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With the Wonderbolt tryouts looming just around the corner and rumors of Spitfire being able to perform the Sonic Rainboom at will, Dash is at wits end. She needs something greater, awesomer, more epic than just a mere Rainboom. After all, to perform that trick a second time would label her a one trick pony and if Spitfire could pull it off, then what was the point?
So what trick could possibly be greater than a Sonic Rainboom?
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		Part 1



	What do you do after you’ve made the impossible possible?
It took me ten years to recreate that mythical feat and the media were in a frenzy. Everywhere I went, there were cameras and journalists who just wanted to get a piece of me – not surprising considering how awesome I am. But after that week, there was nothing. Not a word, not a hat, not a quill, not a flash.
Forgotten.
A month later, I could recreate it at will. I knew what I was doing and I knew how to do it. Not yet eighteen, not even old enough to join the Wonderbolts, and here I was – already the fastest thing alive. Faster than Spitfire, faster than Rapidfire, faster than Fleetfoot. Heck, I was probably faster than the Princesses.
But then I turned eighteen and the letter arrived.
Now that day was a blur. I remember pulling off a Sonic Rainboom in celebration, waking up everypony at dawn. I vaguely remember screaming the news to the entirety of Ponyville as they glared at me through sleep-deprived eyes – except Scootaloo of course, she was watching me with adoration. I remember Pinkie’s party where the whole of Ponyville was invited, how Twilight had (yet another) nervous breakdown when both Princesses turned up unannounced and how DJ Pon-3 turned out to drop some serious flank kicking beats.
And then the nervousness kicked in. Only one other pony had become a Wonderbolt at such a young age – Spitfire. She went on to become the youngest Wonderbolt captain in history and then there was the fact that I had already performed a Sonic Rainboom just last year. So not only did they have high expectations of me and a legacy to live up, but my greatest trick would be considered stale and boring. AND rumors had it Spitfire could do the Sonic Rainboom as well, so I wasn’t even the only one anymore.
But what trick could possibly be awesomer than turning a myth into reality?
So far, I had no answers; all I knew was that I needed something cooler. Something grander. Something more epic in every single possible way. And then inspiration struck. Or rather, lightning struck courtesy of Derpy. There was my answer, there was my solution. The ultimate test of guts and daring and reflex and speed.
Lightning.
I couldn’t stop the grin that spread over my face and truth be told, I didn’t want to. It was almost time. Down below me I watched as the other pegasuses started retreating from the storm they had created, leaving behind six to monitor the storm and make sure everything was going according to plan. But the thing is, I knew these six ponies and I had specifically scheduled them to work on this night. They were lazy, they were sloppy, and as soon as the others were out of sight, they went down for a drink just as I had expected.
Stretching out my cramped muscles, I began my warm up routine designed to stretch out every single muscle used in flight. After a large yawn, I scooped out the thermos from my bag, took a couple sips of hot coco I had Pinkie mix earlier in the day and almost immediately I felt warmth course through my body and my drowsiness vanish. Once I was certain my bag would not fall out of the cloud, I spread my wings and gently glided down. Even now, I could feel the static electricity messing with my mane and tail. Once I was about thirty meters above the clouds, I tucked my wings in and dropped.
Laughter rang out through the empty night sky as the pure exhilaration injected itself into me. Just the feeling of the wind, the sight clouds rushing up to meet me, the biting cold, and the sounds of thunder and raindrops sent chills up my spine. How did earth ponies and unicorns live trapped on the ground?
A flash of lightning momentarily blinded me, but I didn’t care. I knew it’d be another three seconds before I hit the cloud and another two seconds before I made it through. I knew how far above the ground I would be and how long I’d have before I had to pull out of my free fall. Insane does not equal stupid after all.
Hitting that cloud though, was glorious. It was the single most intense and indescribable feeling ever. I expected the cold, I expected to get wet, I even expected to be shocked, but this was something well outside it. My entire body tingled and I could feel my fur being singed, but I wasn’t in pain nor was I hot or cold. Sure, I was aware exiting the cloud, but it was like everything was happening in a dream. I could see and I could understand, but it was as though my body was removed and I was watching everything.
Suddenly I was snapped back into my body. Every instinct yelled at me to get out of there, and for once in my life, I ignored it. The first bolt missed by three wingspans, but the flash and thunder left me blind to the world. Shaking my head in a desperate attempt to clear it, I dropped down to relative safety. The next bolt I dodged out of pure luck when I wheeled around to enter the center of the storm. Even then, it jumped off the main bolt and struck me. My muscles twitched, wings locked up and I plummeted ten meters before I could flap again.
Shoving a lock of wet mane out of my eyes, I gave a mighty flap of my wings. There was no bucking way I was backing out of this. I helped make this storm and I will conquer it.
“You hear that!?” My yell was drowned out by the thunder. “There’s no bucking way you’re gonna win!”

Beep…
Beep…
Beep…
Oh Celestia, it’s too early to be getting up. With a groan, I reached out with my right hoof, trying to find the annoying alarm clock so I could shut it off. And what the buck did I get up to last night? My head’s killing me. Don’t tell me we went out drinking again. I swear, each time we do, one of us winds up doing something super embarrassing.
Beep…
Beep…
Each annoying beep was like a hammer being slammed into my head. Reaching out with my left hoof, pain suddenly laced through my body and a yelp escaped. Okay, what in the name of Celestia’s plot happened last night? Opening an eye, bright light flooded my senses as did pain, bringing tears to my eyes. Squinting, I tried to make out what was around me, but all I could see were blurry shapes, but after a couple seconds of trying, I gave up. Great, now I have a killer headache.
And why won’t that bucking alarm clock stop bucking beeping!
“Dash?”
Turning my head to the right, I peeked open an eye and to my relief, it was no longer the insane bright white light from before. Blinking rapidly, the blurriness vanished revealed a very concern lavender unicorn peering down at me.
“Hey Twi, can you turn off the alarm please? It’s really bugging me. Thanks,” was my groggy reply. “Five more minutes and then I promise to clear the sky.”
She looked down at me concerned and confused, but her horn glowed and a couple seconds later, the beeping stopped. Try as I might though, I couldn’t get back to sleep - the bloody alarm had woken me up.
Reopening my eyes, I couldn’t help, but smirk at the sight of Twilight still staring at me with a weird expression on her face. “Hey Twi, if you wanted a piece of Dash you could have just asked. No need to sneak into my bedroom and watch me sleep. Kinda creepy that.”
Wait for it…
Any second now…
Her eye began to twitch and she got that hilarious expression on her face as she tried to sort through the piles of books she had stuffed in her head to come up with an appropriate reply all the while trying not to react to my comment. I love that expression. I’d buy a camera for the sole purpose of taking a picture of it and then I’d blow it up and frame it in on my wall. Hm… maybe a banner under my house so everypony can see it. Heh, I bet Celestia would want one too.
“First of all, I’m not in your home – you’re in hospital. Secondly, I would never sneak into your house to stare at you while you sleep because that’s really, really, really creepy. Thirdly-“
“Wait, back up to the first one. I’m in the hospital?” A quick check of my surroundings told me what she had said was true. “Why am I in the hospital?”
“That’s what we were hoping you’d be able to tell us.” The unicorn’s eyes suddenly widened. “The others!” Before I could even figure out what to say next, she had vanished in a flash of white light.
“O… kay…?” With a shrug of my shoulders, I threw back the covers and began examining my injuries. The first thing I checked were my wings and they were perfectly healthy and fine – not a scratch on them, though I will have to do some serious grooming if I want them to be in flying condition. Thick bandages around my torso so probably something serious and from the looks of things, I had also managed to break my left hind leg. What the heck happened? Regardless, it must have been an epic crash.
An explosion of light drew my attention back to the spot Twilight had just vanished from, but before I could even recognize who had teleported in, there was a very loud “Dashie!” followed by a glomp of world destroying proportions. A second later, the rest of my friends were gathered around me, giving me gentler hugs (when they could pry Pinkie off for long enough) and asking questions about my health.
“Geez, I know you’re all worried, but you’re acting as though I’m made of glass or something,” I grumbled. “Relax; I’ve been in worse crashes before you know.”
“Dashie…” whispered Pinkie all full of worry and concern and that made my heart sink. Pinkie not being hyper was bad news – very bad news. The two went hoof and hoof like they were married or something.
Without even really thinking about it, I threw my arms around my girls and hugged them nice and tight, ignoring the stabs of pain from my side as I did so. Whatever had happened, it had been bad, and I wanted them to know that I was fine and that I appreciated their concern without – you know – actually having to say it.
“So what happened anyways?’ I asked into the silence.
“We’re all hoping ya could tell us that sugarcube,” replied Applejack.
“Applejack is quite correct. All we’ve been able to piece together is that you decided to go out flying in the middle of a huge storm, got struck by lightning, and nearly died.” Unconsciously, I had backed away from Rarity as each word she spoke became more and more heated. Her tone suddenly mellowed out and she gave me a reassuring smile. “Of course you would have had a good reason for doing such a reckless thing.”
“Er… Yes! I mean- Of course I do.” They all gave me enquiring looks as I laughed nervously. “You see, I was… er… worried because the guys on the job aren’t really the most reliable. So I… um… went out to… check! Yes, check to make sure everything was fine and… just as I was about to leave, I thought saw a pony in the storm and flew down and then I don’t remember anything.”
My mouth slammed shut with an audible snap and my eyes darted from pony to pony. Pinkie would eat up the lie no problem, but I wasn’t so sure about the others. Fluttershy wouldn’t ask even if she could tell it was lie simply because she was too shy so I was safe from her. Twilight though, had her egghead super powers, Applejack had her whole Element of Honest gig and Rarity was… well… Rarity. I don’t know, never hung out with her that much, but she was… what was that word again? Astute. Yeah, that’s it. She was astute.
Wow, I’m turning into an egghead.
Looking up, all my friends (minus Pinkie Pie) looked down at me with varying degrees of skepticism. To my surprise, Twilight was still stuck on relieved and didn’t seem to notice my lie and none of them decided to call me out right there and then. I suppose they didn’t want to ruin the happy mood or something. The look Applejack gave me though had the silent promise of me being forced to tell her exactly what was going on. Pffft, yeah right. She’ll have to catch me first.
For the second time that night, a loud explosion made my head snap right around. And there with an impossibly huge grin on her face was Pinkie Pie with her party canon.
“Pinkie! This is a hospital, you can’t just around causing such a ruckus,” said Rarity as she smoothed down her mane.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Twilight’s left eye twitch as she tried to figure out where the canon came from. Before she said anything though, Fluttershy spoke up, “Um… excuse me… but Rarity is right Pinkie. Especially not so early in the morning.” Her eyes suddenly widened. “Er… Twilight, I don’t mean to imply anything, but… that is… we are allowed to be here right? I mean, I know you wouldn’t do anything illegal, but – and I could be wrong – But I’m fairly certain visiting hours don’t extend to three in the morning.”
Dead silence.
“Well… you see girls… the thing is…” The lavender mare looked everywhere, but here as she rubbed the back of her neck with a hoof.
“Sugarcube, ya didn’t.”
“You broke in?” My eyes were wide and my grin equally huge. “Twi, I’m proud of you.”
“Rainbow Dash!” I winced at Rarity’s yell. “This is not behavior you should be encouraging. It is not becoming of a lady such as Twilight to be breaking in willy-nilly.” The full wrath of her gaze descended on Twilight and while it was no stare, it had been honed by years of looking after Sweetie Belle. “And you Twilight Sparkle. I am disappointed in you. Think of how this would reflect on Princess Celestia if ponies found out. I mean, her prized pupil breaking and entering.”
With each word she spoke, Twilight lost more and more composure. When Celestia was mentioned though, it looked as though she was going to break down right there and there. She was close to descending into full crisis mode.
“Hey!” All eyes turned to me. “What the buck do you think you’re doing? She was just concerned about me because she is – how do I put this in a way you’d understand? – my friend, which is something you obviously have no concept of. So just lay off will you? There’s no need to go reducing her to tears you know.”
For the first time that day, Rarity looked at Twilight and I mean actually looked. Almost immediately, the two unicorns were hugging with Rarity apologizing constantly while Twilight kept brushing it off. That lasted less than a second before Pinkie glomped them with a flying tackle. From how fast she was travelling, I’d say she fired herself from the canon.
“What Ah want to know is, how come no pony has heard us yet.”
“Oh that’s simple. I wove a sound damping and illusion spell into the basic shield spell so that I could cast it around Rainbow’s bed rather than the entire room.” Twilight spoke as though it was the most basic thing in the world, but the slack-jawed look Rarity was giving her said the exact opposite. “What?”
“Twilight dear, th-“
“That is the most egghead thing you’ve said in a long time,” I interrupted. “But awesome! Think of all the pranks we’d be able to pull if no one could hear us coming. What other cool stuff can you do with your magic? Can you turn us invisible?”
Twilight got that faraway look in her eyes. “Probably. But I’m not stupid enough to do that.”
“Pleeeeeeeeeease.” Pinkie pulled out her big blue eyes. “Think of all the fantastically awesome super- duper spectacularly secret surprise parties I could pull out without any pony knowing!”
A yawn from Applejack saved Twilight from having to reply to that particular logic. “Ah’m sorry, just really tired. Twi, think you can drop me back home? Ah’ll be ‘round to visit later today RD. Promise.”
“Wait!” A pink blur crashed into Applejack before she could even take a single step. “You can’t leave yet, you haven’t eaten any cake yet.”
“Cake?” Twilight looked up and her eye began twitching. There on the table next to me was a three layered chocolate mousse cake with rainbow frosting. “That is not-“
“Twilight? Drop it. For our sanity as much as yours,” I said while accepting a slice.
Biting down, I resisted the urge to say some garbled mess to show how delicious it was. It was soft, it was spongy, and it was oozing chocolate everywhere. And that’s not even mentioning the rainbow frosting. I have no clue how she did it, but it had the same texture as clouds and it had a zing to it – like a bucket of cold water to the face in the morning.
“And y’all say I’m the best baker in town.”
“Applejack darling, how many times do I have to tell you to not speak with your mouth full?”
“If you don’t mind me saying, but you are the best baker… er… no offense to Pinkie. It’s just Pinkie is more… experimental – not that that’s a bad thing – in her baking that’s all.”
“At any rate,” Rarity cast a stern look at all those assembled, “I believe we need to leave before we’re caught. Twilight if you could be a dear and teleport us out of here. And it’s nice to see you’re alright Rainbow Dash, we were all so worried about you.”
“Well it’s not like you needed to be,” I said with my trademark grin. “Come on, as if I’d leave you all hanging. Who’d clear up the skies and make your lives twenty percent cooler? A little more faith please.”
“That’s the RD Ah know!” Laughing, Applejack smacked my shoulder and pain immediately laced its way through my body – not once did my smile waver. “See Twi, nothing to be worried over.”
“Alright, alright, I get the point, geez.” Despite the annoyed tone, the lavender unicorn had a smile on her face. “I’ll take you all back now, just hold still alright?”
Once more, the unmistakable magenta glow of her magic filled the room and a couple seconds later, they all vanished in an explosion of light. Settling back down onto the bed, I took a deep shaky breath before a newspaper caught my attention. Turning my head to the left, I read the title: Sonic Rainboom sighted over Wonderbolt’s training camp?. 
So not only will I be missing out on training time thanks to my injury, but some other pony managed to perform a Rainboom? Oh, buck me. That was my ticket into the squad and now they didn’t need me at all. Worse than that, the Rainboom was my trick. It was a myth, I bought it to life, and it was going to be mine. I was going to go down in history – remembered for all eternity. And then some random Wonderbolt manages to perform it without my help, stealing my thunder and my chances of joining my idols.
I hate my life.
Flopping back onto the bed, I blew a lock of hair out of my eyes. Stupid Rainboom, stupid Wonderbolts, stupid injuries, stu-
There was a flash of light.
-pid… Twi…light…? What was she doing back here?
“Hey Dash.” She shifted her weight from hoof to hoof. “Um… I bought a book I thought you’d enjoy…”
I nodded slowly. “Thanks Twi.” Putting it down on the table next to me, I turned my attention back the silent unicorn waiting for the inevitable question. I mean, it was super obvious – she was flustered, she came back alone, she just lurves fixing up other pony’s problems and I was obvious lying from before. Hey, I may not be the smartest pony ever, but I’m also not an idiot.
“Well… um…” Twilight smiled sheepishly. “I’m glad to see you’re doing better. We’ll all be stopping in tomorrow at various times to keep you company and Pinkie has even promised not to disturb the other patients too much. So… see you tomorrow I suppose…”
“Wait!” The glow from her magic fizzled out. “Aren’t you going to ask about what happened?”
Simply shaking her head, she gave me a soft smile. “Of course not, I trust you enough to talk to me if you want to talk or need any help. Plus, I know you’re uncomfortable with all the touchy feely stuff.”
“Oh… alright…” 
Tilting her head to the side, Twilight waited for a couple more seconds before teleporting out once more. Why had I stopped her anyways? I mean, I wanted her to not ask after all. Though now that I thought about it, just before she vanished there was something like sadness in her eyes. I swear, sometimes I think Twilight is the weirdest pony I have ever – and will ever – meet.
As the tension drained out of my body, I grabbed the blankets and shaping it into a nice little nest with me at the center. Then opening my wings (despite the twitches of pain), I took a real hard look at the mess of feathers and sighed. It was going to take me almost an hour per wing to get them back into shape. Ah well, better get started now then, before anypony decides to drop in unannounced. I mean, Rainbow Dash grooming? Ha! Yeah right. I’d rather be caught cooking first.
Sometimes being this cool is a lot of hard work.

