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         “I think this is an excellent idea.”



Celestia was quickly finding it tempting to stick her horn through her sister’s eye from across the dinner table.



“Truthfully, I think otherwise,” she stated, making do with driving her fork through a cherry tomato instead. “I also think you should stop talking with your mouth full, Luna.”



A loud crunch, followed by a splatter of lettuce leaves across the floor. “Why?” Luna asked, though it was less of a ‘why’ and more of a ‘warg’, which was pretty much what she was sounding like anyway.



“We’re royalty, that’s why.”



“Up until seven months ago.” Thank the stars, Luna swallowed before she spoke this time. “We’re retired now, Tia. I assure you, there shall be none left in this day and age who would bother to judge the manners of princesses emeritus, a pair!”



“Except the caretakers.”



“Except the caretakers, those fiends, fastidious and foul!” Luna screeched at one of them standing across the room. “Heed me, infidel! Were it not for the relinquishment of my powers, the rind of the moon shall render asunder thy plump posterior!”



“Manners maketh the mare, dear Luna,” Celestia sternly reminded. “Need I also point out, sister dearest, that I had intended this retirement to be a solo venture. I did not ask you to join me, yet you’ve insisted on tagging along.”



“I still think it’s not a bad idea.”



“I never said it was.”



“You think it. I know you well, sister.” Luna chomped down on another forkful of lettuce, sending bits of it scattering about the room once more. “Why do you think I suggested this for you in the first place?”



The heftiest sigh of the day left Celestia’s lips as she once again returned to what was laid before her. It was a book, one atrociously thick with pages wrinkled yellow from having constantly being dipped into diluted mugs of coffee over the past few months, all of it bound together inside a dubiously-procured leather cover complete with an intricate etching of the sun.



"You know, I really don’t mind if you just got me a bouquet of hydrangeas for my birthday, Luna.”



“But sister, I thought you hate hydrangeas.”



“I was making a point.”



“How crude,” Luna said with a scrunch in her snout. “Do you not understand the importance of a good gift? And what better gift than one that you never knew you needed in the first place?”



“And why would you think I need a homemade book in the first place?”



A gasp of shock. “Wow. Okay, firstly, it’s not ‘homemade’— the proper terminology here is ‘artisanal’. Secondly, it’s extremely obvious to me and everyone else in Equestria why you need to have this book! In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t realized it yet!”



Celestia rolled her eyes, before setting her fork aside. “Just enlighten me, Luna.”



Luna glanced around before leaning in towards her sister for a low whisper.



“You miss it.”



“Miss what?”



“You know! Power! Authority, rule of law, that old song and dance of yours! You miss it to bits!”



“I’ve told you this already, Luna, I have no intention of returning to power,” Celestia insisted, even as a panther’s smirk pounced from her sister’s lips. “And suppose that’s even remotely true, what does this book have to do with any of it?”



“I’m glad you’ve asked! Now, this tale dates back to a more innocent time, a time when you and I were still the keepers of the Canterlotian throne, when the days are fairer and the nights more tranquil—”



“Just get to the point.”



“Ugh. Fine,” Luna haughtily groused. “Basically, your dearest Twilight recounted to me of the strange practices she had encountered during her excursions in the world beyond the Crystal Mirror. Apparently, on certain mornings, the creatures on the other side would hold massive congregations in these small palaces to perform a ritual where they would keep their heads down and chant these archaic incantations. What’s even stranger is that each and every one of them— mare, stallion and foal alike—each of them are carrying, in their flimsy appendages, a book.



Celestia glanced back to the book before her. “You mean like this one?”



“Exactly, though I’ve adjusted this one according to scale.” Luna proceeded to flip open the book, revealing the empty pages within. “Now, Twilight did explain to me what these books were for but frankly, I wasn’t really paying attention by the time she got to that part. All I know is that these books and their dictums hold incredible power and influence over the creatures over there—”



“And you want me to replicate that power. Here, onto our fellow citizens of Equestria.”



