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“You know, Twilight, there's a quicker way to start a fire,” Spike grumbled.
A few feet away from him stood Twilight Sparkle, still working to try and tie the rope around the bowed branch. And beneath her was the still-unburning pile of wood and kindling she had tossed together, none of which Spike was certain would burn anywhere near as long as the ones Z used to set up. So far this day, she had not only managed to prove herself totally incapable of starting a simple wood fire, but also demonstrated her clear lack of survival skills in any capacity. It was frankly a miracle to the little dragon that she hadn't been stoned by a cockatrice by this point.
“Like I told you, Spike, this is going to work!” the mare grunted as the rope once again refused to cooperate. “Milestone's Guide to Outdoor Survival clearly states that you can start a fire by using a bow to twist a stick. It creates kinetic energy and ignites the burnable material, thus slowly starting the fire and giving us the warmth and heat we need to not freeze our flanks off you stupid stupid piece of manure I will damn you to the foulest bowels of Tartarus if you don't cooperate!”
The universe's ultimate response, however, was to mock her once again. Just as she was about to tie the other end of the rope to the bow, the branch bent itself rigid once again. The sudden motion sent the rope hurtling out of her hooves and slamming its end straight into her left eye. The resulting scream rustled the very heavens, nearly dislodging even the phoenix that was spying overhead.
Spike groaned and shook his head, totally ignoring Twilight sending the offending chord and sticks into sub-orbit with a massive bolt of telekinesis. “Well, wonderful! Looks like we'll be freezing tonight! Forget a hot meal and...and...GAH! Why can't anything...?”
She was about to scream some more when she heard something like a loud belch, followed the roaring and crackling of flame on good kindling. The mare slowly turned about to find herself staring at a roaring fire, the source of which became apparent as she noticed the wisps of smoke emitting from Spike's nostrils. In an instant, Twilight's anger lessened to simply mild embarrassment. “Heh...sorry. Forgot dragons could do that.”
The dragon rolled his eyes and walked back to the log. “Seriously, if you don't know any of this stuff, then why are you even out here?”
“Like I told you, I can't go home,” Twilight muttered. “Not until I've proven that I'm right, anyway.” A stick levitated next to the fire pit, poking the burning wood and pinecones to ensure the fire's sustainability. “Once I show you to Luna, she'll have no choice but to drop the charges! I'll be able to go home to my brother and parents as a real hero! And that'll show Trixie who's the real Element of Magic!”
Spike rolled his eyes and let out a small groan. Trixie was another name he wasn't quite looking forward to hearing, right up there with Corona. But at least she wasn't a total psychopath like the deranged pony sitting on the other side of the campfire. “So...what's this about Trixie?”
Twilight's horn lit up for a few seconds, followed by a bright flash of purple light emerging from thin air just to her right. A small burlap sack floated down, and from Spike's vantage point, the opening was lifted just enough to make out some crackers and part of an apple. If anything, the crazy pony was loaded with grub.
“You must have some idea who she is. You are one of Corona's minions, after all.” The mare levitated out one of the crackers and started biting into it, the bread letting out a loud crunch as her teeth made contact. Spike shuddered just for a moment, in case any predators happened to be wandering about, but fortunately none of them seemed to hear the incredibly loud chewing of this hopeless pony. “She was trying to fool a bunch of ponies with fake magic. You know, light shows, sawing ponies in half, that kind of thing.”
Spike nodded, a small smile on his lips. He hadn't actually been to one of those shows officially, but he had spied on them from a distance whenever he and Z happened to be near one. He couldn't say he was a fan of the ones who shot their mouths off like Trixie tended to do, but there were still plenty who were amazing to watch.
“Anyway, I try to tell everypony that it isn't real magic, and what does she do? She makes them think I'm a tribalist and humiliates me in front of the whole town! But then I figured that she was just testing me, so I bring an Ursa Minor into town and...”
“AN URSA MINOR?!” Spike's voice rattled the very trees, while his eyes bulged so wide that they almost knocked lose the scales that surrounded them. Twilight herself almost fell back from the sheer volume. “B-But those things are a billion feet tall and made of stars! Why would you do that?!”
“B-Becuase I thought Trixie was just being humble,” Twilight muttered as she picked herself back up. “That had to be why she was wasting her time being a stage magician when she could be an archmage or a court magician. But then...things went south, I had to banish the Ursa away, a-and then she made me admit the whole thing in front of everypony! I was lucky to get out of there without tar and feathers!”
There was a small moment in the narrative where Spike had felt a slight twinge of sympathy for the mare before him, but it had died the minute the Ursa was mentioned. All he could think of was that feeling he got whenever Corona zapped him and turned him into a rampaging adult dragon. The feeling of having any control stripped away, forced to fight and kill when all you want is to enjoy a nice gem cake and a lazy life with your best friend, and then getting kicked into the lava for your troubles was something he was intimately familiar with.
This mare was just as bad as she was.
“But then Trixie did something unforgivable,” Twilight said in a whispered growl, completely oblivious to Spike's rising frustration with her very existence. “She not only admitted that she isn't the most powerful magic user in Equestria, but said that the Element of Magic was about friendship, not a pony's magical ability!” She paused to spit into the fire. “Friendship...Who needs anything like that? Especially with the ponies she hangs out with.”
Spike's body slacked over just a little bit, his eyes scanning for some way out of this nightmare. Unfortunately, his captor could just teleport him back into that force field prison if he stepped a claw out of line, so for the time being, he had to humor her. “So you got a problem with her friends now, too?”
“Of course I do,” Twilight said. “Just think about it. The Element of Honesty went to a mare who's willing to beat you down if you just look at her the wrong way. That isn't honesty, that's barbarism. Somepony who was really honest wouldn't feel the need to beat others into the ground to make their point.
“The Element of Kindness went to a single mother post office worker. Nothing wrong with that, but think about that foal she has. Where's the father? I even managed to find her hometown, and guess what? Turns out she ruined some stallion's marriage and destroyed his entire family. Real kindness should be about making everypony feel nice and wonderful, not ruining their lives with your own stupid mistakes.
“And Generosity goes to a farmer? She's a businesspony and nothing else. My father had to deal with the Apple Trust all the time, and they're not exactly a generous bunch of ponies. And I saw her during the Eventime, and how she used her fame to sell her product. How can you expect a carrot farmer to be any better? No, it should have gone to a charity worker or somepony who truly gives from the heart.