“So sugarcube, you gonna come clean or what?”
Putting my book down gently (Twilight would send me to the moon if I damaged it in any shape or form), I regarded my longtime rival with a level gaze. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Picking up the book once more, I began reading from where I had left off. I mean, come on! It was getting to the good part, why’d she have to come now of all times?
“Ah ain’t leaving till Ah get my answers.”
Without even tearing my eyes away for a second, I merely shrugged. Sure she was stubborn, and she’d probably stay until she was kicked out, but I had a book to read and considering it was almost five hundred pages long, it’d last me a couple of days at least and by that time I’d be out and about again.
Delving into the book, there were a couple of seconds of silence before Applejack spoke again. “Come on RD, you can’t ignore me forever.”
Another shrug. Now where was I? 
“Well, well, Ah never thought Ah’d see the day.”
A cocked eyebrow over the top of the page before I quickly glanced back down. This was so not the time. I mean, the siege on the Black Citadel where the King Nix of the gryphons was hiding was about to begin and our intrepid heroes had just found out he had summoned hell hounds to reinforce his army and that wasn’t even mentioning the subplot involving the traitor in their midst finally coming to a close and all I needed to do was turn the freaking page!
“You’re an egghead RD.”
“What.” The book was completely forgotten as I glared at the blond earthpony.
“Ya heard me. You’re. An. Egg. Head.”
The book hit the ground with a dull thud. Shaking off the bed sheet, I dropped onto the cold tiled floor and began advancing my former friend. For once, there was no pain, only the dull ache of sore muscles.
“You want to run that by me again?”
Backing up nervously, Applejack cast glance to the door only for my hoof to slam into the wall next to her head as I put on my most sadistic smile I could manage. Tilting her stetson back, she smiled up at me with an equally evil smirk. There was no fear in those eyes, only mirth and defiance.
“Oh, Ah’m sorry, I thought eggheads were meant to be smart. Musta confused you with someone else.”
“Yeah, you got that right, I am so not an egg- Wait, did you just call me stupid?”
That single double take was the opening Applejack had been waiting for. With the speed that could only be beaten by yours truly, she was out the door in the blink of an eye. Fuelled by annoyance, I chased after her – that was until I heard her singing at the top of her voice, “Dashie’s an egg head! Dashie’s an egghead!” at which point it became personal. Righteous fury fueled my mad dash and a part of me liked to think I had both princesses over my shoulder whispering encourage in my quest to defeat the evil tyrant.
Kicking off the ground, I tilted my body to the side, letting my hooves connect with the wall. Then with a strong kick, I flung myself forward. Soaring over the surprised nurse, I landed without losing a bit of speed. A flash of orange and yellow caught my eye. Swerving around a unicorn, I turned to the corner just managed to leap over a trolley of food. Ahead of me, I could see my prey squeezing her massive bulk between two ponies. Before they had even recovered from being so rudely shoved out of the way, I blasted past them.
Dropping onto my knees, I managed to slide under a pegasus. That bit of saved time was enough. Lunging forward, I slammed into Applejack and her surprised yelp was music to my ears. Together we tumbled end over end in the corridor and with wide eyes, we watched as the wall quickly approaching. Squeezing my eyes shut, I braced for impact.
A cool breeze enveloped me.
“What is going on here?” Cracking an eye open, I was met with a very annoyed looking Twilight. “Applejack, I thought you were meant to be keeping Dash out of trouble, not initiating it!”
“Hey! Why’d you blame me first? Dash is far more likely to start a conflict,” muttered the earth pony.
“ ‘Dashie’s an egghead, Dashie’s an egghead’?” Twilight looked at the farmer disapprovingly. Even I wilted at that look and it wasn't even directed at me! Applejack on the other hoof was acting like a little filly caught with a hoof in the cookie jar and was waiting to be locked up in a dungeon or something.
“Er… well…”
“Actually, I don’t want to know.” We were enveloped in a flash of light and by the time I could see again, I was back in bed. “Now Rainbow, you need to stay in bed and relax, and stay off your hooves. I’ll go find Nurse Redheart and ask her to give you a once over to make sure you didn’t do 	anything that’ll end up compromising your recovery. And Applejack, you’re going to accompany me and tell her how sorry you are for disrupting the hospital in such a manner.”
“But Twi,” we complained in unison.
“No buts.” The book floated up and found its way into my hooves. “I thought you were enjoying the book.”
“It’s still no replacement for actually being out and about doing stuff,” I mumbled under my breath as they made their way out.

Oh Celestia, it was good to get out of that place. Stretching my wings, a massive grin found its way onto my face as the wind blew through my mane whipping it about. A week in doors. A whole entire freaking week. I stretched out my wings, enjoying the feeling of the wind flowing over it and when I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine I was in the air just lazily drifting about.
“Now, now Dash, no using your wings remember?”
“I know, I know, geez.”  Stretching out my limbs, a happy sigh escaped as I felt my joints pop, much to Twilight’s annoyance. “Just glad to get out into the open for once. Being cooped up in there was so totally not cool.”
"If you say so," she said in a singsong voice. "Anyways, I was wondering if you had someplace to stay for the next two days."
"Yeah, Applejack offered." Shaking out my mane, I trotted up next to Twilight. "And thanks for the book by the way, it was awesome. It wasn't Daring Doo, but it was sooooooo awesome! Especially that siege scene and how-"
"You doing anything today?" Blinking in surprise, I regarded her closely. It was so unlike her to interrupt somepony like that and she spoke in a rush, her words almost slurring together in her haste.
"Nope."
There was a pause as she glanced down at the ground, her hoof digging at the ground. "I was wondering if you'd be able to help me on a project I'm working on."
"Sure!"
Her smile was like the sunset. "Come on then!" She suddenly raced off and though she took me by surprise, I caught up in no time flat. To my surprise, she was no slouch in the running department. Sure, not as fast as me or Applejack, but come on, we've won the Running of the Leaves for the past three years in a row. Then again she did come third last ye-
Slamming into something, I rolled head over heels only to crash into a very hard and very unyielding wall. "Oh Celestia... what happened?" I pressed my hooves to my head in an attempt to stop the world from spinning.
At the feeling of something squirming under me, I looked down and immediately jumped onto my hooves only to sway on the spot. "Oh geez Twi, I'm sorry."
Rolling onto her hooves, she stood up slowly before shaking her head to clear it. "It's fine, no serious injuries except some scrapes." Unlocking the door, she stepped into the library and began making her way to the basement door.
To say I was curious and cautious would be an understatement. For as long as I could remember the basement was strictly off limits and always locked – even Spike wasn't allowed in without supervision and Twilight cleaned it herself. And Pinkie wasn't any help either despite being the only pony who had ever set foot within it. She just went on about wires and cupcakes and all sorts of crazy things that frankly did not make any sense at all.
"You know Rainbow, there's nothing to be scared off, it's just a basement."
The smugness dripped from each word Twilight spoke. With a glare and toss of my mane, I brushed past her and looked down the steps. So far nothing too scary, just a couple of steps. Taking a deep breath, I began descending into the murky darkness with Twilight right behind me. The door suddenly shut leaving us in total darkness.
"Give me a second." A muted ball light bathed the room in its purple glow. To say it was eerie would be an understatement. "Sorry about the lighting, but I've got some vials of unrefined liquid rainbow down here an-"
"And they react violently to sunlight," I replied automatically. At her surprised look I couldn't help, but smirk. "Come on Twi, I do work in weather you know."
"Right." Somehow, she managed to facehoof and walk at the same time. Now that took some serious skill.
"Though unrefined liquid rainbow is also really sensitive to magic so..." I glanced up at her magic light.
"Hm? Oh, don't worry. Part of the reason why I'm working with it is to develop a casing that could mute the magical radiation and thus allow unicorns to work with it safely. Considering how toxic it is, it should mean safer conditions for workers."
"Wait, you were part of the group that's developing that? Geez Twi, you should tell me these things, it's been the talk of Cloudsdale for months now and everypony's wondering who's on the team and whether they actually care or if they're just some stuck up Canterlot snobs in it for the money. Wait! They said it was a group of super qualified unicorns with fancy PhD's or something."
"Heh... yeah..." She rubbed the back of her neck nervously. "Technically, I kinda have... that is... erm..." Twilight then proceeded to imitate Fluttershy so well that if I dyed her coat and mane it would have been able to tell the two apart.
"Twi." I pressed a hoof to her lips. "Do you have a PhD?"
"Technically no..."
"Technically? How can you tech-" My eyes widened in surprise. "You have more than one?"
A red blush completely overtook her face as she looked everywhere but my face. "I... um... I have three actually..."
"I knew you were an egghead, but wow. No wonder the Princess sent you to Ponyville to make some friends." Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I surveyed the room, eyeing the ominous shapes half hidden in the shadows. "I mean seriously? Three? Better not tell Pinkie or she'll throw you a party, she's been looking for an excuse since last week. I swear, if she doesn't have one today, she's going to explode or something."
Laughing, the magical light dimmed further until it was impossible to see beyond three steps ahead of us. "Wait here while I make sure I covered the liquid rainbow."
Producing a second light that stayed by me, she wandered off into the darkness. Her body gradually vanished from sight and soon her light was, but a mere pinprick off in the distance. Even her hoofbeats were swallowed whole, leaving me alone in the darkness with nothing for company, but my thoughts.
Thoughts about how much of a failure I was. Not only did I hold the highest crash record in all Equestria, all my tricks revolve around speed and nothing else – no techniques, no fancy smancy stuff just pure, unadulterated speed. Anypony could be fast, but could any random pony get the technique to pull off the Hangman's Noose? Buck no! That took true skill not like the Rainboom. If the Rainboom took real skill, some random Wonderbolt would not be able to learn it in such a short time frame even if said Wonderbolt was their captain. Plus how many times can a pony see a Sonic Rainboom before being bored anyways? A one trick pony – that's what I was.
Cool? Ha! I wasn't cool. I was lame. A lame-o pony. A lame-o one trick pony with no skill or technique. Sigh... I should never have accepted the invitation to audition. Now I'll become the laughing stock of Equestria. I won't be remembered as the fastest pony ever, instead I'll forever be that one pony that failed so epically a foal could have performed bet-
"Dash?" My head snapped across at the voice only to blink in the harsh light. "You alright?"
Standing up on shaky legs, I nodded and gave Twilight the most reassuring smile I could conjure up. "Yeah... Perfectly fine."
My eyes roamed around the room on their own accord and to my surprise, it looked exactly like the mad scientist labs found in novels. There were wires and tubing everywhere and in one corner was a massive steel thing with a helmet doo-hicky with flashing lights on top of it – seems like Pinkie wasn't making that up after all. Behind Twilight was a massive metal cupboard with a variety of padlocks on it. If I didn't know better, I'd have guessed she stored the Elements of Harmony in them. And that wasn't even mentioning the vials of chemicals everywhere. Beside her against the wall was a blackboard with a variety of equations scribbled over it. Walking over to it, I tilted my head as I regarded them silently.
"Hey Twi, you trying to fly or something?" I jerked my head towards the equations. "These are flight equations."
Chuckling, she trotted over with a massive grin. "Actually yes. Well, it's part of what I'm working on anyways." Pulling out a second blackboard filled with equations I didn't recognize, she began explaining. "You see the wing area of a pegasus is too small to actually produce enough lift to let them fly."
"Which is why pegasi have magic to compensate," I replied. "Really Twi, I'm a pegasus, I know all this stuff."
"Exactly. That magic is-"
"Concentrated in the wings much like how unicorn magic uses the horns as a focal point." A mental sigh rang through my mind. I swear ponies just assume I'm stupid simply because I'm a jock and work in weather. Oh, and that because I left school early it obviously meant I was an idiot. Please. I wasn't smart, but I when it came to flying and weather, I knew what I was doing.
"Er... yes..." She gave me a weird look, but continued, "Well I'm trying to figure out how to create a prosthetic limb so that pegasi who have lost their wings can fly again."
"And you need my help why?" I asked. "I'm not particularly smart you realize so it's not like I help with all this fancy maths."
"Well you're a pegasus so you'll probably know some stuff instinctively that I might overlook and I'll also be needing a test flier." Grabbing a hold of the white sheet in the corner, she gave it a hard tug revealing a metallic wing mounted on a saddle like thing. "It's not done yet and I'm hesitant to even call it a prototype. From my research, the most common injuries involve one wing having to be removed so that's what I based this design on."
"That may be true, but most opt to have the remaining one removed because it'll attract less attention." Trotting over, I peered at the contraption curiously. "And I can already tell you this won't work."
"Huh? How come?"
"It's unbalanced." Shoving my muzzle underneath the wing, I lifted it up. "Yeah, it's waaaaaay too heavy which means it'll be seriously unbalanced and dangerous to fly with."
"See? You're already helping out!" She seemed far too happy. "Okay, what about the gears, and stuff? I'm afraid that'll cause issues like getting jammed or pinching skin or heating up so much from friction it causes burns."
"Hm... You'll have to ask Pinkie that one I'm afraid, but from the looks of things it should be fine..."
"Pinkie?"
"Oh yeah, you've seen the crazy stuff she builds, like that bicycle thing that takes her up into the air and the party canon. She's a mad genius I tell you." Stepping back, I regarded the metallic wing curiously. "What's powering this thing anyways?"
"That's one of the few things I'm still working on. I could use storm clouds, but that'd be too dangerous which means leaving it to be powered by magic, but that doesn’t last long usually. "Somehow she managed to pull yet another blackboard out – maybe she learnt that from Rarity and her fainting couch? “ Over here, I’m currently working on a way to see if it’s possible to access pegasus magic on demand much the same way a unicorn might access theirs. If I can pull it off, then there’s your power source.”
I eyed the equations on that board the same way I’d look at a manticore threatening to rip my face off. “Alright… How about movement then? If I was to wear this thing, how would I then move it?”
“Pegasus magic. If that doesn’t work then I’ll think of something else.” The blackboards vanished and she began pushing me towards a giant black box with far too many flashing lights, and tiled glass walls and floor. “Now, what I need you to do is to step in there and flex your wings. I want the entire range of motion that you’d normally use in flight. I’ve got scanners behind the glass that should record your movements and give me a nice overview of whether or not I need to add anything to the prototype.”
Before I could get a single word in, I was shoved into the box and the walls began to pulse as Twilight pumped magic into it. Looking around the nervously at the far too close walls, I licked my dry lips and slowly began unfurling my wings. This was such a bad idea. I did a couple of flaps followed by a left and right turn before finishing with how I’d increase and decrease altitude. The entire time I felt like an idiot, as though I was a little filly back in being caught the basics all over again. Not to mention I must have looked silly. Repeating the process a second time, the glow suddenly went out.
“Twi?”
“Sorry!” The sound of frantic running could be heard followed by angry mutterings and stuff being thrown about. “Damn it!” Her head poked through the door. “Sorry, but it seems I overloaded the entire system. At least I got some useable data out of all of this. Sorry.”
“It’s fine.” Forcing myself to walk out of the thing rather than run, I gave her a reassuring smile. “So that’s it?”
“For now at least.” She scowled at the machine. “I was also wondering if I’d be able to watch you next time you practiced. It’ll help give me a better idea of how the wing works and so forth.”
“Um…” My throat suddenly constricted. “I don’t know Twi…”
“Oh… alright…” An oppressive silence filled the air. “Maybe next time you want to show us all a new move?”
“Oh! Sure, that’s fine.” My entire perked up at that opportunity of showing off. After all, practice was when I crashed and crashing was so not cool. Unless it was a totally radical flaming ball style crash, in which case it was.
“Sweet!”
“Twilight? Please don’t ever use that word or any similar words in that context ever again.” A shudder ran through my body. “It was like… like… I don’t know, but it was bad alright? Just... don't. Never again. Please."
"But... that was the correct use of slang right? I've been studying up on it and from all my notes on the sub-"
My hoof somehow magically found its way into her mouth. "Twilight, there are just some things some ponies should never ever, ever say or do. Alright? This is one of those things. Trust me."
"Oh... alright..."
"Hey Twi! Dinner's ready," yelled Spike from the top of the stairs.
"Coming!" Twilight threw a smile over her shoulder at me. "Come on, you haven't had a proper spinach and ricotta cannelloni until you've tried Spike's. Trust me."
Trotting up the steps behind Twilight, she switched off the light and closed the door. Glancing out the window, I blinked in surprise for the sun was indeed setting which meant Applejack was probably wondering where I was right now.
"Actually Twilight, I think-" The scent of something divine reached my nose. "I think I'll stay for dinner, but is there some way for you to let Applejack know?"
A huge grin split her face. "I've got just the spell for that! I asked the Princess on how she sent messages to Spike and she replied with a length letter on the mechanics of..."
Twilight's voice trailed off as I focused on other things while nodding at the appropriate times – it was a survival instinct bred into me from being Pinkie's friend.
A brilliant flash of red light startling me. "And there! She should know now."
"That was so-"
"You weren't even paying attention," she accused with a chuckle. "Then again, if you had listened to the entire thing I'd be afraid you were some changling in disguise."
"Oh har, har, real amusing."
Plopping down on the seat, I wiped my mouth before any drool could escape. It wasn't my fault; the entire dish just looked so ridiculously delicious. Each one was perfectly cylindrical with the top perfectly golden brown with various herbs grated over the top and a bit of the tomato on the side to add more color. Opening my mouth, I went to shove my face into the plate only to pause and lean back. Applejack said something about proper etiquette or something once and this was Twilight I was dining with, maybe there was some weird Canterlot thing that they did? 
"Is something wrong?" Spike looked up at me with a worried expression on his face. "I didn't forget anything did I? Where's that list..."
"Oh no, it's perfectly fine, it's just... um... well..." I rubbed the back of my neck sheepishly. "I wasn't sure if there was some sort of proper etiquette or something considering your from Canterlot and-"
"And all Canterlot ponies are snobs?" chuckled Spike before a look of horror crossed his face, "Please don't tell Rarity I said that!"
Rolling her eyes at Spike's antics, Twilight shoved a mouthful of food into her mouth, a look of bliss passing over her face as she chewed slowly. "Oh Celestia, Spike these are perfect. Best yet I think." The lavender pony turned her attention back to me. "And no, we don't observe any etiquette. If I have to observe etiquette one more time, I swear I'm going to use the		 time travel spell Starswirl the Bearded created and murder the pony who started it all."
I blinked in surprise and wisely took a quick bite of the spinach and ricotta cannelloni. And then I slammed my face into the plate of food and gobbled it up in a matter of seconds. It was good. It was beyond good. My father would have praised it and that was saying a lot. It was… it was… oh Celestia, there just aren’t any words to describe how deliciously, mouthwatering, scrumptious it was. There was just such a rich blend of herbs and it was cooked to perfection – most cooked it too dry because they were afraid of leaving it wet, but this. Was. Perfect. Maybe a bit on the moist side, but I could overlook that.
Looking up, I felt all the blood rush my cheeks as they gazed at me in a mixture of awe and fear. Hastily swallowing my current mouthful of food, I looked at them sheepishly, “Er… it’s really, really, really good and I’m hungry?”
There was a moment of silence before Twilight burst out laughing. “Sorry, sorry,” she chuckled while clutching her side, “it’s just you looked so adorable just then.”
“Adorable?” I cocked an eyebrow at her. “I do cool, radical and awesome. I do not do adorable.”
“I made an observation and reported it,” said Twilight with a grin as she ate a mouthful of food. “And eating that fast if bad for you.”
With an eye roll, I strolled into the kitchen, got a second helping – actually make that a third helping before seating myself once more. Yet again, both of them stared at me and my plate of food.
“What is it this time?” I sighed.
“Ho	w much do you eat?” exclaimed Spike with his eyes glued to the mountain of food. “I made extra, but that’s ridiculous!”
“And how do you manage to stay in shape?” asked Twilight before hastily adding, “I mean, scientifically you’d have to fly for at least three hours straight to work off the calories.”
“That may be true for normal flying, but stunt flying takes a lot more energy and I do work as a weather pony you know.” I took a huge mouthful just of emphasis. “Plus, it’s not like I eat this much every day. I blame Spike, he made everything far too tasty to resist.”
“Tell me about it.” Twilight shot Spike a loving look. “But he is my number one assistant for a reason.”
Resisting the urge to make a gagging sound, I shoved some more food into my mouth and chewed slowly so I could really savor the flavors. Once I was sure the sappiness was over, I turned to the purple dragon.
“How’d you cook this anyways? It’s practically perfect.”
“Trade secret.”
“Spike,” warned Twilight.
“Fine. Geez Twi, just messing around with her.” Folding his arms, he leaned back in his chair. “I use dragonfire to cook everything that way I’ve got total control over it.”
My plate suddenly found itself on the other side of room from me.
“It’s perfectly hygienic,” chuckled Twilight – I was seriously getting tired of that knowing chuckle. “I tested it myself so don’t worry. The flames actually instantly vaporize all bacteria and when I compared it to cooking it traditionally, it actually had a lower general bacteria count, which was insane. Food and Safety disagree though, but what do they know?”
Laughing, I helped Spike pick up the plates and together we carried them into the kitchen. “Can you blame them? It’s a dragon breathing fire on food. Magical fire might I add.”
“It could revolutionize the cooking industry! Think about how efficient and effective it is, how much faster we could cook foods and how perfect everything could be cooked.”
“Think about the training and how tiring it’d be,” muttered Spike under his breath, but Twilight didn’t seem to hear.
Originally, I had planned on helping out with the washing up, but between Twilight and Spike, they had their routine down pat. Twilight would create a shield around the sink then blast it with water from her horn, followed by Spike soaping everything and rinsing. Then once everything was washed, Twilight would levitate each dish letting him dry them with a quick burst of fire. Something that usually took a ridiculously long amount of time was finished within the minute. In fact, you could put a song to the entire thing and it’d just like a scene from a musical.
“Anyways, I should really be getting back to the farm,” I eventually said.
“Yeah…” Opening the door with her magic, we stood on the edge, but unsure of what to say. “So… er… thanks for helping out today? I’ll make the changes you suggested and perhaps you could stop by tomorrow for a second look?”
“Sure, sometime after lunch tomorrow?”
Twilight nodded and as I turned around, I felt a hoof on my shoulder. “Listen… Dash… Being famous isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Trust me alright?” Before I could even begin thinking of a reply, the door shut in my face.
“O…kay…?”
Well that was certainly weird, but it was probably some egghead thing. Maybe she read in some book about how fame and fortune can’t buy happiness or something. Maybe there was some sort of scientific study on it done in the past? Surely not! But… these were eggheads and from what I know about eggheads, if it can be studied (and in some cases even if it can’t) they will study it. With a shrug, I turned around and began the long trek back to Sweet Apple Acres. 