Luna gleefully nodded. Celestia could only let out a grave sigh.



“Sister, you do remember what happened with the Friendship Journal, right?”



“That’s different.”



“How is it any different?”



“Because that one was plainly about Twilight and her friends’ exhaustingly boring lessons! What they lack was the je nais se quois, the obscurity, the mystique! Where they failed, sister, you and I shall succeed.”



“And will it be just this one book?”



“It will be the first of many. Fear not, for I’ve already acquired all publishing rights for this book already!” Luna puffed her chest out with pride, much to her sister’s consternation. “Better to be prepared even for the impossible, I’d say!”



Reluctantly, Celestia returned her gaze back to the empty pages of the book. She couldn’t deny, there was certainly something strangely exciting about this whole affair. To have the words in this book be treated with the veneration of her speeches of old? Perhaps there was some truth to Luna’s assertions after all?



“So what am I supposed to write?” she asked.



“Anything.”



“Anything?”



“Anything.”



Celestia bit her lip. “How about this?” she said, breaking into a grin as she began to write. “Those who feast must do so with their mouths shut.”



“How shrewd of you,” Luna grumbled, pouting. “Also, do you really have to make do with the salad dressing?”



“It’s the only thing lying around that I can use.” With a careful splat, the first sentence was completed. “There. How about you give it a go, Luna? This was your idea, after all.”



“If I may be so honored!” Luna declared, the two of them giggling. “Let’s see, let’s see… how about this: all caretakers ignoble shall have their plump posteriors render asunder by the rind of the moon!”



Celestia couldn’t help but laugh at the squiggles of mayonnaise sinking into the pages. “You know, we should probably categorize these. For archival reasons.”



“The spaces are limited, however.” Luna paused for thought. “Perhaps we can abbreviate them?”



“Wonderful idea!” With her magic, the elder alicorn swiped the nearest bottle of ketchup. “I shall label this one ‘MATT’, for ‘Manners At The Table’.



“And mine shall be ‘PSA’, for ‘Punishments, Suggest Administering.’ Rather formal, if I do say so myself!”



Another hearty laugh left Celestia’s lips. “You know, maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea after all.”



“I knew you would come around, dear sister.” Luna beamed. “Perhaps, once we’re done, we shall have Twilight look it over? Make a few quick revisions before publishing?”



“Brilliant!” Celestia clapped her hooves together. “I can’t wait to hear what she thinks about this!”










"Luster Dawn, if I catch you sneaking this out from the forbidden section again, I will personally render your posterior asunder, you hear me!"
      

      
   
      Putting Yourself Out There


      
      
      
         
         Advice Pinkie

      
      

      

      
      
         Sandbar rapped his hoof on the wooden door. 



“Come on in!” A squeaky voice exclaimed from the inside. 



Sandbar took a deep breath and entered the room. Shock overtook him as he stared at the newly decorated room. Normally it would have streamers and banners galore, but now it had glow in the dark stars, pillows scattered throughout the room, a hint of hay to go alongside the pillows. 



The normal scent of sugar and bread that hung thick in the air was all but absent, replaced with the sweet smell of soap and shampoo, like somepony just took a bath.



“Hold on, It’ll be just a minute!” Professor Pie called out from somewhere out of view.



“Gotcha! Stay you slippery decoration!” She shouted before bounding out from behind her desk. Tangled in her mane were the same glow in the dark stars that were pasted on the ceiling. 



“Oh, Hiya Sandbar, what brings you here?” Pinkie said. “Oh! I know! Are you here to prepare for the exam on Monday? I was just preparing it. You want some help reviewing?”



“Actually…” Sandbar scratched the back of his neck. “I need some advice.”



“Sure, fire away!” Pinkie mimicked her party cannon going off. 



“Uhm…” Sandbar shifted back and forth on his hooves. “It’s kind of a long story. Can you promise to keep it a secret?”



