down from upstairs.


“No, Spike.  Zakura said that his tracks just end out in the courtyard in front of the old castle, like he was picked up and carried off by something that could fly.  That means we’ll never find him searching the forest.  Zakura doesn’t know any magic that could find him, and I didn’t find anything either.  If he was picked up by something big enough to carry him off, Spike, he could be in really big trouble!  So take a letter for the Princess, we have to tell her, promise or no promise!”


Spike quickly got a quill and parchment, and Twilight struggled with just how much she should say.  If Celestia sent someone to help, they could keep Skydark Moon’s secret.  But if she told Celestia the truth, Celestia herself might come, which would make it easier to find him…but might also get him in even bigger trouble than he was already in.


In the end, she decided to protect Skydark Moon as much as she could.  “Dear Princess Celestia,” she began, pacing in circles around her table.  “In the last few days, a traveling unicorn has come to Ponyville, who has been interested in history.  He went into the Everfree Forest four days ago and hasn’t returned, and I’m absolutely sure that he wouldn’t just leave without telling me, because he left his collection of books in my care while he went exploring parts of the forest.  I know this isn’t something I should bring to you, but nobody in Ponyville can find him, and our friend Zakura used the skills of her zebra tribe to figure out that something picked him up and carried him away.  I tried to find a spell that would let me find him, but I don’t have anything like that in my books here.  I humbly ask if you could please send me a spell to find him, or some help, because I’m very worried about him and afraid that he’s in big trouble.  Your devoted student, Twilight Sparkle.”


“Got it.”


“Send it, Spike,” she declared.


Spike drew in his breath, then burned the roll of parchment with his dragonfire.  The smoke from the burned parchment magically rushed out the open window, on its way to Canterlot.


“Do you think it was vague enough to protect him, but sounded serious enough to get an answer?” she asked her friend.


“I think so.”


“Good.”


The answer came almost immediately.  Spike belched forth a cloud of smoke that flashed with magic and turned into a rolled parchment.  He unrolled it and began to read.  “My dearest Twilight Sparkle.  Don’t worry, my faithful student, we can help you find your missing friend.  As you know, Princess Luna was planning on coming to Ponyville for Nightmare night, and….”  Spike gasped, his eyes turning as big as saucers.  “She has agreed to come early to help you search for our missing subject!”


“Princess Luna?” Twilight almost screamed, almost jumping in place.  Luna, the one pony that Twilight would not want to help her!  If she found out that it was Darkest Night they were looking for, there was no telling what might happen!  If she was still angry with Skydark Moon, she might banish him from Equestria…or even send him to the dungeon!  She wasn’t sure if Canterlot had a dungeon, but if there was a dungeon, she might throw him into it!  Throw him in, banish him from Equestria, then chase him down and throw him back into it!  Or throw him into a dungeon that wasn’t in Equestria!  Wouldn’t she know if there were dungeons somewhere outside Equestria?  She was a princess, after all!  She clomped in place frantically, looking back and forth.  Oh no, this was a disaster!  She wanted to find Skydark Moon, but Luna was the last pony that she would have asked for help!  If she didn’t tell Luna who he was, she might be really angry when she finds him.  But if she tells Luna who he was, she might be even angrier, or maybe not help find him at all!

Or put him in a dungeon inside a dungeon somewhere outside of Canterlot…in a dungeon!


“Oh no!” she gasped, dashing back and forth in a tizzy.  “Spike we can’t write and tell her not to come, but she can’t find out who she’s looking for!  What are we going to do, what are we going to do?”


“Ummm, tell her we found him?”


“Lie to Princess Luna?  Are you crazy?” she demanded with a withering stare.  “I can’t do that!”

“Then we’d better find him before sunset,” Spike said.

Twilight clicked her teeth together in a grimace.  That was their only choice!  If Luna found out it was Darkest Night, there was no telling what would happen!  “Spike, wait here for Princess Luna,” she ordered, then she bolted out of the library.