“I still don’t see why I have to help out with apple selling,” I grumbled as I watched yet another pony walk past without buying anything. “It’s just so boooooooooring.”
“Well ya did have a choice. Apple bucking or selling apples with me,” replied AJ with a shrug. Tilting her Stetson back, she sold yet another apple. “Ya’re just complaining ‘cause Ah’m winning our little bet. Ain’t my fault ya suck at apple selling.”
“Oh please, you see this?” I puffed out my chest and struck a dramatic pose. “This is what’s keeping them away. I’m so awesome, I have this… this… aura of awesomeness that drives ponies away because they can’t stand the sight of it for long otherwise they’d go blind. It’s not my fault my awesomeness keeps them away. In fact, it’s a handicap to keep things interesting.”
“Of course RD, whatever ya say,” replied the orange farmpony as she sold a dozen apples to Daisy. “How about ya turn that awesome back to a manageable level and help me sell some apples. Unless, of course, ya enjoy losing and the taste of dirt.”
“Are you calling me a loser?” A glare was directed at the earthpony, but once again, Applejack was too busy collecting more sales to even care.
“Ah never said that, just said ya enjoyed losing.” Yet more money collected.
My eyes narrowed. “Oh is that so? Well, be prepared to eat my dust. I’m going to-“
Dirt suddenly filled my mouth as I was violently thrown to the side. Acidic fumes filled my muzzle, causing me to cough and spit violently, making it impossible to climb back onto my hooves. Entire body hurting, I lay on the ground, waiting for the rumbling to stop even as rubble rained down around me. Was this an earthquake?
“Applejack!”
Through the dust, I could make out the faint shape of the apple farmer who was braced up against the stall. Though my ears still rang, I could make out the barest whisper of her yelling my name in reply. Struggling onto my hooves, I managed two clumsy steps before crashing back down onto my knees. A second later, I felt AJ’s hoof wrap around my arm and with her help, I managed to get back onto my feet and away from any buildings that might collapse.
Then, just as suddenly as the tremors began, it ended. The dust settled out and debris stopped raining from the sky, but still that acidic aftertaste remained. And then I saw it. A plume of rainbow colored cloud hovering in the sky above where the library was. There was only one thing other than me that created such a cloud – a liquid rainbow explosion.
“Applejack!” I grabbed the farmer by her shoulders and forced her to look at me. “Evacuate everypony. Head west, out of the path of that rainbow smoke you hear?”
“RD what are ya-“
“No time! This is an order from Ponyville’s Weather Manager. Got that? Evac immediately. It’s a liquid rainbow explosion. Move it!” Spinning around in place, I quickly located a pegasus. “Ditzy! Get to the weather station by the council building. Find Raindrops, and tell her there’s been a liquid rainbow explosion. Bring the hazmat gear and breathing masks asap! Dew Drops, gather up as many pegasi as possible and have them gather at the library; remember to come in from upwind. Fluttershy, help with the evac, I know you know the plans off by heart and AJ will need help. Go!”
“RD! Catch!”
Snatching the flight goggles out of the air, I gave Thunderlane a nod of appreciation before strapping it over my eyes. Without a second look, I took off. Scooping up piece of torn curtain, I dipped it in the fountain and quickly tied it over my nose and mouth. Without breaking pace, I ran straight into the rainbow plume and kept a close eye on the ground. Skipping over the occasionally piece of rubble, I easily cut through the toxic smog and slammed the library door open with my shoulder. Stepping in, visibility immediately reduced the point where I could barely see beyond my muzzle.
“Spike! Twilight!” I yelled, but my voice was quickly swallowed up. More importantly, the smoke filled up my mouth and I had to quickly cough and spit it out.
Considering it was almost lunch, I immediately turned right and stumbled over a fallen bookshelf. With a snarl of frustration, I pushed forward even as my eyes began to water from the smoke that had managed to get in. Stumbling into the kitchen, I quickly located the tap and quickly tore up the nearby curtain to get some extra pieces of wet cloth. Adding another layer to the one over my mouth, I began searching the kitchen. With any luck, both Spike and Twilight would have been sitting down for lunch.
How long had it been since the explosion? Was I fast enough? What if they weren’t here? Five minutes. Five minutes until death.
No.
With a firm shake of my head, I pushed forward. “Spike! Twilight!”
A groan answered me. Stumbling aimless in its general direction, I soon tripped over something scaly and purple. Grabbing one of the extra cloths, I wrapped it around Spike’s mouth before making my way over to the broken window. With a silent apology, I tossed him out and hopped he didn’t end up landing on something painful. If Twilight found out I had hurt Spike, well… it wouldn’t be pretty.
“Twilight!”
Once more I wetted my cloth before returning to my search.
“Rainbow!”
I turned to head to the side and came face to face with Thunderlane in full hazmat gear. “Get out of here, you’ve been exposed far too much already, we’ll take care of the search from here.”
“But Twi-“
“No! You won’t do any good if you’re poisoned. Get out of here and grab a hazmat suit if you really want to come back in, but get out!”
My eyes darted from Thunderlane to the basement door. I had no doubt Twilight had been down there at the time of the accident and considering the size of the explosion, time was of the essence. I was the fastest pony around and every second lost was a second ticking away from her life. There was no doubt in my mind that if I went down there right now, I could find her in ten seconds flat and get out again even faster.
But…
“Check the basement!” I yelled. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
I suppose I could have used the front door, but the window was much closer. Diving through, I came out in a roll and before anypony could react to my dramatic appearance, I had already grabbed a suit and was in the process of putting it on. But the combination of adrenaline, fear, and acute rainbow poisoning made it near impossible. My mouth kept fumbling the zip and the constant shaking of my hooves made it difficult balance on my hind legs. The blurry vision didn’t help things either, nor the constant coughing that doubled me over.
This could not be happening. Twilight was in there, in the basement, at the center of the explosion and I was the Element of Loyalty. This could not be happening. Come on! Biting my bottom lip until I drew blood, I forced myself to focus on the task before me, to tackle it with the same energy and dedication that I had when practicing my stunts.
But it wouldn’t work.
No matter how hard I tried, my hooves would not stop shaking. My mouth would still be numb. My vision was still blurred and filled with tears.
“Why won’t you just bucking work!” I screamed as tears leaked down my face.
“Dashie…” A gentle hoof found its way onto my shoulder, but I slapped it away.
Finally, my limbs collapsed and I fell to the ground in a heap of feathers and hair. I was the Element of Loyalty. I was meant to be there for her. But when she needed me the most, I would be at my weakest. For a brief second, I managed to get back onto my hooves, only to immediately collapse again. Spitting out the dirt that filled my mouth, I tried once more, but this time, I didn’t even manage to budge a single inch. Though my mind screamed at my body to move, my body refused. It had taken more than enough punishment.
That’s when I felt magic wrap around my body, lifting me up into the air and onto a stretcher. Eyes darting up, I could make up the blurred form of Nurse Redheart above me as she pushed me off towards a chariot. Wiggling for all I was worth, I tried to slip off and make my way back to Twilight, but I was too weak.
Some Element of Loyalty I was.

Hospitals. I really hate hospitals. Even Twilight going off on one of her technical rants was more interesting and more fun that being in a hospital. I mean, what was there to do? Nothing, that’s what! Boring board games, sappy romance novels, limited visiting hours – it was like there was a rule against having fun or something! Bah, where was a good Daring Doo novel when you needed one?
Oh dear Celestia, I’m turning into an egghe- Twilight!
My eyes snapped open and I sat bolt upright in bed, or at least I tried to. I managed to lift my torso off the bed a bit before a wave of pain crashed down on top of me and I was forced to collapse back down. It felt as though I participated in the Running of the Leaves, followed by the Iron Pony competition, then performed a Sonic Rainboom before topping it off by flying in the Wonderbolts Darby. Being trampled in a buffalo stampede would have resulted in far less pain.
But I wasn’t about to let that stop me. Taking a deep breath, I tried to sit up once more and after struggling against the pain for a minute or two, I finally managed to pull myself up. Peering around, I blinked against the bright light, but it was impossible to make out any details through my blurry vision. Glancing down though, I could just make out something that looked like tubes connecting me to some weird machine thing. While my first reaction was to pull the needles out, when I got close enough to get a decent look, I realized there was blood flowing from me to the machine and something told me that removing the needles would be a really bad idea. At the same time though, it was stopping me from moving around and I really needed to find somepony so I could ask if Twilight… if she had…
No.
Twilight was alive. Every pegasus in Ponyville had been extensively drilled on what to do in an emergency – even those not on the weather team. With the Everfree Forest so close by, that had been a priority for every weather manager since forever. There was no doubt in my mind that Twilight had been saved and was now in the hospital somewhere. The only question was what her condition would be. Would Twilight be confined to a bed, but fine or would she be...
Tears threatened to spill over the edge of my cheek, but I blinked them away. Muscles giving out, I crashed onto the bed and for once, I was savored the pain for it distracted me from my thoughts.
“Rainbow dash?”
I blinked and turned my head to the right, trying to locate the speaker. Eventually, I settled on looking at a tall white blob that could either be a pony or a machine. “Princess?” My mouth was suddenly dry as she approached. If Princess Celestia was here then it was definitely not good news.
“You are awake; your friends will be most pleased.” Sitting down next to me, she placed a hoof over mine. “They have been worried about you. Both of you.”
“How… how is she, Princess?”
“Twilight Sparkle will survive.” My entire body sagged in relief at those words. “It’ll take a long while for her to recover and she won’t be allowed to use magic or be able to see for a while, but she’ll be fine.” 
“I don’t know Princess, not being able to read or do magic will probably drive her insane.”
To my surprise, she laughed. Not one of those snotty fake laughs that Rarity uses sometimes to be polite, but a full-blown laugh.
“You’re probably right, my little pony, but unfortunately she was exposed to the fumes longer than you were." Her gaze lingered lovingly on Twilight's form before turning back to me. "And you've forgotten one very important thing; she has her friends and you. That will be enough to see her through this hardship."
“I certainly hope so.” Looking up, I fixed my gaze at Celestia. “Just how bad is she? And don’t even think about lying.”
There was a moment of silence as she looked at me hesitantly. For a brief second it looked as though she was about to refuse, but then she sighed sadly. “Permanent eye and nerve damage. Nothing too serious, she’ll just need glasses and there’ll be a loss of sensation in her extremities. The full extent won’t be known until she’s recovered further.”
“Can’t you, I don’t know, do some magic thingie and heal her right up?”
For once, I didn’t get a look that made me feel like an idiot. Instead, the Princess just smiled sadly. “Nerves are complicated things, as are eyes. I am afraid if we did try anything, it would end up doing more harm than good.”
“Oh… Alright…” We both looked over at the sleeping unicorn – she just seemed so peaceful. “You sure she’ll get her vision back right?”
“Yes, Rainbow Dash, I am sure she will get her vision back.” I don’t know why hearing her say those exact words was so important, but somehow, it was what I needed.  “If you will excuse me, I am required back in Canterlot.”
With a grace and dignity Rarity would have killed for, the white alicorn walked out the door, leaving me alone once more.
Twilight…
In the golden light of sunset, she looked so fragile. Like one of the artifacts Daring Doo often chases after in her adventures, almost as though the lightest jolt would shatter her completely. It didn’t help that parts of her fur were still stained a variety of colors. Sure, it was faint, but to pegasus eyes, they might as well be as obvious as the night sky.
Maybe if I had been a bit faster then she wouldn’t be so bad off. Or maybe, if I had just warned her and tried to talk her out of her experiments then this wouldn’t have happened at all. Yeah right. There was no doubt in my mind that nothing I could have said would have persuaded her from her handling liquid rainbow and truth be told, she was cautious enough that I didn’t think this would have happened at all. Heck, I handled it once or twice a month, and I was definitely not as obsessive as Twilight when it came to checklists and precautions. Heh, I’m surprised she hasn’t bought out the entire Ponyville supply of paper and quills yet.
“H-Hello?” My eyes snapped across to Twilight, just in time to see her trying to sit up. “Anyone there?”
“Don’t move!” At her pained expression, I winced at my own stupidity and began speaking in a softer voice, “Sorry… Look, do you remember what happened?”
“What… what happened?” For a couple seconds, a look of deep concentration was etched in her face then a look of pure panic overtook it. “Why- Why can’t I see? Dash! Why can’t I-“
“Calm down!” I didn’t mean to yell, but I had to cut through that breakdown somehow. “Listen, you’re going to be alright. Princess Celestia was here and told m-“
“She was here!?” Great, now the egghead was hyperventilating.
“She was concerned. You were caught in a pretty bad accident.”
“Where’s Spike!” To my surprise, she actually managed to sit up for a split second before collapsing back down. “Is Spike alright?”
“He’s fine,” I replied automatically. It wasn’t technically a lie, I don’t think, but even if he wasn’t fine, I still would have lied. There was no way I was going to make her worry even more if I could help it. Plus, he was probably better off than we were. “We were the worst injuries that I know of considering we were in the rainbow smog for so long.”
“Rainbow smog?” A frown creased her brow. “The rainbow liquid exploded!? That’s impossible; you saw how safe I was with that stuff.”
“Yeah well, something happened.” Wincing at the harshness of my words, a sigh escaped. “Sorry. You just need to calm down.”
“I-“
“Here are the fact, you like facts right?” At her nod, I continued, “Princess Celestia was here, and according to her, you were here in there long enough to take some nerve damage. Your eyesight will return, though you’ll need glasses.”
“So I’m not… I will- I’ll be able to…”
“See.” The way a grin spread across her face was adorable. “Yes, Twilight, you’ll be able to see.”
The squeal that came from her lips would have put the combined might of Rarity and Pinkie Pie to shame.
"In the meantime," I commented, "I'll be your personal book reader."
There was a pause before she burst out laughing. "You know, when I said that, it was meant to be a joke right? Your constant reading out loud in the library was..."
"Annoying?"
"Adorable."
"What!? Take that back right now, or no more books for you. I'm Rainbow Dash. THE Rainbow Dash. The Dash is not adorable; The Dash is twenty percent cooler than every other creature alive."
Even though she had bandages over her eyes, I could just feel a flat, yet somehow amused, look being directed at me.
" 'The Dash'? Really? You do realize that just makes you even more adorable, right?"
"You- I- Tha- Gah!" I slammed the pillow over my head so that I wouldn't have to hear her stupid laughter.
Evil. That's what my friends are. Pure evil. If it wasn't Applejack mocking my reading habits, then it was Rarity saying I could be beautiful. Now? Now I could add Twilight to that list. Stupid evil Twilight.