“Oooh! I do love long stories!” Pinkie said. “Cross my heart, hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye!” She mimed the actions, sealing the vow to keep it a secret. “Okay, go ahead…”



Sandbar’s heart was fluttering all over the place. He was sure he was safe to tell Pinkie. He considered just leaving entirely. Still, Pinkie was sitting on her haunches, smiling at him, waiting for him to go on.



“I heard through the grapevine that the school is hosting a ball. I-I uhm…” He stuttered.



“Go on! I’m not going to tell anypony!” Pinkie said.



 “I- I want to ask Yona to the dance.” Sandbar finally blurted. 



Pinkie’s grin grew wider. “five seconds, please.” She snagged a nearby pillow and covered her muzzle and screamed.



Sandbar reeled back. 



Pinkie threw the pillow back to the side. She tapped her front hooves together. Sandbar hadn’t seen somepony… or technically somegriff this excited since Gallus discovered stairs. 



“Well, what are you waiting for, silly pony?! Go on and ask her!”



“I-I.” Sandbar lowered his head. “I can’t”



“What do you mean you can’t?” Pinkie said. “Is she not around? Oh no… did she get taken by an Ursa Minor? We should go and rescue her immedi-¬”



“No… it’s not that.” Sandbar said.



“Then… what’s the matter?” Pinkie asked. 



“I’m afraid.” Sandbar said. 



“Afraid of what?” Pinkie lifted his head.



“What if she says ‘no’?” Sandbar said. 



“Pssh, Sandbar. She would never say ‘no’. She’s your friend!” Pinkie said.



“But what if she is already asked?” Sandbar’s warmth left his body. His heart dropped to the bottom of his chest. “I mean, what if Gallus beat me to it? Then all my friends would laugh at me for being too slow. I would be laughing stock for the rest of the school year…”



Pinkie snickered “They wouldn’t laugh at you. If anything, I don’t find anything about that funny at all.” 



“Also, I have no idea if Yaks would find it insulting if I ask them to dance? I’m afraid I might do something to insult her…” Sandbar scratched a sweaty foreleg with his hoof. “I asked Professor Applejack first, but she recommended I talk with you since you are familiar with Yakyakistan culture.”



“Stop being a worry-wart!” She chuckled. “You got nothing to worry about!”



Sandbar raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t Prince Rutherford smash a lot of things in Ponyville a couple months ago because the decorations weren’t quite right?”



“I take it that the test on Yakyakistan didn’t do you any favors.” Pinkie said. “Yona is nice. She understands that pony culture is way different from yak culture. If there is something bugging her, she’ll always tell you.”



Sandbar smiled. Why was he so nervous asking a cute yak out? She didn’t get angry that much… and when she did, it was quick, and didn’t do much damage. Still, he couldn’t find the right words to say. Were there right words to say?



“I know you are scared to ask her, but just imagine how she would feel if she didn’t get asked.” Pinkie’s ears drooped. “I met countless ponies who never got asked to a dance. It is extremely hard to make them smile after that.”



Pinkie did have a point. He imagined Yona, curled up in her dorm room under countless blankets, sulking throughout the night.



“The worse thing you can do is not ask.” Pinkie said.



“Still, what if I mess up? What if I make a buffoon out of myself? What if I can’t find the right words?” 



Her smirk twisted as her tongue peeked out of her lips, like she was thinking deeply about something. She grabbed a nearby bulb and lifted it over her head. The bulb illuminated as her wide grin returned. It was odd, however, that her mane didn’t revert to its ratty and curly state. “Ah ha! Give me a minute!” She bounded towards the closet and disappeared inside. He could hear the faint clattering of cymbals, honks of horns, and nasally squeaks of kazoos as Pinkie rummaged in her closet. Every so often, a random item would fall out, like a rug, or a plate, and weirdly enough… a vinyl disk.



