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         Completely relaxed, Sandbar curled himself against the most beautiful yak in the world and knew he was the luckiest creature to ever live. Sure, he was never gonna be Captain of the Royal Guard like Gallus or actual royalty like Silverstream, but, well, neither of them was ever gonna be married to Yona, were they?



No, they were not!



Her four big legs around him had already gone slack, her breathing slowing and deepening. Marrying the girl of his dreams after they'd graduated, moving into Carousel Boutique when Rarity offered Yona the chance to manage the cornerstone business of the world fastest-growing fashion empire, becoming members of the Ponyville Chamber of Commerce and taking their place in the community: was there anything better than this?



No, there was not!



He pressed his face deeper into Yona's chest fur, inhaled her sweet musk, and was asleep in seconds.



When he blinked himself awake, he was alone, but he'd been expecting that. The town had just wrapped up winter, after all, and that meant new spring hats and coats and dresses. He and Yona had been bouncing design ideas around since before Hearth's Warming, and with Rarity's approval letter pinned to the corkboard in the studio upstairs, they'd spent the short days and long nights of winter filling the shop with pieces for the upcoming spring. The stuff was finished as far as Sandbar could tell, but—



"Yona need one more day," she said, planting her forehead against his flank the minute he came downstairs and pushing him toward the front door. "Alone with clothes. Then all be ready."



Sandbar didn't resist or complain or even roll his eyes. He'd learned years ago to schedule the grand unveiling of each season's line on the Tuesday after the solstice or equinox, not the Monday. "Special yak magic?" he asked the way he always did, reaching out with a hoof to open the door so she could slide him right outside.



Behind him, she gave a snort. "Yona know better thing for husband to do with mouth than make wisecracks."



He turned, stretched his neck upward, met her lips coming down, and the rest of the world sort of went away for a while.



Then a throat was clearing somewhere, Yona pulling back, Sandbar staggering around, trying to figure out where his hooves were. Blinking to clear his vision, he saw Tender Taps grinning at them from the street. "I'd wish you both a good morning," Taps said with a wink, "but I'm guessing you've already had one."



"Ah, yes," Yona said, her voice rising into the affected tone she used when talking to customers and acquaintances. "Such is the glamorous life of a high-fashion designer." She gave Sandbar one more peck on the snout and one more push away from the door. "I'll see you after suppertime, Sandbar, darling, and I hope we'll see you and Sweetie Belle at the unveiling tomorrow, Tender." A smile, and she moved back inside, closing the door after herself.



His heart rate just about back to normal, Sandbar turned to Taps. "You had breakfast yet?"



Taps shook his head, his usually well-styled mane a little scruffy, and started toward town square. "With her morning sickness, Sweetie wasn't in much of a mood for breakfast." He gave another grin. "Oh, yeah: we're pregnant, by the way."



"You—" Sandbar had to stop again to make sure his hooves weren't slipping. "Pregnant? When? How? I mean, not how, but—"



"We found out yesterday." Taps was still grinning and walking, so Sandbar hurried to catch up with him. "We thought she'd caught a stomach bug or something, but, well, turns out she'd caught a little bit of me instead."



"Well, congrats!" With a skip, Sandbar managed to smack Taps in the shoulder. "That's great! Though I guess we'll hafta alter some of Sweetie's show gowns. Or—" He didn't stop walking this time though the thought that had struck him made him want to. "Will you still be able to do the show?"



Nodding this time, Taps's mane got even more flyaway. "Sweetie figures she can keep singing pretty much till she delivers, and that'll be after next Hearth's Warming so we won't miss any of those gigs. I can take some of the offers I get for straight-up dance jobs in Canterlot to tide us over, then we rig a nursery in one of the backstage rooms, and with a little help and a little luck, we'll have the whole Castle Theater back up and running full-strength by next summer. Just with a new little singer wailing away." Taps did a shuffling side step. "We've got it all planned out."



It took some effort for Sandbar to shake off his shock. "Well, anything me and Yona can do, you let us know. 'Cause, I mean, a foal! That's...that's—" He couldn't find any words to finish the sentence.



"It sure is," Taps said, then they were rounding the corner, entering the square, Sugarcube Corner its usual riot of sights and scents across the way. This time, though, a big banner stretched along the gables, multi-colored letters spelling out Congratulations, Sweetie Belle and Tender Taps! Because was there any way Pinkie Pie wouldn't have known?



No, there was not. Sandbar chuckled to himself.



As manager of the Ponyville Arts Center and star performer at the theater that took up a quarter of Princess Twilight's former castle, Taps took center stage everywhere he went. But entering the bakery beside him at breakfast time on that Monday morning, Sandbar got a front-row view of it happening: Pinkie yelling "Tapsy!" while galloping from the kitchen and vaulting over the counter; all eyes in the place turning toward them; pastries and well-wishes seeming to fly from every direction; Cheese Sandwich hooting and whooping behind the cash register, Li'l Cheese waving from his back.



Sandbar got himself out of the spotlight as quickly as he could, slid into a corner table, and tried to sort out what he was feeling. Happy for Taps and Sweetie, sure—he and Yona had gotten to know them pretty well, putting together the costumes for their shows. But...



They were younger than him and Yona, and they were having a foal? Taps had said they had a plan, and Sandbar knew they'd be great parents, so...this shouldn't bother him, should it?



No, he tried to tell himself, it should not. And yet?



"Buns for ev'rycreature!" a familiar exuberant voice rang out, startling Sandbar's attention away from the hoof bumps and hugs surrounding Taps. Pinkie Pie herself was grinning down at him, her hooves pulling a small cinnamon roll on a plate from her mane. "'Cause, y'know, Sweetie's got a bun in the oven!"



Having to force his smile just a bit, Sandbar took the plate and set it on the table. "Thanks, Professor Pie."



"Oh, now, Sandbar." She pulled another roll and plate from her hair and flopped down in the chair across the table from him. "I haven't been a professor for years and years and years now, so just call me Pinkie." Her tongue darted out like a frog's, wrapped around the cinnamon roll, and snapped it back into her mouth. "But you're looking a little gloomy all of a sudden. Ev'rything okay?"



"Yeah..." He had to wince at how completely not okay he sounded. Taking a bite of his cinnamon roll, he tried to figure out what he was thinking. "It's just, y'know, Taps and Sweetie, right?"



"Yeppers." Professor—or rather Pinkie—sighed. "When they got married, it was like, 'Hey! How did that happen?' And now that they've got the stork on the way?" She sighed, then her ears perked. "But it's not like they're charging all over Equestria saving monsters from ravening princesses like I was at their age! They're settled right here in Ponyville and doing great!"



A little cold spot formed in the pit of Sandbar's stomach as he tried not to recall how many years he and Yona had been running Carousel Boutique. "So you and Mr. Sandwich waited till you were settled before you had Li'l Cheese?"



"Us? Settled?" Pinkie laughed. "We're party ponies, Sandbar!" She swept one hoof from left to right in front of her. "We're as free as the leaves in the breeze."



He blinked at her. "But you're here at Sugarcube Corner all the time, aren't you?"



She made a little pooping noise with her lips. "That's just to help Pound and Pumpkin out." Another wave of her hoof drew his attention past the crowd still gathered around Taps to the Cake twins, laughing with Cheese Sandwich and Li'l Cheese on the other side of the bakery's counter.



"But..." Unsure if he wanted to bring the matter up, he still couldn't stop himself from asking, "Don't you three still live here?"



Leaning forward, Pinkie tapped the table. "Free as the leaves in the breeze, Sandbar." Then she leaned back and shrugged. "And yeah, some leaves stay attached to the tree, but it's the principle of the thing." Reaching out, she grabbed her plate, gave it a lick, and shoved it back into her mane. "But why so interested all of a sudden? You and Yona thinking of having kids?"



"I wasn't till now," he had to admit, and the rest just flowed out without him even thinking. "'Cause, I mean, we're settled, right? Good jobs, a nice house, and we're, like, so totally in love, we go at it maybe two, three times a night sometimes! And we've been doing it that often pretty much since junior year! So shouldn't something already have happened? Since we're having so much—"



"Yes?" Pinkie leaning forward, her grin so big, it looked painted on, made him realize that he was talking with one of his former schoolteachers about his sex life.



Heat flooded his face, and scooping up the last bits of his cinnamon roll, he sprang to his hooves. "Okay! Well! Nice talk, but I...I've gotta go!" He briefly considered using the nearby window instead of pushing his way through the crowd to the door, but the window was closed, and adding property damage to the mortification he already felt really didn't seem like the right way to go.



Somehow avoiding eye contact with everycreature, he squeezed outside—



And everywhere he looked under the early spring morning sunlight, foals ran or played or walked along with their parents, more foals than he'd ever noticed in Ponyville before. But...they couldn't have all just appeared overnight, could they?



No, they could not.



Which meant they'd always been there, and he'd just never paid any attention to them. Little earth ponies, unicorns, and pegasi; young griffons and hippogriffs and dragons; a pod of small changelings following along after a pair of larger ones: kids of every size, age, and species filled the town square and the streets beyond till Sandbar found it hard to breathe, hard to think even.