“And Loyalty...ugh! It goes to a musician? That's the Element that should go to a gallant knight or a determined friend, not a lazy musician who spends more time playing in the park than actually trying to practice loyalty towards her friends and Equestria. No, real loyalty is sticking to your principles, regardless of how much trouble it might make for you.
“And the Element of Laughter is a teacher? Teachers are supposed to teach you history, science, math, languages, magic, all those things! If a pony wanted to laugh, they'd turn to a comedian, not an elementary school teacher from a small town nopony would even care about if the six most powerful ponies in Equestria weren't all living there!”
Twilight let out a deep breath, seemingly calming her nerves back down to “slightly on edge.” Spike, meanwhile, just folded his knees to his arms and bundled himself into a purple bump on the log. He had met those six ponies, and while he didn't know a whole lot about them outside of when Z had tricked them, as well as when that crazy goddess pony kept raging about them being imposters and thieves, there was no way they could have been as bad as Twilight's ramblings made them out to be. After all, they were just trying to save other ponies, not themselves.
“Ever since I've been on the run, I've been trying to find some way to expose them.” Twilight's frown intensified into a scowl of defeat. “I thought I had figured out how to replicate the Elements by using a magical amplifier and five other ponies who matched the same virtues, but I...” She closed her eyes and gave her head a small shake. “Something went wrong. One of them had lied to me, and...they ruined the ritual. We were going to do what Trixie and her little gang of thugs couldn't, but it failed so badly and...”
The mare let out a few dry sobs before becoming utterly motionless, and for just a moment, Spike could feel that twinge of sympathy returning. He didn't know quite why, but there was something about this pony. When she wasn't trying to capture him in force fields or haul him off to be executed by another crazy alicorn, he could feel...something pulling him towards her.
But then the moment passed, he remembered all the awful things she had said and done just this day, and knew that whatever she had in store for him, it wouldn't be very preferable to returning as Corona's stress ball.
Twilight's silence finally ended as she opened her eyes and looked at Spike. “Once I deliver you to the proper authorities, I can make Princess Luna really listen. My dad's actually a very important pony, you know. Not everypony gets to be a Viceroy with the Night Court. And my brother's got some real responsibilities, too. They don't just make anypony the Captain of the Royal Guard.”
Spike's eyes almost exploded twice. He may not have known much about ponies and their military, but he knew of one Captain of the Royal Guard in particular. “I-Is his name...oh, what was it...Shining Armor?”
Twilight's eyes lit up like a firecracker at the name, her legs poised like she was just barely fighting the urge to glomp Spike in response. “Yes, that's him! The pony who valiantly defended Canterlot from Corona! The greatest guardpony of the last thousand years! My BBBFF!” She paused as Spike shrugged in confusion, then sighed “Big Brother, Best Friend Forever.”
Spike sighed. “That's the one. It took me a while to remember his name, though. Corona just called him 'That imbecilic, arrogant fool!' There's a few things after that, but Z always covered my ears. Something about it not being for baby dragons.” He shook his head. “But if you're such a big shot, then why were you in Ponyville to begin with? What's so important about learning from some other pony?”
Twilight smiled and leaned back on her haunches. Whatever kind of pony she was, she certainly wasn't humble. “I've always loved studying. Ever since I was a little filly in Canterlot and saw Princess Luna raise the moon, I was fascinated with magic itself. I have spent my entire life studying and learning about magic. Why, I even graduated a year early, something not even Trixie can say she's done. And she's Luna's personal student!” She sighed, a smile still on her lips. “But I've gotten to learn so much out here. I've seen so many flora and fauna that I've only been able to read about. I've never even been this close to a dragon before. And I am looking forward to finding out more about your species once this is all over.”
So that's what she thinks I am. Spike sighed and rolled about on his hind quarters. This had been a nice reprieve, but he had to escape now. Twilight's lack of survival skills would make it much harder for her to track him in the oncoming darkness, but he needed some way to hold her off until then.
That was when the idea struck.
“So... you want to know all about the forest out here?” Spike said.
Twilight tapped a hoof to her chin. “Well...I suppose. But I have to get you to Princess Luna first. There'll be time to go back to studying once Corona's been defeated.”
“But we're right next to the Green Grillneck's nesting grounds!” Spike said. “They're one of the rarest creatures in the world! Surely you want to take a look at them before we leave.”
Twilight cocked an eyebrow. “Uh huh. I've read a lot of zoology books, and I've never heard anything about a Green Grillneck.”
“That's because they only live in the Griffin Kingdoms!” Spike said as he hopped off the log. “They're so hard to find that nopony would find them unless they already knew where they looked. But Z showed me where they fly and hunt. In fact...” He pointed a claw to the horizon. “There's one now!”
Twilight's eyes never once left the dragon, nor did she bother looking towards the claw. She did, however, close her peepers as a smug grin crossed her face. “Oh, please. What do you think I am, a yearling? I'm years too old to fall for such a simple, stupid trick. Maybe that would have worked on Trixie, but...”
That was when she noticed she wasn't hearing Spike's breathing. She opened her eyes...and the dragon was gone, his footsteps leading off into the underbrush. She let out a frustrated groan before galloping off after him.
And above them, the phoenix let out a caw before departing...
----------

Deep within the heart of the volcano laid the lair of Corona, the fallen Princess of Equestria and the Tyrant Sun. To look upon her burning visage was to gaze upon the face of death itself, which was usually what followed if she considered you a threat to her power or her toast wasn't served with just the right spread of butter. And while her minions were still few in number, her funds were high from her numerous pillages of dragon hoards and the occasional bit shipments in favor of her traitorous sister.
Still, there were days when she was fairly calm and collected, where one could almost see the wonderful pony she once was.
This was not one of those days.
The very lava seemed to splash and wane at the sound of her voice, even as she sat upon her golden throne. “WHERE IS HE?! WHERE HAS THAT WHELP DARED TO RUN OFF TO THIS TIME?!”
The only living thing to hear her screams was her most trusted and valued ally, the zebra Zecora. It was because of her that she escaped returning to her solar prison, and for that the zebra and her pet had been given a great deal of leniency. But today, the princess' blank, soulless eyes expressed only utter contempt and hatred for the striped equine standing before her. “TWAS YOUR FAULT THAT THE FOOL CREATURE ESCAPED! WHAT SAY YOU?!”
“This tale of woe upsets me so,” Zecora muttered, her voice remaining as calm as it possibly could at the moment. “Spike's listening has failed him so, and his emotions may have made him go.”
