
      Part and Parcel


      

      
      
         Ditzy Doo decided that there were few things better in life than returning to the post office with an empty mail satchel. The feeling of the weightless bag was enough to make her skip on the tips of her hooves.



“Mr. Letterhead!” she called out. “I’m ready for another set.”



But instead of bearded old Mr. Letterhead, there was a young mare at the Postmaster’s desk.



“Hiya, Ditzy!” she said, with a wave.



Ditzy was confused for a minute, and then she remembered that Mr. Letterhead had retired two—no, three—years ago. She frowned and lightly struck her forehead with her wing. Silly.



“Hi, Ms. Triplicate! Sorry, I forgot again. And I’m ready for my next deliveries.”



“No sweat,” said Triplicate, smiling gently. “But that was actually your last run for the day, Ditzy. Your shift’s up.”



Triplicate pointed at the clock on her desk, and sure enough it was already almost six.



“Oh!” said Ditzy. She smacked her forehead again. Silly!



“It’s also Friday today,” said Triplicate as she quickly wrote out a check.



Ditzy nodded and remembered that Friday was payday.



“I’ll see you on Monday, Ditzy,” said Triplicate as she pushed the check across her desk.



“Thanks, boss!” said Ditzy with a beam. She took the check and headed out. “See you next week!”








If her wing wasn't aching so badly, she would have literally flown out of the post office. Fridays were special, because once she got paid, she’d always have at least a little she could spend on a surprise for Dinky.



She stopped at the bank to deposit the check and to make a small cash withdrawal.



Last week she got candy, so today she'd go to the toy store.



When she got there, the first thing she saw was a new Build-a-Log-Cabin set in the display window. Upon closer inspection, she knew it was absolutely perfect. The carved pieces were glossy with high-quality paint, and the assembled cabin was big enough to fit Dinky’s little dolls.



Grinning ear to ear, she grabbed a boxed set, paid for it, and flapped out of the store, sore wing be damned.



Ditzy decided that there were very few things better than coming home on Friday evenings.








“Dinky, I’m home!” Ditzy said as she opened the front door.



She carefully put the toy set on the dining table before shrugging off her uniform and leaving it on the floor. She’d go back and pick it up in a minute.



“Where are you, Dinks?”



DItzy stepped up the stairs.



When she opened Dinky’s bedroom door, she blinked. There was a strange mare sprawled out on Dinky’s bed, with her horn aglow. The mare heard Ditzy opening the door, and she turned around looked up at her.



“Hey, let me call you back,” she said into her telesonic spell, “Mom just got home.”



Dinky’s horn went out, and she bounded to her feet.



“Hi, Mom! How was work?”



She hugged Ditzy, and for a moment Ditzy was stiff until she remembered how to hug a daughter who was taller than her now.



Dinky pulled away and tilted her head, her brow furrowed.



“What's up?” she asked. “Is something wrong?”



“It’s nothing,” said Ditzy. “I just had one of my moments, that’s all.”



Ditzy tapped her forehead with her good wing. Silly.



“You, uh… didn’t forget why I’m here, right?” The edges of Dinky’s eyes pinched up, but the young mare held onto her smile. “It’s okay if you did. I know sometimes you need a reminder.”



Ditzy’s gaze automatically flicked up to the gold-trimmed engagement ring on Dinky’s horn.



“Of course I remember,” said Ditzy, smiling widely. “Tomorrow’s your big day, Dinks!”



“Yeah, I guess it is.” Dinky grinned. This time, her smile easily reached her eyes. “I actually just called Pipsqueak. His train gets here soon, so we should head for the station.”



“Right!” said Ditzy. “Just a second!”



Ditzy flew down to the dining room, plucked the cabin set from the table, and scurried into the basement before Dinky could see it. There, in the back corner, she stacked it on top of a dozen other dusty unopened toy boxes.



Ditzy looked at the pile and rolled her eyes. Silly me! But at least she had a good supply of birthday presents for her future grandchildren.



“Hey Mom! Where'd you go?”



“Coming, Dinks!”



As Ditzy Doo flew up the stairs with aching joints, she decided that there was absolutely nothing better in her life than this.
      

      
   
      Bon Voyage


      

      
      
         Octy,



It's been about a year now, hasn't it? I was moving the couch a month or two back and found one of those day-planners of yours under it. How time flies, right?



I've been keeping up with the same old. Gigs. Putting the laundry off a week longer than I should. Took a trip to Maresachusetts, just out and back. Knock that off my bucket list. Saw the ocean and stuff. You'd have liked it, I think. Old-timey. Some parts weren't so great, but you had a way of looking past those bits.



This summer I tried one of those 'patio gardens' you talked about, but it didn't take off. Stupid squirrels ripped every single plant out of the pots. You'd have had a fit with the mess! I haven't gotten around to cleaning it up yet, but you probably guessed that. It's on my to-do list.



Now, you said not to contact you again, but there's this cello in the living room, and it isn't mine. I can't use it, I can't just leave it, and I can't bring myself to pitch it break it or burn it, so some day here I'm going to have the mailpony come with a coffin of a box and send it back to you. Assuming that this is still your address. I've been avoiding your street, I'll have you know.



If this isn't your address, I guess somepony's going to be a little confused, huh?



Celestia damn



Celestia damn you to Tartarus, Octy, you couldn't even come back for your stupid cello. What was so horrible that you couldn't even manage that?



I trusted you. I cared about you. We were friends, Octy. Close friends. We mattered to one another. Then your dad gets sick, I get stressed, and what? Suddenly you don't trust me? Can't stand me?



"Ponies change," what in Tartarus is that supposed to mean? That has got to be the dumbest, most insulting basis for ending a friendship I've ever heard of. And I'm a musician, so I've heard a lot of stupid, insulting ends. So why? You've had a year to breathe, a year to rewrite your story, a year to



A year to I don't even know what, because I did what you asked, Octy. I stayed away, just like you wanted.



I did what you asked, and I'm still finding your stupid day-planner and there's a cello sleeping on my couch, and I don't even know what happened! You've had a year to find the words, but you're so stubborn that you haven't even tried, have you.



I miss you Octy. I get up an hour to noon, and there's no needling letter reminding me that it's my turn to make dinner. I come back from a gig, and for dinner it's leftovers from any of my lame carry-out last week. I get invited to chill, and I don't trust what they want out of me. They say my music's better than it's ever been.



Take your stupid cello.



V
      

      
   
      Return to Sender


      

      
      
         "Get married?" Fluttershy blurted, her whole body shaking instead of just her head. "I couldn't. Couldn't."



"Exactly!" Twilight looked around at the others gathered in the back parlor of her castle's west wing. "I mean, it's weird, isn't it?"



"Well," Rarity said, drawing the word out and twisting it in ways Twilight wasn't sure she'd ever heard a word twisted. "I wouldn't call it 'weird' per se."



"Yeah!" Pinkie had somehow folded the rind of her lemon slice into a little boat that was now bobbing up and down on the surface of her tea. "I mean, Mr. and Mrs. Cake got married, and Cranky and Matilda. Not to mention your brother and Cadance." She leaped up onto her chair, her forelegs crooked over her head. "Remember? With the changelings and the running and the fighting and the—"



"Okay, okay!" Blowing out a breath, Twilight waved a hoof. "But Starlight and Trixie? They're no older than we are!"



"So?" Applejack leaned back in her chair. "I've already had a couple suitors come calling. Cute enough fellers, but there weren't any sorta 'click' talking to 'em, and their financials didn't check out." She shrugged. "Taking on a husband's one thing, but taking on debt?"



Twilight tried not to gape.



Rarity made a little clicking noise with her tongue. "And they say romance is dead."



The sound Rainbow made with her tongue was a lot ruder. "Some of us have better things to do with our lives, y'know?" Already hovering above her chair, she flipped into a barrel roll. "There's Wonderbolt records to break and monsters to fight and treasures to find and—"



"And you reckon nopony'd be able to keep up with you?" Applejack smirked.