She absolutely raced to the closest pony that would do the most good, and that was Apple Jack.  The Apple family had just finished eating dinner, and Twilight burst in on them as they were cleaning up.  “Apple Jack!  Apple Jack!” she cried, rushing up.  “We have to find Skydark Moon right now!”

“Woah there, sugar cube,” Apple Jack soothed.  “What’s happened?”


She quickly and breathlessly told her friend what she’d done.  “Zakura couldn’t find any trace of him, and we think something that can fly picked him up and carried him away!  I, I couldn’t think of anyone else to ask for help, so I wrote Princess Celestia and asked if she could send a spell or something that would help us find him, but didn’t tell her just who we were looking for.  And she wrote back that Princess Luna is coming to help!  Luna, Apple Jack!”


“Woah, nellie,” Apple Jack breathed.  “So you want to find him right pronto.”


“Before Luna gets here,” Twilight agreed.


“Then we’d better get started.”


She started with Apple Jack, but she eventually had all of her friends helping, as well as some of their family.  Sweetie Belle, Apple Bloom, and Scootaloo checked the fields and hills around Ponyville just in case he was on his way back after freeing himself from whatever had carried him away.  Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy flew over the Everfree Forest without going into it, at least after Rainbow Dash dragged her out of her house and all but threw her into the air.  Rarity and Pinkie Pie checked the foothills around the big mountain that held the cave at its top, while Zakura, Big Macintosh, and Twilight searched the forest for Skydark Moon. The hours dwindled away towards sunset, but still no luck.  Not a sign of him.


At sunset, they had no choice.  They called off the search, and Twilight went back to the library to wait for Princess Luna.  She paced in circles around her table again, trying to come up with some way to tell Luna who they were looking for without telling her exactly who they were looking for.  The only thing she could hope was that Luna wouldn’t recognize the name Skydark Moon, that he had had a different name back when he was a royal guard.


“Calm down, Twilight.  We just tell Luna that we’re looking for a unicorn, and hope that she doesn’t actually find him, that we find him first,” Spike said.


“I know that, Spike, but what if she finds him?  It could be a disaster!  We can’t lie to her, but we can’t tell her who we’re looking for, either,” she answered, turning in her circle, and then stopping absolutely dead in her tracks with a frightened look, for Luna was standing in the open doorway!


She was majestic with her dark, night-colored fur and small black crown behind her horn, her starry mane and tail billowing and swirling as if pulled by a gentle breeze.  She looked down at Twilight with a steady gaze, one brow raised in curiosity.  “And exactly why can’t I know who we’re searchng for, Twlight Sparkle?” she demanded.

Twilight froze, looking up at Luna in shock and not a little fear.  She lowered her head and gave a nervous, stalling chuckle, taking a few steps back.  “Uhhh, P-Princess Luna,” she said.  “I didn’t think you’d get here so quickly!”


“I will know what’s going on, Twilight,” Luna demanded.  “Who is missing?”


“A t-traveling unicorn named Skydark Moon,” she said with a nervous chuckle.


Luna’s eyes flared with sudden magical light.  “Darkest Night?” she demanded, her voice ampilfying so loud that dust shook off the ceiling.  “Darkest Night has returned?”


“He’s not Darkest Night anymore!” Twilight said, almost pleadingly.  “He came back to search Old Canterlot for a locket he lost, Princess Luna!  That’s all!  But he’s been gone for days, and Zakura thinks something big carried him away!”


“Could he not simply fly?” she demanded.


“He can’t fly!” she said in fear.  “He put a curse on himself that makes him so weak he can barely walk!”


“What?  Explain this to me, Twilight Sparkle.  Now.”


She was trapped.  She couldn’t lie to Princess Luna!  Backing up, putting her belly on the floor, she looked up at the stern gaze of Princess Luna.  Under that stare, Twilight crumbled like a dry cookie.  The story that Skydark Moon told her spilled from her lips, the story of why he became Darkest Night, because he wanted to make Luna happy, and what he did to himself after she was imprisoned in the moon.  She showed her his books, and told her about him teaching her magic, and both how much she learned from him and also how much she learned about him.  “He blames himself for, uh, Night Mare Moon,” she surmised in a nervous voice.  “He thinks what he did was the cause of everything that happened.”