Corona cocked her head just slightly to the side. “...What, by the graciousness of the sun, does that even mean?”
“It means that Spike does not understand the amazing glory of your plan,” Zecora continued, her eyes half-shut. “When we catch him, we must make clear that his future shall be with us here.”
“...Perhaps he deserves a few more kicks into the lava,” Corona muttered. “That shall serve as proper instruction of the fallacy of failing to obey my law. And to think I wanted to make him the royal co-pet alongside Philomena...”
As if on cue, a great caw was heard throughout the lair's hallowed halls. Both Corona and Zecora looked up as a flaming phoenix, one of many that had come flocking back to Corona upon witnessing what that monster Luna had done to Philomena, flew through the doors like it was guided by a rail, finally coming to a stop only when it perched itself upon the top of Corona's throne. The Tyrant Sun let out an evil smile as the bird leaned over and began to caw something into her ears.
“Most interesting,” Corona said, her voice vaguely seductive. “It seems that the whelp may have done us some good after all.”
Zecora, having failed to procure a rhyme for this occasion, stepped forward three times to signal her interest in her master's words. Corona chuckled for a moment, and then continued. “Spike has been captured by a young mare named Twilight Sparkle. The fool's survival instincts are so barren that she failed to do so much as start a fire without his assistance. And yet...” She leaned her horn in closer with the phoenix, stopping only when its tip touched its head. There was a brief flash, and Corona's triumphant smirk grew. “Even better.”
“Zecora does not understand,” said...Zecora. “What is our master plan?”
“The mare...she hates those usurpers more than you or I. Despite her poor common sense, her powers are truly considerable. And best of all...she is the younger sister of that insubordinate excuse for a Captain of the Guard!” The lava suddenly erupted once again, sending Zecora crouching to the floor in primal terror. Just as the fear began to pass, however, Corona returned her attention to her. “We shall bring the dragon back, and he shall suffer the penalty for betrayal. But this mare...imagine what her death shall do to her poor brother.”
Zecora's eyes widened in response, albeit still not enough to attract the full brunt of Corona's attention. One of the Diamond Dogs had opened them a bit too much, and was subsequently tossed off the mountaintop as a warning to the others. “B-But surely there is another way to make sure this mare will stay. Supposed Zecora approaches this little flower, and promises her a position of power. She shall help us overthrow your sister. And then you will be a servant richer.”
Corona leaned onto the arm of her throne, scratching her cheek as deep thought attempted valiantly to pierce through the triple-layered cake of crazy that was her brain. “Interesting. We make the Captain's sister our pawn. His reputation is destroyed, we have a pony who can match the power of the false Element of Magic, and we shall still have our little dragon toy to play with.” She pounded her hoof against the ground, alerting Zecora back into a rigid stance. “Zecora, follow Hyperion to their campsite. The dragon will return no matter what, but what I truly want is Twilight Sparkle. Bring her here, whether by her own volition or by force. And do not fail me! My patience wears thin today.”
Zecora gulped as the phoenix, Hyperion, landed on her back. “O-Of course, my queen! My work shall be most keen!”
----------

“Oh, where did that little dragon get to?” Twilight moaned as she pushed her way through the brush. “Just how can something that small run so fast? Dragon instinct, perhaps? Maybe they have bursts of speed whenever they want to escape.” She rolled her eyes as she telekinetically pushed away a low-hanging branch. “But I'm not a predator. He'll be happier with Princess Luna! And I'm only doing this because...”
That was when she saw him.
Spike was sitting on a log, about fifty steps away from the mare. Between the two were several vines, draped over a large overturned log like a natural curtain, no doubt feeding off the muddy pool of water below. The dragon was panting slightly, but made no obvious indication that he knew Twilight was even there. That suited the mare's needs quite nicely.
“Running away again?” she shouted. Spike's head popped up in horror at her voice, followed by a moan of defeat as the force field went up once again. Her victory now final, Twilight slowly walked towards him, heading directly for the vines. “Now you know just how outclassed you are. Nopony is going to get the drop on Twili-”
It was right then that her right foreleg touched one of the vines. A small hissing noise seemed to emit from above, but it was far too late for Twilight to react. The floral appendage suddenly twisted about and wrapped itself around her leg, startling the mare enough for her magic to fail and the force field around Spike to collapse. In her confusion, however, the mare's body collided with even more vines, which followed the same pattern as the first. One wrapped around her left foreleg, another her midsection, a third her hind legs, and so forth. Before long, Twilight was helplessly entwined in an ever-tightening net of vines, floating in the air like a trapped fish in a griffon's net.
She grunted and tried to force out any spell, but the tension and agony running through her body kept chipping away at her concentration, until finally she could do no more than muster up a cheap shot of sparkles. Twilight tried to scream, but all that emerged was a small whine. She could just barely make out Spike's voice, now from the same side she had entered this scene from. “What's the matter? Can't somepony as smart as you get out of this one?”
“C-Come on!” the mare gasped. She couldn't see the dragon from her present vantage point, but she knew he was still there. “Get me down!”
“And what, let you drag me off to that crazy pony you love so much?” Spike chuckled.
“Th-This isn't funny!” The vines suddenly tightened. “What are these things? I've never even seen them in my books!”
“Creeper Vines, one of the nastiest things out in these woods,” said Spike. “They protect themselves by strangling and grabbing anything that gets too close. Z taught me how to avoid them; you should have done the same.”
Twilight groaned and twisted, but it only seemed to make the vines tighter. Her bonds were seemingly unbreakable and very, very painful. “P-Please! I-I-I don't want to die here! I still haven't proven that Trixie's a fraud!”
Even though she couldn't see it, she could still hear Spike groan and stamp his foot. “Would you please get off it! I was there. I saw it happen. Trixie and her friends zapped that crazy sun-pony and saved Equestria. She is the real deal!”
“B-But I...I...she...she made me a...”
“No, she didn't! All she did was expose you for the little psychopath that you are! I've only known you for a day, and already you're as nutty as the pony I'm running away from! You did all this! You were the one who sent a bear into a village! You were the one who let a monster have some super-powerful artifact and nearly destroy Equestria! Everything that has ever gone wrong in your life is your fault! All you ever do is hurt other ponies and then act like it's their fault in the first place! And you think you're actually better than Trixie? If you ask me, the world will be a lot better off without you!”