Rainbow swooped across the table to poked Applejack in the chest. "You know it! Anypony wants this prize—" She spun into a pose, hind legs pointed down, her hip cocked, her chest out, and ran one front hoof along herself from withers to flank. "They've gotta earn it."



"Oh, my." Fluttershy had gone as orange as a pumpkin.



"Indeed." If Rarity had been wearing her glasses, Twilight thought, she would've been looking over the tops of them. "Some of us, however, aren't terribly interested in sponsoring athletic competitions for our affections."



"I dunno, Rares." Pinkie's grin spread over her snout like raspberry jam over fresh-baked bread. "Sweaty can be awfully fun when it comes to affections."



"Ha!" Another spin and swoop brought Rainbow over to Pinkie, and the two smacked front hooves. "Now that's what I'm talking about!"



"You mean—" With some effort, Twilight managed to get out, "Sex?"



A shudder passed through all her friends, and Rainbow dropped heavily into her chair. "Yeah, okay." She pointed at Twilight. "That just sounds wrong when you say it."



Twilight's face went hot.



Fluttershy had practically sunk below the surface of the table. "Can we please change the subject?" she whimpered.



"We shall." Rarity reached over to pat Fluttershy's hoof. "Not that there's anything wrong with having the experience."



Applejack gave a nod. "Most natural thing in the world."



"Nor," Rarity went on, Fluttershy blinking at her from behind a barrier built of tea cups and pink hair, "is there anything wrong with postponing the experience."



"May I—?" Fluttershy rose slightly, her eyes bigger than any of the saucers in Twilight's tea set. "May I please never have to think about it ever, ever, ever again?"



Rainbow's snort was practically delicate. "Good luck with that."



"Unless, y'know—" Pinkie gestured to Twilight. "You're the Princess of Friendzoning or something."



"What?" Twilight 's brain felt like a popcorn popper, so many things exploding in it all at once. "What does that even mean?"



"It means," Applejack said, sitting forward and tapping the table, "that we're changing the subject. Y'all going to Rockhoof's storytelling session tonight?"



Twilight blinked. "Popcorn!" Summoning a quill and a piece of parchment, she made a note. "Last week, it occurred to me that popcorn'd go really well with his stories."



"Hey, yeah!" Rainbow sprang into a hover. "And wouldn't it be awesome to have 'em outside? Like in that clearing behind the school! We could set up a bonfire and everything!"



"Perfect!" Twilight let all her disturbing thoughts go and made another note. "That'll be just perfect!"
      

      
   
      Love. Bake. Cupcake.


      

      
      
         “Oh, beloved,” sighed Rainbow Dash.  “You are the only one for me, my true love.  I shall never leave you, ever.”  She leaned back with a slosh of the birdbath and carressed the gentle curve of ceramic, interleaved with hearts and tiny cloud carvings.



The birdbath did not reply, although all the birds around it who were waiting their turn, rolled their eyes.








Twilight Sparkle clutched a book to her chest with an excited squeal, then blanched.  “Oh, no!” she called out, looking at the rest of her library.  “I’m sorry!  I love all of you equally.  Particularly you,” she added, taking another book off the shelf and embracing it.  “And you.  Oh, and you beautiful first edition you…”








Sweet Apple Acres was very quiet today, as Applejack quietly wrapped the trunk of yet another apple tree in gauze.  “You poor thing,” she whispered.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.  I’m so sorry.  Soon as we get you’all patched up, I’m gonna go to town and get all our children back, so you don’t feel sad no more either.”








There were no loud noises coming from Carousel Boutique either, other than a constant series of sighs and moans from the proprietor, who was gazing into a lipstick-smeared mirror.  “Oh, you beautiful mare,” murmured Rarity, giving the mirror a flutter of long lashes.  “Our time together has been far too long coming.”








We’re going to skip Fluttershy’s house, due to rating.  Really.








The legendary capacity of Pinkie Pie for sweets had obviously been exceeded some time ago, due to the pink party pony being sprawled out on her back in the middle of Sugarcube Corner’s kitchen, with all four legs up in the air much like a pink beached whale.  She wobbled as much as she could, looking at one last cupcake on a nearby shelf.  “If only… I could reach… my sweet, sweet desire.”








It was very, very quiet in the Sugarcube Corner bakery where Ponyville’s only zebra took a long look at Pinkie Pie, who still could not get up onto her hooves to grab the last cupcake.  Zecora shook her head, then turned her attention to a small earth pony by her side, who looked even smaller under her teacher’s glare.  There was a long silence, broken only when Apple Bloom finally said, “I’m sorry, Zecora.”



“Sorry does not cut the cake,” admonished Zecora.  “An antidote you now must make, to solve the problem of your making, when you decided to help with baking.”



“But Twilight said she wanted something extra-special for the meeting with her friends, so they could keep their relationship strong,” said Apple Bloom, still looking at the floor.  “Then I found the recipe in your book, and Pinkie helped me mix it into the batter, and Mister and Missus Cake helped bake all the cupcakes…”



There was a repeating thumping noise from upstairs, and all three ponies looked up at the ceiling.



“You know,” said Apple Bloom very slowly, “that Mister and Missus Cake like to sample the cupcakes after they’re frosted, right?”



Zecora let out a short breath and started her young student moving toward the door.  “We must hurry to set things right, and no more practicing outside my sight!”


      

      
   
      Laissez-Fate


      

      
      
         Those two.



Really, them?



Yes.



You're positive?



...



Fiiiine.



Cadance's targets were on the opposite side of the cafeteria, meandering their way toward the staff lounge with a group of fellow teachers. The Unicorn stallion, Gentle Glow, taught remedial magic and frequently tutored students after hours—Cadance had spent quite a bit of time with him catching up on years of previously unnecessary instruction—and the Earth Pony mare a few paces behind him taught... Social Studies, maybe?



"Little nudges," she murmured to herself.



Her wings twitched as she called magic into her horn—a tic she found more annoying by the day, but would, she hoped, eventually grow out of—and set it to task. Across the room, Gentle Glow, face buried in a stack of levitating papers, failed to notice the leftover balloon from Nightmare Night find its way to the ground in front of him.



The pop made him shriek like a filly and jump backward, tossing his papers everywhere. The mare, fortunately, didn't seem to mind at all having him bump into her. Even from so far away and over the surprised yelps of other children, Cadance could hear her laughing as she helped him pick up his mess.



That's it?



The Threads of Fate are now tied.



I think I'm getting pretty good at this.



So it was written in the stars when Time was young.



Do you have to finish every conversation like that?








Cadance lingered at her locker after grabbing her "Intermediate Ethical Thaumaturgy" book and watched her classmates walk through the halls.



I thought there would be more Threads the closer we got to Hearts and Hooves day, but I don't see any more than normal.



Your perception requires further refinement.



"I'm doing my best out here, jerk."



"Uhh, I'm sure you are," came a voice from a few lockers down.



"Oh! Shining Armor, hey. I was just... talking out loud. Sorry." Cadance's eyes darted around searching for, and failing to find, any better followup excuse.



Shining Armor closed his locker and looked at her, his muzzle scrunched up in thought. "Isn't that how everypony talks?"



"...Yes?"



"Okay. Good talk." Shining Armor rubbed the back of his neck. "See you around," he said as he started off to class.



"Wait!" Cadance half yelled, maneuvering herself in front of him. "Do you have your eye on anypony special for Hearts and Hooves Day?"



"Heh, well... there is this one mare in my Maths class. She's pretty great, you probably don't know her, but she—"



Cadance half listened to him carry on about his crush while she concentrated on the thread protruding from Shining's chest. It came out directly toward her for a few inches before making a hairpin turn toward... Cadance didn't care who or where. It wasn't her, and that's all that mattered.