Swirling his eyes around the scene, he finally found his gaze resting on a pair of older ponies seemingly unattached to any foals. He knew them, too, had known them his whole life: Lyra and Bon Bon, their names never, as far as he could recall, spoken separately. They'd been married forever, after all, or at least as long as Big Mac and Sugar Belle. But they didn't have any kids.



Because they were both mares, of course. They could've adopted if they'd wanted to, he supposed, but—



But—



But—



Could he and Yona even have foals? Sure, the different tribes of ponies could have kids together, but—



But—



But yaks weren't ponies, were they?



No, they were not...



Things went away for a while, then, but he shook himself when he realized that his legs were moving but he had no idea where they were taking him. He wasn't hearing foalish voices anymore, though—wasn't hearing any voices at all—and looking up, he found that he'd wandered straight through town and out to the hill overlooking Sweet Feather animal sanctuary.



But why would he do that? Was he planning to ask Professor Fluttershy about—



No, no, no, he was not! Even the hints he'd given about the intimate details of his and Yona's life to Professor Pie—Pinkie, he told himself; she'd asked him to call her Pinkie—the embarrassment had nearly boiled the hide from his bones. If he had to get actually specific about...that...in talking to Professor Fluttershy, he couldn't imagine either of them would survive.



Besides, it didn't matter! He loved Yona! She was so open and honest and alive, always herself whether she was happy or upset. And after growing up in a family where everything had to be smooth and mellow all the time, no waves of joy or sadness or anything else allowed, the cascades of her emotions had attracted him to her like inert iron to a magnet. So what if they couldn't have foals? Did that really matter?



No, it did not, he wanted to think. But somehow for once, he couldn't get the words to form in his head.



Wishing he could be anywhere else, Sandbar started down the hill toward the animal sanctuary gate, his gaze skimming among the trees and structures inside the enclosure for any sign of the professor's telltale yellow.



By the time he reached the gate, he'd glanced from end to end several times without seeing her. Should he leave a note in the mailbox?



No, he should not. He didn't have pencil or paper with him, after all.



A hoof to the gate latch showed it to be unlocked, so he pushed through and stepped carefully in before closing and clicking the gate behind himself. He'd give the place a quick look around, then go back to town with a clear conscience.



Except for the part where he felt like he was betraying his marriage by wanting to ask about things that shouldn't concern him...



He was just turning to leave when a streak of light flashed so bright and white among the trees ahead, it made him wince. "Very good!" a baritone voice said, and Sandbar blinked to see that Discord had appeared, his arms full of fluffy white bunnies. "Next time, we'll start learning five-card stud!"



The bunnies gave little bunny cheers, squeaking and waving their paws, then leaped away into the sanctuary. Sandbar watched them vanish, then looked back to find Discord looking straight at him, one eyebrow cocked.



"Uhhh," was all Sandbar could think to say.



"No, no, no." Discord snapped his claws, and a blindfold dropped from between his horns to cover his eyes. "Don't tell me. Let me guess." He tapped his chin. "Are you animal, vegetable, or mineral?"



Not sure if he should try running or not, Sandbar again found himself saying, "Uhhh..."



Discord sniffed, an eyeball popping open on the front of the blindfold. "Look, this isn't going to work if you don't know either!" The blindfold flapped up like a window shade pulled too sharply, and Discord crooked a claw over his shoulder. "I'll go fetch Fluttershy. Maybe she can figure it out."



"No! Wait!" Because Discord was friendly now, right? More or less? And that meant he could help, didn't it?



No, it did not! a part of Sandbar insisted, but the rest of him was already going on: "You can make impossible stuff happen! 'Cause that's what I need!"



"Really?" Discord stood a little straighter, a necktie popping into place around his left forearm. "Well, then! Step into my office and tell me all about it!" He reached for the knob of a door that Sandbar hadn't noticed before, pushed it open—



And revealed nothing but the part of the animal sanctuary that lay on the other side. Twisting his neck, Discord peered through and muttered, "I could've sworn I had an office around here somewhere..." A snap of his eagle talons made the door disappear, and he turned back to Sandbar. "You got ahead and get started; I'm sure the office'll be along shortly."



Before he could think too much about it, Sandbar blurted out, "I need you to help me get my wife pregnant!"



The wing on Discord's left side exploded into a cloud of blue, peanut-butter-scented dust. "I see," he said. "Well, now, I'm certainly a fan of taking shortcuts, but I've been told that the standard procedure for that process can be quite enjoyable for both parties." His mismatched eyes went wide. "Or are you saying that one or both of you has some condition that prevents the usual sort of marital relations?"



Sandbar swallowed. "She's a yak, and I'm, well, not."



Discord's wing grew back with a sudden wet splurshing noise. "And have you talked to your wife about this?"



Raising a front leg, Sandbar waved back toward town. "To tell you the truth, I've never really thought about it before. But with Sweetie Belle pregnant—"



"She is?" Discord's face lit up—quite literally, a swarm of fireflies surrounding him. "Oh, I foresee an extra-large tub of ice cream in Rarity's near future!" He stopped, cleared his throat, shooed the fireflies away, and took off a pair of glasses he hadn't been wearing till now. "Young fellow, let me give you a piece of wisdom I've learned after being in a relationship with a loving and beautiful pony for a number of years." He shook the glasses at Sandbar. "Before you do anything stupid, go and talk to your partner."



"Stupid?" Sandbar blinked. "Asking you for help is stupid?"



"Monumentally." A white flash, and a large photo album was floating in front of Discord with fancy calligraphy on the front cover: My Mistakes, volume 378. "The stories I could tell you..." He shook his head, and the book, flapping its pages, flew upward into the morning sky. "Like buying my photo albums from that same store all the time." Whipping a pair of binoculars out of nowhere, he began scanning the blue overhead. "But at least I know what the first entry in the next volume will be."



"So wait." It felt like he was shifting wet sandbags, trying to keep the conversation on track. "You're saying you can't help me?"



The smile that spread over Discord's snout reminded Sandbar of cloth ripping. "What I'm saying, young Sandbar, is that the two of us together could create some lovely chaos." He raised a single claw. "But if you talk to Yona and bring her in on it, I'll talk to Fluttershy and bring her in on it. And the chaos the four of us can make?" A shudder shook his whole body with a sound like multiple bowling balls tumbling down a staircase. "That will be exquisite."



Frozen, Sandbar could only think that the imaginary sandbags he'd been shifting had actually been full of wet cement and had just burst all over him. 



Discord flicked his claws, though, and the air went so loose around Sandbar that he nearly fell over. "Off you go, then," Discord said. "Talk to Yona, and if you still wish to avail yourselves of my services afterwards, I'll be more than happy to accommodate the both of you."



Pretty sure that he never wanted to be alone with Discord ever again for as long as he lived, Sandbar turned.



Except, of course, that it was still barely breakfast time. And he couldn't go back home till after supper, could he?



No, he could not.



A sighing breath that smelled like pancakes puffed over him. "The things I do to help out around here," he heard Discord mutter behind him, then he found himself staring at a hole swirling open in the air ahead of him. The hole seemed to lunge forward, and before Sandbar could move, it was engulfing him in blue and green plaid light. A mountainous landscape, all red-and-white striped like a candy cane, swept by beneath his hooves, a sound like hundreds of ponies all chomping on potato chips flooding around him. A light breeze played with his mane and brought the scent of fresh laundry to his nose—



And then he was sliding across the grass of the animal sanctuary, the sun halfway behind the hills to the west. "There!" Discord said, his words trickling into Sandbar's ears. "Now you can go talk to her."



Taking off running as fast as his hooves could carry him, Sandbar still remembered to call back, "Thanks!" even though thankful was pretty much the last thing he was feeling. His stomach tight and twisting, he sprinted through Ponyville, lights on in the dining rooms of the houses he passed, shadows small and large moving over curtained windows, pony voices old and young just barely audible chatting and laughing. Kicking himself even faster, he almost wiped out taking the corner at town square and screeched to a flailing halt in front of the Boutique's door, the lights shining through the shutters here making his heart race.



Unless that was from all the running...



Either way, he pushed the door open and crashed right into Yona, apparently in the act of pulling the door open from inside. He bounced off her, of course, Yona completely unmoved by the collision, but he jumped back up, wrapped himself around her, and kissed her till he had to pull away gasping because he wasn't getting enough air.



"Sandbar?" Her voice, gruff and perfect and entirely hers when they were alone, had a little chuckle in it. "You okay?"



"I love you," he panted out, not opening his eyes since he was pretty sure her beauty would stopper his throat. "Even if we can't ever have kids, I'll always be yours, and you'll always be mine, and that'll be totally enough forever." He touched his lips over and over again to her snout.



Even though she wasn't moving, Yona seemed to freeze. "Can't have kids?" she asked. "Where Sandbar get that idea?"



Stopping his little kisses, he pulled back so he could blink at her. "Well? You're a yak. I'm a pony. That's, like, biology or something, right?"



A slow, sweet smile pulled at her lips. "Sandbar never studied..."



That called for more blinking. So he did.



Yona bent down and gave his snout a kiss of her own. "Sandbar sat right next to Yona in Headmare Starlight's Biomancy seminar senior year. Or is Yona mistaken?"