Twilight tried to muster up some kind of defense, but she could find nothing. It wasn't just the pain from the vines this time; her very head seemed to be quaking in white-hot agony. Spike's words did their best to break through her mental defenses, and until she could calm herself, all she could do was grunt and try to control that liquid that wanted to escape her eyes. “P-Please...”
“Maybe the vines will let you go. Z says there's some kind of trick to getting loose. But even if they do, I never want to see you again. Now if you'll excuse me, I have a whole lot of running to do.”
Twilight couldn't see, but she could hear the pitter-patter of his feet against the ground as he fled, seemingly in the direction of their campsite...
----------

Spike gasped and panted, his little legs still shaking from the exertion of the run. Fortunately, Twilight was still nowhere to be seen at the campsite, making grabbing the waiting food supplies an absolute cakewalk. Crackers, bread, bags of oats, some soon-to-be-expired fruit, and some seeds soon found themselves safely tucked in his arms, leaving only the barest and most distasteful of rations and a half-filled water canteen behind for his kidnapper. “That should get her back to civilization soon enough. Let that crazy Luna deal with her. Heck, she'd probably make her chancellor or...whatever those ponies have.”
“A good day to you, little Spike.”
The dragon froze, the food tumbling out of his claws in his paralysis. From out of the surrounding darkness approached Zecora, accompanied by that same phoenix that had taken his emerald earlier. “Gone to take a pleasure hike?”
“Z-Z!” Spike exclaimed as he ran over to hug his good friend's leg. “Oh, it's so good to see you! You have no idea what it's been like today!”
Zecora smiled as she patted a hoof against the dragon's back. “Tell Zecora all about it, little one. She will listen until you are done.”
----------

Twilight struggled and squirmed against her bonds, but it did nothing. Every movement of her muscle only seemed to make things tighter, and in her uncomfortable state she was unable to concentrate on even the most minor of spells. All she could do as she hung there was curse that infernal dragon and plot her revenge.
When I get out of this, I'm going to make sure they hang that dragon by his claws! His scales will be sold as fashion accessories in Canterlot jewelery stores! By the time the Shadowbolts are done with him, there won't even be enough for Shining and dad to beat into the ground! Doesn't he understand that he's the only way I can get out of the trouble they put me in?!
The mare grit her teeth, both from the excruciating pain of her situation and from the memory of it all. Those frauds, all of them! If they hadn't done this to me...if they hadn't made me bring that Ursa Minor into town and then forced me to confess...if they hadn't...if she hadn't...made me do this...
That was when, for the first time in her entire life, reality smacked Twilight across the face like a wet towel. Her body suddenly began to relax as the dreaded thoughts began to spill forth. Wait...they didn't make me take that Ursa into town. I...I did that myself. I just...I wanted to prove myself to Trixie. To myself.
She rustled her left forehoof. This time, it moved a bit easier than before. My whole life...I wanted to be something like Luna's student. When she calmed me down during the entrance exam, I thought she would have taken me in for sure. B-But...she didn't...because of my dad...
She felt the tension lessen around her midsection. He said it was because it would have sent a bad message, that Luna was playing favorites, and would make the other ponies tease me even more. But that didn't mean I was a bad student. Dad and mom made sure I could study every day and night! And I didn't need friends with Shining there. I...I had everything I ever needed. I...
The vine around her chin tightened. I don't need friends! Friendship isn't magic, it's...it's...something you can't read about. Something you have to study scientifically. Something that doesn't mean anything and...Trixie wanted to...
Twilight felt the vines loosen across her body, but in her current state, her mind just kept reeling. S-She wanted to help me. And I turned her down. Even if she is a fraud, she...wanted to be friends. I could have gotten out of all this. Those other ponies I dragged into this, ending up on the run, all I had to do was accept things as they were and this would have never happened.
She let out a single dry heave. I just want to go home...
No sooner had that thought escaped than her entire body went tumbling into the muddy water below. The sudden shock of the impact woke Twilight from her musings, and before she could even think about it, she had rolled away from the vines before they could completely return to their docile state. She was dirty, wet, and probably rolled in something unspeakable, but she was alive. “B-But how? How did I...?”
Her eyes widened as she looked at the vines. “Of course! Creeper Vines are supposed to be sensitive to anything that touches them. That must include being able to read a creature's intentions by how their body reacts to their emotions. When I approached Spike, I was like a predator stalking its prey, so it thought I was a wild animal and wrapped me up to defend itself! And when I had time to think about it, it senses I wasn't a threat anymore and let me go!”
She let out a sigh of relief and began to gallop towards the ever-darkening horizon. “And to think I almost fell for the trick myself! Seriously, wanting friends and all that nonsense? Just a distraction! And now to find Spike...”
----------

“And then I tricked her into the Creeper Vines!” Spike punctuated this last leg of the story with a kick to the air and a giddy hi-ya, prompting a giggle from Zecora. “Sure, she'll be able to get out, but now that you've left with me, I'll...”
“Are you sure she will be alright?” Zecora asked. “It is already almost night.”
Spike paused and looked up to the auburn sky. The sun was already just preparing to dip below the horizon; no doubt Luna would be bringing the day to a close so she can begin that night she was always so proud of. “Eh, she'll be fine. Her parents are loaded, anyway. They probably have a whole army looking for her.”
“As will her brother, I presume. I wonder if he can sense her doom?”
Spike stuck out his tongue for a moment and let out a small raspberry. “Come on, Z. Your rhymes are usually better...”
That was when he realized what she had just said. His head turned ever-so-slowly towards the nearby phoenix, which was eying him from a nearby tree branch like he was a small mouse. “Wait...you were spying on me?”
Zecora's smile faded, along with even the slightest hint of friendliness. “Did you really think I would abandon our princess? She cared nothing for any of your distress! But she must have loyalty among her servants, and as always, I am at her service.”
Spike recoiled several steps in horror. He had suspected that something was wrong the entire time; after all, why would Zecora abandon the pony she had sworn allegiance to so suddenly? But no matter how mentally prepared he was, the words struck him like an arrow right to the heart. His friend was not only betraying him, but was ready to haul him back to the same misery he had tried to escape from.
“C-Come on, Z, why do we have to help that monster!” Spike cried. “Why can't it be like the old days? You know, us traveling the world, taking in all the cool sights and sounds, learning about stuff, finding gems? This pony's been nothing but a jerk to everypony, but you keep acting like she's somehow the greatest thing ever! Is she really more important to you than me?”