"Hey, Twi, you awake?"
"Yes. Can't sleep either?"
"Too much sugar."
"You didn't have to eat it all you know."
"But Pinkie went to all the trouble of sneaking it in! Leaving it behind would have been evidence. Evidence Twilight! You wouldn't want your dear friend Pinkie to be banished, would you? Or thrown in a dungeon. Or banished then thrown in a dungeon in the place she was banished to!?"
"Real funny." Despite it being pitch black, I could just tell she was smiling. "That got old after the third time. So what did you want to talk about?"
For the briefest of moments, I hesitated before saying, "What did you mean the other night? The whole 'Being famous isn't all it's cracked up to be' thing?"
"Oh, you know, just something I read in a book once," she replied with a slight edge in her voice.
"Really? Then what about the 'Trust me' bit? That's generally when somepony actually has experience, isn't it?" I could taste the tension in the room. "Just come clean, what in the name of Tartarus, did you mean by that?"
A sigh reached my ears. "In case you've forgotten, I am Princess Celestia's personal protégé, which means I am famous. It wasn't... it wasn't	 fun growing up in Canterlot. Even now, if it wasn't because Princess Celestia had to stay there and my family's there, I probably wouldn't go back unless forced."
"Why? You're famous. You can do whatever you want and ponies look up to you."
"Ha! Who wants to be an egghead when they're older?" The bitterness in her voice shocked me to my core. For as long as I had known her, she had always been happy and proud of being an egghead. "Being famous just means having everypony judge your every move. Every breath you take is measured and weighed, and no matter what happens, you'll always be found lacking. If you get perfect marks in a test, it's because the test was too easy or that it was expected and so next time, they give you a harder one. Still getting full marks? Harder one yet again. Again and again, they do it until you fail and they point and laugh and say, 'How could a foal like her not get this? She's not 	good enough to be Princess Celestia's protégé then!' Sometimes, I wish I was never her student to begin with."
"Twilight..." Just hearing her on the edge of tears broke my heart.
Without a second thought, I ripped the needles free from my arm and rolled out of bed. Behind me, the machine began beeping in warning so I gave it an accidental nudge to shut it up. Slowly, I stood up on shaky legs and with nothing, but pure determination, I took a step. Then a second. Then a third. I collapsed and tripped and fell to my knees, but I didn't give up and eventually, I found myself next to Twilight's bed. In the moonlight, she looked so sickly and pale. The bandages around her eyes were drenched with tears and the pillow she was using to muffle her cries weren't doing much better.
A light touch on her shoulder and she immediately tensed up, her body trembling under my hoof. Gently, so that I wouldn't startle her, I half collapsed onto her bed as I hugged her fiercely. For once, I didn't care about showing any weak emotions. I hugged her for all I was worth, trying to communicate to her what I'd never be able to say out loud. At first, she was hesitant. Her hoof found my body, brushing alongside it, almost as though she was afraid anything more would shatter me. Then, once she was certain I was in fact hugging out so fiercely, it was as though a dam broke. She hugged back with every fiber of her being, tears leaking freely as she sobbed and ranted and yelled at what being famous had done to her.
And I let her. I held her close, brushing her mane gently and whispering tender words in her ear as she finally got it all off her chest.
The truth was though; I knew exactly what she had been through. After all, I had performed the Sonic Rainboom as a filly and I was the fastest flyer in Equestria. My coaches had seen my potential as had various scouts and they all pushed me harder and harder. If I achieved, the task was too simple. If I failed, I hadn't practiced enough. I suppose, doing the Sonic Rainboom when I was so small had been a blessing after all. The mere fact I couldn't recreate it meant I was suddenly labeled a loser. One second a hero, the next a zero. 
I understand Twilight. I understand more than you realize.
"So it was tough on you as well then... I never knew." I looked down in surprise and she simply smiled up at me. "Turns out you think out loud as well."
Oh.
Buck.
"It's fine Dash, I won't tell anyone." Her hoof reached out shakily and I immediately caught it in mine. "So why do you still want to be a Wonderbolt then?"
"Because..." I licked my dry lips. "Because they inspire ponies. When I looked at them as a filly, I wanted to be just as good as them- No, I wanted to be better. They inspired me to do the best I could and I want to pass that on. And you're wrong you know, you do inspire ponies. Ditzy constantly tells me how Dinky wants to be just like you when she's older and how she wants to study under you."
"R-Really?"
"Yes, you silly egghead, really." With a tender hoof, I brushed her tears away. "I'm sure Cheerilee could point out a couple hundred ponies who look up to you."
Her tear stained smile sent warmth through my entire body.
"Being famous probably does suck, but, to me, it's totally worth it. If I can touch even just one pony out there, it will have been worth it. That's why I work my flank off trying to get into Wonderbolts."
"You really are a softie under all that, aren't you?"
"H-Hey!" A blush crept along my cheek. "I am not!"
"Don't worry; your secret is safe with me."
Silence descended. Ever so slowly, her breathing slowed down until it was a mere pulse and I carefully untangled myself from her hooves, only for her to stir.
"Don't leave..." For a pony who had been exposed to so much toxic fumes, her grip was surprisingly strong. "Please... Stay with me..."
"Alright Twi," I replied while climbing into her bed. It was just large enough to contain the two of us and to my surprise; she immediately snuggled into my body and fell asleep. With my eyes drifting close of their own according, I was soon lulled to sleep by her heartbeat.

"...ook so cute together? Out of all the ponies to fall for, I was not expecting at all."
"I don't know sugarcube, Ah'm certain there's a logical explanation for all this."
"I highly doubt that my dear. Just look at them!"
"Now, now Rare, we all remember wha' happened last time ya jumped to conclu..." 

"...calls for? A PA-"
"Not so loud, you might wake them up! Um... that is... if that's alright with you... They just look so adorable together don't they? It'd be such a shame to wake them up."
"But we can have a party right? RIGHT?"
"Shhhhhhh! Yes, we will have a party once they come out, but..." 

"Oh... oh my... "
"Pinkie, stop giggling and put that camera away! This is not time for-"
"Five more minutes," I mumbled snuggled into the pillow in my forelimbs. "Five more minutes..."
Wait, pillow?
Oh, buck. No. Just...Just no. I'm just sleepy and that's why I don't remember returning to my bed last night and my hooves are currently wrapped around a pillow. Or a stuffed animal. As long as it wasn't	 a certain lavender mare, I didn't care what it was. It could be a cute, cuddly, adorable kitten that'll forever ruin my image, but it was most certainly not snuggling with Twilight 'Egghead' Sparkle.
I slowly opened an eye and all I could see was a sea of purple fur.
Oh, buck me.
Just as slowly, I opened my other eye and there stood the rest of our small group. Some had a smirk on their face (AJ), others looked like they were overdosing on cuteness (Rarity and Fluttershy), and a couple looked as though the excitement was going to make them explode (Pinkie and Rarity). I opened my mouth to say something, only to immediately shut it again. Rarity had that look in her eyes, and trust me, when she got that look, to speak was to make matters worse. A lot worse.
So, I simply closed my eyes again as though nothing weird was going on and said out loud, "You know, it's polite to knock before coming in."
At that exact moment, Twilight stirred.
"Dash?" Her voice was so weak and muted. "Thank you for last night, it really helped."
"No problem Twi." I nuzzled her and ignored the others. "That's what friends are for. Also, the others are here."
Her body immediately tensed in my arms and the most brilliant blush spread across her cheeks. "Oh... um... Hi girls... This-This isn't what it looks like."

"Really, darling?" If Rarity grinned any wider, Pinkie would start having competition. "Because it looks as like you and Rainbow Dash are currently snuggling in bed after a night of teary eyed confessions and tender moments where the two you of explored a deep philosophical and emotional concepts. Where you tenderly opened your hearts to one another in a night of p-"
"Enough of that sugarcube," said Applejack. "Can't ya tell ya're embarrassin' the poor gal? Give her a chance to explain herself before jumping to such lovey-dovey conclusions."
"So are you two... that is... um... are you..." Fluttershy squeaked and hid behind her mane, whatever she was going to say too silent to make out, but we heard enough to know where it was going.
"No, we are not dating," I said with a roll of my eyes. "Egghead here just had a bad night and needed the awesomest pony around to keep her company."
All eyes turned to Twilight, as though my word wasn't good enough for them. Come on! I may not be the Element of Honesty, but that didn't mean I lied or anything. I just... er... fudged the truth slightly? Yeah, that was it!
"So, what are all of you up to?" asked Twilight, completely ignoring the looks sh- Oh, right, she was blind. "How's Spike doing?"
"Spike's been an absolute dear to have around," explained Rarity. "Why didn't you ever tell me he was such a smart wittle dragon? He's been tutoring Sweetie Belle and keeping an eye on the Crusaders. He's such a sweet dragon."
"And... and the library?" asked Twilight, causing us all to freeze.
"Well... um... ya see sugarcube..." AJ rubbed the back of her neck nervously. 
A look of pure horror was plastered all over Twilight's face. "But... all those books..." If anything, she looked paler than before. "I think I need some time alone."
"Don't worry Twilight! We'll throw you the biggest, bestest part ever. Princess Celestia herself is chipping in some money and it'll be the awesomest library in the whole wide world. Just you see." Though her voice was as bubbly as ever, it was obvious Pinkie was concerned about something. That single thought terrified me more than anything in my life.
I opened my mouth to ask, but Applejack must have caught onto what I was thinking and she simply shook her head. A pool of ice immediately formed in my stomach. Whatever it was, it was bad.
"Just... please, give me some time alone," whispered Twilight.
Typical egghead, acting as though somepony had died when it was just some books that had gone up in smoke. With an eye roll and shake of my head, I gave a small apologetic smile to the others. They simply nodded and left with soft farewells, wishing us a speedy recovery.
It was only when I went to get out of bed that I realized a nurse had somehow managed to plug me back in while I was asleep and that Twilight was still in my arms. Cheeks completely red, I went to withdraw my forelimbs only for the purple mare to press my hooves against her chest.
"Don't leave. Please. I need... I need to know that somepony's there." She tilted her head up, looking slightly off to the right of my face, but close enough that I knew she wanted to look at me. "I just... I just need to know that I'm not alone. Please."
"It's fine Twi, I won't leave."
"Th-Thank you." She gave me a sheepish smile. "You must think I'm such a w	imp and really uncool."
"Nah, it's-" I looked down at the troubled expression on her face and hesitated. Should I pry? There was obviously something she wasn't telling me, but...
"Twi, is something the matter?"
"I don't want to be alone." She spoke so softly, I could barely hear it over the gentle beeping of the machines and the rustling leaves outside. "I've been alone my whole life – partially out of my own choice and partially out of necessity. Being famous is more than just being scrutinized, it means every pony wants you for what you are, not who you are. They wanted to be friends with me so that they could get closer to Princess Celestia, or they were pressured into it by their parents. Colts asked me out on dates just to say they dated the Princesses Protégé or to get some favor or something. I just... I just gave up after a while. It didn't matter though, for as long as I had my books to read, I didn't ever need other ponies to make my life complete."
A sigh.
"Or so I thought. But I had to meet you. All of you." The bitterness in her voice was like venom. "If I hadn't I would never have tasted the sweet ambrosia of friendship and I'd be blissfully unaware of what I was missing out on. I'd be happy in my ignorance, but nooooooo, I just had to meet you. Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid! And now? Now I'm a wreck. Everyday I'm afraid of doing something stupid, saying something stupid, and then you'd all leave me, and I'd be alone. Totally alone. I don't want to be alone. Not anymore. Not again."
I hugged her fiercely as tears rolled down her cheek. Dear Celestia I suck. Twice now. Twice I've reduced her to tears. Award for worst friend of the year goes to me, I suppose.
"For such an egghead, you're really silly." I ruffled her mane playfully. "We're your friends; we'd never leave you, no matter what. You'll never be alone, as long as I'm here; you'll never, ever be alone again. Pinkie Promise."
"Thanks Dash, sorry for being such a mess."
"Hey, don't apologize. Never apologize for something like this."
"Da-"
"Egghead, shut up."
"Bu-"
"Shut. Up." I pulled her closer to me. "I don't get sappy often so just shut up and stop over thinking everything. Just go with the flow for once. Okay?"
"Al-Alright."
"Good." With the blanket in hoof, I wrapped it nice and tightly around us. "Now go back to sleep Twi."
"But I'm not-" Yawn. "-sleepy."
"Sure you aren't. Come on sleepy head, just take a nap. I'll wake you up if anypony visits, alright?"
"Alright," she mumbled as her body relaxed in my grip. "Night..."
"Night," I replied as she drifted off to sleep. To think such a smart pony could be so stupid sometimes. As if we'd ever ditch her. Just because the others weren't the Element of Loyalty didn't mean they'd run off randomly. Then again, I suppose I really shouldn't be so surprised considering what Discord did to her. If that monster shows his face ever again, I'm going to buck the living daylights out of him. Now that I could do the Sonic Rainboom at will, I'd like to see him survive getting hit by a dozen in a split second. That'll teach him to mess wi-
The Sonic Rainboom. The Wonderbolt's tryout.
What was I going to do? I was screwed beyond belief. Sure, my original injury would have kept me out for a couple of days, but nothing that couldn't be fixed by cashing in a couple days off work, but now? Now I was totally, completely, and utterly screwed. Even the most mild cases of rainbow poisoning resulted in a week in bed and there was no recovering from that let alone the amount of rainbow fumes I had inhaled. My one chance, my sole dream was being dashed right before my eyes and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it. It was one thing to be out competed, but not even being able to compete at all or at max ability? That was like being thrown out all over again.
It wasn't until I heard a faint pitter-patter that I realized tears were leaking down my cheek.
What the buck was wrong with me? First, it was the sappiness and now it was the water works. Ugh. Sometimes I disgust myself.
With a dejected sigh, I wrapped my limbs Twilight even tighter. Just the fact that there was somepony there reminded me I wasn't alone and that I'd never be alone. As long as I had friends, they'd be there for me. They'd stay loyal. They'd never ditch me. Sure, they weren't the Bearer of Loyalty, but they didn't need to be. Right?
Right.
Of course.
In the end, they'd always be there for me. No matter what happens, they'll be there for me. Unlike those good for nothing je-
"We are not interrupting anything we hope?"
"Princess Luna! O-Of course not." I cleared my throat and nudged Twilight gently. "Come on Twi, wakey-wakey, Princess Luna is here to see us."
"Please, do not wake her up on our account. Truth be told, we had hoped to speak with tho- you privately." Instead of sitting down on the wooden seat like I expected, she waved her horn and a couch came into existence. "We hath spoken to our dear sister and she hat- has agreed that it would be in your best interest to not compete in the Wonderbolt's tryout next week-"
"Don't remind me," I muttered under my breath.
"-So Celly has decided to give you an extra two weeks once you've recovered fully to have a private audition. There will not be any crowds, but it will mean you still have a chance."
"Yes!" I pumped my hoof into the air and immediately regretted it as a flash of pain reminded me of my condition. "So. Awesome!"
"That was Celly's offer, but we have a different offer." My ears perked up as magenta eyes met cyan ones. "We wish to see what the fastest flyer in Equestria can do. We wish to see something greater than the Sonic Rainboom. We wish to see your true potential."
"Greater than a Sonic Rainboom? Yeah, right."
"The magic barrier," replied Luna with a smile. "Ask Twilight Sparkle about it. We are sure Celestia's most faithful student will be knowledgeable in this area."
"O...kay...?" At my reply, she merely gave me a mysterious smile.
"We wish we could stay longer, but we still have duties to attend to." She took a single step back and her body began fading out of sight. "Before we leave though, we believe it is fair to warn you that Spitfire is close to achieving her goals. May lightning illuminate your path."
"And the wind carry your wings," I said, finishing off the old pegasus saying.
With one final smile, she vanished from sight.