No, she was not, but racking his brain, all Sandbar could remember was sneaking smooches with her when Headmare Starlight wasn't looking. "Uhhh," he managed to say.



Her giggle rolled through him, still clinging to her, like the sweetest possible earthquake. "Silverstream and Gallus blushed like Northern Lights during chapter about prehistoric pegasi and griffons mating to create first hippogriffs. Sandbar not remember?"



"No, I do not," Sandbar had to admit out loud for once, slowly untangling himself and setting his hooves on the carpet. "But we've been...you know...for, like, years and years now! How come we don't have little yak-ponies everywhere?"



Her forehead wrinkled. "Yak females only fertile three days every moon. Yona makes sure we don't have sex those days, so we don't have calves." She reached a hoof out and touched his shoulder gently. "Sandbar never talk about wanting calves, so Yona assume, like her, he wants to wait till they better established in shop here. So why you suddenly—?" Her eyebrows went up, and her smile came back. "Ah. Sandbar hear from Tender Taps about Sweetie Belle, and that set his mind turning in certain directions."



Warmth spread over Sandbar, a mix of embarrassment and the desire he always felt when he looked at her. "So...you've got a plan?"



Yona nodded, but she tapped his chest a little sharply. "Yes, but better if we have plan. So Yona and Sandbar will make time soon to sit down and talk about this. Yaks and ponies not be friends for so many centuries, yaks not have much information about what yak-ponies look like. Confidentially, though..." Her eyes closed partway. "Yona want very much to make some with Sandbar. Very, very much." She leaned closer to him, her voice somehow getting even huskier. "And since tonight not one of Yona's three nights, maybe we get some practice in?"



Sandbar swallowed, everything getting even warmer. "Well, all right," he said. "But only two or three times. We've got the big fashion unveiling tomorrow."



She shouldn't have been able to move as fast as she did, not a creature as big as Yona. But before Sandbar could blink, he found that she'd slipped underneath him, spun him around, and was trotting up the stairs with him draped across her back. "Yona love her Sandbar," she more sang than said.



Stretching across her, Sandbar nuzzled her ear. "And Sandbar love his Yona," he murmured.
      

      
   
      The Butterfly


      
      
      
         
         AbNeb!

      
      

      

      
      
         Rarity liked to think it was the small things that mattered in life.



A curt nod to Time Turner as they trotted past each other, and Rarity smiled as he brightened, waving back—“Good evening, Miss Rarity!” A brief conversation with Lyra, on the way to Carousel Boutique, and Rarity presented her with a magically-imbued gem, trained to detect if musical instruments were off-key. Lyra gasped, embraced Rarity; Rarity pushed her away kindly. “Think nothing of it, dear, it’s the season after all.”



Even though the weather was miserable around Hearth’s Warming, the ponies seemed much brighter than usual. Bells jingled in the streets, carolers sang their carefree songs, and children romped in the powdered snow. Sometimes, Rarity wondered if Hearth’s Warming was a made up holiday, solely to distract ponies from other pressing issues during the winter.



But no matter. Ponies were happy, and Rarity was happy when other ponies were happy. After all, it was the small things that mattered in life.



There wasn’t much else Rarity could change, was there?



Rarity fell asleep that night staring at her cutie mark, the triple diamonds that represented her life’s work. Ponies had often asked her, what does it mean? Surely the diamonds represented the gems she embedded in her dresses, right? Or her sense of fashion and high class?



She had said no, they represented her ability to find hidden inner beauty. It made her proud to be generous, proud to always find something to offer to everypony this time of year. Sometimes, the ponies she gave that answer to laughed; they wouldn’t believe her.



That was okay with Rarity. She’d find them something they’d appreciate, because it would make them happy.



It was then, that night, that the monster came.



It crept through the windows, blackness wafting like smoke through the sharp air, crystals forming on the chiming chandelier. A smell of molten ash, and chemical residue. It collected in a pool at the center of the room, next to the bed where Rarity slept, and observed her chest rising up and down. Then, it snuffed the one candle flickering on the opposite side of the room, and when the candle went dark, hugged Rarity in an airy embrace.



When Rarity woke up, she was falling.



She yelped, and began screaming as her velocity picked up. Limbs wildly flailing in every direction—crying for somepony, anypony!—she forced her body to twist, first observing the orange-brown cliffside beside her, then the bottomless chasm that seemed to spread below her. As the wind whistled past her, she began to cry, tears smashing into her face, and panic set in as her chest tightened, her breaths became wheezes, and her stomach turned. She didn’t know whether to hope there was a bottom, so that her suffering would end, or that there was not—perhaps she still had a chance.



Rarity fell for what seemed like hours, holding onto her sanity for dear life as the feeling of being dragged downwards at a relentless pace carried on. Eventually, her throat grew sore, and she could no longer scream. Eventually, her tears dried up, and her limbs grew tired of waving, and she could no longer move. So she gave up, letting her body go limp like a discarded ragdoll as it plummeted.



This must be what the pegasi feel like, Rarity pondered, when they learn how to freefall. Only the pegasi had wings, and something soft to catch them. Parents to save them if something went wrong, and bandages to heal the bruises. Rarity had no such luxury. She questioned how she had ended up besides the cliff, traversing a vertical distance longer than Equestria was wide. Maybe this was Tartarus. Had Rarity been a good pony? She wondered what Sweetie Belle was doing, now.



And after a day or so of falling, Rarity fell asleep.



She woke to a soft tinkling in her ears, the sound of chimes dancing in the breeze. Eyes still shut, she sighed and flipped herself over in the air, imagining that the wind hitting her face was a pillow. It had taken her, Rarity observed, quite a short time to become accommodated to the falling.



And when she opened her eyes, she found the source of the sound. A dancing shadow, playfully drifting besides her, dancing in circles and loop-de-loops. Although it had the same speed as Rarity, it hardly looked like it was falling.



The shadow noticed that Rarity had woken, and paused. She watched as it vibrated, as if concentrating, before willing itself into a loose sphere. Out of the sphere, a hoof extended towards Rarity. Its voice was high-pitched, feminine, echoing off invisible walls. “Would you like to be saved?”



Rarity felt an odd sense grip her that felt something like nostalgia. She turned her head wordlessly towards the cliff face, then towards the bottomless chasm. Then, back at the hoof that was offered to her. It had been awfully peaceful for a while, but Rarity wanted to see Sweetie Belle again. She slowly extended her own hoof, and grabbed onto the one offered. “Let’s go,” she whispered.



The shadow rotated upwards and downwards, as if nodding. “Let’s.”



Then, with a strength that Rarity had never felt before, it yanked on her, hard. Before she could cry out, she felt something in her gut, something in between agonizing pain and boundless emptiness. Squirming in discomfort, she squeezed her eyes shut, and in that moment, for some reason, Rarity felt as if she was not quite the same pony.



When she opened her eyes again, she was in space. Numbly, she touched an ethereal hoof to her chest and rubbed it slowly, disbelievingly. Before her, the cosmos spanned in every direction, polychromatic stars and galaxies winking in the distance. She patted her chest a little harder, and found that she neither remembered how to nor needed to breathe.



The shadow whizzed around her like a miniature comet, and despite the lack of atmosphere, Rarity could hear its signature staticky wisp, the trademark presence of magic.



“Am I dead?” she whispered. “What are you?”



“Oh! That’s simple,” responded the shadow. “I’m a lot of things. But most relevant, perhaps…” The shadow paused, then began to expand into the shape of a creature—no, a pony. Rarity’s heart skipped a beat as it manifested dark violet fur, lavender hair with streaks of brilliant white, and eyes purer than sapphires.



When it spoke again, its voice was much deeper, much more commanding. “I’m you, darling.”



“The Nightmare,” Rarity hissed, flinging herself backwards into a defensive stance. “What have you done.”



Nightmare Rarity looked down on Rarity with an unimpressed look and blinked once. “I’ve merely shown you a portion of my world, dear. Have I done something wrong?”



Rarity responded by firing a pinpoint cyan beam towards her. She scoffed as the Nightmare stayed put, the magic shot piercing through it without harm. Growling, she prepared another blast, then flinched as the Nightmare dispelled it with a single wave of its hoof.



“Let’s not get hasty, shall we?” It took a step towards Rarity, allowing a small smile as Rarity further retreated. “Wouldn’t you like to know where you are?” And before Rarity had a chance to respond, it darted towards her, appearing in front of her in a split second. Then, it raised a hoof. “Boop.”



First, Rarity saw blinding white. As she blinked rapidly, she gasped. In the distance, her soulless body continued to fall down the cliffside.



Then, a voice enveloped her, vibrating from every direction. “Let’s take a closer look, shall we? And don’t struggle, struggling won’t do you any good.” Rarity felt herself being blown, pulled towards her body, towards the cliff.



Eventually, she found herself just out of reach of her body, next to the cliff face again, although she couldn’t feel the sense of falling anymore. The Nightmare’s voice continued. “Did you ever happen to observe the cliff carefully, Rarity?”



Wordlessly, Rarity shook her head.



“No? Give it a try, dear. I’d like for you to describe what you see.”