Zecora said nothing. She didn't have to. Her answer was obvious the minute her hoof reached into the underside of her cloak and pulled out a small hoofful of green powder. Spike's eyes widened as he recognized the substance, but before he could retreat, she had already tossed it against the ground around his feet. The moment the powder sank into the earth, the very dirt and rock shook, followed by claw-like roots springing out and wrapping themselves into a cage around the terrified dragon. His claws scrapped against the plants in a desperate bid to pull them loose, but he knew it was hopeless. This was the same creation she had used to defeat Timberwolves and Manticores in the past; these roots were harder than metal, fireproof, and would only go away when she willed them to.
This time, he was trapped good.
“Now you stay there, little squire,” Zecora said as she walked past. “I have a new servant to acquire.”
As if on cue, Twilight Sparkle came busting out of the bushes. Spike gagged a little as he saw what looked like a purple-and-grayish-brown mare in a soiled cloak stumble towards the scene, but said nothing else. All he could do was watch as she and Zecora met eyes.
----------

Twilight cocked her head. “I've never seen a zebra before. You must be the one helping Corona.”
Zecora cocked an eyebrow at this. “You seem so calm about this meeting. Why is your anger so fleeting?”
“After today, I really don't care that much anymore,” Twilight mumbled. She could still feel some pangs of tension in her body from the vines, and the muck was not doing any favors to her disposition. “So, I take it you want Spike back, Zecora.”
The zebra smiled. “I see introductions are not needed. Now to see if my message is heeded.”
The unicorn looked at her with a perplexed stare. “What message?”
The zebra coughed and cleared her throat before continuing, much like she was giving an actual royal proclamation. “The true Queen of Equestria has heard of your skill, and has sent me to bend you to her will. Join us freely, and you will discover that she has even more spells for you to uncover. Magic that even Princess Luna does not understand can be yours if you, with us, take our stand.”
Twilight's eyes widened. “Wait, you mean...Corona is wanting to make me her student?” she asked incredulously.
Zecora nodded. “She heard your tale of woe while searching for Spike, and now she wants to take your power to a new height. With her as your mentor, you can do no wrong. And when this war is over, you shall be a hero of story and song!” She raised a hoof towards Twilight. “Now, in order to close this deal, let our hooves shake to act as a seal.”
Twilight stared at the outstretched limb for several seconds, her eyes gradually narrowing. In the distance, she could hear Spike screaming, “Don't do it! She's a monster!” but considering all he had done to her that day, his testimony wasn't helping. Besides, she already knew her answer.
“No way.”
Zecora's smile vanished as she lowered her leg, prompting Twilight to continue. “I would love to learn new magic, but I know the kind of pony Corona is. I would never agree to serve anypony as monstrous as the Alicorn of the Sun.” She let out a small huff and began to trot on by towards Spike. “Now if you'll excuse me, I have a dragon to...”
“That was no idle threat.”
Twilight froze and turned about, matching Zecora's own turning speed almost perfectly. All the friendliness had vanished from the zebra, instead replaced with a cold, hateful aura of contempt. It was almost as bad as the mob in Ponyville. “Queen Celestia sent me here to collect. I have two recoveries that I must do. The first is Spike, and the second...” Her right hoof dug at the ground. “Is you.”
Twilight's death glare intensified as she looked the zebra over. “Really? I'll have you know that I graduated top of my class, with honors, a year early. I am one of the most skilled mages in all Equestria, and I doubt anything you can do can keep up.”
“You would be amazed, little foal,” Zecora growled back. “Nothing shall keep me from my goal. If it is a battle you want, then let us begin. But we already know which of us will win.”
----------

From his vantage point in the cage, Spike saw the two lean down to prepare for the duel. His mind raced with a thousand thoughts and possible outcomes, but they all lead back to two possibilities:
If Z won, she would take him back to Corona. He would no doubt be punished severely for daring to run away, and any possibility of a future escape would be nigh-impossible.
If Twilight won, she would take him to Luna. She would have him thrown in a dungeon somewhere, possibly tortured, and then no doubt executed.
No matter who won this fight, one thing was certain: he was doomed.
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		Chapter Five



The two combatants stared at each other for a good long while, neither one daring to make the first move. Twilight's head was lowered just enough so that her horn's tip was pointed at Zecora's face, her eyes scanning about for any sign of attack. The zebra, on the other hoof, was like a stone wall, rigid and unmoving in the wind. And at the very opposite end of all this was Spike, who had decided to busy himself with chewing the bars of his all-natural cage. Alas, even teeth capable of grinding gemstones were not enough to overcome the enchantment responsible for his predicament.
The muscles in Twilight's legs tightened, her body buckling to the ground in preparation to strike. Zecora's right forehoof pawed at the earth, her poise remaining as unmoving as ever. The sun continued its journey down the horizon, bathing the entire forest in a veil of hazy light and twisted shadows. The phoenix cooed from its perch, its eyes never once leaving the battlefield. The only sound either equine could hear was the rustling of the leaves in the wind, branches scrapping against each other like a bow against a cello's strings.
It was right as the sounds reached an unintentional adagio that Twilight's horn lit up like a Hearth's Warming Eve tree. A small ball of purple energy collected itself at the sharpened tip of the exposed bone, its power bending in and around itself like the tides into a whirlpool. Zecora raised an eyebrow, but otherwise made no effort to step aside. The bolt fired...
Perfect, Twilight thought to herself as the projectile sped towards its target, her eyes already closed in triumph. A knockout spell won't hurt her too much, but it should leave her unconscious for the rest of the trip back to Canterlot. With both of Corona's minions in custody, Princess Luna should have no trouble sending her back to the Sun. My crimes shall be forgiven, and Trixie will finally see how much I...
That was as far as her mind got before she heard a small popping sound, not unlike a balloon meeting its end at the tip of a sewing needle. Her eyes widened as she saw what remained of the projectile twinkle into the ether against a rock. As for Zecora, she had simply vanished...
Twilight's jaw dropped. “What?! B-But that's impossible! Zebras don't have horns! There's no way they can wink out!”
“Many secrets of magic you indeed know.”
A small tremor of fear spread through Twilight's body.
“But your common sense is far too low.”
The voice seemed to come from every direction at once. Every tree branch, bush, and blade of grass whistled those words, assaulting Twilight's senses not unlike a fireworks display to a newborn foal. Her heart skipped a beat or two as she frantically spun about, desperate to find something she could use to orient herself. “Show yourself! Come out and face me, pony to pony!”