If Threads can be tied, doesn't that also mean...



No.



They can be cut? Re-tied?



Do not attempt this.



But I really like him. I've helped so many ponies find love, don't I deserve a shot, too?



You are a courier of Fate, not an Author.



What's the worst that could happen?



Cadenza—



Cadence called up her magic, heart racing and wings twitching for the first time in a few years, and grabbed at Shining's Thread. She closed her eyes, then, with surprisingly little effort, snapped it, and pulled the end close to herself.



"Whoa," Shining Armor said looking down and rubbing a hoof against his chest. "Did I have something on my coat?" When he looked up at Cadence again his cheeks flushed and his ears twitched.



"I got it," she replied. "Just a loose thread."
      

      
   
      Special Handling Required


      

      
      
         Parcel Post sat on his small stool and sighed. He glanced at the clock while fishing a small hooftowel out of his pocket to wipe his brow. "Yeesh, and it's only ten-thirty?"



The morning rush had been particularly busy, even for a Saturday. In addition to the usual hoof traffic, four over-sized shipments were dropped off without proper paperwork attached, the new Canterlot resident directories needed to be distributed to the carriers before they began their afternoon routes, and a buckball team dropped by for passport applications - without appointments of course.



But he and his team handled every customer with the same efficiency that had come to define the downtown Canterlot branch of the Equestrian Postal Service. Three generations of the Post family had served Equestria's mail needs, and Parcel wasn't about to tarnish their good name. He had experience, talent, and most importantly, patience. Parcel Post was ready for anything that came through that door.



The bell above the door chimed, signaling a new arrival, and Parcel looked up.



Well, almost anything.



"P-Princess Luna?"



Parcel nearly fell trying to stand up and bow at the same time. "Um, wow. Yes! Uh, w-what can I do for you, your Highness?"



"Call me Luna, please," she replied, stepping up to the counter and smiling. "Princess if you must."



"Yes, Lu-- I mean Princess. Um, I'm sorry, pardon me." Parcel took a deep breath then, adjusted his cap, and re-focused on the task. His reputation - and that of his entire branch - was now on the line.



"Alright, how may I help, Princess?"



Luna's ears perked up. "I would like to know how much it would cost to ship me."



Parcel's focus evaporated in an instant. "Th-- Wh--"



"I'm sorry, is something the matter, mister--" Luna focused on his name tag, "Parcel?"



That shocked him back into gear. "Y-Yes! I mean, no! No problem at all! Just, you know, wow! Never had a princess in here before. Haha!" Parcel put on his best 'everything is calm' smile.



"So..." he continued, "pardon my asking, Princess, but do you mean that you'd like sail somewhere? If so, there's a very good travel agency--"



"Neigh, Parcel. This has nothing to do with the royal yacht," she replied. Luna shifted back on her hooves a bit. "Perhaps, I was not clear myself." She glanced toward the door briefly, as if scanning for the presence of others. 



"You see, a few days ago at breakfast, I overheard some of the staff discussing shipping. They seemed very interested in the subject, and many creatures' names were bandied about as 'shipping material', to borrow their words. I inquired about this with my sister, and she seemed unfazed. She claimed that ponies 'ship' all the time, sometimes at great distances. And, having recently discovered the full magic of a post office, I know shipping is what you do best."



Luna sat and rested a hoof on the counter. "So I ask again, how do I go about shipping myself?"



Parcel's cheeks had become as red as the FRAGILE stamp on his desk.



"Princess, I, um..." Parcel scrambled to find the right words, "We really don't do that kind of shipping here."



Luna flinched in surprise. "What? You don't?" She stood up and pointed at the sign hanging above the counter that advertised various shipping services. "The sign says that you do."



"Y-yes, but--" Parcel sighed. "Yes, we do ship things. But not ponies. Ponies ship themselves."



"Ah! So self-service then!" Luna clapped her hooves. "Which form do I complete first then? Hoof me a pen if you don't mind."



"Wait, no!" Parcel's patience was wearing thin now. "No, Princess. I-I'm sorry, but that's not it either. When a pony wants to ship, they have to, you know, let others know that they want to ship." Parcel swallowed hard, wishing that Princess Cadance could pop in and save him from this conversation. "Well, not everypony, but one or two that catch their interest. Package can't get anywhere if no one asks for it, you know."



Luna thought on this for a moment, then smiled broadly. "Huzzah! Now we understand!" Luna grabbed Parcel's hoof and shook it - and him - vigorously before bolting out the door. 



Moments later she skidded to a halt in the middle of a roundabout before hovering up to stand atop a stone bench.



"Good day, citizens! Your Princess wishes to be shipped! Who here can assist me with this task?"
      

      
   
      Special Delivery


      

      
      
         "Is it time to go, Mommy?" asked Derpy Hooves, her tiny wings buzzing as she stood beside the door.



Behind the counter, Skydancer sighed and ran a hoof through her rainbow mane. "I suppose we could close up a few minutes early," she said. "You're probably ready for—"



Skydancer winced and held her hoof over her chest. The pain had returned.



Derpy ran over to the counter. "Mommy? Are you okay?"



Nodding, Skydancer forced a smile. "Just a bit of indigestion," she lied.



The bell at the top of the door tinkled.



"We're..." said Skydancer, but she stopped short of saying "closed" when she saw her customers. It was the Apple foals, trotting slowly up to the counter. They weren't smiling, but considering recent events, that was expected.



"We wanna mail this, Ma'am," said Applejack, as she pushed a letter up onto the counter. The letter had a stamp on it, but no address. It simply said, "Ma and Pa", written in crayon.



Now Skydancer's heart hurt in two different ways. "Oh, sweetie. I don't know if we can deliver this," she said.



"It pro'lly needs more stamps," the lanky colt said to his sister.



"But Granny only gave us one," said Applejack.



Skydancer shook her head. "I mean, I don't think I can fly... that high."



Big Macintosh frowned and pointed at a sign mounted on the wall:



The Mail Always Goes Through




Pausing for a moment, Skydancer drew in a big breath. "I'll see that it gets there, okay?"



Both foals smiled and left the post office. Skydancer looked down and saw little Derpy examining the envelope.



"Mommy, where do ponies go when they die?" asked Derpy.



"Nopony really knows, dear. Probably nowhere at all," she said. "Maybe beyond the stars, but nopony can fly that high."



A serious look crossed Derpy's face. "If you can't do it, I will! Someday I'll get there."



Skydancer smiled and held back tears. "You can hold on to the letter, then. Just don't tell the Apple foals, okay?"








Derpy pounded her wings with all her might, pushing higher and higher, but it wasn't working. The sky was too blurry and she couldn't keep track of the ground while climbing.



It wasn't her wing strength or her resolve that stopped her. It was her eyes. At one time, she'd broken altitude records for her age bracket, but for the past three years her ceiling steadily dropped as her vision worsened.



Derpy closed her eyes and cried a few tears, then flew back down toward Cloudsdale. She finally had to admit defeat. She just didn't know what to do with the two letters in her bag.








Sitting beside the lit fireplace, Derpy regarded the letters in her hoof. One was labeled "Ma and Pa", the crayon barely visible. The other, equally weathered, bore the word "Mommy" in her own hoofwriting.



She looked back and forth between the roaring fire and the false hopes of foals, unable to decide.



"Mommy?" said Dinky Hooves as she trotted up. "What are those?"



"Weren't you in bed?" asked Derpy.



Dinky shrugged. "Yeah, but something kept me awake."



Derpy smiled at her daughter and petted her mane. "These are the only two letters I haven't been able to deliver," she said. "One is to Applejack's parents, and one to your Grandma, who you never got to meet."



"Oh. But they're not anywhere, anymore," said Dinky, frowning.



Derpy nodded. "I used to think that maybe if I flew beyond the stars I could find them again, waiting up there for us," she said. "I tried for years, but I never made it that high."