Reluctantly, Rarity hovered closer, and squinted. At first, again, she could only make out the dull orange-brown rocks, dusty and only slightly smoothed. Then, crevices, cracks where the ground gave way to darkened holes. Then…



“Ponies,” she murmured. “I see ponies.” There they were, in the hundreds of thousands, tiny dots milling amidst the landscape.



Then, she saw Sweetie Belle.



As Rarity fell, Sweetie Belle’s life played out like a flip book, flickering from one moment to the next. Rarity watched as she grew older, started a family, made new friends.



Then Rarity blinked, and Sweetie Belle was gone. As she stared, dumbfounded, at the cliff, playing that moment over and over in her mind, she barely protested as the Nightmare began reeling her away.



When she came to her senses, she was back in the cosmos. Across from her, the Nightmare sat, humming idly and playing with her hooves. Rarity watched it silently as she took slow, deep breaths. Eventually, she said, “I was falling through… through—”



“—Time,” finished the Nightmare. “And time takes a very, very long time to end.” In a softer tone, it added, “Welcome, again. To my world.”



Rarity closed her eyes and took a deep breath in. She could hear the tinkling again, emanating not just from the Nightmare. The songs of stars resonated in her mind and chest. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. But she opened her eyes, and her gaze hardened. “Take me home. There are ponies waiting for me.”



The Nightmare tsked, frowning before getting up and walking towards Rarity. “My dear, can’t you see what I’m showing you? I’m offering you the easy way out.”



“Take me back, Nightmare.” Rarity gulped heavily but stared straight forward unflinchingly.



The Nightmare began to laugh. Slowly at first, then rising in pace and volume, like a tidal wave. Rarity tried to ignore how melodic it was, its deep, full sound echoing in space. “Don’t you see how little it means? How little you mean? I’m offering you a pact, Rarity. We’ll become one together, again, and I’ll offer you so much more. Eternal life, Rarity. We’ll explore the stars and watch the empires rise and fall.” It observed Rarity, and frowned. She was smiling.



As the Nightmare narrowed its eyes, Rarity raised a hoof to her face, frog pointed upwards, and blew. “The butterfly,” she said.



The Nightmare cocked its head to the left. “I’m sorry?”



Rarity shut her eyes and recited, “‘The butterfly counts not months but moments, and has time enough.’ Haven’t you heard of that one?” When no response came, she continued. “Fluttershy’s taught me that the average butterfly lives for about a year. How thankful we ponies must be in comparison. And yet…” She swept a hoof in an arc across the sky. “How great an effect a single creature can have. Why, I can’t imagine where I’d be without them, much less dear Fluttershy. Pollinating the flowers, making the ponies smile—something to give, always giving.”



Softly, she brought the hoof to her chest, and sighed. “That’s what I’d like to be, you know. It’s why I’m proud to live the life I do. It’s the little things that go a long way.” She opened her eyes, and the Nightmare stepped back, hesitant to meet their crystal blue.



But then it snarled, and leapt forward. “Then, my little pony, what is the strength of a mere butterfly to a gale?” Its horn lit up, and the world went white.



Rarity was falling again, falling. With a howl, she realized that it was faster than before. The wind came buffeting at her now, screeching, chipping the rocks on the cliffside. The cliffside. Rarity watched in horror as the Nightmare’s voice boomed in her ears, and she rattled, whether from fear or the cold. “So, dear Rarity. Let me tell you a story. About you.”



As the wind screeched, the stars began to sing again, instead moaning out dreary, dissonant dirges, their voices unidentifiable, pleading. As the sky grew dark, thunder rumbled above, and Rarity found herself looking at… herself. On the cliffside, Rarity was running. As the gales twisted and turned, the scene shifted. Always, Rarity was running. Away from her job, away from Ponyville, away from her friends, away from Sweetie Belle.



“You’re the butterfly, aren’t you?” the Nightmare cackled. “Flap your wings. FLAP! See how little your little things carry you in the face of a storm.” And then Rarity felt so, so small, and tossing and turning in the wind, she began to flail again, hooves uncontrollably writhing at random. She watched in horror as she began to wither away, skin wrinkling, lips peeling, dwelling in the darkness.



Then Rarity blinked again, and she, too, was gone. Another blink and she was back with the stars sorrowing a sad elegy for her, and she was huddled in a ball, shivering and sobbing.



When her tears dried up again, she peeked out from behind her trembling hooves and saw the Nightmare besides her, a victorious smirk on its face, stretching out a hoof. “Let not this be your fate,” it said. “Join me.”



Rarity weakly pushed the hoof away. She whimpered, “You’re wrong. I… I matter. And what I do matters to the ponies I care about.” She cringed at her own statement, but pressed on. “And, and… no matter what you do, I’ll keep flapping. I’ll win. I’ll show you that it’s the little things that go a long way, not your gales.”



The Nightmare chuckled. “Oho? Very well.”



Rarity did a double take. “What?”



“I’m saying you win, Rarity,” it said. “I like it when my hosts are willing, after all. Well, no matter. I’ll be waiting when you pay another visit.”



Rarity tried to protest. “Wait, wh—”



“Ta-ta!” the Nightmare exclaimed, lighting its horn. And then Rarity was falling next to the cliffside again, inside her body, and she looked down and screamed, because for the first time, she saw the ground. And just as she was about to hit it, she felt herself being yanked, pulled towards the cliffside, and as she braced herself for impact she touched the cliff and it sucked her in, and then she was gone.



Rarity woke with a start, jolting out of bed fully awake. Audibly gasping for air, she clutched the bedpost, eyes wide open, sweat dripping as she watched the smoke recede from her room, out of Carousel Boutique. Scanning the area, she observed, thankfully, that nothing seemed to be out of place.



“The little things,” she murmured, “the little things, the little things, the little things.”



She concentrated, and her horn lit up. She focused her magic towards the extinguished candles and they came back to life, dancing in the nighttime breeze.



She needed to warn Twilight that the Nightmare was back. Twilight would know what to do, what to say, right? But first, a cursory peek, just to check if Sweetie Belle was okay.



Stumbling down the hallway, candle in her magic, Rarity haggardly opened the door to Sweetie’s empty room.



The crows nesting on Carousel Boutique cawed, flapping away as she screamed.
      

      
   
      Element Substitute


      

      
      
                 “Princess Celestia, have you found Twilight and the others yet?” Spike asked Princess Celestia, hoping everything could go back to normal. Or, at least as much as it could.

	He was joined by the Cutie Mark crusaders, Angel Bunny and a griffin named Gabby. There had been a climatic battle a few days ago, but the less said about that the better…

	He heard the Cutie Mark Crusaders ask questions that mirrored his own.

	“Ya, when can ah see ma sis again?” Applebloom asked excitedly, “Ah missed her so much!”

	“I planned on watching Rainbow Dash preform some stunts for her next tryouts! Where is she?” Scootaloo shouted.

	“Yeah, I’ve been wanting to head home for a few days now, and I can’t leave without her!” Sweetie Belle exclaimed.

	Spike, Applebloom and Scootaloo turned toward Sweetie Belle with a flat expression.

	She turned toward them, wearing a confused look. “What? It’s true! Besides, Rarity will want to go home as much as I would!”

	The others shook there heads, and turned their gaze back to Princess Celestia, awaiting her answer. 

	…

	What happened next, well it was something that nopony, no, nocreature expected. 

	Princess Celestia broke down and began to cry.

	Spike’s heart shattered. Twilight was gone. And she wouldn’t-

	“I-I don’t know!” Celestia sobbed. “I-I really don’t know. I’m sorry-” 

	“Sorry won’t bring Fluttershy back!” a small, masculine voice yelled. “Where is she!”

	Spike turned toward a very angry and crying Angel Bunny. Had he just spoke!? How was that possible!?

	As Spike pondered on this new revelation, Angel Bunny bounced up to Princess Celestia’s throne and grabbed her regalia. “If you don’t tell me where Fluttershy is I’ll, I’ll…” 

	Angel let the threat drop as he saw a look of horror grow on Princess Celestia’s face. 

	“No, no, no, no!” Princess Celestia muttered, clearly panic stricken. “Not them. Please.”

	“Princess Celestia?” Spike asked, concerned, “Are you-”

	“PLEASE! THEY’RE ONLY CHILDERN! I CAN’T LOSE THEM TOO!” Princess Celestia shouted in the Royal Canterlot Voice. Tears streamed down her face, as she started to sob again.

	Spike heard the throne room doors bust open behind them. He saw Princess Luna run in with the Royal Guard at her flank.

	Spike began to run toward them, hoping to tell Princess Luna what happened. However, she ran past him, heading to a now shaken Princess Celestia. The she looked like she had seen a ghost, and Spike was after that was putting it lightly. 

	“Sister!” Princess Luna shouted, trying to get her sister to snap out of it. “Are thou hurt!? Sister!? CELESTIA!” 

	Princess Celestia blinked and looked around, confused. Upon noticing how worried the guards looked, Princess Celestia turned toward her sister. “What’s wrong?!Luna, are you alright!?”

	Princess Luna locked her eyes with her sister, her gaze unwavering. “Sister, it was you who was using the Royal Canterlot Voice. We thought you was in trouble.”