Luna looked less angry, but not entirely happy.  “And you believed him?”


“Y-Yes, Princess,” she replied.  “He’s not bad, he just made a bad decision.  He’s been a very good friend to me, and he saved us from the timber wolves in the Everfree Forest!”


“I will find Darkest Night,” she said in a strong voice, then she turned and rushed from the library.

Twilight worked herself into a frenzy while Luna was gone.  Day turned to night as Twilight worried about what was going on out there.  Was Luna going to fight Skydark Moon?  Could she even find him?  What would he do?  And worst of all, what if he blamed her for Luna showing up?  She only wrote Celestia because she couldn’t think of anything else to do, and she had no idea that Luna herself would come to help look for him!


About three hours after dark, Princess Luna returned.  The door of the library crashed open, and she stormed in, her eyes narrowed dangerously and a very unhappy expression on her face.  Behind her, carried by her magic, was Skydark Moon, his saddlebags and blanket gone, and unconscious.  Did they fight?  Did Luna defeat him once again, like she had so long ago.  She carried him into the library and set him down.  Twilight rushed over to him, concern rippling through her.  He didn’t look hurt in any way, but he was unconscious, just as he’d been after saving them from the timber wolves.


“I found him on the mountain, unconscious,” Luna declared in a strong voice, staring at him, dark emotion storming through her eyes.  “He had been up there for some time.”


“He must have exhausted himself getting away from whatever carried him up there,” Twilight declared, pushing at his head with her snout gently.  “He can’t use much magic before he passes out.”  Twilight pulled some blankets and a pillow out and made him comfortable.  “What carried him away?”


“I don’t know.  The cave above the ledge showed signs something had been there,” she replied, folding back her wings, and pacing around Skydark Moon like a stalking cat.  “I never thought I would see him again.”


“He turned himself to stone after—uh, Night Mare Moon was imprisoned in the moon,” Twilight said.  “And when the spell was broken, he put a curse on himself that makes him too weak to use his magic very much.  He said it was so he never hurt anyone with his magic ever again.  It also makes him weak.  He can barely walk sometimes, because he’s always so tired.”

Luna said nothing, just continued to stalk around him, as if she expected him to jump up and attack at any second.  “Princess, calm down,” Twilight tried to soothe her.  “He’s not going to hurt you.”

“Hurt me?” Luna demanded, giving Twilight a scathing glare.


Twilight gave a mollifying little laugh.  “I mean, he won’t try to fight you,” she corrected.  “He can’t.”


“I will hear from him why he has broken his banishment, and then remove him from Equestria myself!” she fumed.


Well, at least it was a start, if she wanted to talk to him before she threw him out of Ponyvillle.


Luna was very determined.  She stayed all night, stalking around the library, and when sunrise came, she left only to rejoin Celestia and then returned barely an hour later.  Twilight had tried to stay up to tend Skydark Moon, but the events of the day caused her to fall asleep, then she was startled awake when Luna stormed back into the library not long after dawn.


Darn.  She was almost hoping that Luna would go back to Canterlot for the day, Skydark Moon would wake up, then he could sneak off before she came back.


But, she didn’t have to wait long after she woke up.  Skydark Moon stirred not long after Luna came back, who was standing up on the top of the landing of her bedroom upstairs, looking down.  Twilight glanced up at her nervously as the black-coated stallion shifted, then his eyes slowly opened.  “Twilight Sparkle,” he said in a thin, frail voice.


“Skydark Moon!  Are you okay?  What happened?”


“A young dragon swooped down and snatched me up,” he answered.  “He took me to a cave and demanded that I use magic to find gold and jewels for him.  I frightened him away, but I tired myself out too much.  I passed out trying to come down off the mountain.”


“A dragon?”


“A young and very rude one,” he replied, struggling to lift his head.  “I don’t think that he’s going to bother Ponyville again, but it would be wise to warn your mayor and keep an eye out for it.”