Dinky took the letters in hoof and looked up to her mother. "Are they really up there?"



"I don't think so, no," said Derpy. "But the world is strange and wonderful, so who knows?"



"Maybe I can do it," said the little unicorn. "I'm not a pegasus like you, but Starlight Glimmer can fly with her horn. I bet I could learn to go even higher than a pegasus."



For the briefest moment, Derpy believed her daughter might succeed. She brushed the wishful thought aside along with a tear on her cheek. "You're welcome to try. Those letters are yours now."



"Don't cry, Mommy," said Dinky, hugging her mother close. "I'll get these letters to where they belong, I promise."



Derpy held her daughter in her wings and smiled as a few more tears escaped.



Maybe they're already there, she thought to herself.
      

      
   
      Lover


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash had been in love for several weeks before anypony knew about it, and had she not let her tongue slip it would have no doubt continued as such.



It all began, innocently enough, when Pinkie Pie asked Rainbow if she was free for some evening prank-pulling and general tomfoolery, to which Rainbow said she sadly couldn't, and in fact was getting ready for a date.



"A date?" inquired Pinkie, noticing the word.



Appearing as if she were about to sweat up a storm, Rainbow said quickly, "A what now?"



"You just said you were going on a date!"



"I didn't say that," replied Rainbow, as honest as a politician.



"Nooooooo," cooed Pinkie. "Oh my gosh, you have a special somepony? Tell me!" Her eyes alight with stars, Pinkie took the first opportunity to pester Rainbow about her supposed love life. "Tell me, tell me, tell me—"



But before she could get in another "tell me," Rainbow took off at an impressive speed, even by her standards. Figuring she had let the cat out of the bag and that the cat would not be persuaded to return to its baggy home, she said nothing more on the matter. Of course, this didn't stop Pinkie from being sure of what she heard, and it didn't take long at all for her to spread the word.



First Pinkie and Rainbow's mutual friends—how surprisingly many of them there are. Then the Cakes, then Cheerilee, then Roseluck and her cronies, then Mayor Mare, then practically all of Ponyville in the span of—say—two hours.



By the following day everypony, both living and dead somehow, knew that Rainbow Dash, the most emotionally stunted mare in the whole town, and perhaps for hundreds of kilometers as well, had a special somepony. It was agreed, albeit without words, among the former Elements of Harmony that the very last of them to get a special somepony—supposing that ever happened—would be Rainbow Dash. The assumed fact that Rainbow would take eons to enter the bloodstained arena of romance was not necessarily due to her faults, although it kind of was.



Yet here she was, apparently going out with somepony, except... except nopony knew who this mystery pony was. And if Pinkie Pie didn't know, then it was indeed a complete mystery.



Naturally, just about everypony had his or her own hypothesis as to whom Rainbow's special somepony could be.



Twilight Sparkle thought that maybe Rainbow and Rarity were dating behind everypony's backs, while Rarity thought that it was actually Twilight who was Rainbow's special somepony. Applejack, being the type of mare to not make assumptions about the love lives of others, didn't particularly care about who Rainbow was with, so long as he or she treated her right. Meanwhile, Fluttershy suspected that that Rainbow and Applejack were now an item, since she was still new to the eternal game of pairing one's friends with whomever in a romantic fashion, and she wasn't too creative about possible romantic partners anyhow. Thus, it was easiest for her to think of Rainbow and Applejack as a couple.



Pinkie, being the kind of mare she was, thought that maybe Rainbow had more than one special somepony, and that she was actually part of a harem that had not yet made itself known to Ponyville's gossip world.



When asked about how she came up with such a idea, Pinkie just said, "I saw it in a movie once!"



There were countless other theories being thrown around. Lyra thought that maybe Rainbow was Big Mac's mare on the side, although she was most likely simply projecting in this case. Bon Bon thought that Rainbow being in love was a front, and that she was really a monster from the Everfree Forest in disguise.



Yet none of the gossip mattered to Rainbow herself very much. She never talked about her love life to anypony, and whenever confronted about it she would shoot down the topic in the fastest way possible. Sometimes her cheeks would redden, as if she suddenly thought about something she shouldn't have, but otherwise it was as if she was still single to the world.



On some nights, however, she would make like a thief and meet up with her beloved without anypony seeing her, her heart pounding in the best way imaginable, her mind racing with endless possibilities, her coat aching to be caressed.



Rainbow felt like she could do anything, now that she had a lover, and that her lover was—
      

      
   
      When Snouts Collide


      

      
      
         It’s a moment in time like any other. But some of the important moments seem to last, every detail perceivable, slowed as if the air had turned to thick syrup.



Here, in the library room of Twilight’s castle, one of the windows has burst. Diamonds of green glass hang in the air, spinning and shimmering with flashes of light as the panes part at their seams and expand into the room like seeds flying from a dandelion puff. Beams of sunlight play over the high ceiling and the tall bookshelves and the reading tables and the purple stone floor, giving the brief appearance of a dance party to an area that is perhaps the least appropriate place to hold such an event.



In the center is the instigator, a Pegasus who loves to go very fast, but who sometimes doesn’t brake as hard as she should. As she crashed through the window she altered her course, and she is now pointed towards a reading table, some stray blue feathers clouding around her like loose petals, her ragged hair streaming back in spikes of wild color.



At the table below is a young Alicorn who loves to study very much, but who sometimes is oblivious to events around her. But the crunch of the separating panes and the spangles of dancing light on her book have roused her from her enraptured state, and she’s in the act of turning around in shock as she lets go of her book and the pages start to flip over, losing her place. Her head moves slowly, just as an oncoming train may inexorably approach in a dream. 



The Alicorn has often wondered, lying awake at night, whose lips will be the very first to touch hers. It’s a problem that has concerned her more as she has risen to a position of power and trust and seems set to eventually inherit the reins from the Diarchs. She has spent endless nights studying genealogical volumes and drawing charts, as any choice she makes may affect the state of the realm for millennia to come.  She has bided her time, knowing there’s plenty of green grass out there in the meadow, but still the thoughts keep coming back to her as she watches the silvery clouds sail across the sky on starry nights.



The Pegasus has been around the block a few times and knows how the wind blows. She’s used to being direct about what she wants, but she’s been holding back in the present case. She had seen the Alicorn reading a romance novel, so she checked it out and read it herself to learn what the Alicorn might find attractive. It was full of mushy glop that made her nose wrinkle, but she had gathered that a subtle approach was needed.



With that in mind, she’d been arranging the weather outside the Alicorn’s window for a month now, putting sunbeams overhead at dawn and pretty clouds in the night skies, with no results. So this morning, after oversleeping as usual, she’d decided that subtlety was getting nowhere, so it was back to being direct. She’d run a comb quickly through her mane and flew off at top speed; there was no point in waiting any longer.



And now here she is, bursting through the window like another impossibly slow train on the same track, and she’s just about to say something as she closes in with a cloud of twinkling panes and feathers whirling about her, and the Alicorn is turning her head at what she would later calculate was the precise rate of speed needed to ensure that the event happened. As the Pegasus closes in with her lips slightly parted and the Alicorn turns and is about to exclaim something in shock, their eyes meet and there’s a flash of mutual comprehension. And in that glacially slow instant that lasts just exactly as long as it needs to, that moment just before the irresistible force hits the immobile object, before all the crashing and chaos and flying papers and mingled feathers and the years of love and laughter in the future… 



Their lips meet for the very first time.
      

      
   
      Contingency


      

      
      
         Lug Nut’s job dealt with contingency. It wasn’t in the way that military officers or government officials dealt with it: in plans that were meant to be a backup when the first one fell through (even if that occurred one in a hundred times). No, Lug Nut dealt with the events that were contingent on the choices he had to make, and those choices likely meant a profit or loss in the hundreds and thousands of bits. Right now, that potential cost was both numbers at once.