	Princess Celestia began to shudder uncontrollably, and Spike swore the temperature had dropped a few degrees in there. 

	Scarily, the throne room was beginning to feel like a tomb, and Spike was sure he wasn’t the only one to notice it either. 

	The room was so still, they could hear a pin drop. As well as Princess Celestia’s next few words.

	“I’ve failed them Luna.” she muttered darkly. “And there’s nothing I can do about it. I’ve hurt someone close to me yet again.”

	“What do you mean sister? We can still help Twilight and-”

	Princess Celestia let out a cold laugh, and locked eyes with Spike. “I wasn’t talking about Twilight, but yes. I’ve failed them too. It’s my fault they’re gone.”

	Spike felt a dark pit grow in his stomach. What had Princess Celestia shaken so bad? And why did he feel a foreboding sense of doom hang over him? 

	“Sister! What are thou talking about?” Luna asked worriedly, “You aren’t making any sense!”

	Princess Celestia waved her hoof in an exaggerated motion, as if trying to point out something obvious. 

	“Sister, meet the new Element Bearers!” Princess Celestia announced, her voice laced with venom.

	…What?

	All at once, all Tartarus broke loose.

	“The. WHAT!” Angel howled with rage, fresh tears cascading down his face, “No, I refuse! That’s Fluttershy’s job, not mine!”

	“No. Sis, Ah can’t lose you too!” Applebloom sobbed.

	“Big sis, please come back! It-it won’t be the same without you.” Sweetie Belle exclaimed, wiping tears from her eyes, “Please, come back.”

	“That, that can't be right! Rainbow Dash wouldn’t let this setback stop her from being the coolest pony in Equestria!” Scootaloo said defiantly, ignoring the tears that flowed, “ She’ll come through those doors any moment now!”

	However, when said doors stayed shut, the defiant look in her eyes died.  

	Spike was crying as well, however he tried to bury the feeling. He had to be strong for the CMC’s sake. 

	“It’s what Twilight would do.” he thought to himself. 

	Spike felt a claw on his shoulder, and he turned around to see Gabby staring at him with a sad smile on her face. 

	“It’ll get better, I promise.” she said softly.

	She quickly scooped Spike into a hug, then let him go. She walked over toward the CMC and began to repeat the process.

	“From what you three have told me, your sisters have been in tough situations before.”

	“Yeah, they have.” Scootaloo said, dejectedly.

	“So what makes this any different?” Gabby asked with a slight grin.

	“They’re GONE! Not even Princess Celestia knows where they are!” Sweetie Belle screamed.

	Princess Celestia let out an audible sigh, reminding everycreature that she was still present. 

	Sweetie Belle flinched, “I’m sorry Princess, I didn’t mean-”

	“It’s quite alright Sweetie Belle. I know. You’re just worried, like we all are. You’re also right.” 

	Sweetie Belle looked like see wanted to say something else, but decided against it. 

	Gabby rubbed her arm, unable to meet Sweetie Belle’s gaze, “That’s… not what I meant.”

	“Ah know,” Applebloom said softly, “Ah just don’t understand what ya meant.”

	Gabby sighed, “They can handle themselves just fine. You will see them again, you… you just need to have faith in them.”

	A dry chuckle escaped from Scootaloo’s muzzle. “Y-yeah. Yeah. Your right. Rainbow Dash and the others are fine.”

	“How are you so sure!?” Sweetie Belle asked, curiously.

	“It’s Rainbow Dash we’re talking about here! They’ll be fine!” Scootaloo exclaimed, “Besides, with Applejack besides her, there isn’t anything in Equestria that can stand in their way!”

	Spike nodded. Despite all of Rainbow Dash’s flaws, she was one of the most reliable ponies he ever knew. Well, during a crisis at least.

	“Well Rainbow Dash better make sure nothing happens to Fluttershy! ‘Cause I’ll kick her flank after I find who, or what, dared to harm her in the first place!” Angel threatened. 

	A slight chill permeated through the room as Angel’s threat hung in the air. Spike shuddered slightly.

        Spike didn’t know how Angel would enact this threat, nor did he want to. He had a gnawing feeling at the back of his mind, and to said to never get on Angel’s bad side. Ever.

	“I see what you mean, sister.” Princess Luna said softly, unintentionally getting everycreature’s attention while doing so.

        She wore an excellent poker face, or she would have, had her eyes not betrayed her. She seemed concerned, and… afraid? Spike couldn’t tell, but see was she was definitely worried. Then he remembered…

	“Both Princess Celestia and Luna were previous wielders of the Elements of Harmony.” Spike recalled, “It’s how you beat Discord the first time.”

	Again, Spike shuddered upon mentioning that name. He was the sole reason that Twilight and the others were gone, the reason that they were the new Element Bearers, the reason that-

	“Stop it!” he chided himself, “Thinking about… that… hurts, hurts more that it helps. Focus on what is important now, then worry about that later. Be strong, like Twilight.”

	"That previous connection, its, its how you know we are the current bearers, is it not?” Spike deduced.

	Princess Celestia chuckled weakly, “As bright as ever, Spike. I hope that never changes.”

	“Indeed.” Princess Luna agreed. “If we was to take a guess, that would explain how Sir Angel is able to communicate with us. Without requiring aid from the Element of Kindness.”

	“I already told you,” Angel growled, “That’s Fluttershy’s job. Not mine!”

	Suddenly, Scootaloo jumped up to her hooves. She turned to meet the gaze of her fellow Element Bearers, there was a mischievous glint in her eye. 

	“I’ve figured out why we are the new Element Bearers.” she declared, trying to hide her enthusiasm.

	“What do ya mean, Scoots?” Applebloom asked, with obvious confusion, “Ah thought we became da new bearers, ‘cause Discord went rogue.”

	“I agree with Applebloom,” Sweetie Belle chimed in, “I thought we wasn’t needed anymore.” 

	“Wait, this wasn’t a one time thing?” Gabby asked, she didn’t expect this to become a commitment. 

	Spike hadn’t either, nor did he want it to. Honestly, he wished this was just a bad dream, and he was sure the others feel this way too.

	Princess Celestia began to say something when Scootaloo, accidentally, interrupted her.

	“There are two things: First, we are the new Element Bearers while our friends are gone. Se-”

	“I refuse,” Princess Luna interrupted, “and I know Celestia feels the same way. We, I, refuse to send foals to do a grown pony’s job.”

	“I second the notion.” Princess Celestia said, flatly. She was no longer crying, but one wrong move…“I’ve already lost six ponies, I don’t intend on losing more.”

	Scootaloo gave the princesses a stern look, then she continued, as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “Second, when the time comes, we save them.”

	“NO!” both Princess Celestia and Luna shouted in unison.

	“As I just said-” Luna began.

	“I DON’T CARE!” Angel bellowed, turning to Scootaloo, “Are. You. Sure?”

	Scootaloo, seemingly unaffected by Angel’s outburst, simply nodded, “A hundred and ten percent.”

	Angel sighed, “Fine, I’m in.”

	Spike blinked, “Just like that? I thought this wasn’t your job?”

	“It wasn’t!” Angel argued, “But if we were chosen to save Fluttershy, and her friends by extension, then I have no choice to join.”

	Spike sighed, “Then count me in too.”

	Scootaloo then turned toward Applebloom and Sweetie Belle, “Are you guys with me?”

	Applebloom shook her head, and let out a small chuckle, “Y’all are crazy, but your like family to mah. An Apple never turns back on family. Of course ah am.”

	Sweetie Belle simply replied, “Cutie Mark Crusaders…”

	“Together forever!” all three finished in unison. Suddenly, they was lifted up into the air, but an unknown force.

	“What’s happening!?” Gabby asked, clearly confused. 

	“They’re getting their Cutie Marks.” Spike whispered, awestruck. He had heard stories about foals getting there Cutie Marks, but never seen it happen in person before.

	There was a bright flash, that died out as fast as it came. 

	The CMC began to float back down to solid ground, with their Cutie Marks adorning their flanks.

	Applebloom had a pink apple, Sweetie Belle had a white music note inside a purple star, and Scootaloo had a pink lightning bolt. 

	However, there was a few things that their Cutie Marks had in common. Such as being surround by a multicolored shield. The shield looked similar to Shining Armor’s Cutie Mark, however, his wasn’t red, white and pink.

	That… was odd. Their Cutie Marks were identical to each other, except for the image inside of them…

	Spike facepalmed. It was so obvious, now that he thought about it. 

	“What’s wrong Spike?” Princess Luna asked. “I hope thou art fine.”

	“I am.” Spike deadpanned, “I just figured out what the CMC’s Cutie Marks meant.”

	“You did?!” Scootaloo shouted.

	“Tell us!” Applebloom exclaimed.

	“Come on Spike! Don’t keep us waiting!” Sweetie Belle whined.

	“I do have a theory myself,” Princess Celestia began, “but I’m interested in what you have to say yourself.”

	Spike swallowed nervously. Great, time to make a fool of himself in front of Princess Celestia. Twilight would never let him live this down. 

	“The apple, music note, and lightning bolt represent your individual talents. However, I figured you all already knew that.”