“I am not a pony, Miss Twilight. And I most enjoy watching your plight. For a pony so young and rash, your advantages fade in a flash.”
“We don't need to do this, Zecora.” Twilight grimaced. “I just need to take Spike to Princess Luna, that's all.”
“And do you think I would allow such a thing?” A small laugh echoed through the canopy, accompanied by a rustling of leaves. “Do you not know the wrath she would bring? She abandoned her sister, banished her away...”
“Corona betrayed us!” Twilight's head began to ache. “Princess Luna saved us from her tyranny! How can you support a monster like that?”
“Because it is the Sun that must rule the day.”
“That...makes no sense.” Twilight felt like her entire skull was about to explode. “And what about Spike? He's just a baby. Why would the Tyrant Sun...want...him?!”
“He was my companion, my student, and my friend. But the True Queen he continues to offend. He refuses to serve her as he rightfully should, and she punishes him for his insolent mood. But he is her servant, and so he shall be until upon Equestria's throne alone sits she.”
“Sits...she...I...” Twilight groaned. “I...will...”
That was when the buildup finally released. The energy Twilight had been pouring into her horn exploded in a vast shield of purple energy, pushing outwards from her until it covered thirty yards in any direction. Spike shuddered as the magic poured over him, but there was no effect; it just moved on like he was passing through air. The same, however, could not be said for a rather large, equine-shaped object; the moment the spell made contact with the hiding Zecora, she was sent tumbling all the way back down to the ground, landing in a black-and-white heap on the forest floor.
After a few seconds, the magic dissipated, leaving an exhausted Twilight, a surprised Spike, and a flustered Zecora somewhere in the woods. The only sound that could be heard in any direction was that of the phoenix landing back on its perch, cooing in relief at not being plastered onto a mountainside somewhere.
Spike brought his head up to the bramble bars. “Wh-What happened?”
“A shield spell, something my brother taught me.” Twilight took in a gulp of air, then exhaled. “It's a lot easier contracting it than it is pushing it out.”
“Th-Then where's Z?”
Twilight's eyes narrowed, her ears rotating forward. In the distance, she could make out the faint sound of branches being snapped, of hooves pounding against dirt, and the heavy snorts of physical exertion. The unicorn's front left hoof began pawing away at the ground, her hind legs buckling as she prepared for the upcoming strike.
Finally, from the briars and brambles and bushes where a rabbit couldn't go emerged Zecora. Despite the incredible distance she must have been flung, she showed no sign of injury, nor any intention of ceasing her charge. The zebra's speed only increased as she laid eyes on her waiting opponent and helpless target. Within moments, she was so close she could feel the breath coming from Twilight's nostrils.
At least, that's what she would have felt had Twilight been standing there.
Zecora gradually backpedaled, managing to stop herself just short of Spike's cage. The moment her mental faculties had managed to reorient themselves, she began to cast her head from side to side, frantically searching for her enemy. It was a fruitless endeavor; there were no bushes trampled, treetops parted, or grass blades displaced barring those from earlier in the struggle. Wherever Sparkle had gone, she had left only a few tingling specks of light to mark her passing.
That was when Zecora felt a tingling sensation. A purple glow popped into existence around the zebra, followed by the striped one's hooves losing contact with the ground.
“GET OVER HERE!”
She let out a brief yelp – it would later be debated if it was one of shock or a resignation to her fate – as the telekinetic field pulled her towards her master. To be precise, it pulled her towards the very large tree that happened to be sitting between the zebra and Twilight. Zecora slammed into the old-growth wood side first, grunting in pain as the magic subsided and she collapsed to the ground.
“Well, that was easy,” Twilight said as she walked out from behind her barrier tree. “I was more into studying the theories and philosophies of magic, but it never hurts to know how to hold your ground in a fight. Now, let's get ready to meet Princess Luna.”
Zecora grumbled and turned her eyes upward. “You are quite skilled, my little pony. But the princess you serve is quite the phony.”
Twilight's eyes narrowed. “No more of this. I am tired, hungry, cold, and almost got killed by vines. The three of us are going to Canterlot. I will turn you and Spike over to Princess Luna. With both Corona's dragon and her most loyal servant locked away, she will have no choice but to clear the charges against me.”
“You are quite delusional if that is what you believe.” Zecora grinned. “How can you turn in somepony that you cannot see?”
The zebra quickly raised and stamped her right hoof against the ground. There was the sound of something bursting upon the impact, followed by an explosive cloud of smoke that obscured every inch of the area. Twilight coughed as the dark cloud filled her lungs and burned at her eyes, and was barely able to even stumble out of the area of effect; she only knew of her success whens he felt her left hind leg bump into Spike's cage. When the smoke dissipated, the zebra was gone.
Twilight let out a few more loud coughs, which were enough to dislodge the last remnants of smoke from her body. Despite the lingering pain in her retinas, she smirked. “Really? You're going with that trick again?”
“I admit that the advantage belongs with you.” The zebra's voice echoed from one tree to the next, seemingly without any point of origin. “But do not think I have done all I can do. Immense power and knowledge do you possess, but talent alone will not guarantee success.”
Twilight rolled her eyes, doing her best to ignore the lingering fear in her heart and slight pulling sensation on her back half. “Of course it won't. Talent is just somepony's innate affinity towards a particular subject or field. It's useless without diligent study and plenty of practice.” Her horn began to glow for a few seconds, which was followed by a quick burst of light as she teleported from next to the cage to a spot a few feet away. “Do you think any unicorn can just teleport? Of course not. It's one of the most difficult spells anypony can master; not even the vaunted 'Element of Magic' knows how to do it. And that's just the tip of the...”
That was when Twilight felt something very big and very heavy slam into the side of her head. She barely had time to wince before behind propelled sideways several yards from the impact of Zecora's staff. Even after inertia had finally stopped carrying her ever forward, Twilight's world was a spinning vortex of colors and sounds. The offending stick itself sat on the ground for but a few moments more before its master leaped back to earth. “A lesson a silly unicorn like you must learn is that a lack of focus is your greatest concern.”
Twilight began to struggle back to her hooves, a task made no easier by how her head was still spinning. She had barely balanced herself on all fours when she saw a brown vial tumble to the ground and explode barely six inches away, releasing a cloud of green fumes. Unlike the smoke that had covered Zecora's escape, however, these particular vapors zeroed in on Twilight's respiratory system, filling her lungs and causing the unicorn to gag and choke. Her mind struggled to turn its focus onto any spell she could use to escape, but the pain was so intense that it was impossible to form enough of a coherent thought for any sort of magic to be used.