It was the end of the quarter, like it always was when the conundrums came by with the largest sum of bits on the line (along with Lug Nut’s job). The company always planned these new products for the end of the quarter, wanting to put a good flourish on their reports for the investors and themselves. Of course, it was always the pressure on his withers, and everypony below him.



Lug Nut sighed and looked back down at the blueprint in front of him, placed on his desk by some junior engineer who didn’t have the good sense to shut his own mouth. He didn’t really understand the equations; they were too complex for him. Then again, the products the company made were too complex when you took a good long look at them. They were made of dozens of moving parts: motors and cogs and thingamajigs working in tandem in ways that would make a layman’s head spin. Still, the end result was simple; they made things that should have taken magic to do happen.



So it was that Lug Nut could make perfect sense of the whole of these equations, even if the specifics were Prench to him: the product would break after about two weeks of regular use. His mind was already swimming with the type of mathematics he understood: risk-benefit analysis. 



They could easily push back the launch another two, three, maybe four weeks. Luckily, the product hadn’t left the factories yet, so there wasn’t any shipping costs to consider. Still, it would take a lot of work hours and ponypower to dismantle the products, produce the replacement parts and reassemble them with the new part that wouldn’t break. He was starting to think that this was really the fault of the designers who let some fudged numbers slip by a few months of testing, instead of the engineer who should have still really, really kept his mouth shut. 



Then there was the lost sales from ponies who couldn’t wait just a bit longer for what they wanted. They’d probably still buy it within a month anyway. The executives would still spend a bundle on a campaign to keep sales up though, even if the return was close to nothing.



The alternative? Well, let it go and continue with production with the new design. Replace the items that customers send back, hope that not too many of them really notice or care that it broke. Also pray that some journalist doesn’t jump on the story.



Regardless of Lug Nut’s thought process, the clock was ticking by. It was already a good thirty minutes past the time he had expected to leave for the weekend, and he would be lying if he said that wasn’t weighing heavily into the decision process. His job was surprisingly weighing very little by comparison. He could find work somewhere else, though the process of applying for jobs still brought back a lot of painful memories. How many useless words had he filled a sentence with in order to sound appealing?



The headache was growing stronger with that thought, and with a groan he pulled a bit out from the drawer of his desk. Tossing it in the air, he let out a sigh as it landed on the hoof side. “Ship it,” he muttered, as he stamped a few forms and put them in his out box.








Weeks later, Twilight Sparkle groaned as she clicked the button on the side of her electric toothbrush, only to be greeted by the sound of a faint rumbling and no movement from the bristle. Still half-asleep and in a hurry to get on with her day, she removed it from its mount and moved the stationary head about her mouth.



Lug Nut had received a bonus paycheck for the idea that came to him over the weekend, his mind free of distractions: just sell replacements for the head section that actually broke.
      

      
   
      Shepherdess


      
      
      
         
         Oh, Sorry, Princess Luna

      
         
         Some of Our Stars Are the Same

      
      

      

      
      
         Luna wasn’t surprised that the roof of her bedroom was missing. But she certainly was perplexed—just as she was perplexed by the full moon that had no craters, the eerie waviness of every surface, and the posters of Rainbow Dash covering every wall.



“Okay,” Luna said once she’d taken it all in. “I have some notes.”



Rainbow Dash burst into the room shoulder-first, sending the door flying off its hinges. It slowed to a stop in mid-air, a few inches from Luna’s face.



“Uh.” Rainbow Dash pointed to the door. “That was like that when I got here.”



“You created here.”



“Oh. Right.” Rainbow Dash gulped. “So, how’d I do?”



“Disastrously.” Luna enjoyed watching Rainbow Dash flinch. “But we can work on the fabric later. Have you determined what frightens me?”



Rainbow Dash blinked. “Uh. I dunno. You never told me.”



“You can’t sense it?”



“No. Is that bad?”



Luna narrowed her gaze. “It’s disqualifying.”



“What?!”



“Give the amulet to the next candidate when you wake up.”



Before she could protest further, Luna placed her hoof on Rainbow Dash’s forehead, and pushed. She vanished, gradually, in a cloud of dust and complaining.



“And thank you for applying.”



Luna stomped her hoof, and her bedroom fixed itself. The roof appeared—one rafter at a time—the posters burned to ashes, the door gently glided back into place, and all the wavy lines in the room straightened themselves out like soldiers standing to attention.



Luna sat on her bed and tried to relax. So Rainbow Dash hadn’t panned out. No big deal. Maybe the next candidate would allay all of her fears.



The room turned pink. Balloons inflated out of nowhere and floated to the ceiling. The walls turned to gingerbread.



Luna whimpered.








Pinkie Pie disappeared in a cloud of dust and giggles. At least she was taking it well.



Luna, meanwhile, was taking none of this well. Two down, one to go. And if the last one fared no better, Luna might have to tell her sister to retire without her. It was either that, or leave the dreamers in the hooves of an amateur dreamwalker.



Speaking of walks, Luna needed one. She shut her eyes and stepped through her bedroom door to the hallway. The grass outside brushed her hooves—



Grass?



Grass. Luna, and her bedroom, stood in the middle of a large clearing, surrounded on all sides by an oak forest. She spun back to the door and admired the interface of grass and stone.



“Seamless…”



A breeze convinced her to turn around. Did it smell like lavender? 



Across the field was a small, empty pond. The moon’s face—complete with craters—reflected in the water. Next to it sat Fluttershy. The last candidate. Her face was hidden behind her mane.



Luna approached. “Hello,” she said.



“Oh.” Fluttershy turned, but only held eye contact for a second before looking back at the water. “You’re here.” 



“I am.” Luna sniffed the air. “Lavender?”



Fluttershy bit her lip. “I heard it… helps ponies relax.”



“It does.” Luna sat down. For a few moments, they watched the water, as if it might do something other than ripple.



Luna cleared her throat. “I’m surprised you didn’t create any animals.”



“Oh. Well, I wasn’t sure if you liked animals.”



“Want to give it a try?”



Fluttershy nearly looked at her. “Okay. Which one would you like?”



“Guess.”



Fluttershy furrowed her brow. Luna’s chest felt warm, watching her work.



Six touches on her shoulder; Luna could feel every one. She peered at the glowing blue butterfly. It hopped off her shoulder and fluttered in midair.



“I’m sorry,” Fluttershy said. “I don’t think that’s the one you wanted.”



“No. It is.” Luna extended a hoof and let the butterfly rest on the tip of her shoe. The night sky reflected in the silver, but…



“It has no reflection.”



“What?”



“In my shoe. See?”



Fluttershy leaned closer. Her mane drifted onto Luna’s leg. It tickled.



“Oh… Shoot.”



“It’s alright.”



The butterfly’s wings fell, and rose, at its own pace.



“So, um.” Fluttershy combed her mane with a hoof. “I wanted to say something, and I know you might choose somepony else. But, if you’re okay with me, um…”



“Yes?”



“I’ll look after them for you.” Fluttershy made eye contact and held it. “You don’t have to worry.”



Luna exhaled. “I don’t doubt it.”



She pushed her hoof into the air, and the butterfly set out over the pond. It flapped in an unsure, crooked line. Just like the real thing.
      

      
   
      Can You Hear Me?


      

      
      
         Octavia’s favorite chord progression is a secret. She hasn’t told a soul about it, written any clues as to how it goes, and she doesn’t dare compose anything with it. She knows better. It’ll never sound as good as it does in her head.



But she thinks about it whenever she loses faith. When her pieces are frowned upon by her peers. When her orchestra plays Beethooven’s Xth Symphony for the thousandth time. She takes out her cello and plays the note that it hides behind.



C. 



It works at any octave. She plays that note, and the movement blooms in her mind, like vines traveling up the bell tower of a broken-down church and making the whole place worth visiting again.