	The CMC nodded.

	“Figured as such.” Spike sighed, “The shield, however, represents unity. Whether you share goals, interests, or a destiny yet unrealized I’m not sure. Whatever it is, you will face it together.”

	Spike gazed at Princess Celestia expectantly, waiting for her to eventuality correct him.

	“I couldn’t have said it better myself.” Princess Celestia said, “Besides, I haven’t seen such an event like this before either.”

	Princess Celestia turned toward the CMC, “You three share something special. Treasure it always.”

	The three fillies nodded, before joining there other friends.

        It looked like Princess Celestia wanted to add something, but she just gave them a slight smile instead.

        Spike would have to talk to Princess Celestia later, she needed it.

	Gabby turned to Spike and shrugged, "If this is my destiny, then who am I to say no?"

	She extended her claw out, inviting the others to join her in a cheer. 

	The CMC eagerly placed their hooves on top of Gabby's claw. They then turn their attention toward Spike and Angel, waiting for them to join in.

	Spike shrugged, and placed his claw in.

	Angel sighed, he climbed onto Scootaloo's shoulder and put his paw in too.

	"Friendship on the count of three?" Spike asked.

	Gabby and the CMC nodded, while Angel rolled his eyes.

	"1, 2, 3, FRIENDSHIP!"

	Somehow, Spike knew, no matter what was threw in their way, it would turn out well in the end. He just needed to have a little faith.

								*	*	*

	Princess Celestia sighed, she had sent the new Element Bearers back to the guest rooms for the today. 

	Nothing went her way today, and thinking about it was beginning to sour her mood.

	“Luna, as much as I hate to admit it they’re right.” Celestia muttered in defeat, “It’s their duty to protect Equestria.”

	“Sister, you can’t be serious! They’re just foals!” Luna countered.

	“I know. However, the gears of fate are already in motion. We cannot change this, even if we wished too.”

	Luna hesitated, clearly unable to counter her sister’s point. “So, what do we do? Sit back and do nothing?!”

	“Of course not!” Celestia shouted, “As I said earlier, I’ve already lost six ponies, I refuse to lose any more!”

	“SO WHAT DO WE DO!?” Luna shouted in the Royal Canterlot Voice. Tears began to stream down her face.

	Celestia embraced her sister in a hug, “What we can. We cannot fight fate, but we can shape it.”

	“Will it be enough?” Luna asked softly.

	“I’m not sure, but I promised myself that I won’t stop until it is.” Celestia declared.

	Luna sighed, “It’s not fair. They have to give up their foalhoods, and they’re still so young…”

	“I know. But we can try to minimize the impact.”

	“...I hope you’re right. For their sake.” Luna muttered darkly.

	“I do too.”
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         “I don’t think these seams are aligned.”



Sweetie Belle’s voice drifted into Rarity’s ears from across the boutique floor. She looked up from the lengths of silk ribbon she’d been considering side by side, mulling over which color was just right, and peered over small red spectacles perched on her muzzle. “Excuse me?”



“I said, I don’t think these seams are aligned.” How smooth and melodic Sweetie’s voice was these days, the cracks and squeaks of fillyhood refined away into a perfectly rounded, flowing character as if it were some wonderful liquor triple-distilled and aged to perfection.



Rarity smiled to herself as she stepped away from the table with the selection of ribbons and walked over to join Sweetie, standing next to her. She was as tall as Rarity now, though still a touch awkward looking with the adolescent lankiness of having attained an adult height without quite being done sculpting the figure to go with it.



Still, what a fine mare she was becoming. It made Rarity so very proud of her dear sister. In just a couple more years or so she would be there, at her very peak. And how breathtaking she’d be then! Rarity could just see it, plain as day.



But there was, evidently, something else to see first.



“A misaligned seam, is it?” she asked, frowning slightly.



“Yeah.” Sweetie pointed at a specific spot on an ornate work-in-progress draped over the ponnequin before her. “See? These don’t line up. It’s just a little bit off. Also, now that I’m looking at it, is that the right stitching to use there?”



“Oh, Sweetie.” Rarity’s frown deepened. “Hmmm. You’re right on both counts. Since when did you become such an expert tailor?”



“Since you made me,” Sweetie Belle said. “Remember? You had me learn to sew so I could repair all the stuff I ripped instead of asking you to do it.”



“You’re welcome, by the way.” Rarity glanced sidelong and smiled at her sister.



“Yeah, yeah.” Sweetie rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Rarity. I guess it is a good thing to know sometimes.”



Rarity studied the half-finished dress in a silence that dragged on just a hair too long for easy comfort.



“So, uh, you want me to help with fixing that?” Sweetie finally asked, filling the dead air. “I wouldn’t mind. I know you’re pretty busy, and, umm.” She gestured vaguely. “I could, you know, seam rip it for you, or something. If you want.”



Rarity let the silence drag on, just a few more seconds. “Oh, I don’t know,” she sighed. “You really think it matters?”



“But…” Sweetie Belle crumpled her muzzle and narrowed her eyes in puzzlement. “But that’s Rainbow Dash’s wedding dress. You never let a dress come out not-perfect, Rarity. Especially not a wedding dress.” She punctuated the two last words in a way that made them prickle like they were riddled with loose pins sticking through the silk that was her voice.



“As if Rainbow Dash of all ponies will notice a couple millimeters of seam and stitching,” Rarity mumbled, flattening her ears.



“I noticed,” Sweetie insisted. “From across the room, even.”



“Then your years spent here at the boutique with me have trained your eye, haven’t they?” Rarity replied.



“You don’t think other ponies will notice?”



“Who knows?” Rarity shrugged. “Perhaps, perhaps not.”



“But if it’s not perfect, you’re gonna fix it, right?”



“Sweetie Belle, so few things are ever perfect,” Rarity huffed, turning and slowly walking away to idly examine some other dresses on a nearby rack. “Nopony can have it all. Not everything turns out the way you want, does it?”



“I, uh… I guess not?” Sweetie ventured.



“No, perfection is so evasive. Always finds a way to slip out of your hoof. Oh, sure, sometimes it just happens by accident, but other times, you think you can have it, then it squirms just the one way you didn’t account for and it’s loose again, taunting you to catch it, so you reach for it, but by the time you reach it it’s back again the other way, always dodging, always there where you can see it but never in your grasp. You can spend all your time trying to catch it, just that one perfect thing you want, but then you realize you’ve wasted so much time on it that there’s never time for anything else, is there?” Rarity paused. “And then you’d just be more angry at yourself for all the things you lost out on in your dalliance for chasing perfection, wouldn’t you?”



“…Wait, are we still talking about the dress?” Sweetie asked, tilting her head at a confused angle.



“Of course,” Rarity responded in a blasé tone. “What else?”



“Okaaaaay.” Sweetie looked around. “Uh, so, anyway, if you don’t need my help, I gotta go. I’ll see you later, Rarity.”



“Alright. Goodbye, Sweetie.” Rarity turned to face her sister and waved briefly. “Back for dinner?”



“Sure.” Sweetie Belle nodded and started for the boutique’s front door. “See you then.”








Ting-a-ling



Rarity looked up at the small silvery sound of the bells jingling over the boutique’s door as it opened. The sun streamed in, and with it strode the familiar figure of Applejack.



As she passed through the doorway, Rarity watched, transfixed. For a brief, glorious second or two, she was lit up in splendor, the sunlight captured and meshed into her straw mane, shining from it, giving it the metallic sheen of spun strands of pure gold. The roughness of the ponytail it was pulled into, the unbrushed looseness of it, the split ends – it all just gave it even more of a halo, somehow.



It was unaccountable, Rarity thought, almost fuming. Applejack was always a bit of a mess, but in these moments of just the right light, such a stunning, impossibly beautiful mess.



The color, the shine, they were hypnotic when they caught her by surprise in these fleeting glimpses.



Divine, perhaps, was the only word for it.



Purple? Purple was class, purple was elite. Purple was even royal, yes. But gold was beyond royal; gold was divinity, the fire of the sun as it crossed the sky, so far above even the robes and capes of rarest, richest purple on the backs of the haughtiest ancient unicorn princesses. There was nothing ‘mere’ about luxuriant drapings of royal purple, but the grace of gold just had a way of making it seem so, at times.



And of course, purple, however rare, was ultimately made from other more mundane substances by the cleverness of alchemists.



But gold? Gold could never be made from something base. It arose as itself and could only be found as it was, dug and panned by long, hard labor from the streams and the hills, in flakes and nuggets already self-purified even among the dirt and stones.



Applejack walked in and closed the door behind herself. The sunlight vanished; the moment was gone. Rarity stood up from her sewing to greet her friend.



“Applejack, hello!” She trotted over with a smile.



“Heya, Rarity.” Applejack nodded back.



“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Rarity asked.



“I was just walkin’ through Ponyville and thought I’d drop on in an’ say howdy,” Applejack replied. “Hope I’m not interruptin’, if yer busy.”



“Oh, no, don’t be silly, of course not.” Rarity shook her head. “I’ve been at it too long, really. I’m overdue for a tea break. Join me, why don’t you?”



“Well, that sounds nice,” Applejack agreed. “Thank ya kindly.”