	
		Part 2



	"The magic barrier? You're positive she said that?" I couldn't help, but chuckle as Twilight stopped giving me the silent treatment and went off into full nerd mode. "Breaking the magic barrier... What's your max wing power?"
"What?"
"Your max wing power!" she snapped. "And where's a pencil and some paper. Damn it! This is no time to be blind. Maybe if I use my magic I cou-"
"No. No magic. You heard what the nurses said. I'll write and you can speak."
"That'd take too long; I'll just have to do everything in my head." Wait, do everything in her head? Physics wasn't something you could just do in your head! "-ur wing power? Helloooooo, Equestria to Dash, max wing power?"
"Huh? Oh, right! Well last I measured it was about twenty-one or so."
"Okay, twenty-one wing power, that means tha- Wait, twenty-one? Are you certain?"
"Er... yeah...?" If it wasn't because I was still plugged into some machine, I would have been edging back. "Why?"
"That's an improvement of four point five wing power over a relatively short period. By all accounts such improvements should be near impossible."
Was I sitting straighter? Was my chest puffing out? Maybe... maybe...
"Well it's not my fault your fancy-smancy scientists have never studied The Dash before. I live to break the rules." Though she couldn't see me, Twilight still managed to smack me on the back of the head. "Come on Twi, give me this. My ego needs a good stroking once in awhile."
"Fine." Her head tilted to the side and her tongue stuck out slightly as she did whatever calculations she needed to do in her head. It was probably one of the most adorable things I had ever seen in my life and trust me, being best friends with Fluttershy meant I got to see a lot of adorableness.
"How much do you weigh?" she suddenly asked.
"Um... Eighty or so?" Good thing Rarity wasn't around, otherwise she'd make a big deal out of asking.
She muttered something about inaccuracy and whole bunch of other sciency mumbo-jumbo before returning to her thinking pose. After nearly a minute of silence, she turned to face me with a frown on her face.
"If my calculations are correct, and they are very likely wrong due to the lack of paper, I think it's possible. Barely. It'll be very, very close and at those speeds, it'll be extremely dangerous, and that's not even taking the potential fallout into considering. I mean, breaking the magic barrier! It's been theorized, but nopony has ever managed to come up with a way of achieving it." All of sudden, she burst out laughing. "To think a pegasus would be the one to first attempt it!"
And then I burst out laughing as well.
"Well it does have to do with speed and as everypony knows, speed belongs to the pegasuses an-"
"Pegasi."
"Whatever. As I was saying, if it has to do with speed then you're looking at the mare for the job. Ain't no other being faster than me!"
Silence.
"So... er..." I rubbed the back of my neck. "Do I just go as fast as possible?"
"The simple answer is 'yes', but nothing in life is ever that simple. In order for you to break the barrier, you need to have ideal conditions and even then, it's highly improbable. It has to be perfect freefall conditions, optimized wing strokes, and probably clothing along the same lines as those worn by the Wonderbolts in order to reduce drag."
"So I go straight down and flap as hard as possible. No probs." I leaned back in bed and crossed my arms. "I have this in the bag."
"No, you do not have this 'in the bag' as you so aptly put it." She jabbed her hoof out at me and though her pointing was a meter off, I somehow felt correcting her would be a very big mistake. "If you flap your wings you'll disrupt the laminar flow over your body which will cause turbulence which will decrease your overall speed. You have to flap your wings in such a way as to maximize the trust to drag ratio and I'm not even certain if that's possible!"
"So... that means...?"
With a sigh, she rubbed her temples. "If you are in freefall conditions, have optimized streamline position and clothing, then each flap – yes, that is the technical term – each flap will have to have the net effect – as in thrust minus drag – though it's much more complex than that, let me assure you! Where was I? Ah yes, each flap must have the net speed output that's equivalent to a pegasus with ten wing power!"
"So I need to get high up in the air, get Rarity to make me something similar to the Wonderbolt's outfit and flap, yet not flap?"
Her eye was twitching. Dear Celestia, her eye was twitching! Okay, stay calm. Just... just stay calm. Don't make any sudden moves, don't startle her in any way, and for the love of the sun, do NOT say a single thing. Just stay calm and I will survive this. Remember the compulsory drills every pony had to go through after the Smarty Pants incident and everything will be fine.
Crap. I slept through those drills.
I am so dead.
"You didn't understand a single word I said, did you?"
Don't talk. I remember that rule. But she asked me a question, what in the name of Celestia's perfect flank was I supposed to do!?
"Um..."
Great. Just great. Good job there! I can see it now; tomorrow's headline will be some witty, alliterative title revolving around Ponyville no longer existing!
"Let me simplify it for you then." I wasn't sure what her more, her overly complex explanation from before, or the spite in her voice. "It. Is. Impossible."
"But before you said tha-" I clamped my hooves over my muzzle, but the damage was already done. Goodbye cruel world, I'll see you in the next life.
"That it was possible? Based off of really rough and inaccurate calculations where I used half your wing power to calculate the net thrust you'd be able to generate, but the more I think about it, the more impossible it sounds. I suggest you just forget the entire thing because it can't be done."
"Come on Twi, I need this." Me and my big mouth. "Please."
A single sigh. That's all it took. A single sigh from the purple mare and her entire body seemed to droop.
"Why? Afraid some other pony will do a Sonic Rainboom and you'll be forgotten? Welcome to being famous. Everything is defined by what you do and eventually, some other pony will come along and do something better and given enough time, your name will fade into obscurity. There will always be another pony who will achieve what you have or do some greater feat. You can't keep pushing yourself in the hopes of doing something no pony will ever do again."
"But I can damn well try," I snapped. "Aim for the stars and if you fall short, you'll at least land on the moon. My mother used to tell me that."
"And if you die trying?"
"Then it'll be the awesomest death Equestria has ever seen!" As soon as those words left my mouth, I knew it was the wrong thing to say. Didn't she tell me two days ago that she was afraid of being alone? With a sigh, I wrapped my legs around her. "Sorry... if I died then I'd leave you all hanging and you all know I'd never do that."
Her sad expression didn't change.
"Twi, listen, if it's too dangerous I promise not to try alright? But I have to try. Yeah, somepony will come along and try to do what I've done, but I want it to last. I want my achievement to still be mine until it's turned into a myth. I want something permanent, something for everypony to remember me by. Something that only an elite few will be able to pull off. Don't you ever want that? Something that you'll leave behind, that everypony will remember you for."
"Yeah... yeah I have. I want a Royal Library Wing named after me and to develop some new branch of magic or some theory that will revolutionize the way we think about magic forever. But that's different! That's not dangerous!"
"And yet here we are. Admit it; your experiments are just as dangerous as my stunts." I blinked in surprise. Did that mean she was as cool as me? Nah. Almost as cool, but I was definitely in a whole other league.
"I... I suppose so..."
"Sweet! Now, to just figure out how everything will work over the next couple days." The way she looked at me made me feel like an idiot. It was as though I was back in flight school and got (yet another) D minus on my assignment.
"You can't just 'figure it out'! You need to calculate everything and make sure it all works first."
"Maybe for your usual egghead studies, but this is flying. You just go out there and wing it."
"Is that what you do? No wonder you get injured so often! You never just wing it. You're meant to calculate out the forces involved first to see if it's doable and to see how much injury you'd sustain if something goes wrong. Did you fail flight school or something!? It's the very first Celestia be damned rule they teach! It's the same bucking thing they teach in theoretical magic classes!"
I was glad she was blind. Even in my mind that sounded cruel, but I was glad. Thankful even. It meant she wouldn't be able to see the tears leaking down my cheek. It meant she wouldn't be able to see how much of a failure I was. It meant she wouldn't realize how much her words had hurt me. For all her smarts, Twilight was a fragile thing and very, very bad at being social. A good friend, but very socially awkward. And hey, I was the Element of Loyalty and used to hiding my troubles. So, I merely locked those tears away and pretended nothing had gone wrong. That her words weren't true, that I wasn't stupid and that hearing them didn't feel like crashing at subsonic speeds.
"You know what?" she continued, as though nothing was the matter. "I'm going to help you. I'm going to make sure you don't kill yourself. You've got a couple more days, right? Right. That gives me enough time to get some proper calculations done. And don't think I'm not mad at you. Luna visited and you didn't wake me up!"
And with those parting words, she rolled over and returned to giving me the silent treatment. Mares – can't live with them, can't live without them.

It wasn't until Twilight spent hours reteaching me everything I had forgotten that I remembered why I failed Flight School so badly. Theory was so damn boring. I mean, yaaaaaaaaaawn, gimme a nap any day. Sadly for me (and unfortunately for Twilight), we were stuck with each other, which meant we had nothing better to do. Sure, I read her extracts from various books all the time, but every single time we did so, she ended up correcting my pronunciation and explaining stuff to me, that it'd take an hour to get through a single page. I told her not to bother with the explanations, but did she listen? Of course not. Stupid egghead.
Truth be told, I wasn't certain who was more annoyed when it came to teaching me the specifics of what I needed to do. Twilight seemed convinced that I needed to know the physics in order to pull it off, but as far as I was concerned, just point me in the right direction, and give it to me in simple terms and that was that. I suppose I only let her teach me because it'd keep her mind off what had happened. It didn't take a genius to know that she must be kicking herself constantly over the accident and... well... just because I wasn't Fluttershy didn't mean I wouldn't help. I just did things my own way and I think Twilight understood that. She was apologizing the only way she knew how and I was accepting it while letting her know I didn't hate her. It must have seen weird to the nurses and doctors, heck, even to our friends! But Twilight was a complicated unicorn and I was not into the sappy stuff so hey, it worked out for both us.
Of course, all the theory was estimates – something Twilight had drilled into my poor brain – and though I still doubted how much it'd help (every time I said this though, she was quick to remind me to her placing in Running of the Leaves the first time she participated), her maths taught me one important thing. The mere fact I was still alive is amazing. By all accounts, I should have died in over a dozen different gruesome ways, and yet here I was. I said it was skill, but she merely believed it was luck. Another dispute between two good friends.
And now? Now, it was the moment of truth. Freedom! Blessed, blessed, freedom. The best part was, Twilight was right before me in a wheelchair.
"Do you smell that Twi?" I took a deep breath and shuddered at the sweet scent. "That's freedom. Not chained down by anything, with the sky and our creativity as the limits, we can do anything."
"Smells like the chilly night air if you ask me." Nonetheless, a smile danced on her lips as she gazed up at the night sky. "I've missed being able to see."
"Only in dim lighting remember, and no more than three hours each day."
"You actually listened?" She received a mock glare for that comment. "And I'll keep that promise if you remember to not use your wings at all."
"Yeah, yeah, I know."
"I'm serious."
"Fiiiiiine," I huffed. "What are you? My-"
"Dashie!" Face meet ground. Ground meet face. "You're okay! Twilight!" The pressure suddenly left my back.
"Calm down Pinkie, ya heard the doc, no rough housing for a while." A pair of hooves wrapped around my shoulder and dragged me back onto my feet. "Sorry about that sugarcube. Ya know how Pinkie can be, and this is after she's Pinkie Promised to only let ten percent of her excitement out."
"This... is ten percent?" I could only watch on in horror as it took the combined whining of Rarity and cuteness of Fluttershy to finally free Twilight from the grasps of the pink menace. It was official, Pinkie Pie scares me more than Nightmare Moon or Discord, or if the two somehow combined together.
"She was really down while ya two were in hospital. The Cake's had ta ban her from the bakery because everythin' she made turned out bitter." To my surprise, AJ threw her hooves around my neck. "It's good ta have ya back, ya mangy pegasus."
"It's good to be back." With an arm around AJ, I hobbled my way over to others. "No 'hello' for the awesomest pegasus ever?"
"Dash!" Hello, Fluttershy! I looked down at the yellow pegasus in shock. "We were so worried over you. Both of you. Don't you ever dare scare us like that again."
Twilight and I exchanged a look, but in the end, it was Twi who spoke up. "Alright, what's going on? We were told we were fine and everything."
"Well... the truth is... Oh dear, how ever shall I explain this to you dears...?"
"We lied to ya."
"Applejack! Really, you cannot just come out and say such things. Situations like these need to be handled delicately." With a toss of her mane, Rarity set her eyes on that. "Please excuse my brutish compatriot-"
"Hey!"
"-but she has absolutely no sense of manners at all. The thing is, we did not wish to unnecessarily stress you with possibilities that were simply too minor to be of any real consequences. The doctors, in their ever-cautious nature, told us to refrain from celebrating too earlier as there may have been complications with your recovery. Complications that – thanks to modern technology – have shown to be nonexistent. Infac-"
"Get to the point," snapped Twilight.
"They were afraid of the unrefined liquid entering your bloodstream and permanent nerve damage," said Fluttershy. "Like... um... unable to cast magic or fly... They had to keep you under scrutiny to make sure it wasn't the effect of inhaling the fumes."
"Oh... oh wow... so you mean..." I looked over at Twilight, who wore the same shocked expression as me. We would have lost the one thing that was most important to us? The one thing that defined who we were as ponies? No wonder they hid it from us.
"What about Spike? You haven't been hiding his condition from me have you?" said Twilight.
"Oh, no, of course not darling," replied Rarity. "Apparently dragon's have a natural immunity to most toxins. He was sick for a couple of days, but nothing beyond a bad cold. He's been such a gentledrake as well, constantly offering to help out despite being so sick and helping Sweetie Belle with her homework. You really should send him to school you know."
"Spike's almost as old as us and he's smarter than ponies his age and he was homeschooled by both Princess Celestia and I," replied Twilight with a frown. "Sending him to school would just probably get him bullied. I'd rather wait another year or two before sending him to college."
Rarity and Applejack exchanged a concerned look, but neither of them said anything.
"Regardless, let us take things one step at a ti-"
"But where's the fun in that!?"
"-me." Rarity glared at the number one prankster in all of Ponyville. "As I was saying, we still need to figure where each of you will be staying."
"Surely the explosion didn't cause that much damage to the building's structural integrity. I know for a fact that a liquid rainbow explosion puts out very little energy and I did install extra support and shielding structures my laboratory a week in advance just in case of an emergency." Twilight's head tilted to the side. "Probably should have installed a better ventilation system so that I didn't have to rely on old system now that I think about it."
"The library's just fine sugarcube, but we just meant that ya need someone to take care of ya is all an' it's not like RD can fly to her cloud home either," explained the orange earthpony. "We're all willing to house ya till ya're all better."
"Just wait a second!" I'd like to think I was beside Twilight in the blink of an eye, but truth was, I hobbled over like an old pony and then leaned heavily against her wheelchair. "We'll stay in the library thank you very much. Between me and Spike, I'm sure we'll be able to take care of egghead here."
There was a pause before Rarity burst out laughing like Pinkie. She even wound up on the ground, clutching her stomach and hooves kicking in the air. All the while, we gazed at her as though she was insane and as far as I was concerned, she needed to be put into a mental institute pronto.
"Is this what it's like to be normal?" asked Pinkie.
"Sure is sugarcube."
After a minute of waiting, Rarity finally got her emotions under control. "I'm- I'm sorry, it's just-" A wave of giggles escaped. "If you've heard the horror stories Spike tells you would not have said that so liberally."
"I am not the stuff of horror stories!"
"Really dear? Need I mention a certain incident that occurred when you were thirteen years old and studying for your exams?"
Okay, I seriously need to ask Spike what happened. Generally mentioning the Smarty Pants Incident would reduce Twilight to gibberish as she tried to explain why it wasn't valid argument while trying to speak through her embarrassment. This though... Whatever had happened, it was enough to reduce Twilight to opening and closing her mouth without a single sound passing through.
"Oh dear, Rarity, did you have to say that?" Fluttershy shook Twilight lightly. "I think you sent her into shock. Not that you knew that's what would happen and did it on purpose or anything, but... Please don't do it again? Please?"
"O-Of course darling." Rarity backed up with a nervous chuckle, trying her hardest to not look Fluttershy in the eyes.
"Can we get a move on?" With hooves on the wheelchair handles, it was easy to lean on it without look like I was about to collapse, but I wasn't sure how long I'd be able to keep it up. "I'd like to get into a warm bed, some food that actually tastes good as well as a nice long, hot shower."
"Dreadfully sorry, Rainbow Dash. Come on girls, let's get them home." Taking the lead, Rarity led the way with the rest of us plodding along.
"You alright?" Fluttershy asked as she dropped back to walk next to me. Almost immediately, I let my body relax and began leaning against my fillyhood friend. She didn't say a word or bat an eyelid. All she did was adjust her body position slightly to better prop me up and slowed down ever so slightly to match her pace with mine. Between her and the wheelchair, I managed to stay on my hooves for the entire journey.
"RD, ya sure ya can take care of Twi?" asked AJ with a frown. "Ya look dead on your hooves."
"I'm fine!" I was immediately on all four hooves and strutting around the library as though I owned the place. "See? Now Twilight here needs her sleep so out. All of you, out!"
Though they gave me a lingering look of doubt (except Pinkie of course), they left and I slammed the door shut behind them. Or rather, I would have slammed the door shut if I had any energy left. Instead, it shut gently and I began making the slow, painful journey up the torturous device known as stairs. Pegasus homes was where it was at – a nice warm updraft and all I had to do was open my wings and get lifted up – none of this silly stairs thing. With leaden legs that managed to tremble uncontrollably, I finally managed to reach the top of the stairs before they decided to rebel and collapse on me.
"You alright down there?" A pair of concerned eyes looked down at me.
"Just peachy." Struggling onto my hooves, I managed to stand for a split second before having a nice face-to-face greeting with the floor yet again."Totally meant to do that."
"Of course you did."
"Sarcasm is the lowest form of humor, you know that right?"
"Let me guess, that saying was in one of the Daring Doo books, wasn't it?"
"So what if it was?"
"You do realize other books exist, right?"
"Why should I read other books?"
"Why are you answering every question with a question?"
"Why are you answering every question with a question then?"
"That's cheating! You can't repeat what the other person said and that means I win." She grinned down at me. "And you're still on the floor."
"Wait, that's a game?"
Twilight let out a groan of frustration that reminded me too much of my old Flight School aerial theory teacher than I would have liked. If her voice had been a tad deeper, it would have reminded me of the principal and that was something I did not want remember. Then again, considering the all the awesome pranks I managed to pull, I suppose some of those punishments were deserved.
"Yes, that is a game. The Question Game. I used to play it all the time with Cadence, though I never managed to win. I know!" Her cheeriness made me wince. How in the world did she have so much energy so late at night? "Since I can't read and you can't fly, I should teach you all sorts of fun literary games I learnt as a little filly. Like scatterbrains! And scrabble! An-"
"How about a nice hot bath and a nap first?" I asked. "Or even better, how about some help so I can get up?"
"Awwwww, is poor wittle Dashie too tired to get up by herself?"
"Yeah, yeah, soak it up while you can Twilie, because as soon as I'm back up and flying, you won't get away with it ever again." For added emphasis, I cracked my neck, causing her to wince.
"How?" She gestured to her current position. "Being in a wheelchair prevents me from exerting the amount of force necessary to pull somepony from off the ground."
"Just get over here, I need something to lean against, that's all." After a deep breath in an attempt to still my shaking limbs, I climbed back onto my hooves using the wheelchair to support me. Then, with me practically draped over the thing, we made our way over to the bed. Flopping onto the cover, I reached out and dragged Twilight out of the seat with me.
"Don't forget the blindfold."
"Right. Tell me if it's too tight." As gently as I could, I tied it around her head and after a bit of pulling and tugging, it rested comfortably around her eyes.
"Thanks Dash."
"No probs." A yawn escaped. "Night, night."
"Night..."