“Don’t worry about that right now,” she said, looking up at a cold-staring Luna.  “I’m just glad that you’re okay.”


“I appreciate your kindness, my young student,” he said.  “And I hope that I didn’t worry you too greatly.”


Luna started coming down the stairs, very slowly, and Twilight could not help but stare at her in worry and a little fear.  Luna slowly clopped around Skydark Moon, then came to face him, staring down at him with angry, cold eyes.  Skydark Moon gaped at her for a long moment, then he slowly closed his eyes and put his head on the floor.  “Princess Luna,” he said in a nearly heartbreaking voice.


“I’m so sorry, Skydark Moon!” Twilight almost cried.  “When we couldn’t find you, I wrote to Celestia asking for a spell she might know to find a lost pony.  I didn’t tell her it was you!  But Princess Luna decided to come and help search for you!  I, I couldn’t lie to her!”


“She was very vague about exactly who she was trying to find, until I ordered the truth out of her,” Luna agreed in a frosty voice.


“It’s alright, Twilight.  You did what you thought was best, and I’m not angry with you,” he said in a gentle voice, looking up at her.  “You must have been very worried indeed to risk writing to Celestia for help.”


“Zakura went to the castle and found out that you’d been picked up and carried off by something that could fly, and I was worried sick!” she replied quickly.  “Writing to Celestia was the only thing I could think of!”


“Now, you will tell me truly, Darkest Night,” Luna demanded, getting almost nose to nose with him.  “Why have you broken your banishment and returned to Equestria?  Do you seek to take my place once again?”


He gave her a long, yearning look.  “I came back to find a locket that means very much to me, Princess Luna,” he answered in a quiet, even voice.  “I thought it was somewhere in the ruins of the old castle, because not long after Night Mare Moon, Celestia abandoned Canterlot for the castle that now stands.  I just wanted one thing from the old times, one thing that reminded me of a better time in my life.  Once I found it, I was going to leave Equestria again.”

“And that is it.”


“Yes, Princess,” he replied, looking away from her.

She was quiet a long, tense moment.  “You will leave Equestria at once, Darkest Night, and never return,” she ordered in a powerful voice, staring down at him coldly.


“Yes, Princess Luna,” he said quietly, his nose nearly on the floor.  He struggled to his feet on shaking legs, his wings drooping, then he took a deep, cleansing breath and folded them.  He looked around a little, then back to Twilight.  “I lost my saddlebags to the dragon, Twilight Sparkle.  Might I ask for a blanket?”


“Of—of course, Skydark Moon,” she said. She raced upstairs and took the blanket off her own bed, then rushed back down and settled it over his back for him, covering his wings.  When he started for the door, she gasped and rushed up to him.  “But, your cart!  Your books!”


“I think that my books are better served in your hooves,” he replied gently, patting her on her shoulder with his hoof.  “Learn from them, my young student, but don’t ever forget the first lesson I taught you.”


“I won’t,” she said, close to tears.  “Goodbye, Skydark Moon.”


“Give my cart to Apple Jack, she might have used of it.  Be well, Twilight Sparkle,” he said.  He gave the stern-eyed Luna a final glance, then opened the door with his magic and slowly, slowly walked out.  Twilight watched him go, until the door closed, then she looked back at Luna with tear-sheened eyes.


“You accuse me,” Luna stated in a strong voice.  “You do not know what he did!  He is the enemy of all Equestria!”


“What kind of a threat is a pony that can barely walk to Equestria?” she shot back before she could even think about just who she was talking to.  “Do you know what the first thing he taught me was?  To never forget that ponies with magical talent have a responsibility to be careful with it, so they don’t hurt others by accident!  Does that sound like an enemy of Equestria?” she challenged.  “Now, because of me, he’s lost his cart, he’s lost his books, and he’ll never find his locket!”  She burst into tears and rushed from the library.