Sandbar took a deep breath and smiled at Pinkie’s antics. Just classic Professor Pinkie being Professor Pinkie.



“And done!” Pinkie exited the closet. Sandbar had to hold in a laugh as he found Pinkie’s appearance to be… very convincing.



Pinkie had a yak helmet (given to her as a gift) atop her head. Her coat was long and fuzzy. Atop her back was the rug she dropped from earlier. Her mane was braided and looped. “Here, I’ll help you… I’ll be Yona, and you’ll be Sandbar!”



Sandbar nodded, stifling another laugh as she approached.



Pinkie pointed a hoof at Sandbar “You go first.”



“He-Hey, Yona, can I ask you something?” 



Pinkie lowered her voice. “Yes, Sandbar?” She fluttered her eyes and smiled expectantly.



“I-I was wondering…” Sandbar quivered. “W-would you like to go to the dance with me?” He wheezed.



“Parrdon?” Pinkie cupped and ear with her hoof “I’m sorry, Yona’s ears are not very good since Zuezaphone is loud.”



“I-I was wondering…” Sandbar stood a little taller. “If you would go out to the dance with me?”



“LOUDER!” Pinkie screamed.



Sandbar squeezed his eyes shut and shouted “Yona! I was wondering if you would go out to the dance with me!”



Pinkie squealed “Oh, Sandbar! Yes! When do you want to pick Yona up?”



“Uhm,” Sandbar glanced at the clock. “Four-thirty?”



“Perfect! I will be waiting in my dorm!” Pinkie winked and trotted back to the closet. 



After a few more whistles and strums of instruments, Pinkie emerged, back to her normal self. 



“Thank you, Professor.” Sandbar said.



“You’re very welcome!” Pinkie bowed. “Anyways, run along! Yona is waiting for you!”



Sandbar nodded and bolted out the door. He never had this feeling before- it was warm, like friendship, it was empowering like honesty, it was motivating like loyalty. But, most of all, he was going to do the impossible: He was going to ask Yona out to the dance.
      

      
   
      The Bureaumancer


      

      
      
         The telltale signs of an impending freakout were clear: Twilight’s head cocked to the right, her muzzle curled upwards to the left, her brow furrowed, and her blinking came at an irregular cadence.  It instantly sent Spike’s pulse into overdrive, and he took an instinctive step back over the threshold of Golden Oaks Library’s upper room, regardless of the tray of tea and scones clenched in his claws.



“Spike!” she blurted, shifting focus to him with startling suddenness. He shrank back under her gimlet gaze, but her magic gripped him before he could flee, tossing the tray to the floor and hauling him cheek-to-jowl next to her.



“Uh,” he managed.



She jerked her head toward one of the myriad tomes sitting open on the desk before them. “Tell me what you see.”



He didn’t bother; he knew better. “You found evidence about Starswirl the Bearded’s final resting place?” he guessed at random.



“What? No! Spike, don’t tease me like that. Look at this...” She hefted one of the books with her magic, and held it just a hair too close for Spike’s eyes to adjust.



Yet he pulled his head back and squinted, as he knew that the only way out of her madness was through it. “It looks like… some kind of ledger?”



“That’s right! This is a logbook from Ponyville’s tax authority, back when it was founded almost a century ago. Look at the date, though, and the presiding officer.”



The combination of awkward positioning and nigh-ancient chicken-scratch made this impossible.  “Twilight, what’s going on?”



“It’s Mayor Mare, Spike! She signed off on the very first treasurer’s report after Ponyville was founded!”



Spike crinkled his nose. “She couldn’t have been in office that long ago.”



“But the record says otherwise. I… thought I’d do an impromptu tax audit of Ponyville after we got here. You know, to pass the time.”



“I think that’s called ‘meddling.’”



“Maybe.” A hot blush overtook her, and—thank Celestia!—her magic blinked out. “But Mayor Mare’s age isn’t the problem… I think she might’ve embezzled a lot of tax money.”