"This. Is. Stupid!" My buck left a hole in the wall. "It didn't make sense in theory and it doesn't make sense now. How in the bucking world do you flap without bucking flapping!"
"I told you it was impossible didn't I? Now get back in the wind tunnel, we're close to finding the optimal thrust to drag ratio." Not once did Twilight bother looking up from technical readings she had obtained from our latest attempt. "It's actually going better than I thought. Currently you're outputting just over seven wing power. If we find the optimal wing stroke then we may be able to push it up to eight or so. Add on the outfit Rarity's making and we might get close. I'll admit, I thought this was all a pipe dream, but... we may actually do it."
"Fine." Was I sulking? I wasn't sulking. After all, it's not like an egghead was totally figuring out how to do the coolest trick in history. Ever. And it wasn't as though we had wasted four days on this trick. "So what do I do this time?"
"A fifth of your usual spread and a longer pause between each flap – about four seconds should do it. Definitely keep both hooves out front, as that seems to be helping slightly. Oh, and a bit more sinusoidal wing movement."
"Gotcha." I snapped my flight goggles back on and shook out my limbs.
"Ready?" she called.
"Ready!"
The familiar whirling of the fans filled the air and I felt myself lifting up off the ground. Eyes narrowed, I leaned forward and began flapping. With each stroke, I made sure to keep the wings bent in a dome shape to keep the 'flow integrity' or something. With each downward push, I twisted my wings ever so slightly to give that 'S' shaped stroke Twi kept harping on about. And then once I felt the wing brush past, I began the slow count to four. Then repeat.
Then repeat again.
And again.
And again.
It was hard work. Ridiculously hard work. I was forced to put my full concentration onto each and every single last stroke otherwise I'd slip back into my old routine. It worked muscles I didn't even know existed and by the time the wind tunnel finally shut off, I flopped onto the ground, panting heavily as my wings begged for mercy. It was the weird sinusoidal wing motion and my recovering body – that was the reason I was so worn out. There was no way such a simple task could reduce me to a puddle of goop.
"So..." I blew a strand of stray hair out of my eyes. "How was that?"
"Slightly better, but not by much. Eight point three now." She sighed and rubbed her eyes. In the blink of an eye, my weariness was gone and I was beside her with her blindfold at the ready. "I'm fine!"
"No you're not. Your eyes are troubling you again, aren't they?" Before she could reply, I took off her new blue glasses and laid them down on the table. "Come on Twi, you don't want to go blind, do you?"
"Not wearing the blindfold will not make me go blind. As long as it's nice and dark, my eyes will be fine. The doctors are just being overly cautious because I'm Celestia's star pupil," she muttered.
"Well then do it for me." I held out the blindfold and looked at her dead in the eyes. "I don't want you to go blind. I want you to put those egghead super powers of yours to good use and create some super awesome cure or invention."
For a second, I thought she was going to turn away and go back to work and she almost did. Her body turned ever so slightly to the right as she moved to turn her back on me, but something must have stopped her. Eyes closed, she turned back to face me with an annoyed expression on her face.
"Put it on then. You know I can't do it myself without my magic."
"Thanks Twi." Her ear flicked, hitting me head on the nose. "Ow. What was that for?"
"I'm sure I can think of something." Reaching up, she adjusted the fabric slightly. "Now, let's get out of here and don't forget to thank the Weather Department for letting us use their wind tunnel."
"Yeah, yeah, I know." With both hooves planted firmly against the handles, I began pushing her towards the ramp. "Where to next, oh master of mine?"
"Har, har." Before she could come up with some witty retort, her stomach growled and a deep blush spread across her cheeks.
"Sounds like you want some lunch," I chuckled. With a backwards buck, the door slammed shut and automatically locked itself. "Hey, Thunderlane, tell the boss I said thanks for letting us use the wind tunnel!"
"No probs Dash, we're just glad to see you back up and flying again." To my surprise, he dropped down and began walking beside us. "And you too Twilight. We all saw what happened in that explosion and it's great to see you up as well. But what in the name of Celestia are you two doing in there?"
"Well we're-" began Twi, but I immediately cut her off.
"The Weather Department has a bet running, don't they?" At his sheepish smile, I knew I had the answer. "So not surprised. You can tell them to stick it up their p-"
"Dash! Language."
"Sorry." I turned my attention back to the pegasus before me. "I ain't telling and neither is Twi here. If you want to know, you'll just have to wait and see."
"Alright, alright." Thunderlane gave us his most charming smile. "Though I'll never know how you managed to convince those up above to let you use the C.C.D.A as a wind tunnel."
"The what now?" I tiled my head to the side. "You mean that's not a wind tunnel? That's what I've always used it for..."
"You what!?" To my surprise, it was Twilight who began yelling at me. "You work in the weather department and you don't know what it does? The Cloud Cohesion and Dissolution Adiabatitron is central to the testing of cloud stability before it's released to the public and costs hundreds of thousands of dollars and you use it as a wind tunnel!? It's a highly accurate piece of machinery that's the epitome of current engineering! You- Argh!"
"You- You did ask for permission right?" asked Thunderlane.
"Um... Yes...?" At my reply, his eyes zoned out and he stared into space with a look of absolute horror on his face.
"I think you broke him," muttered Twi under her breath. "Good thing you broke a pony and not a machine that's worth more than our combined salaries!"
"Shhhhhh!" Making sure no one had heard her outburst, I began walking as fast as I dared in an attempt to get the buck out of there before somepony noticed. "You don't want him snapping back to reality and calling the guards do you?"
"Yeah well, we wouldn't have had this problem if you had asked for permission," she hissed right back.
"Do you think they'd have let us anyways? You may be Princess Celestia's student, but that would not have gotten us anywhere. We needed a wind tunnel, so I got us a wind tunnel." Under Twilight's glare, I my willpower slowly being sapped away. A couple more seconds of that and I'd be sweating more than my most extreme workouts. "Come on Twi, we got the data we needed. Right?"
"Yes... Bu-"
"See! Do it for science!" With an extra burst of speed, I managed to get out the front doors without anypony stopping us. "Think about what'll happen if we actually manage to do this! We'll go down in history!"
"Well..." Her resolve was fading; I could hear it in her voice.
"I mean, think about it. Breaking the magic barrier. Think about all the things you'll have learnt about magic and the way it functions. Maybe, it'll kick off an entirely new branch of magical studies."
"I supp- Hey! No, bad Rainbow! Bad! Do not tempt me in such a vile manner."
I stared at her.
"Er... Dash?"
"Oh, sorry, I was just staring at you with the most blank expression I could manage. I mean, seriously? Were you channeling your inner Rarity just then? Because one prissy, dramatic, over the top unicorn is more enough for one Equestria to handle. Two would probably destroy the world or something."
"Rainbow Dash, that is a horrible thing to say!"
"But true."
Silence
"Ha!" I leaned against the wheelchair and nudged Twilight playfully. "So you admit it."
"I- I did not! I didn't say anything." Her cheeks were so red, it would have put AJ's best apples to shame.
"Don't worry, your secret is safe with me." With a playful wink, I began pushing us along once more. "Now, about that lunch."
"You're not cooking I hope."
As much as I wanted to wipe that smirk off her face with a meal fit for the Princesses, I did have an image to maintain.
"Nah, stopping by Sugarcube Corner for some baked goods. That sound good to you?"
"That sou-"
"Twilight! It's so good to see you back on your hooves," called Cheerilee from her seat on the park bench. "All the fillies and colts were so worried about you two. Once you're feeling up to it, please drop by the school sometime. Don't let them know I told you, but they might have been preparing a 'Get well soon' gift for you."
"Cheerilee?" With a bit of guidance, I managed to get Twilight to face the schoolteacher. "Did Spike give you that reference book you were looking for? I know I set it aside and it should not have been caught in the blast zone."
"Geez, you really are an egghead aren't you?" I chuckled.
That earned me a smack on the back of the head. I have no clue how she manages to always hit me and yet is unable to brush her own teeth without getting toothpaste all over her face.
"Sorry about that." Twilight put on her sweetest smile. "But you did get the book, right?"
"Oh yes, don't you worry about that. It was even more useful than you lead me to believe. With it, I should hopefully be able to finish my Master's Degree this year."
"Oh, wow, really? Congrats! I'll definitely have to talk to Pinkie about throwing you a surprise party then. What are you studying?" Twilight was faaaaaaar too eager.
"Well I'm studying..."
Blah, blah, blah.
Seriously? From the way Scoot's talked about Cheerilee, I always thought she was a cool pony with crazy stories and out there ways of teaching. Kinda like Spitfire except in teacher form and as an earthpony, but no, apparently not. And seriously, how could they talk for so long on such boring stuff? I mean, come on! My hooves are killing me here; did they want me to collapse in the middle of the park?
"-nk she's asleep on her hooves?" asked Twi.
"Ha! You wish." I ruffled her hair playfully, much to her annoyance. "Just waiting for you two to finish chatting was all."
"You do realize you'll be brushing my mane in the morning and stuff, right?" She gave me that impish grin of hers.
With a roll of my eyes, I decided to ignore that comment.
"Anyways, see ya. And tell Scoot's to drop by the library sometime tomorrow. We should be in all day, right Twi?"
"Most likely. It'll be messy since the basement still isn't finished, but we should be in."
"Sweet. Anyways, see ya later." With one final wave, we went our separate ways.
Thankfully, no other ponies decided to stop us for an extended chat, though many did drop off a 'Hello' or similar. Truth be told, I had no clue Twilight was so popular around town. Being a small village, everypony knew everypony, but I had to struggle to remember some of their names. On the other hoof, Twilight simply chatted with them as though it was the simplest thing in the world. She asked about their children or their jobs or some other equally obscure thing. For such an anti-social pony, she sure got around.
Eventually (after an hour or something), I collapsed onto the bench in Sugarcube Corner. Next to me, Twilight slumped into her chair as well and seemed to deflate before my eyes.
"Hey Twi, how do you know so many ponies anyways?"
"Huh? Oh, being librarian to a small town has its perks I suppose." She rested both elbows on the table and rested her head on her hooves. "I wish they didn't suddenly feel to urge to talk to us today of all days. Not that I'm complaining, it's just..."
"You're starving?"
"Yeah..." A cute blush tinged her cheeks as she gave a small, sheepish smile.
"Well then we bet-"
"Dashie! Twilight!" Streams, balloons and confetti was everywhere. I swear there was even some in my ear. "Oh my gosh, you two are here. You two are out and about and talking and chatting and laughing and smiling and blushing and-"
See! That's what I mean. Twilight is apparently completely and utterly blind and yet, she somehow managed to get her hoof into Pinkie's mouth without breaking anything. How is that even possible? Did she do some sort of complex nerdy maths in her mind that allowed to figure out where Pinkie's mouth was based off of the time it took for Pinkie's voice to reach her ears or something? Echolocation – is that what it's called? Did Twilight just echolocate Pinkie's position through her superior math abilities?
"Pinkie, please, I'm starving, can we just get some food?" Very slowly, Twilight withdrew her hoof.
"Yessiree Sir- Ma'am! Sergeant Pinkie is on the job, you shall have your scrumptious-umptious baked goodies in ten seconds flat, or my name isn't Rainbow Dash!"
"Your name isn't Rain-" Actually, on second thought, it wasn't worth it. "Thanks Pinkie. Ten bits should cover it?"
"Oh no, Miss Cake would bake me into cake if she saw me taking bits from you two. Actually, that sounds like fun! I could eat it from the inside out, or explode outwards to surprise everpony, or-"
"Pinkie." The tone of exasperation in Twilight's voice made me shiver. "Please."
"Hehe..." Pinkie rubbed the back of her neck. "Sorry. Back in a sec!" And then she vanished faster that I thought possible.
"Remin-"
"Back!" A mountain of baked goods and sugary delights was suddenly piled on to the table. "Enjoy! Just give ol' Auntie Pinkie a holler if you want moooooooore"
"Sometimes, I wish I had that much energy," muttered Twilight under her breath. "Imagine all the studying I could get done."
"If you can sit still for that long." I took a massive bite out of the bread roll and moaned in delight. "This is good!"
"I'm sure it is," replied Twilight while trying her hardest not to slam her face into the pile of food in front of her.
Laughing like a fool, I slid over so that our hips were touching. With practiced ease, I slipped an arm around her neck to help guide her mouth while my other hoof picked up a slice of apple pie.
"Come on Twi, open wide."
"I'm not a-"
"Filly?" I finished for her as she chewed on the food that I had shoved into her mouth. "I wouldn't have to treat you like one if you'd just let me feed you. Instead you always complain and moan about being treated like an invalid."
"I do no-"
Another slice into her mouth.
"Yes you do. Just ask Spike if you don't believe me." I grabbed a napkin and began cleaning up her cheek. "You know, if you keep insisting, I might just let you feed yourself and see how well that goes."
Muttering something unintelligible under her breath, she pressed her muzzle into the napkin to wipe it clean before tilting her head towards me pleadingly. Forced to muffle my laughter, I picked up a loaf of pure sugar and fed it to her. Or rather, I attempted to. Thanks to my amusement, I was laughing way too hard to aim properly and instead, Twilight ended up with icing and jam smeared all over her face.
"Laugh," sighed Twi. "Just... Just laugh. Might as wel-"
I didn't even bother waiting for her to finish that sentence. Almost immediately, I was pounding the table, laughing until tears leaked down my cheek and my sides burnt. It was a harder workout than anything anypony could ever devise and though I was practically rolling around in food, I couldn't stop myself.
"So, what are we laughing about?" Blinking, I looked to the right and there was Pinkie, completely and utterly covered in a variety of chocolate, icing powder and sweet, sugary goodness. "What?"
"Pinkie Pie, you are so random." Slinging an arm around her shoulders, I pulled her close before slamming a cream pie into her face. "Never change."
"Food fi-"
"Ah hem!"
"Heh..." Very slowly, Pinkie began lowering the pie in her hoof before pulling out a cloth from her hair as she began wiping me down under the stern gaze of Mrs. Cake. "Um... Greatseeingyoutwobye!"
And just like that, she was gone. The only trace of her ever being there was the lingering cloud of pure sugar that still (somehow) in Pinkie's shape. Personally, I was just glad Twilight couldn't see, otherwise she'd end up with that eye twitch. Actually, wasn't the egghead starving? Better feed her before she does something really stupid like use magic.
Or not.
Okay, I was totally not expecting that. Sure, she wasn't a prissy pony by any standard, but there was just something so weird about seeing Twilight lapping food from off a plate like a pet dog. Okay, why do I have an image of Twi in a collar now? Focus Dash, focus. And where is a camera when you need one? I mean, seriously, this could be the pic that could surpass the Smarty Pants incident. Wait, surpass? Who in the world even uses that world!? Oh dear Luna, I'm turning into an egghead. They have a vaccine for that right?
"If you say anything, I will end you." Eyes wide, I stared at Twilight in shock as a shiver ran down my spine. "I am the most magical unicorn in Equestria and I have read many books on a variety of magical spells. Mention this to anyone and you will regret it."
Holy crap. Holy crap, holy crap, holy crap, holy crap, holy crap.
"It worked? Yes! It worked!"
What!?
"I can't believe it worked. I thought the writer was on some sort of hallucinogen when he wrote that book, but it actually worked! To think a simple alteration of tone and body language could have such a dramatic effect." She suddenly paused in her ramblings.
Okay, so it was egghead stuff.
"Actually, I wonder if..." Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah."...increase the chances of having a one night stand."
Cue spit take.
"You did not listen to a word I just said, did you?" asked Twi as she flicked a lock of wet mane out of her eyes.
"Um..." I did a quick scan of my memory. "Something about body language to do with friendship and then morals and then phera-something-or-rather and then 'increase the chances of having a one night stand'?"
She actually seemed impressed.
"So, tell me Twi, why so interested in one night stands? Out of all my friends, you were up there next to Fluttershy when it came to-"
The purple mare dove over the table, getting even more food on us, but shutting me up in the process. The way she was blushing made me want to embarrass her even further by cooing or something – not that I’d ever do that anyways considering how uncool it was, but seeing her flustered was just too much fun.
“Why Twi, I never knew you felt that way about me.” The massive grin on my face was actually painful, but considering her shocked expression, I just couldn’t help, but add another line onto the end of it. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that I’m so hot I can make mares fall for me.”
Her eye began twitching and the next thing I knew, a dark chocolate cake was being smeared all over my face.
“Just be glad I can’t use my magic otherwise you’d be wearing all this food on you right now.” Then, just for good measure, she messed up my mane and sat on my stomach.
“Er…Twi? Mind get-“
“Twilight! Really, I have come to expect such outrageous behavior from Applejack and Pinkie and Rainbow Dash, but I must say, I truly was not expecting such uncouth behavior from you of all ponies.” Enveloped in a light blue aura, Twilight was lifted off me and sat back down in her original seat. “Now hold still while I wash you off. Letting it stay on your coat would just stain it so horribly and it would be utterly dreadful if that were to happen to your fabulous coat.”
“Rarity!” Twilight immediately perked up. “It’s good to see you again. Though I suppose it technically isn’t seeing since I can’t see. Huh, I never realized, but that’s a rather ableist term isn’t it? I wonder if there’s a more neutral one that could be used.”
“Has- Has she been like this a lot?” whispered the fashionetta as Twilight kept rambling on.
“Yep. And she’s been staying up later than usual. Apparently it’s got to do with some cicada’s clock or something.” I shrugged with a helpless expression on my face. “It was some egghead sciency thingie.”
“I… see…” Clearing her throat politely, Rarity trotted over and laid a dainty hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “Twilight dear, I’ve finally finished up on that project you asked me to do and was wondering if you’d like to come over to check it out. I had come here to grab a bite to eat as a treat for finishing early, but…” Her gave lingered on me before a shudder passed through her body. “I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.”
“Are you sure? I don’t want you to miss lunch on account of us.”
“It’s perfectly fine.” Rarity pulled her hoof back and quickly wiped it off. “Please, I insist. I know both of you are eager and have been working hard on your project and I would just feel absolutely dreadful if I let you both down. And a bath. You two need a bath.”
“Oh, I need a bath do I?” I began advancing with a playful smirk. 
Instead of shrinking back like I expected or even a girly little scream, Rarity merely cocked an eyebrow at me as her horn lit up. “Take one more step and I will hog tie you and drag you off to the spa where you will be pampered and made beautiful. This is not a threat, this is a promise.”
Hm… on one hoof I get to really annoy Rarity, which is always a plus, while on the other hoof I’ll end up being dragged into a totally uncool and definitely not awesome spa date. Bleah. The mere thought sent a shudder through my body. Not worth it. Nothing was worth it. Not even stealing AJ’s stetson was worth that.
“Pffffft, you actually though I was going to get you?” Muscles snapping taut, I slammed into Twilight and with some expert maneuvering, managed to get her onto my back. “Come on, let’s get going then. Oh, and Rarity, could you bring the wheelchair please?”
“You know you could have just asked right?” growled Twilight in my ear as we walked into the cool summer breeze, causing a shiver to run down my spine.
“But where’s the fun in that?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” Was she whispering in my ear? Why was she whispering in my ear!? “I suppose we could… Yes!” The yell made me jump. “It works. The whole voice and body language thing actually works. There wasn’t a section in the book relating to making friends, but I could fill that in within a month of observation. After all, there was a romance section so that could act as a foundation the additional section.”
“Why did I decide to stay with you again?” I asked with a groan.
“Because you, Rainbow Dash, are not known for thinking things through,” replied Rarity.
“Hey!” Twilight and I looked at each other in shock at out simultaneous yell.
“What are you being worked over?” I asked. “I was the one being insulted.”
“Seriously? She implied I was a bad choice.”
“She- She did?”
“Oh dear Celestia, why did I accept your offer again?” moaned Twi.
“Because you were high on drugs,” replied Rarity with an innocent smile. “And would you look at that, we’re here. Please wait outside while I hose you down."
"Before you what!?" I yelled, but it came a second too late.
A torrent of water slammed into me from above, turning the ground beneath my hooves to mud. Though I attempted to get away, the mud held fast, keeping my hooves trapped. The water was unending, and with the pony on my back, means of escape were limited. This was a death trap and the only option was escape. What would Daring do in this situation?
Just as suddenly as the trap was sprung, it was gone once more.
"There we go, I suppose that will have to do for now," mused Rarity before a gust of hot hair slammed into us, instantly drying us off. That was so not cool, I was the one who came up with using that as a method of drying off quickly. "Now please wipe your hooves before coming in. I just finished cleaning the house after the latest CMC incident."
"Prissy unicorn," I muttered under my breath causing Twilight to chuckle.
"Be nice," she murmured in my ear. "And you need to rest. I can feel your entire body shaking from the stress."
"If I don't push myself, I'll never get better."
"So I should push my own magic?" The amusement in her voice was unmistakable. "How about a new deal, I don't use my magic if you don't push your body."
"Says the slave driver."
"I am not a slave driver!" she hissed in my ear.
"What do you call this morning then?"
"Ah hem." Both our heads snapped across to Rarity who was looking at us in amusement. "If you two are done with the secrets, I believe we have an outfit to try out. I must admit, when you told me you had designed something I was skeptical of how well it could have looked, but I must say, you have a real eye for design. To think the fast and hard Rainbow Dash could design something so interesting. The parallels to the Wonderbolts outfit is just so striking without being amateurish."
"Heh... yeah... Let's just say Princess Luna was the one who actually designed it shall we?" And according to Daring Do, the Shadowbolts were her elite aerial unit. Not that I did any extra research on that particular subject matter. "Can we just please get on with this?"
"Alright, alright," said Rarity.
With a flash of blue light and far too much illusionary effects, Rarity finally pulled out the Shadowbolts outfit for me to see and damn! It was seriously awesome. To my surprise (and relief) it was exactly like how I remembered it. The black and purple color scheme, the yellow lightning bolt cuffs, even the goggles were a match. The only difference was that it had my cutie mark emblazed on the side, but hey, who wouldn't want my cutie mark on their flank. It is the coolest one out there after all.
"So? What do you think?" she asked.
"It's. Awesome." With an unceremonial thud, I let Twilight was thrown into her wheelchair. "Can I try it on now?"
"Be my guest."
Within seconds, it was wrapped snuggly around my body and I was standing before a full-length mirror. Even I had to admit that Rarity had done an amazing job. Sure, I just told her it was purple and black, but damn, she knew how to pick colors. Not only did it complement each other perfectly, but it fit in with my hair and coat color. Add on the way it fit and it accentuated every single last curve I had and let's be honest here, I don't have a lot of curves, but damn I looked fine in the outfit.
Turning around, I glanced over my shoulder and licked my lips.
Very fine indeed.
"Rainbow Dash, stop such uncouth behavior at once!"
"What? I wasn't doing anything."
"You were checking yourself out and I do not condone such base and vulgar acts within my boutique. Now out! Out of the clothing before you ruin it."
"But-"
"No buts. Out or do I need to hog tie you?"
"Fine." With a dejected sigh, I slipped out of the flight suit and handed it back to Rarity, much to the amusement of a certain purple mare.
"Can I at least take it home?"
"Of course not! I do not trust you with such a masterpiece. Now if you wish to wear it for one of your trials, you will come here and request it – politely mind you – and then I shall decide if the weather and activity is suitable for such a delicate outfit."
"Delicate? You do realize I'll be breaking the magic barrier in that thing right?" I cocked an eyebrow at her.
"The- The magic barrier? Surely you jest! The magic barrier i-"
Zipping forward, I nabbed the folded up clothing, slammed into Twilight's wheelchair from behind and was halfway the library before Rarity's scream reached my ears. Sure, I wasn't allowed to use my wings, but I'm no slouch on the ground either. With a practiced ease and precision born from experience, I skidded, inserted the key, opened the door, shut the door, then came to a stop in the centre of the room just in front of Spike.
"Whoa."
"Yeah, that's right kid, that's how Rainbow Dash rolls." I gave the little guy a playful noogie on the head. "I'm heading upstairs alright? And no disturbing me unless it's for dinner."
"Wait, Dash." Spike held out a parcel to me. "Ditzy dropped this off earlier and it's addressed to you."
"It's here!?" Flight suit all, but forgotten, I snatched it up and zipped up to Twilight. "Twilight, it's here!"
"What's here? In case you can't see, I'm blind."
"Right. Now keep your eyes closed, you hear? No peaking." Leaning forward, I undid the blindfold despite her protests. Then I ripped into the package and brought out a pair of truly sick looking reflective sunglasses. The sides were curved and designed to press flat against the side of the eyes to prevent light from slipping in, the glasses were prescription ones, and they tailored to withstand a decent amount of force. They were sunglasses designed for pegasus stunt fliers, but hey, they should work for Twilight as well.
"Okay, open your eyes," I said once they were securely on.
Slowly, gradually, the wonder completely consumed Twilight's face until the pure joy 	radiating off her could have powered ten Pinkie's for all eternity. Without any warning, she suddenly leapt out of her seat and pulled me into a fierce hug as tears leaked down her cheek. A couple seconds later, I felt a pair of scaly arms wrap my waist as well.
"Twi?"
"Yeah, Dash?"
"You are now, officially, the coolest egghead in Equestria."