It’s so pedestrian, on paper (figuratively). That’s why she loves it. Chord, scale, chord and scale. 



C-seventh (this she hears).



D pentatonic (this she would play). 



F-seventh (she hears).



G pentatonic (she plays). 



So the pattern goes. The notes don’t matter; there’s a million ways to order them, and it’s different every time she plays that C. It may even go further, if Octavia could ever work up the nerve to explore it.



“You must write it down,” her composition teacher, Filo Forte, scolded her when she accidentally let the secret slip. “If you don’t write it down now, somepony else will play it first. Then what will you do?”



Her answer was simple: “I will marry them.”







She wonders when she practices around others. Does anyone else hear it? Is she leaving bread crumbs in all her pieces that somepony will follow right to her door? She's tested it on her roommate. But when her pieces catch Vinyl’s fancy, she hums them later (usually when she’s washing the dishes), and it’s always the piece and nothing else. She hums them note-for-note. She doesn’t ask them what they’re hiding. And Octavia feels safe and alone. 



There are days when Octavia tries to forget it. Days when it isn’t hiding behind C, but behind every note there is. A bird sings tea kettle tea kettle tea and the trill is the perfect set-up for the next pentatonic fluorish. It’s impossible to write. Her hoof, controlled by the melody in her mind, begins to scrawl the notes in the air.



On these days, she goes out looking for noise. The gushing water of the Ponyville dam, for example. Or the discordant voices at the Ponyville market (There’s nothing musical about two ponies haggling each other, except maybe some percussion). Anywhere that prevents her from humming, singing, or thinking. Even Vinyl’s raves do the trick. There’s nothing like a good blast of synthesized sound, scattered here and there with the tattered remains of a mare’s vocals. Hooves in the air. Beach balls bouncing off unsuspecting noses. The same glowing necklaces on every neck, hanging like religious keepsakes. It’s enough to make a tired musician relax and enjoy the creative silence. 



“Hey, y’all,” Vinyl says over the microphone one night, to the cheers and jeers of the crowd. Octavia watches out of the corner of her eye as the glowing performer adjusts her sliders and switches. She waits for the noise to come back. She can already hear her secret behind Vinyl’s voice.



“You know what’s great about being a DJ?”



There’s a cough.



“That’s okay, it was rhetorical.” And the crowd laughs. “What’s great is I don’t have to make my own music. I can just play other ponies’ stuff.”



Laughs, whistles, and a stray taunt here and there.



“But sometimes I can’t help it.”



The noise comes back and the beach balls fly again. Something sounding like rain on a metal field fills the room, and Octavia can relax again, until the synth blasts in and plays a note.



It’s C.



She laughs. There is no escape. That poor mare’s voice comes back, torn into new pieces, and everything is noise again. It’s almost nice, in fact, which must mean it’s part of a scale.



D pentatonic.



Octavia stands from her chair as the F-seventh plays. She makes her way into the crowd, pushing and shoving as hard as they do. The sea parts. Her ears scream at the speakers, but the music cuts out, and only the vocals are left.



G pentatonic, Octavia mouths, as does Vinyl, who flips up her glasses and stares.



It’s so quiet here, before the chorus, before the vines rush out of the speakers. And they both know the chord that comes next.
      

      
   
      Enjoy the Silence


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      She Ships by the Seashore


      
      
      
         
         It's No Telescope, but It'll Do

      
      

      

      
      
         “I made a friend today! She was playing in the water by the cove. I said hello and we had a race. She won, of course!



I’ve never met a hippogriff. Her name--”



Birchbud stopped her quill. 



She didn’t know her name. She hadn’t actually met her. But she had seen the stranger playing at the end of the beach near her parents’ cottage. It was evening now, the end of the first day of summer. White gold in the sky turned amethyst and dusky blue.



The quill glowed orange and rose again, scratching out the last line.



“She’s so pretty and fun. I can’t wait to hang out with her again.”



Birchbud smiled as she waited for the ink to dry, then put the paper away. 



It’s a nice story, she thought.







In the years her family had spent summering here, Birchbud had rarely met anypony her own age. The next day, though, an unusual-looking foal appeared on the nextdoor lanai, reading a book about marine animals. Birchbud was also interested in marine animals!



“Ocellus,” someone called from inside, and the foal disappeared. Birchbud sighed.



“Ocellus and I have a lot in common," she wrote that night. "I don’t think we’ll ever run out of things to talk about. She knows so many interesting things!”







On the third day Birchbud ventured out with a book about invertebrates. It was so interesting that she walked right into a young earth pony in the middle of the path.



“Hey, you okay? What’s your name? I’m Sandbar.” He had a friendly voice.



At that moment, Birchbud panicked. “I...Brr..uhh...I gotta go!”



“Oh, cool cool. Later, Bruh!”



That evening she sat out on the deck of the cottage, watching turtles play in the surf. She looked at a blank piece of paper, picked up her quill and began to write.



“Ever meet somepony and just know you’re going to be good friends? I could probably tell Sandbar anything. But then sometimes you don’t have to say anything at all, you know? Today he asked me to sit with him, and we just sat with our hooves in the surf. 



His eyes are warm like the sea.”



Cheeks burning, she put her papers away. 



I should try to talk to them, she thought.



What if they don’t like me?







Midsummer came. Late one afternoon the three were playing together on the beach, keeping a ball in the air. Birchbud sat in the shade outside, watching them play, watching a sailboat on the water. The breeze whistled over the empty bottles on the deck behind her.



“Good one, Silver!” Sandbar cheered.



Silverstream, Sandbar, Ocellus. She imagined going sailing with the three of them. Laughing together. Best of friends.



A harsh thought interrupted: You can’t even say hello.



Birchbud’s heart sank. She went inside to where she kept her stories. Watching the sailboat through her window, listening to the singing breeze, she had an idea.







Later, she walked toward the water, down the beach from where the other children played. Her magic carried a bottle holding a folded paper ship with sails full of stories.



They’ll find this and be so flattered, she thought. Then I’ll introduce myself.



She tossed the bottle to the waves and instantly regretted it.



They’ll freak out! I have to get it back!



But soon it was out of reach of her magic, dancing on the water, and Silverstream had noticed it. She swooped for the bottle and brought it ashore. Birchbud hesitated, then galloped toward her.



“Is that writing?” asked Ocellus as the trio gathered around.



“That’s mine!” Birchbud gasped. “Sorry! Can...Can I have it back, please?”



“Oh, hey, Bruh! No need to apologize.”



She couldn’t help but laugh. “Birchbud’s my name. Sor--uh--thank you.”



“Birchbud!” said Sandbar. “It's good to see you again. Wanna come to our bonfire tonight?”



Her heart jumped. Oh no, she thought.



“Okay,” she said, and fled again.







Dark fell. The three friends smiled when Birchbud returned.



“Nice to meet you, Birch,” said Silverstream.



“Hi,” said Ocellus.



“Make yourself at home,” Sandbar waved. “We’re just chillin’.” 



For a long time they sat in silence. The waves crashed. The moon rose. Birchbud began to relax. The fire crackled, and she stirred it with magic the color of the flame’s outmost edge. 



“Pretty!” Silverstream exclaimed.

 

They talked and Birchbud watched and listened, and she learned about her new friends. Sandbar sat on the blanket beside her. After a while he turned and asked:



“So, Birchbud, know any good stories?”
      

      
   
      It's No Good


      

      
      
         Princess Cadance sprayed scalding tea from her disbelieving mouth, dousing both the newspaper and the pair of crystal servants whose backs it’d been resting on. The duo screamed and took off galloping at random about the tasteful yet lavishly baroque dinette.



“Shiny!” Cadance barked.



Twenty mare-lengths distant across their table, Shining Armor glanced above his reading glasses and lowered a forkful of eggs. “Yes, dear?”