Luna looked at the open door with surprise, then sighed and looked down.  From under her neckpiece that bore her moon standard, she pulled a small locket carved from a single black diamond on a silver chain.  She brought it up to her eyes and stared at it a long time, then opened it and saw a tiny image of herself, carefully etched into the diamond by magic, remarkably detailed, as if she had posed for the image herself.  She closed the locket and tucked it back under her neckpiece, then looked up to the second floor.


Where Princess Celestia stood, looking down at her.  Her older sister jumped down to the floor without using the stairs and came up beside her, her rainbow-colored mane and tail flowing in the air, and looking very beautiful and very regal.  “So, Darkest Night has returned,” she said gently, looking down at her.


“What should I have done?  Forgiven him?” she asked in reply.  “He betrayed us!”

“Why do you still carry the locket, little sister?  After all this time?”


Luna looked up at her, almost embarrassed.


“Darkest Night once did a terrible thing, even his intentions were good.  For him, it was the folly of his youth and the devotion he had to you, little sister.  But over time, I think he has changed.  Perhaps, maybe he has earned a chance at forgiveness.  Maybe not immediately, but if he proves himself, just maybe.  It is the noblest of all things that we can do, little sister.  Forgive.” 

Luna looked up at her, almost bewildered.

“At least this way you can watch him from afar, and make sure he stays safe,” she urged, nudging her with her wing.


Luna blew out her breath, and was silent for a long moment.  Then she looked up at her again, almost hopeful.  “I would say hurry before he gets away, but he can’t go very fast,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper.

Luna gave her only a single glance, then rushed from the library, leaving a smiling Celestia in her wake.

Twilight had caught up with Skydark Moon and walked slowly along with him, sniffling and wiping at her face as they moved through town.  The tall stallion walked along with her as the ponies of Ponyville went about their daily business.  “I’m so sorry, Skydark Moon,” she said again in a miserable voice.


“It’s alright, Twilight,” he told her gently.  “I’m not mad at you at all.  I should actually thank you.  There’s no telling what would have happened to me up on that mountain if Princess Luna wouldn’t have found me.  The dragon might have come back, after all.  That’s twice now I owe you, my young student.”


“But, but—“


“There’s no but about it, Twilight,” he told her, looking down at her, his legs shivering and shaking with every step.  “I’ll be fine.  It seems that Princess Luna is going to allow me to leave Equestria on my own, and as slow as I go, that means it’ll take a little time,” he chuckled.  “I’ll just make a new locket, I think.  I made the first one, after all.  It will take me some time, but I’m fairly sure I can do it.  Perhaps, that would have been the best thing to do, had I thought about it.”


“But then I wouldn’t have met you,” Twilight blurted.


He smiled gently down at her.  “I’m glad to have met you too, Twilight Sparkle.  You are a very special young unicorn, and I’m sure that even in my wanderings beyond Equestria, some day the tales of how great you become at magic will reach me.”


“I don’t think I’d ever be that good,” she said modestly.


Skydark Moon just smiled down at her.


“Darkest Night!” a powerful voice boomed behind them.  Twilight gasped and gave him a frightened look as Princess Luna landed in a cloud of dust in front of them.  The ponies on the street all bowed to the princess, as did Skydark Moon.  “I’ve changed my mind,” she declared.  “It is my decision that in this weakened condition, it would be unfair and cruel of me to banish you from Equestria.  So, you are instead ordered to take up residence in Ponyville under Twilight Sparkle’s supervision, so you may be closely watched and guarded.  In return, you will train her in the magic you have learned and be the tutor to her that her current assignment prevents Princess Celestia from being.  And finally, you will not hide under an old name and a blanket,” she declared, her horn blooming an aura of dark magic, just like his own.  The blanket over his back pulled away to reveal his wings.  Quite a few onlooking ponies gasped.  “You will use the name Skydark Moon no longer, and answer only to the name you have bestowed upon yourself.  From this day forward, you will be known as Darkest Night.  In time, it will be decided if you have suitably shown repentance and regret for your actions.  Don’t waste this chance, Darkest Night.  It is surely your last.”