"Are you sure you want to be here?" asked Twilight for the nth time this hour.
"Of course." Leaning back in my seat, I threw my backhooves onto the table. "I need to scout out the competition, see what the others are up to and how good they are. Nowhere nearly as good as me I bet."
"Pride comes before the fall you know." 
"Yeah, yeah, I just wish the Wonderbolts routine was better. I mean, sure, they're great, but I've already seen this particular routine ten times already. It's a classic, but seriously, something new would be awe-"
A rainbow explosion filled the sky and my jaw hit the ground. The crowd on the other hand was going crazy, as was the announcer.
No. Bucking. Way.
That was my move. That was my bucking move and she stole it from me. That mare stole my bucking move from me! The Sonic Rainboom was mine! How dare she! I was the one who made that move famous, I was the one who bought it back and there she was, strutting about the sky and skimming along the bleachers to give everypony a high five. How dare she! Spitfire knew I was sick, that I wouldn't be competing today and then she goes and pulls that stunt. Now she'll be the talk of the town, the one who got all the credit for reviving the Sonic Rainboom. Who cares about the faceless mare from Ponyville, no, it'd be Spitfire. The Spitfire who got the credit. Well buck her! And buck the doctors.
"Dash?" Magenta eyes met violet ones. "Relax. Deep breaths, Dash, deep breaths."
Nodding numbly, I sat back down. All I could taste was bile and all I could hear was the announcer proclaiming Spitfire was the fastest mare alive. I wanted to be sick. I wanted to curl up in a ball and pretend this was all a nightmare. It was one thing to be outcompeted when I gave it my all, but to be outcompeted when I couldn't even compete? And then when I did get to strut my stuff, there wouldn't be an audience, there wouldn't be a crowd or journalists to forever remember the moment. It'd be in the silence and secrecy of their training camp, hidden away in some corner of Equestria.
This was wrong. This wasn't how it was meant to be.
"Dash." She wrapped an arm around my shoulders. "Just relax alright? We knew this might happen. It's fine, everything will be fine. Everything is fine."
I tried to believe, I tried so hard to believe, but I just couldn't. I was already depressed coming into this and now? Now I was just pissed. But as time went on and competitor after competitor took to the stage, it slowly began to fade back into the background. For a while at least, I could lose myself in the crowd and just forget. I could scream with the crowd, jump and down when they did, boo when they stuffed up and just forget.
But no matter how much I tried, there was a constant voice in the back of mind whispering to me, telling me that I should have been the one out there. Compared to me, they were all amateurs. Fillies and colts playing adult. A big fish in a small bowl. They were nothing, compared to me.
And then, one of them pulled off a Sonic Rainboom. Before the colors had even finished fading from the sky, I was halfway out the door. Seconds later, Twilight was beside me. She didn't say anything, she didn't tell me to slow down. Despite walking with a slight limp, she didn't once complain and instead walked beside me. She understood. Out of all my friends, Twilight was the only one who understand what it meant to me and why I needed to do, what I was about to do.
"You've got the flight suit?" I asked as we entered the locker room.
"Yep, I figured something like this would happen."
"It's time to kick some flank then."
"Dash, if you don't give them a show they'll never forget, I'm going to lecture you for the entire trip back to Ponyville."
"You're on." I gave her a cocky grin. "You're so on."
"Good luck then."
"Ha!" I punched her lightly on the shoulder. "As if someone as awesome as me needs luck."
"Yeah, yeah, just get out there." She shoved me towards the exit. "Just give me a couple of secs to set up my recording equipment."
"You bought your egghead stuff along with you?" Why was I so surprised?
"Maaaaaaybe."
Chuckling softly, I began walking towards the exit. Slipping the hood over my head, I took the time to give Twi my most cocky grin despite the butterflies in my stomach. "I hope you've got a camera in there somewhere."
"You bet." She gave me a reassuring smile. "You can do this Dash, just like we practiced. Just don't forget to build up momentum within the Sphere of Death alright?" All of a sudden, she burst out laughing. "I'm sorry, but I still think that's the most ridiculous name ever."
"Better than your egghead name," I retorted. "Now go. I've got a show to put on."
As her footsteps receded, I let the fear and tension crash down on top of me. I didn't mind though, this time I just let it flow through me. Sure, my hooves shook and my wings trembled, but this was something I had to do. We worked too hard for this. So many late nights coming up with a game plan, some many numbers and symbols scribbled on blackboards to make sure it all worked. This would be the first run of my brand new routine. Most would call me insane. Most would call me crazy.
They were right.
Stepping out into the sunlight, I began my warm up routine. A couple pushups, sit-ups, stretches and so forth, and I was nice and limber for what I had coming up. Down below me, I could see the crowd whispering to themselves as the Wonderbolts conversed amongst themselves. My eyes immediately drifted towards the grey pegasus who managed to pull off the Sonic Rainboom and I couldn't help, but smirk to myself. He looked dead on his feet, a shame really. He's got the speed, but not the endurance and considering most Wonderbolts shows were two hours long, I doubt he could pull it off at the end of a show. Slowly my eyes drifted up and I found myself staring straight into the eyes of Luna. Sure, she was on the other side of the coliseum, but there was no doubt in my mind she was looking straight at me. A small smile even tugged on the corner of her lips as she gave me the barest of nods. It almost seemed as though she approved of my attire.
Suddenly, silence descended as Spitfire stepped forward.
"We have made our decision," she announced.
With a massive grin on my face and my heart hammering away, I took a step out of the shadows and said in the loudest voice I had ever used, "Hey Spitfire! I hope you haven't forgotten about me."
"Rainbow Dash?" I was sure who was more surprised, her or the crowd.
"The one and only." Wings flaring open, I crouched down low. If my old teacher could see me now, she'd be having an aneurism due to how wide my stance was and how close my body was to the ground.
"What the heck, you're injured! Don't do something stupid."
"Don't worry, the smartest egghead in Equestria history has agreed with me." I turned my attention to the one who had performed my trick. "Hey kid, not bad, but the Sonic Rainboom is my move. Don't worry, I'm not mad though, I've got a new stunt. A cooler stunt. A far more epic stunt. A stunt that'll blow the Sonic Rainboom out of the water."
"What's greater than a Sonic Rainboom?" I slipped my goggles over my eyes. "You're about to witness history."
Muscles snapped taut. Wings pushed down. Concentric circles exploded outwards in all directions and just as I hit the top of the stadium, I blasted past the sound barrier. The third Sonic Rainboom of the day and unlike the previous two, I was going straight up and it was at the start of the routine. Buck yeah! Eat that Spitfire.
Three seconds later, I performed a Buccaneer Blaze, but it was no ordinary one. Oh no, according to Twi, the flash of light was the result of all that speed and energy being converted into light in a split second. And now? Now was I travelling at supersonic speeds. For a second, there was a second sun in the sky and that sun was mine. Laughing like a mad mare, I let myself drop three feet before spreading my wings and began flying in circles. Were they cheering me on? Screaming my name in ecstasy? I didn't know and I didn't care. All I knew was the adrenaline pumping through my body, the wind through my mane and the freedom of the sky. I was moving so fast, not even pain could keep up with me.
Not once did I slow down, not once did I reduce my speed. Around and around I went, quickly picking up speed and with it, clouds. From all around Cloudsdale they were drawn to the center of my vortex. Need two hundred pegasi to lift water to the weather factory? Ha! All you need is one. Rainbow Dash!
Peeling off, I expanded my circling into a sphere to create a perfect ball of cloud in the air. With a nudge, I sent it drifting downwards then dashed after it. Slamming into it from above, I pierced straight through and unleashed another Buccaneer Blaze in the hollow center of my creation. This time though, the clouds soaked up the electric and I immediately began moving. Never slow down, never stop. Bolts of lightning came at me from all directions and with nothing, but instinct to guide me, I dodged every single last one of them. Twisting and in the air, I could taste the electricity and smell the ozone. 
Then, with a flare of my wings, gale force winds ripped outwards, sending clouds in all directions. Before they realized just how much danger they had been in, I was there, bucking the clouds out of the sky. From one side of the stadium to the other I went, laughter trailing behind me and cheers filling my senses.
But I didn't have time for that. Not yet at least.
Rocketing upwards, I perform a Hangman's Noose followed by a Slip Knot and Fishermare's Hook. Then I hit the peak of my upward journey and I began dropping downwards. This was it. This was what everything came down to.
The Sonic Rainboom was like second nature. I barely felt the shock as I broke through for the second time that day. With both hooves stretched forward, I began my wing strokes. Each beat was spaced four seconds apart, and each stoke was a fifth of my usual spread. I could feel the wind shaking my very core, threatening to throw me off track. Already I could feel the strain on my wings, the burning sensation as it finally broke through.
With narrowed eyes, I continued my downward descent. I would not give up. Death or glory.
Each agonizing second bought me closer to my goal, while also taking it further and further away. Three minutes. That's how long I had before I hit the ground. Three minutes.
Another push. Another five seconds.
With a feral growl, I forced my wings to push harder. To push me just that extra couple of hair widths. I could feel it, just outside my grasp. I could feel something slippery, oily almost. And when I squinted, the air around me seemed to ripple like the surface of a pond.
Another push. Another thirty seconds.
It was translucent, shimmering and chromatic. The colors warped and blended into one another, moving out and inwards at the same time. It was a swirling cone of pure energy that set my fur on end. But I was there, I could see it, touch it, taste it. A couple more pushes. A couple more seconds. That's all I need, that's all I ask for. Come on! I can do this.
Another push. A minute remaining.
The cone tightened, squeezing me from all directions. It was so close. So damn close. I forced my hooves forward, my wings forward, my body forward. My lungs protested, screaming at me, yelling at me, begging me to just give up. To stop and just collapse. But I couldn't. My heart wouldn't let me. My dreams wouldn't let me.
Death or glory.
 Ka-Boom! 
It was as though I hadn't taken a shower since I was born and now all that dirt and grime was peeled off me in swoop. All the colors seemed more vibrant than before, every scent I breathed in was accompanied by a torrent of memories and images. I forgot about my nervousness, my fears, my failures, and instead, I lived in the pure bliss that was life.
One second I was in the middle of the sky, a blink later I was three pony lengths from the ground. Pulling up with all the force I could muster, it felt as though my wings were being ripped off. The edges of my vision blurred and all I could see was a tiny dot of light before me.
And then, color.
It was a sea of color. Rippling and shifting before my eyes, never the same for more than a second and when I stared at it, I could almost make out faces and figures within the color. More than that though, just looking at it gave me a sense of calmness that I hadn't experienced since I was a little foal.
Flying straight through the center of that chromatic mass, I reappeared in the center of the coliseum and flaring my wings, multicolored light was thrown in all directions. I hovered there, basking in the light of what I had created and the pure silence of the crowd. Then slowly, ever so slowly, applause filled the stands. But that first clap, from none other than Twilight, was what broke the damn and with it, the cheering came. Then the whistling. Then the screaming.
But it all felt so hollow now. Sure, they were screaming my name right now, but how long would that last? How long would I remain up top and how long would they remember me? Someday, somepony was going to hear the story of Rainbow Dash and how she was the fastest pegasus alive and broke the magic barrier and that little filly would be hyped up. That little filly would want to be the fastest ever, to prove she could be as tough, if not tougher, than all those before her. So she'd train. She'd train day in and day out, and then one day, she'd achieve it. She'd achieve the impossible. I was just another footnote in history, destined to be forgotten and surpassed.
No.
If that happened, then it meant I will have inspired somepony. I will have inspired a pony to work for it, to better themselves, to take it to the next level. And plus, how many other countless fillies and colts will I have inspired along the way? Sure, they'll fail, lots of them will fail, but in the end, I gave them a dream, a desire, and yearning. They will have aimed for the stars and despite falling short, they at least hit the moon.
I suppose Twilight was right. Somepony will always be better than me, but at least I gave them that drive. At least I was the role model for them and in the end, that was loyalty was it not?
I wasn't sure how long it took for the cheering to stop, all I knew was that about half way through, I was forced to land. Any longer and my wings would have snapped off right then and there. Despite swaying dangerously on my hooves, nopony seemed to notice just how tired I was and I was forced to stay there as they clapped and cheered and pictures were taken. My only comfort was Twilight's smile from our private box. Only she knew what it was like to be famous.
Eventually though, the noise died down enough for Spitfire to be heard. "I suppose announcing the winner at this stage is nothing more than a formality. I'm sure everypony here knows who won."
I simply replied with a sly grin and said, "Actually, with all due respect, I'm gonna have to decline your offer."
Silence. Dead silence.
"You see, I already got an offer." Though I spoke in my normal voice, it easily carried so all could hear. "Or rather, I expect I'll be getting one very shortly, isn't that right Princess Luna?"
"Correct." The dark alicorn turned to face the crowd. "Many years ago, there used to be a second elite aerial unit who worked in tandem with the Wonderbolts, but were also friendly rivals. The two groups pushed each other, often competing and putting on dazzling displays in a bit to outdo each other. They were known as the Shadowbolts and they were our elite unit. It is our pleasure to introduce the very first Shadowbolts Captain since our return, The Element of Loyalty	 and fastest flier in Equestria – Rainbow Dash!"
Spinning on her hooves, Luna jabbed a hoof at her sister. "Or to use the language of today's youth, 'In your face' Celly!"
And then the Goddess of the Night, The Brightest Star of the Northern Sky, Mistress of Dreams and Desires started dancing. Princess-Freaking-Luna started dancing and shaking her plot as though she was in a club hosted by DJ Pon-3. I think everypony was too busy drooling to take any pictures, but damn! She sure knew how to move. Sorry Celestia, but your flank just got kicked off the top of my list.
"Come on!" hissed Twilight as she began dragging me off towards the exit. "Or do you want to be caught by the press?"
With merely a grin in reply, I playfully nudged her flank before putting my hoof down and blitzing my way out of there. To my surprise, Twilight was immediately beside me and stuck her tongue out at me before pulling away. Lunging forward, I bit down on her tail and gave it a hard yank causing us to go down in a heap of limbs and hair. Though it hurt to laugh, we lay there on the cool tiled floor of the locker room and giggled like new born fillies. And though we kept laughing like mad, we managed to somehow get back onto our hooves and stumble out of the room and into the chilly twilight air of Cloudsdale.