“But of course. Let me just get some water on, and I’ll be back momentarily.” Rarity ambled off into the kitchen at the back of the boutique while Applejack waited.



In the kitchen, she got out a kettle, filled it with a few teacups’ worth of water, and put it on the stove to boil, and then opened up the fridge and looked around at what she had inside.



“You’re not over-fond of tea, as I recall.” Rarity called out into the other room. “Cider okay?”



“Ya know me too well, Rare,” Applejack called back and chuckled.



Rarity pulled one of the dark green glass bottles with a sticker bearing a logo of a bright red apple out of the fridge. While the water in the kettle heated, she hunted around in a drawer for the bottle opener, frowning slightly. Sweetie never put anything away in the same place twice, she was sure of it. No matter, though. She found it and cracked the bottle open well before the kettle whistled.



At last, with water hot and cider cold, Rarity arranged everything necessary on a silver tray and carried it out in the magic of her glowing horn. She set it down gently on the small table she customarily enjoyed her tea at, situated in a sun-soaked bay window. Applejack joined her and they settled in.



“So, how ya been, Rarity?” Applejack asked before starting on her cider.



“Oh, fine,” Rarity replied, stirring her fresh-poured cup of tea. “Working. But, well, that’s better than not having work to do.”



“’Course.” Applejack nodded.



“I should be the one asking how you’re doing, with the big day coming up,” Rarity countered.



“Eh.” Applejack took a sip of her cider with a nonchalant shrug. “Truth be told, Rainbow and I ain’t gettin’ worked up about it much. Just sorta been takin’ it in stride. No big reason to do otherwise. Don’t see that things’re gonna really change all that much, ya know?”



“I suppose there is some sense in that.” Rarity nodded. “After all, a wedding really is just declaring to everypony else what the happy couple already knows for themselves, isn’t it?”



“Yeah.” Applejack nodded. “Ain’t even like we’re livin’ apart or anything at this point anyway.”



“Oh, Applejack!” Rarity rolled her eyes back dramatically and raised the back of her hoof to her forehead in mock-shock, feigning a sudden bout of the vapors. “Shacked up out of wedlock! How scandalous!”



“Heheh.” Applejack chuckled. “Well, if Granny’d nixed it, we’d a’ waited. But it ain’t nothin’ Big Mac n’ Sugar Belle didn’t do before us, so… heck with it, I figure. ‘Course, ah, they’d take their business out to the barn before they were married, so the rest of us could at least just kinda politely pretend not to know they were doin’ it.”



“I take it that you and Rainbow Dash are not retreating to the barn, then,” Rarity said.



“Nah. I ain’t gonna pretend I ain’t when I am, and Rainbow… eh, well, she’s Rainbow.”



“She is just that, isn’t she?” Rarity mused. “So…” She leaned forward and grinned. “How is she in bed?”



Applejack thought for a moment, and smirked. “Vigorous.”



Rarity giggled. “Yes. If there’s a one-word summary for our Rainbow Dash, I suppose ‘vigorous’ would be it.”



“How ‘bout you, Rare?” Applejack asked. “Seein’ anypony? Anything on the radar these days?”



“Alas, Applejack,” Rarity sighed. “No such luck.”



“Sorry t’ hear that.” Applejack took a long pull of her cider.



“It’s alright.” Rarity’s voice briefly punctuated the silence settling around them.



For the span of a breath, Applejack studied the deep green glass of the bottle she was holding, her contrastingly pale green eyes fixed on it.



Rarity sipped her tea.



“So, uh.” Applejack finally set down the bottle and swung her green eyes up, across the table, to meet Rarity’s sapphire blues. “Look, Rare, there’s somethin’ I gotta ask and I dunno how else, so I’m just gonna ask it.”



Rarity stared at Applejack for a moment with a blank look, and blinked. “Alright. You may fire when ready, my dear.”



“What I gotta ask is,” Applejack began, a bit ponderously, “when the officiator at our wedding asks if there’s anypony who objects to this union, is anypony gonna raise their hoof and say yes?”



“Excuse me, what?” Rarity went wide-eyed, completely taken aback.



“I gotta know, Rarity.”



“Well, I… Applejack, I just don’t understand.” Rarity frowned. “Certainly not me. You know that.”



“Yeah.” Applejack exhaled slowly and looked down. “Yeah, I know. I believe ya.”



“What’s this about?” Rarity reached out and put her hoof on Applejack’s. “Is everything alright, Applejack? What’s going on?”



“I dunno.” Applejack shook her head. “Was hopin’ you could tell me. Look, Sweetie Belle came ‘round the farm, earlier today. Said she was there to see Applebloom but I kinda got the feelin’ she was really there to tell me somethin’. Somethin’ about you. She kinda implied there was somethin’ going on. Said you were bein’, quote, ‘Weird’ about somethin’ to do with Rainbow Dash. About her dress, maybe? She didn’t sound too sure herself, though.”



Rarity seethed. “Oh, that little—”



“Hey now, sugarcube, don’t be mad. I think her heart was in the right place. Usually is. I think she just didn’t know what else to do.”



“Maybe so,” Rarity said guardedly. “But still.”



“So what’s the deal, Rare?” Applejack asked. “There somethin’ goin’ on or ain’t there?”



Rarity thought about this for a few seconds. “I don’t know,” she finally whispered.



“It’s okay if there is,” Applejack said. “We’ll get through it, it’s just, we need ta talk about it now, instead of havin’ it come out later, y’know?”



“I would tell you if I could, Applejack. Believe me, I would.”



“Is it Rainbow?” Applejack asked.



“No, I, um.” Rarity hesitated while she pondered. “Not per se. No, I don’t think so.”



“…Is it me?” Applejack asked, sounding as if she really didn’t want to.



“Applejack, I really think a wire must have gotten crossed somewhere, if you’re asking what I think you are.” Rarity said. “You know it’s stallions I’m interested in, don’t you?”



“Yeah, that’s what I always thought.” Applejack nodded. “But Sweetie Belle just made it sound kinda like… well, I dunno. Shoot, maybe I just heard somethin’ that ain’t there. What, then?”



“I’m not sure,” Rarity said in a small, hitching voice. “I— Maybe it’s something, but I’m just not— not sure.” She blinked down water gathering in her eyes.



Applejack scootched across the bay window’s cushioned benching over to Rarity’s side of the little tea table and wrapped a foreleg around her.



Rarity leaned her head to rest on Applejack’s wither and stared off at nothing in particular. “I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I don’t mean to be like this.”



“’S okay, sugarcube,” Applejack said softly.



“I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”



“Don’t worry ‘bout it.”



Rarity just sat quietly in Applejack’s embrace for a while longer, tea forgotten while she puzzled over herself.



“Guess I also gotta ask if Rainbow’s dress is still okay,” Applejack finally ventured.



“I don’t know that, either,” Rarity admitted. “But it will be, Applejack. I promise you, it will be.”



“I know it will. I trust ya.” Applejack nodded slowly. “Rainbow does too.”








“…And every time I work on it, I just feel this— this— repulsion,” Rarity griped to her companion in the sitting room.



Twilight Sparkle sat and listened attentively, a study in natural purple beauty decked with the most tasteful accoutrements of gold.



“It’s like I just can’t bear to touch it, or even to look too hard at it,” Rarity finished.



“But you love making dresses.” Twilight took on a confused look. “Especially wedding dresses.”



“Of course I do,” Rarity said. “It’s just that I set my sights so high, and put in so much time chasing that loftiness, and then somehow it always takes a wrong turn. Something turns out not as I expected, something I should have seen so easily if I’d just been realistic, but I put the blinders on myself with my tunnel vision and I always end up finding out the hard way why they call it being blind-sided. And I end up hating myself for that, every time.”



“Um. Wait, are we still just talking about the dress?” Twilight asked, tilting her head.



“…I’m not sure,” Rarity admitted. “But I do know that just can’t get those damned seams lined up!”



“Kinda sounds like there’s more to it than that,” Twilight said delicately.



Rarity cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to waste your time with my problems.”



“Rarity.” Twilight smiled softly. She slowly took off her crown and set the little coronet down on the coffee table, a mask of the mingling of golden metal and purple gems being laid aside. She looked at Rarity, and Rarity gazed back at the true face of Twilight, her friend. “I’m here for you. You know that.”



“It’s just, I don’t understand,” Rarity continued. “This is supposed to be one of my proudest projects. Maybe not in the sense of being my magnum opus of technical achievement or grandiosity, perhaps, but something made for one of the happiest purposes. Two of my best friends are getting married! It should be thrilling. Overjoying.”



“And yet it’s not?” Twilight guessed.



“It is, though!” Rarity shifted in her seat. “I really am happy for them. But… it’s…”



“It’s complicated.” Twilight nodded.



“Complicated.” Rarity nodded back. “Yes.”



“Okay, so, you feel happy for them,” Twilight continued. “What else does it make you feel?”



“I…” Rarity’s jaw moved for a moment, but no words came out. “…I’m ashamed of…”



“Ashamed of what?”