There was, however, one thing she could make out: Zecora's laugh. “You and Trixie share one thing: an ego fit for a king.”
At the sound of that name, Twilight's nostrils involuntarily flared. Her eyes burned as her vision blurred and twisted about, until she was not quite sure which side of the planet was right-side up. “We're nothing alike! Trixie is a fraud! Nopony with her ineptitude could have gained the Element of-”
“The Elements are not awarded by simple skill.” Zecora's voice was farther away; Twilight's head turned instinctively to the treetops. “They belong only to those with a strong will. Thousands of years past, they were within the Sisters' grasp. Now they have found new Bearers to call their hosts, and will not just give up the ghost.”
By now, the gas had dissipated enough for Twilight to get at least some bearing, even if she still couldn't see the infernal zebra. “You sound like you're happy this happened. Aren't you supposed to be, you know, helping your boss burn Equestria to the ground and all that?”
“Such lies keep you foals in line, or Luna's reign would be in decline. The True Queen of Equestria shall retake her throne, and the Elements will again be her own!” Twilight bristled; she seemed to have struck a nerve. “Now return that dragon, and we shall forget your folly. Do not, and they shall never find your body.”
Twilight backpedaled a few steps, shaking the last of the disorientation out of her skull as she did so. It was now obvious that Zecora's voice was coming from above; what wasn't obvious was where. The trees were so thick in this part of the woods that the branches practically overlapped into a net of foliage. “Why do you even want Spike? He's a baby dragon, not some unstoppable killing machine! Why are you so set on getting him back?”
“He once provided a valuable service to our queen, although I admit that his record is far from clean. With her magic, she can make him change into a monster of infinite rage. And when the Queen is feeling stressed, into the lava she-”
Twilight's eyes widened. “Wait, what?”
“A dragon's scales are resistant to heat, so for relief, he is what she seeks.”
“You mean she...dumps him in lava whenever she's feeling a little overworked?!”
Twilight felt something jump in her chest. She wasn't quite sure what it was, and would not know for some time after, but it was both terrible and comforting at the same time. “Th-That's monstrous! What kind of pony would do something like that to a child? No wonder he was trying to...”
“He is my servant, even if he does not believe it so.” Zecora's voice deepened. “And back to our master's lair he must go. He shall find no peace in Canterlot. Do you think Luna would just drop her plot?”
Twilight closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Zecora, I don't know why you're so...obsessed with destroying pony kind, but Luna is not plotting to keep Equestria enslaved. She is a fair ruler, and whatever Spike might be an accomplice in, she will not allow a child to be tortured or killed just to satisfy some scheme that only exists in your sun-worshiping head. How you zebras can live with yourselves while praying to the most evil pony to ever exist just-”
Twilight Sparkle had exactly three seconds to regret her decisions before a black-and-white mass slammed into her with the force of a rolling boulder. The blow was enough to send Twilight spinning and bouncing backwards, finally coming to rest against a large boulder. Despite the pain, she forced her eyes open and turned...just in time for Zecora to buck her right in the side against the rock. The strike was accompanied by the sound of something breaking, and followed by the unicorn coughing up blood and collapsing in a heap. The last thing she saw before slipping into semi-unconsciousness was the zebra staring down at her, eyes burning red, steam bellowing from her nostrils, and mane frazzled and split.
“You had your chance to aid our noble cause!” shouted the zebra. “Now suffer the fate of a mere clod!”
The zebra lifted her hooves. Twilight's body tensed as much as it could...
“Z, STOP!”
Zecora froze in mid-rear as Spike darted between her and the downed Twilight. She turned to the empty cage, slowly lowered herself back to a normal standing position, and finally returned her shocked gaze to the escaped prisoner.
Once he was certain he wasn't going to be thrown back in a cage or box, Spike continued. “She's had enough, Z. There's no way she can get me back to Canterlot now. Don't you think she's had enough?”
Zecora tilted her head. “Perhaps I was too eager to teach her a lesson. My anger at closed-mindedness is hard to lessen. But she is still our enemy, and must be stopped. If not, she can make sure our dreams are popped!”
“That's exactly the point!” Spike shook his head in a mixture of frustration and exhaustion. “Why are we doing this? Don't you see that this Queen of yours is nuts? She wants sunny days that last a week just so everyone can say how pretty her sun is! She wants every single thing on Earth kissing the ground she walks on just because she controls a big ball in the sky! All of these monsters and...and things she's recruiting...can you really say you're okay with this?”
Zecora's eyes closed slightly, but not enough to hide her pupils turning away from the dragon.
“Come on, Z. We can go back to how things used to be. Just the two of us together, a zebra and her dragon, exploring the world and finding our way through it. No mad dictators throwing me into lava pits or making you beat up ponies. Please...”
The first answer was silence, which was only broken by the rustling of grass in the wind. The second was a mournful sigh from Zecora. The third was the word that left her mouth. “No.”
Spike's eyes widened. “Wh-What? But...why?”
“There is more at play than you can understand, my little friend. The Tyrant Sun is a pony we must not offend. Her rule must be made absolute, so that not even Luna may refute. She is indeed reckless in her displays of power, but if we fail, the consequences shall be quite dour.”
The dragon shook his head, both in disbelief and in terror of what was happening next. “B-But you can let me go, right? I'm no use to anypony...”
“You know too much, my little Spike.” Zecora slammed a hoof on the ground, creating a cloud of black smoke; when it cleared, a small vial of yellow liquid was sitting in her now-raised hoof. “Now it is time we took a h-”
Her rhyme dropped away, however, as she saw a pair of purple forelegs wrap themselves around a dragon before both they and Spike (plus the pony the legs were attached to) disappeared in a flash of blinding purple light.
---

Nopony truly knows what happens when a unicorn teleports. The methods and techniques are well-understood, of course; you channel magic until you have enough to transmit yourself to whatever location you have in mind. For those who had shown any ability to perform these spells, there were countless training courses relating to how to focus your energy, how not to exhaust yourself, and most importantly of all, how not to end up with your body on both sides of a wall or bursting out of another pony.
There was also something about never using the spell when there was a good chance of lightning, but nopony would be foolish enough to try and perform such a difficult trip under those circumstances.