"You know the reason you won was because I'm tired right?"
"Ha!" She nudged me playfully. "Is that so? Next year, I'm going to beat you in the Running of the Leaves. That's a promise."
"Oh, is that so?" Spitting on my hoof, I held it forward. "You're so on."
Without a second thought, she followed suit. "You forget, I came up with your routine, I figured out the physics behind it, I made sure you could pull it off. With a bit of training, you'll end up 	eating my dust."
"Keep dreaming." I placed a hoof on her shoulder to catch her attention before jerking my head to the right. "This way."
"Why? What's down here?" Despite sounding worried, she followed me down the alleyway.
"My old secret hideout." Jumping onto the large bin at the end, I leapt up and kicked off the way. Hooves outstretched, I easily caught onto the fire escape ladder and bought it down with a thud. "Come on!"
Once I reached the roof, I broke out into a gallop and leapt over onto the building next door. A second later, Twilight landed beside me.
"Couldn't you just fly over?" she asked.
"This was back before I could fly. What? I was an adventurous little filly, plus, this is pegasus city so if you can reach the secret spot by flying, it wouldn't be secret for very long now would it?" Clambering onto a ventilation shaft, I hopped my way up onto a ledge and dragged Twi up after me. "We're almost there."
"Where are we anyways?" From out vantage point, Twilight looked around at the broken and desolate landscape. "This place seems as though it's been abandoned."
"This is the old cloud factory before they needed to upgrade everything and add more equipment. It happened before I was born, but apparently it was easier to just build a new factory than renovate the old one." I leapt off the edge and slide my way down the rooftop before dropping down a hole. Stepping to the side, I reached out and grabbed Twi as she fell down after me.
"Is it safe here?" she asked while examining the half-broken support column.
"Probably not, no. But unless something major's happened, the place should be fine. This place did withstand a massive explosion once when one of the storm cells overloaded and caused a chain reaction. Part of the reason they decided to just build a new factory."
We slowly picked our way through rubble, being careful to not trip or accidentally stab ourselves on some rusted spike. With the lack of electricity, all we had to work with was the specks of light that came in through the holes in the roof. More than once one of us stumbled, but each time the other was there, ready to catch them and help them along.
"You know, I used to explore every single last inch of this area, making a map as I went along. I dreamed of finding some secret lost artifact or some cool document that'd finally solve what happened down here." My soft chuckle echoed back to me. "It feels so silly now, but I had some real adventures down here. Once I got lost for a day. Would you believe that? By the time I finally managed to find the exit and crawl my way out, I was starving and tired and hungry and scared. My parents didn't even realize I had been missing."
"Dash..."
"Save your pity, I'm over it." With a sigh and shake my head, I looked off into the distance. "Maybe coming down here was a bad idea. It's making me all sentimental and crap."
"You do know you don't have to keep the tough persona up all the time right?" For the first time since coming to Cloudsdale, I could actually see her eyes. "Our opinion of you won't change."
"Whatever." I pressed my shoulder against a cupboard and began pushing. "Come on, help me with this."
"You're not changing the subject that easily," grunted Twi as she took her spot next to me. The screeching of metal on metal set my teeth on edge, but once it was out of the wall, all that was left was a hole in the wall that lead downwards. "I take it you had a bad foalhood then?"
"Not necessarily bad." I hopped down and held up my hooves, easily catching Twilight. "My parents were just always busy that's all. Kinda scatterbrained like you, always forgetting to do the little stuff. They're not bad parents, just... not cool or very good at the whole parenting thing."
"Oh..." She looked away.
We continued on in silence.
"Do you think I'd make a bad parent?"
"Huh?" Where in the name of Tartarus did that come from!?
"Well you said that they were scatter brained like me so..."
"As you are now? Spike talks about how you forget to eat dinner or stay up multiple nights until you collapse or your need for structure in everything. No offense Twi, but until you can take care of yourself and realize that a foal will disrupt any schedule you make, you won't make a good parent."
"Oh..." Her ears dropped. "But there's hope right?"
Grinning, I flung a hoof around her neck. "You're asking the mare who just made history and you helped make that happen. If you can do that, you can do anything. I'm surprised you want foals, thought you'd be too interested in studying, and stuff."
"Yeah well." She shrugged. "I suppose taking care of Spike for so long as left me with a maternal desire to see my own foal whether by adoption or by blood."
"I'm fairly certain Spike's the one taking care of you."
"Real funny. Now where's this super secret spot you wanted to show me?"
"Just around the corner." Grinning like a fool, I began walking backwards so I could watch her expression. "Feast your eyes on this!"
Cue gasp.
"Dash, this... How?" She took a step forward, never taking her eyes off the scene before her. "Is it safe?"
"Of course!" I skipped behind her and began shoving her forward. "It's refined liquid rainbow and highly stable at that. I doubt a Sonic Rainboom would be able to set this stuff off. You should have seen it when I first found this place; the liquid was still filtering through so there was this awesome waterfall right in the middle of the room where the light is filtering in."
Standing next to her, I grinned at her continued slack-jawed expression. Yeah, my spot was awesome. Maybe it was the massive pool of liquid rainbow in the center that lit up the whole room. Or maybe it was the fact that the columns that supported the crumbling roof were modeled after the ones found in the coliseum. Or maybe it was the way the liquid flowed through the cracks in the floor to form a massive web with stepping stones linking one end of the room to the other. It was all that and more than made this place so perfect.
Or maybe... maybe what made it all so perfect was Twilight. After all, every secret needs to be shared and a place like this? It was lonely without another pony there to enjoy it with. And with her just leaping from stepping stone to stepping stone, while all the colors of the rainbow danced along her fur and looking completely carefree the entire time? It really did make things perfect.
It was a shame it wasn't night, that was when this place really came alive. Even in this dim light, it was too difficult to make out the shifting colors properly. At night, it was the closest I had ever come to seeing the northern lights again since my trip with Gilda to her hometown. Heh, I actually wonder what Twi would make of that. What sort of eggheady and sciencey explanation would she come up for that?
“Hey Dash, where did you get all this furniture from?” I looked up just in time to see Twi bouncing on a cloud sofa. “It’s really comfy.”
“Oh that? I made it myself.” Half skipping over the stepping stones, I flopped down on the bed beside it. “Dad’s a real whiz at cloud sculpturing and taught me some simple tips and tricks. Part of the reason I’m so good at clearing the sky, I know exactly how to kick a cloud to make it go poof without wasting any energy. According to dad, I just lack the patience to actually do cloud crafting.”
She grinned at me impishly.
“Aaaaaaaand the actual theory behind its structure, but we already knew that, now didn’t we?” I added.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were thinking it.” I rolled over and dipped a hoof into the rainbow liquid, a shiver passing through my body at how cold it was. “So was I right or was I right? This place is awesome.”
“I’ll admit, I didn’t expect to find something like this down here.” She suddenly burst out laughing. “No wonder you love Daring Doo so much!”
“Huh? What do you-“ And then everything clicked and I facehoofed resulting in the rainbow liquid being smeared all over my face. Of course, that just made Twi laugh even harder. “Oh shut up, egghead.”
“Well you have to admit, it is an interesting parallel. When I suggested you imagine yourself in Daring’s position, I hadn’t realized you had actually crawled through ruins before. Maybe next time there’s a convention in Canterlot, I’ll take you along and you can dress up as Daring Doo.”
Crap. On one hoof, it’s Daring Doo. On the other hoof, it was dressing up. And worse yet, it was dressing up as a book character, even if it was Daring Doo, which I suppose makes it a bit better. Makes it a lot better, but it was still dressing up as a book character, and no matter how you spin that, it just ain’t cool.
“I’ll consider it,” I replied. After all, it was Daring-bucking-Doo. If any book could make a pony awesomer for having read it, it was that one.
"Wait, did you just agree? Did Rainbow Dash, self-proclaimed coolest pony in Equestria, just agree to dress up as Daring Doo and go to a convention? Pinch me, I must be dreaming."
"Real funny, egghead, real funny. I suggest you stick to books and leave the jokes to somepony who actually knows what's even mildly amusing." I kicked back and relaxed. "And I never agreed to go; I merely said I'd consider it."
"Coming from you, that's as good as agreeing."
"Yeah, yeah. Whatever."
Silence.
Neither of us spoke, and truth be told, I didn't feel like it. After all, what point was there? This silence was nice, calming even, and talking felt as though it would disrupt something important. Just that slow, steady breathing and the sound of the whistling wind. More than once, I slipped out to some secluded meadow with a cloud and just lay there, staring up at the sky and relaxing. Life was meant to be lived hard and fast, but it was those slow moments that really made me appreciate it. It made those exciting moments seem even more exciting and awesome.
But truthfully? I wanted to know what Twilight was thinking. What goes through that head of hers when she's not thinking about sciencey stuff? Wait, that was a stupid question, the day she stops thinking about complex stuff is the day the world ends. Again. Seriously, we've saved the world twice (three times if I counted Twilight's little... incident), so I suppose a third time wouldn't be that hard to stop. Did Chrysalis count as the world ending? Huh, I don't think so at least, I mean, sure, there goes Equestria, but the world still exists. Hopefully. Maybe. Oh, who cares! Four times. We’ve saved the world four times. It just sounds cooler that way.
“Um… Dash…”
“Yeah Twi?” I asked with my eyes closed.
“Is this… I mean… This- This isn’t a date… Is it…?”
Sitting bolt up, I looked at her in surprise. “Of course n-“
But something stopped me from finishing that statement. It was a little voice in the back of my head constantly asking, 'Would dating her really be a bad thing?' I mean, sure, she's an egghead, but she's cool. In fact, I'd go so far as to say she's awesome and radical and all those other fancy words that meant the same thing. After all, she did come up with my entire game plan and helped figure out how to break the magic barrier. Without her, I wouldn't be here right now. I wouldn't have wow'ed the entire crowd, or been the first Shadowbolts Captain, or been the first to break the magic barrier or any of that other crap. I mean, I broke the bucking magic barrier! Even now, that one single thought still made me giddy beyond belief. And to think it required an egghead to make it happen!
Yeah, Twi was one cool pony. Almost as cool as me even. So, would dating her really be a bad thing? Would it make me uncool by association? Heck no! And if anypony said anything against that, they obviously didn't know what made a pony cool. She works with dangerous chemicals, she's working on a metallic limb that'll restore flight to injured pegasuses, she knew enough to come up with a totally killer routine that made even Spitfire jealous (though she'd never admit it).
And most importantly, she got me. She understood why I pushed myself so hard, she understood what drove me and she understood what it was like to be famous. The very same thing that urged me to get better, urged her to study harder and to learn more. We both loved what we did and we were both famous for what we did. So what if I was a jock and she was an egghead? Did she, or did she not, come to me when she was designing her metal wing? Did I, or did I not, help her and provide useful information that she couldn't have known by herself?
Licking my dry lips, I held Twilight's cautious gaze with my own and asked, "Do you want this to be a date?"
She blinked in surprise and quickly settled down into her thinking pose. With a small smile, I settled back down and closed my eyes once more. It didn't matter how long it took for her to answer, as long as she answered in the end. After all, she was Twilight Sparkle – the mare who made four checklists every day, needed a book to tell her how to have a slumber party and needed to look through ten different encyclopedias before buying a piece of equipment. If she needed time, I'll give her time. Plus, rushing her would probably end up with her blowing this place up and I'd like to stay in one piece as well. Hey, when it came to Twi, it was always to better to be cautious.
Hearing her shift in her seat, I cracked open an eye and saw her staring off into the distance.
"No..." she whispered, before clearing her throat and speaking in a stronger voice, "No, today wasn't a date."
My ears drooped.
"After all, according to the book, '101 Things You Always Wanted to Know About Romance' the first date is meant to involve a meal of some kind – most often dinner, but a romantic enough lunch could also work. The example from the book was a picnic. Therefore, tonight cannot count date by virtue of not containing a meal of sufficient romantic emotions."
I stared at her.
"What?" she asked with a confused expression on her face.
How could she even say that with such an adorkable expression on her face!?
"Twi, not all dates have to be by the book and not all things have to done to a checklist either. A date is about having fun and getting to know each other. I mean, most would consider this an awesome date!" I huffed. "And it's so clichéd as well. Just think about it, you're in my home town and I showed you around, ending up at a super secret hideout that I hadn't shown any other pony before. If Rarity were here, she'd be squealing about how romantic it all was or something!"
"You mean, she'd be squealing if you could convince her to crawl through all this dirt and grime?"
"Technicalities." I made a dismissive flick with my hoof.
"Well, I've never been on a date before so I want it to be perfect and yes, a bit clichéd," replied Twilight.
With a sigh, I simply shrugged my shoulders and slipped out of my comfy position. "Whatever. Come on, we need to get going if we want to make it back to our room before it gets too dark."
"Dash, wait." I looked over my shoulder and blinked in surprise. There was Twilight, framed in the glow of the rainbow liquid, with her ears laid back, a slight blush on her cheeks and her hoof pawing at the ground. "Tonight might not have been a date, but... what about tomorrow night?"
I blinked in surprise.
"Are you..." I swallowed. "Are you asking me out?"
Her blush deepened and she looked away. "Maybe...?"
A huge grin split my face and it took all my willpower to not rocket off into the sky and start performing crazy stunts that would have put everything in the world to shame. But I had to play it cool, play it down, and keep my image at all times.
Oh, buck that!
"Tomorrow night then." I held out a hoof to her. "And I promise not to drag you out to some wild adventure."
"Deal." Her smile was like the sun coming out. "Now, let's get out of here. I'm starving."
Laughing, I wrapped a wing around her and pulled Twi flush against me. Together, walking side by side, we made our way out of my secret hideout.
So what do you do after you've made the impossible possible?
You pass on a job with the Wonderbolts and join the coolest, awesomest, fastest squad in Equestria – the Shadowbolts. Then you go off and celebrate before grabbing a date with the second coolest pony ever. And then?
And then you go and kick some serious flank.
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