“When I work on that dress, I think about them. Applejack and Rainbow Dash. Together. Standing there, side by side. In love with each other. And so, so happy together.” Rarity slumped slightly. “And some deep-down part of me… I can’t help it. It just wells up and it mixes with however I happy I feel for them. I feel… angry.”



“Angry at them?” Twilight puzzled.



“No, that’s just it!” Rarity said in exasperation. “I don’t feel angry at Applejack. I don’t feel angry at Rainbow Dash. They’re my friends, I love them. Why should I feel that way? But when I think of them, together, in their perfect love, getting married, living happily ever after…”



Twilight started laughing and continued for several seconds while Rarity waited, nonplussed. “Oh, Rarity,” she finally said, through the last of her chuckles. “You know their relationship is far removed from some perfect storybook romance.”



“I know it’s not a picture-perfect fairy tale,” Rarity agreed. “But maybe what I know isn’t cooperating with what I see. What I feel.”



“Mmmmm.” Twilight half-closed one eye in thought. “If I can say something, Rarity?”



Rarity braced herself. “Go on.”



“Well, I kinda think you’re a hopeless romantic,” Twilight said. “And I think it colors how you see them. And, uh, maybe that’s not doing you any favors, here.”



“You’re right.” Rarity nodded. “I won’t dispute that perhaps I do see them in a way that is less than uncompromisingly real. But is it bad to want to think the best of my friends?”



“I’m not saying being a romantic is necessarily a bad thing,” Twilight continued. “I think it’s what makes you such a great artist. You see things as they could be, before they are. I mean, I’ve watched you create, I know how your mind works. When you make a dress, it’s already done before you ever even lay hooves on cloth, isn’t it? The part we see is just getting it from your head to the fabric. That’s why you shine so bright at what you do.”



“Yes. And Applejack and I are such very different ponies, that way,” Rarity said.



“Right,” Twilight agreed. “You see the way things could be, but I think Applejack takes things as they are. I guess that’s why she’s so great at what she does. She never counts the apples before she can put her hoof on them and they’re in a bushel basket.”



“Maybe that’s also why I fail,” Rarity said sadly.



“In what way?” Twilight asked.



“In the way that ponies aren’t dresses,” Rarity said. “You can’t just make them into your vision. They already are what they are, blemishes and all. You’re on a course for disaster when you start thinking otherwise.”



“Yeah.” Twilight nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”



Rarity sat and thought for a little while. Twilight waited patiently.



“And that’s why she has what I have never been able to,” Rarity concluded. “It’s why she and Rainbow fell so easily into something that I can only make worse the harder I try to make perfect. Blueblood… Trenderhoof… every other failure on my part to see the real instead of what I wanted. Maybe Applejack and Rainbow simply have what I never can. Because they live in the real.”



“Rarity, isn’t that a bit dramatic? I don’t think you’ll never—”



“You can’t find love with ponies who never actually existed, Twilight,” Rarity interrupted her. “Yes, I think I see now. Anger is just a symptom.”



“Of what?” Twilight probed curiously.



Rarity resented this, for a fleeting moment. She knew that Twilight knew darned well of what.



But she also knew why Twilight asked; why it was important that she had to say it out loud, and hear herself.



Rarity raised her head and looked Twilight in her deep amethyst eyes. “Envy, Twilight. I envy what they have with each other, so much. It’s so selfish. And I hate myself for it.”



“Oh, Rarity.” Twilight pulled her into a comforting hug.



Her eyes watered. She sniffed and the tears broke over, spilling down her cheeks.



“Why can’t I just be happy for them?” she sobbed. “What am I going to do?”








Ting-a-ling



The silvery sound of soft bells rang out from above the door as Rarity entered a Manehatten boutique, carrying a bag at her side in the soft aura of her horn.



“Rarity!” Coco Pommel gasped as she galloped over across the shop floor to meet her. “I didn’t know you were in town!”



“I didn’t know I would be myself,” Rarity replied. “Bit of a spontaneous trip. I just needed some time. A few days to think over a few things, I suppose.”



“Well, come in, come in!” Coco ushered her further into the store. “Want some tea or something?”



“No, thank you, I don’t have all that long, I’m afraid.” Rarity shook her head. “I’ll need to be off to catch my next train soon.”



“Aww. Sorry to hear that,” Coco said.



“Actually, I’m here because I have a favor to ask, and you’re only pony I thought of to trust with it,” Rarity continued. “You see, I have a dress that needs completing, so I was wondering, if you happened to have the time available…”



“A commission?” Coco asked. “Sure, for you I can squeeze one in. What is it?”



“Wonderful! More like a commission of a commission, really, if that makes sense. I have it here.” Rarity lifted the bag beside her and pulled out a half-finished piece of work. “I’ve already got it started. The pattern is all there, of course, along with the client’s measurements and the concept sketches showing how it’s all intended to look. It should be a piece of cake to finish off.”



Coco looked it over. “Ah. For a pegasus, I see.”



“For a dear friend.” Rarity nodded.



“Wait. Rarity.” Coco frowned. “This is a wedding dress.”



“Yes, and?”



“It’s just, I don’t do many wedding dresses,” Coco fretted. “I’ve spent most of my time the last few years doing stage stuff. Bridleway costuming. Stuff that only needs to look good at a distance. Are you sure my fine details are going up to par for something like a wedding dress?”



“I know you’ve got the chops,” Rarity reassured her. “You will do just fine, Coco, if you’re willing.”



Coco paced a few steps. “Alright. For you, I’ll do it. But can I ask, why aren’t you finishing it yourself?”



“That’s been a difficult question for me, too,” Rarity pondered. “I realize now that in the course of some projects, you just find yourself too close to them.”



“Oh.” Coco looked taken aback. “I think I see. Umm, if you want to talk about it…”



“It’s not like that, Coco.” Rarity set down the bag and carefully settled the dress back into it. “It’s just, well, something I’ve learned is this: honesty is noble, but there’s a such thing as being too honest. Not always just with words, either. When you’re close to a thing… when you have complicated, clashing feelings about it… when you pour your honest best into a work, as you must for any piece to be authentic, sometimes too much honesty about those complicated ways you feel comes out in it. Doesn’t it?”



Coco remained silent, looking like she didn’t really know what to say.



Rarity cleared her throat. “There’s a seam that didn’t line up, by the way, where I used the wrong stitches. It needs ripping and resewing. You’ll notice it. Sweetie Belle did easily enough.”



“I’ll find it,” Coco promised. “I think I get how important this must be to you. It’s very generous of you to make a wedding dress for your friend.”



“Seems that way, doesn’t it?” Rarity asked. “Maybe that was the other problem, as well. Just like too much honesty, there’s also a such thing as false generosity – doing something not for somepony else, but really for yourself. To fit your own image of things. Gifts are supposed to be for the pony you’re giving them to, not about you. And not about trying to use them to change somepony to be who you think they should be in your mind, instead of what they are. Nopony is perfect. Resenting them for something that was only ever in your own mind? Just asking for disaster. Ruined friendship is virtually a certainty at the end of pushing down that road. And so, sometimes… sometimes, you have to just let go of a thing, when you can’t be truly, honestly generous about it.”



“Huh?” Coco tilted her head. “Are… we still talking about this dress?”



“No, I’m… I’m quite sure now that we’re not,” Rarity stated.



“Well, I don’t know what else I can help you with, there,” Coco said apologetically, and awkwardly.



Rarity smiled and put a hoof on Coco’s wither, looking into her seafoam eyes. “Just helping with the dress will be more than enough.”



“Alright.” Cocoa smiled back, and nodded. “If that’s what I can do. I won’t let you down. It’ll be perfect, Rarity.”



“I know it will, Coco. You’re a good friend. Thank you.”








“I now pronounce you mare and mare!” Mayor Mare declared. “You may—”



The gathered crowd laughed as Applejack and Rainbow Dash enthusiastically beat her to the punch.



“Yeah. That.” The mayor rolled her eyes and smiled. “Just kiss already, why don’t you?”



Pegasi overhead dumped confetti on them. Bouquets were thrown. The cake was cut, with the first slices predictably mashed into both bride’s muzzles as if they were locked in a cafeteria foodfight with each other. Wine bottles popped open, dances were danced, dinner was served. Finally, everything started to wind down as the guests bid goodnight and drifted away, one by one.



Rarity was among it all, enjoying herself until the party dwindled down to just the two brides and a select few of the last hangers-on sitting around a single table.



They talked long into the night.



“I love my dress, Rarity,” Rainbow Dash said. “I know you said you had to farm it out this time, but all the same, thank you for making sure I’d look so nice on my big day. It really means a lot to me.”



“Oh, it was nothing,” Rarity waved a hoof modestly. “Apple Bloom did such a wonderful job with your dress, too, Applejack.”



“Still surprises the hay outta me that she insisted.” Applejack looked at her own dress and beamed. “I don’t even know where she learned t’ sew like this. But yeah, she did real good.”



“Well, I’m not surprised,” Rarity said, slowly, taking another sip of wine, “because when it really counts, it doesn’t matter how hard it is, does it? You don’t cut corners. You find a way. You do what it takes to get it to be…”



“Be what?”



Rarity looked around at the ponies still there, all of them her friends, all having a wonderful time, and smiled a little smile. “Perfect.”
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