Luna leaned down, then vaulted into the sky and quickly disappeared from sight, leaving a stunned Darkest Night and Twilight Sparkle in her wake.  Twilight gasped, then jumped up and down and nudged the taller pony’s side.  “Did you hear?  She’s letting you stay!” she said happily.  “I can’t wait to learn more from you, Skydark Moon!”


“Darkest Night,” he corrected in a weary voice, but he did have a gentle smile.  “And that does make me happy, Twilight Sparkle.  It seems to me that I must find a place to live, so I can take up my duties as your tutor in Princess Celestia’s absence,” he mused, laying a wing over her back fondly.  “Now, I have things that I must do, and you have your studies.  I will see you tomorrow morning, so we might discuss magic again.”

She nodded happily.  “I’ll bring you your books—“


“What I have to teach is in those books, Twilight.  What good will they do you if you don’t have them?” he asked with a smile.


She gave him a huge, happy smile, then nuzzled his shoulder.  “Thank you, Darkest Night!”


“I will see you soon, my young student.  Oh, and do make sure Apple Jack gets my cart.  I don’t need it anymore,” he said, then he turned and slowly walked away, his head high…and maybe moving just a little more energetically than usual, as if a great weight had been taken from his shoulders.


And in a way, maybe it had.


Twilight almost cantered back to her library, and when she closed the door, she gasped when she saw Princess Celestia perusing her books, the books floating by her glowing horn.  “Your library has gotten much better since I was last here, my dearest Twilight,” she said without looking back.

“Princess Celestia!” she gasped, then she rushed over.  “I didn’t know you were here.”


“Well, I thought it might be best,” she smiled lightly down at her.


Twilight gasped.  “You asked Luna to spare Darkest Night!”


“I knew as soon as he returned to Equestria,” she said easily.  “I’ve been watching him very closely, Twilight.  From what I’ve seen, he has earned a fair chance to be forgiven.  But Luna was hurt by Darkest Night in several ways, and it will take her time to forgive him.  Not only did he challenge her for her throne, he also hurt her feelings very much when her closest friend turned against her, at least in her eyes.”


“I, I understand,” Twilight nodded.


“I think that as she watches him, Luna will come to understand what I’ve seen.  That he regrets every day what he did, and he works very hard even now to be the pony we once thought that he was.  In his time, Twilight, Skydark Moon was one of the most promising magicians in Canterlot, and even after his banishment from Equestria, he continued to study and learn.  Listen to him well, my dear student.  Since our duties keep us apart and I cannot be here to teach you, there are few that I would approve to stand in my stead as your tutor.”


“This doesn’t mean I’m not your student anymore, does it?” Twilight asked fearfully.


“Of course it doesn’t,” she smiled.  “You are still my most faithful and devoted student, Twilight Sparkle,” she declared, which made Twilight sigh in relief.  “But a student can have more than one teacher, and Darkest Night will be a very good one.  As far as I’m concerned, this is the best way things could have turned out,” she declared lightly.  “Darkest Night has earned a second chance, and you have gained a new teacher who can teach you in my place when my duties and your duties keep us apart.”

Twilight smiled happily.  “Will Princess Luna be okay?”


“Of course she will, Twilight,” she nodded.  “My little sister will watch Darkest Night very closely.  It’s up to him to prove to her that he is worthy to be forgiven.”


“He will.  I know he will,” Twilight declared.


“I think you might be right, my young student,” she smiled playfully.  “Now, there are many things waiting for my attention, so I must return to Canterlot.  I believe that things here will work out just fine.”


“Thank you Princess Celestia,” Twilight said honestly.


Celestia leaned down and touched Twilight’s nose with her own, then trotted up the stairs and out the balcony door.  Twilight almost jumped in the air, she was so happy.  Her friend Darkest Night was going to stay in Ponyville to teach her the magic he’d learned, and what was more important, he was going to earn a chance to be forgiven by Princess Luna.  Princess Celestia…it sounded like she’d forgiven him a long time ago.  She had a new teacher, and, she had to say, a new friend.


And what could be better than that?