Cadance shot up, knocking her chair back, shattering its decorative crystal knobs against the blue marble floor. The sound struck her as a suitable accompaniment for the grim tidings at hoof. “Equestria—” she took a ragged breath “—lies in the throes of a sex shortage!”



A giggle next to Shining drew Cadance’s gaze toward Princess Flurry Heart, who wriggled and pounded her tiny hooves against her high chair. “Sek!” she chirped. “Sek, sek—”



Shining’s horn lit, and a perfectly pink pacifier popped into the petite Princess’ puckered mouth. “Don’t you remember the last time we mentioned you-know-what in front of her? She was saying it for weeks!”



“As is her birthright!”



Shining sighed. “So what does a ‘sex shortage’ mean, anyway?”



“It means that ponies are prioritizing individual goals like careers and travel above gettin’ bizzay. That means less foals—”



“Fewer foals,” Shining corrected.



“Fewer, fine! But that individual focus also leads to less connection with others. That means less love, a lower population, downward pressure on the escort industry…”



“Hm. That’d impact our tax base.”



“Exactly! This sex shortage is a threat that I will not take lying down.” Cadance lit her horn and blasted the newspaper, setting alight a pair of servants who were picking it up and mopping the floor where it had fallen. Their pained screams stoked the fires of purpose in her gut. “There’s only one pony who can help me now—”








“I can’t help you,” Twilight deadpanned. “Influencing ponies’ intimate lives through magic has frankly shocking ethical implications.”



Cadance reared up and slammed her hooves upon the map table. Long cracks lanced across it, drawing a strangulated cry from Twilight. “And what about the consequences if you don’t?!”



“I just had that magically resurfaced!”



“By whom? A company that won’t even exist when this rising tide of not-gettin’-it-on crests all over you?”



“I… um… ew?”



Cadance leaned back from the table, nostrils flaring. “To Tartarus with ethics, Twilight; we’re talking about the survival of Equestria here. It’s a numbers game—you like those, right? It’s one plus zero equals zero!”



Twilight’s eye twitched. “No, look… there’s a school of thought that Equestria’s above its ‘ideal’ population anyway. And ongoing advances in magical automation might eventually put a lot of earth ponies out of work! I’ve already been rehearsing how I might tell Applejack she’s obsolete…”



“But what about love? Romance? Connection?!” Cadance kicked the table again. A large hunk of crystal broke off, shattering at Twilight’s hooves.



After a futile attempt to magic some shards of the table back together, Twilight slumped and sighed. “Cadance, I won’t help you override ponies’ free will. And for what it’s worth, I think the whole premise about less sex being entirely negative is… fallacious at best.”



“Well maybe if you spent less time just thinking about ‘fallacies,’ and more time getting your—”



“Stop!” Twilight turned her blushing face aside. “Bringing up my limited romantic success does not make me inclined to help. It doesn’t even bolster your argument that ponies’ increasing focus on individual pursuits is undermining their potential interconnectedness with others!” She paused. “Or… maybe it does. Fine.”



“We could’ve beaten this together,” Cadance bellowed. “But if you leave me to beat it alone, there’s one last desperate option I’d considered—”








“I’m flattered, though surprised.” Suddenly Queen Chrysalis’ ears perked. She whirled and squashed a razor-toothed, zucchini-sized lizard against the vine-swathed swamp tree it’d been stalking her from.



“Sorry.” Chrysalis wiped her hoof on thick marsh grass. “Anyway: you want my help solving this Equestrian ‘sex shortage?’”



Cadance nodded. “Yes!”



“Which means you’d let me and a near-future wave of offspring proliferate, stoke infernos of lust, and siphon Equestria’s residual love?”



“Absolutely!”



“And… you’re okay with the inherent irony of a singlemindedly goal-oriented ‘Princess of Love’ promoting a dichotomy of sex versus goals, when neither necessarily cultivates deep connections like love?”



“Desperate times, Chrysalis. Desperate times.”



Chrysalis shrugged. “Far be it from me, dearie. I just need one thing: a stallion. One in specific. You said you’d give me… anything?”



“Right!”



“Any… hubby?”



Cadance blinked.



“Oh. Wait. Wait a minute…”
      

      
   
      Cutting the Pinkiean Knot


      

      
      
         Shining pulls his cruiser into the diner's parking lot, kills the engine, and takes a deep breath.



"If anyone's listening up there, please, give me strength."








"Officer Shiny! Thank goodness you're here." Pinkie Pie zips across the diner and skids to a halt, her roller skates leaving long streaks against the diner's tiles. "I tell you what, Johnny Law, we got us a real doozy of a problem on our hands. A couple'a no-goodniks stinkin' up the joint!"



Shining Armor glances around the mostly empty diner. "And where might I find these, um, 'no-goodniks?'"



Pinkie cracks her arm like a whip, pointing at the only two patrons: two girls, seated back-to-back at adjoining booths. They're around Pinkie's age; one's sipping a cup of coffee, while the other enjoys an omelette.



Shining thinks of the hoagie he had to toss to make this call. His stomach rumbles. "What, exactly, are they doing?"



"It's not what they're doing, it's what they're not doing that they should be doing."



"And that is?"



"Each other!" Her screech startles both girls into taking notice. In as close to a quiet voice as she can approximate, Pinkie continues. "Naturally, after leaving the premises and getting a room."



"You want me to arrest these two girls for... not acting indecently in public?" Shining raises an eyebrow. "Do they even know each other?"



"No, and they never will unless one of them makes a move." Pinkie pulls in close and drops her voice. "Believe me, I've tried everything to make that happen. I tipped the tap and zipped the zap; I clinged the clang and shook my thang; I served and shoved and pushed and pulled and willed it to happen, but those two refuse to dink the ol' coinky."



"'Scuse me," one of the girls interrupts, adjusting a pair of taped-up glasses. "Could I get some fries."



"Fries? Fries?! I've been trying to plate you the meal of true love for thirty minutes, and you ask for fries?!"



"Pinkie." Shining takes Pinkie by the shoulders as the hapless patron slumps in her seat. "You called the police for a reason. What reason would that be?"



"Simple. Those two are perfect for one another; it'd be criminal for 'em not to walk out of here together." Pinkie folds her arms. "Either make 'em make with the smooches, or cuff 'em and book 'em in a low-security prison. Where, if my knowledge of adult cinema holds, they will make with the smooches anyway."



I threw away a hoagie for this.



"Okay, Pinkie. Just..." Shining twirls Pinkie (simple, thanks to her skates) and lightly nudges her toward the kitchen. "Go in the back and count jellybeans, or something."



"Ooh. Candy-math. Best kinda math there is." Pinkie rolls, never losing momentum somehow. "Next to cake-ulus."



Grumbling, Shining approaches the two girls, reaching for his wallet. They watch him warily; the second girl, a curvy redhead with a beauty mark, has long since forgotten her omelette.



Shining fishes out a pair of twenties and drops one on each table. "Here's forty bucks. Go see a movie."



The girls look quizzically at him.



"Look, you don't have to talk to each other again after today if you don't want to," Shining blurts. "That girl's friends with my sister, and if I don't do something to shut her up, she'll give my sister an earful, who'll give my fiancée an earful, and then I'll never hear the end of it. So go see a movie, on me. Please don't sue this place. Okay?"



The girls look quizzically at each other. At the money. At each other.



Glasses shrugs. "Yeah, alright."



"Reckon that'd be fun," says Redhead.



They get up from their tables and make for the exit, giggling. Redhead's fingertips play lightly with Glasses's as they leave the diner behind.



Shining Armor doffs his hat and sighs.



A shrill note shrieked from his right makes him spin – Pinkie Pie is standing there, a chocolate malt in her hand. 



"Oh, Officer Shiny, thankyouthankyouthankyou so much; I couldn'ta done it without you." She shoves the malt into Shining's arms, almost splashing whipped cream against his uniform. "Here. On me."