So yes, ponies knew how you teleport. The mystery, though, was what happened to your physical form during the process. The level of concentration required for phasing even ten meters were so intense that most ponies had to keep their eyes firmly closed, and Twilight was thinking considerably farther. Not to mention that her hooves were wrapped around a non-pony, and that she was not in the best of shape for such a trip...
Stupid, stupid, stupid! I could have di-
She opened her eyes.
Wait...I made it!
Sure enough, Twilight was now in the middle of a grassy field, with only a dirt path to break up the monotony on all sides. In the distance, she could make out Trottingham, home of some of the best medical care outside of Canterlot. She had studied plenty of medical textbooks, of course, but she wasn't crazy enough to perform surgery on her own body, especially when just concentrating long enough to sustain any type of magic was a pain.
Having surmised that she had survived to whinny another day, the mare slowly rolled onto her belly and pushed with all four hooves. As she did so, little pops of pain ran up and down her joints, and before long the ordeal was too much. Twilight let out a gasp and collapsed, stopping just short of the ground only because of a pair of tiny claws intercepted her barrel.
Claws?
Twilight looked down just as Spike looked up, and their eyes finally met. The dragon's body was covered in scorch marks, but he was otherwise uninjured, which was a far cry better than what the unicorn could claim. Through her own pain, Twilight sighed. “Spike, are you okay? I'm sorry about the burns. I knew that teleporting while holding someone could be bad if you didn't adjust for their presence, but...”
“It's fine, Twilight,” said Spike. “Dragons are fireproof. And besides, I've got really thick scales! How do you think I've survived all those trips into the lava?”
There was a brief moment of silence, followed by a forced giggle from both parties. “I see your point,” Twilight groaned. “But how did...?”
“I get out of the cage?” Spike laughed. “Well, I saw you getting ready to teleport when you were up against my cage. Part of your tail slipped in, and...well, I just grabbed it and popped out with you. I wanted to escape, but then I saw what happened, and...”
Twilight sighed and opened her mouth, but paused as another wave of agony poured through her veins and refused to let go. Spike's grip tightened as more of Twilight's weight pushed against his little arms. “What's wrong?”
“Think your friend...broke a few...” She grimaced. “Things.”
Spike gasped. “I'm so sorry! I never thought she'd...”
The dragon stopped, grabbed his right arm, and looked down at a spot on the ground. There was not much of a point in lying now. “Actually, I knew she was going to do this. She'd do anything for that crazy Alicorn. I'm never going to get my friend back.” He sighed. “And...now I guess I'm going to be her sister's prisoner, too.”
In spite of the pain still coursing through her equine form, Twilight managed to let out a sigh and seat herself on her hindquarters. The dragon she had fought so hard for was standing in front of her, too broken by the day's events to affect another escape. His cute little head was filled to the brim with valuable information on Corona's activities, and even though he wasn't her top general or anything, he was still valuable enough for her to use as leverage. She just needed to take him to Canterlot, turn him in, and finally be a free mare again.
Alas, there was something else digging at her core, something she had been trying to deny ever since this whole mess started. “Spike...what do you want to do?”
The dragon's eyes widened in surprise. “Huh?”
Twilight sighed. “All this time, I've been thinking about what I wanted. When I looked at you, I saw my opportunity to save myself. But it was more than that. I wanted to prove I was a hero, every bit as good as the world thinks Lulamoon is.”
She shook her head. This was getting harder and harder to admit. “The truth is, I'm not. I really am a crazy mare that thought kidnapping a child would be the best way to make things right. There really isn't anything I can do or say at this point to justify that. After hearing what Corona was doing, I...” She sighed. “I'm sorry you lost your friend to her, Spike. I admit that I don't know the first thing about friendship, but...I couldn't imagine how you feel right now.”
Spike shrugged. “Yeah, you're right.”
Fortunately, Twilight decided to ignore that half-insult. “You never answered my question. What do you want to do, Spike?”
The dragon was quiet for a moment. Letting go of the pony (who thankfully had recovered enough to remain standing), he sat himself on a small rock along the dirt path. “Well...I really don't know. I've had my fill of ponies for a while, especially Alicorns. Z's obviously not an option anymore. I can't really go anywhere in Equestria without somepony wanting to throw me in jail. I just wish someone would give me a hint or...”
That tender moment of existentialism was interrupted by a thunderous roar from the heavens above. Both pony and dragon turned upwards in anticipation of a counterattack from Corona, but instead saw something far more terrifying. A flight of dragons soared overhead, the very clouds buckling and crumbling against the heavy beats of their wings and fiery breath. Twilight could feel her heart shivering and bladder threatening to quit, but Spike's eyes were now the size of dinner plates. “Th-That's the Great Dragon Migration!”
“I know!” shouted Twilight. “It's weird, though. There's not supposed to be another one for another year or so. Then again, ponies don't know a lot about dragons.”
“Maybe that is what I should do!” Spike said, his voice tinged with excitement. “I've never been around dragons before! I can learn from them, find out who I am and what I should do. Why, I can feel mother nature taking over even as we...”
There was a thud, followed immediately by the ground shaking. Twilight and Spike spun around to find a massive silver dragon staring at the two, although its eyes seemed to shift more towards the quivering mass of purple scales. The beast did not utter so much as a word, but only lowered its tail and motioned its head towards it.
“It looks like it wants to give you a ride, Spike,” said Twilight. “Go on.”
“R-Really?” The dragon gulped as he turned back to Twilight. “But you look pretty hurt. Shouldn't I help you first?”
Twilight shook her head. “No, Spike, I'll be fine. I've made it this long on my own, and besides, I know a couple of doctors near here. I'll be fixed up in record time.” She motioned her head towards the dragon. “This, however, is a once-in-a-lifetime chance. You can learn so much about who you are and where you're from. In all honesty...I kind of envy you.”
Spike opened his mouth to retort, but the impatient roar of the waiting dragon brought an end to such protestations. With a final smile and thanks, he climbed onto the silver tail. The massive beast was in the air within moments, Twilight barely managing to remain upright against the velocity of its wingpower, and the carrier was just another spot in the flight a few seconds later. She waited until she was certain the dragon wasn't coming back before collapsing in a heap. Spike didn't need to see her wallowing in agony, especially after what had happened a few minutes prior.
After an entire day of pursuing her prey, being pursued back, and fighting for her future, she had nothing to show for it but some busted bones, a departing dragon, and some very harsh truths. The last thing to go through her mind as she winked to Trottingham hospital was simple, but it was also the end of her existence.
It was all my fault.
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