She zips away, whistling.



Shining Armor sits in the booth formerly occupied by Glasses. There's an unused straw on the table. He opens it, dips it in the cup, and morosely takes a chocolatey sip. He may have lost forty bucks, but at least he's gained four hundred calories.



"I would've rather had the hoagie."
      

      
   
      Gosship


      

      
      
         “Twinkie? Really?” Roseluck asked before taking a bite of her sandwich. She was sitting across the table from Lily and Daisy at the Canter-By Cafè, and the conversation had once again drifted to gossip.



“Yeah,” Daisy affirmed, leaning forward to grab a small helping of hay fries in her hoof before nibbling at them. “I think Twi Pie was one she threw out too, but it didn’t sound as cute. They were super cute together though.”



“I mean, what else would you call them? PinkLight? Pinkie Sparkle?” Lily asked. “They really don’t roll off the tongue all that well.”



“Exactly. You’ve gotta have a cute relationship name if you look cute together,” Daisy said, waving her hoof towards Lily and showering the mare with a few stray crumbs of hay fries. She gave a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”



“I don’t know, they just never seemed like they would work together, you know?” Roseluck finally spoke up, having finished off the first half of her sandwich. “Like, I guess they were cute when they wore those matching hats ages ago. Anyway, I just don’t know if there’s good romance there.”



Lily rolled her eyes. She put down her napkin, taking a hoofful of hay fries herself and scarfing them down. “Like you’d know anything about romance. You haven’t had a date in ages.”



“I read more than enough books!” Roseluck shouted back, before realizing the eyes of the other patrons on their table. “I’m not going to get back into this argument again, at least not here. I’m just saying it takes more than looking cute together to have a relationship, yeah?”



Daisy shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt things. I mean, who would you rather they go with?”



Roseluck had started to work on the other half of her sandwich, but quickly put it down. “Obviously, you’d put Twilight and Rarity together. Twilight came from Canterlot, and Rarity has been dying to get there since she was a filly. They’d bond over Twilight sharing stories about court intrigue or something and realize they share a bit of interest in it. Maybe Twilight starts reading about fashion to get more into Rarity’s interests and finds she likes i—”



“That seems like a gold digger sort of thing, right? I mean, now that Twilight’s an actual Princess and all,” Lily interjected.



“That just makes it all better,” Roseluck shot back. “They bonded before Twilight became a Princess and now Rarity got the ‘Prince’ she was always rambling about back in school.” Roseluck leaned back in her seat and crossed her forehooves, confident in her assertion.



“Rarity always seemed cuter with Fluttershy, all those times they’re at the spa. They seem so close,” Daisy said with a twinkle in her eye as she looked up at a spot of clear sky above the three. “Oh, or Applejack! The rugged country cowpony and the budding socialite who wants to escape her simple origins. Rarity could try and make Applejack look like a ‘proper lady’.”



“Ugh, that’s totally cliché,” Roseluck said, returning back to her sandwich.



“Says the pony who hasn’t planted anything except roses for ten years,” Lily said under her breath.



“I heard that, and also not getting into that argument again either.”



Daisy looked up at the sky for a moment longer before glancing back and forth between her two friends, their teeth bared as they began to glare at one another. “Come on, girls, we’re just here to relax. Oh, Rose, what about Pinkie?”



Roseluck broke her glare at Lily as she took a large bite of her sandwich. “I don’t know, Pinkie seems too high-energy for any one of them except Rainbow Dash. Maybe Cheese Sandwich? They’re like copies of each other.”



“I’d ship it,” Daisy replied, sipping on her lemonade.



“Or maybe even Applejack? They both like baking,” Roseluck added, finishing her thought.



“I thought I heard they were related…” Daisy mumbled, though neither Lily or Roseluck seemed to mind or hear.



Lily shook her head, “No way it’s Pinkie Dash or Apple Pie. Dash has to be with Applejack. Two ponies always fighting like that have some tension they need to resolve.”



“Is that your way of asking me out, Lily?” Roseluck asked, one eyebrow raised.



Lily blushed and tossed a crumpled up napkin at Roseluck. “You wish.” The two broke their second stare-off after seconds, laughing.



Daisy just looked back and forth between the two of them and giggled.
      

      
   
      You Get an F in Shipping


      

      
      
         Flurry did not like school. Easily the most boring thing ever invented. Between being as smart as she was and Princess Twilight Sparkle's own niece, she could just breeze through everything anypony else had to "teach" her. So she could spend her lectures doing much more important things. Her notebook was not full of useless notes, but things befitting a princess.



Her professors tried so hard too. At least they were cute—especially in pairs. They were all friends, so there was plenty of compatibility in personality. Even the colors of their coats went well together. Ponies underestimated how important that was. How could you be comfortable with a pony if you didn't look good standing next to them?



And honesty was important because blah blah blah. She was starting to get pretty good at drawing. One more bow on Applejack's dress, and it was a perfect little wedding scene on her page. She smiled.



When she looked up, Applejack was not smiling. She loomed over her with a stern expression. "That's enough. If you're not going to take me seriously, maybe it's time I find somepony who you will. And give me that." She snatched her notebook up, and carried it with her out of the room.



Welp, she was getting detention. The bell rang, and her classmates all filed out. They weren't going to wait She stayed in her seat. If Applejack was going to the headmare as she almost certainly was, there was no point in trying to run. She simply sat and awaited her fate.



Sure enough, she soon came back. But it wasn't with headmare Starlight.  It was with a  wicked grin and her mother. "Thank you, I'll talk with her," Cadance said. She walked in and closed the door behind her; Applejack waved as it shut. She sat down next to her, holding Flurry's notebook.



"Mom!? What are you doing here?" Flurry gaped.



"Unlucky for you, I happened to feel like visiting Ponyville today. Now, what is this?" She asked, flatly, with a hint of disappointment.



"Uh, my notebook?" Sass worked with her professors, why not her mom.



"You know what I mean," her mother hissed. She flipped it open. "This is a drawing of Applejack and Rarity getting married! Do you have any idea how inappropriate that is?"



"Do you have any idea how litt—"



"Applejack is obviously meant to be with Fluttershy. I thought I raised you better than this."



Flurry got along with her mother most of the time. But she could not let that stand. "She's cuter with Rarity, and besides, Fluttershy's taken."



"She can have more than one special somepony!" Cadance was starting to raise her voice.



Flurry stared her mother down. "She can, but do you think a traditional pony like Applejack is interested in that? Please."



Cadance was standing again, wings flared. "Well you're the crazy one if you think Rarity wants to be stuck on a farm for the rest of her life."



"And I suppose you have a better idea?"



"Twilight, obviously. It would be everything she ever wanted. And she would make Twily so happy."



Flurry gagged. "Are you serious? You'd put Twilight with her when Rainbow Dash is around? You must be getting senile."



"Everypony and their dog has put those two together. Sorry for trying to be original." Cadance rolled her eyes like she was the teenager.



"It's a classic!..."








Applejack stepped back from the door, trying to rub the soreness out of the ear that had been pressed against it. "I can't say that's what I had in mind when I ran into her ma. Don't really know what to think about all that."



Her other friends and a fair few students kept up the eavesdropping for a few moments more. Rarity turned and responded to her. "I agree; I was also hoping for more... chastisement. Though I am not terribly surprised, considering who those two are."



Applejack nodded. She realized that the students were all staring at her and Rarity. "What're y'all looking at?"



"You know, Applejack," Rarity said, "it occurs to me that our unruly little princess may have a few decent ideas. How would you like to get dinner sometime?"



"Really, Rarity?"



"Yes, of course. You're not a bad looking mare, you know."



"I... guess—"



There was a loud crash from inside the classroom. "I AM THE PRINCESS OF LOVE," Cadance screamed, "I THINK I KNOW MORE ABOUT THIS THAN YOU!"
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