Spike scratched at his chin and considered this. At length, his mind worked its way toward an inexorable conclusion: “You’re not gonna eat any of the scones I baked, are you?”



To her credit, Twilight gave the scattered scones a guilty look. “Sorry, Spike, but I can’t leave this alone now that I know about it. Mayor Mare approved what amounts to a cover-up.”



“How airtight is your evidence?”



It was as if a light switch flipped in Twilight’s head. Spike’s frown deepened in proportion with the brimming smile that came to her muzzle. “I know how we can strengthen it! We just need to break into… er, investigate Mayor Mare’s office—”



“I’m out.”



“Yes, but—”



“I’m out, Twilight. This isn’t one of you and Shining’s Sibling Supreme contests… and I’m too beautiful for prison.”



“Use your dragonfire to send her filing cabinets to Canterlot,” Twilight said, eyes glinting. “We could have the nation’s top auditors standing ready to spot-check things, and a court mage could hold the channel open and teleport everything right back before Mayor Mare knows they’re missing.”



Spike grimaced at the realization that an executable plan had emerged from an otherwise semi-coherent bout of Twilighting. “This is risky!”



“No, Spike… this is fiscally responsible!”








Setting up the Canterlot side of the plan had been easy.  Easy for Twilight, anyway. As Spike climbed claw-over-claw up the trellis leading to Mayor Mare’s office window, his tummy grumbled at the memory of belching forth more than a week’s worth of message-fire in just a couple of hours.



He paused, took a breath to calm himself, tried not to look down, and kept climbing.



One weakness of the plan was Twilight’s insistence on executing it in broad daylight.  “No, that’s a strength,” she’d said, insisting that time was of the essence in blowing the lid off a decades-old conspiracy.  “I’d have to find an excuse to meet with her off-hours. But if I catch her during the day, we can take a walk…”



Spike’s foothold slipped. He looked down on instinct, and felt another wave of queasiness flow into his stomach. The grass below was lush, the flowers a brilliant mix of color, and the onlookers who’d noticed his ascent seemed relatively few—yet they all swirled together in a dizzying brain stew that threatened to boil over. He dug in harder with his foreclaws, and managed to jam his hind claws into something.



He hung there for a moment, panting, trying not to think about what had just nearly happened.



Then a force of magical power clamped onto his midsection and tore his grip away with breakneck speed. He tried to shout but couldn’t for the sheer press of air around him.  Up he went, clearing three more stories of Town Hall in an instant, shooting through an open window—



Spike dropped, gasping, on an austere blue carpet where the only other detail he could digest at first was four purple legs extending out of his field of vision. Soon he blinked, and focused, and looked up, seeing they belonged to Twilight. But her clenched jaw and widened eyes were no comfort at all.



“I never thought it would end this way,” Mayor Mare said. She sauntered out from behind her desk, letting Spike see a frown upon her muzzle that was tinged with sadness and anger. Yet somehow neither touched her eyes. “I never thought it’d end at all.”



“Th—This doesn’t have to be an end,” Twilight stammered.



“I was younger, in the beginning. Careless. Sloppy. If only I’d thought of a more creative name than ‘Mayor Mare,’ or maybe changed it every couple of decades.” She gave a humorless chuckle. “But now you know my secret, and you’re determined… what? To put a righteous end to an unholy revenant of state? Be warned, I will not cede power easily.”



Twilight tried to form words, but all that came out was a salad.



Spike sighed with exasperation at having to be the one showing grace under pressure this week. “Mayor Mare, let’s make this quick: have you or haven’t you embezzled a boatload of tax money over your… freakishly long existence?”



Her scowl deepened. “I would never steal from my public’s trust!” She paused, and raised a hoof. “I would complete dark rituals to bind my soul to a municipality, thus ensuring myself eternal life as long as I hold office within. But I would never exploit that for my own gain otherwise!”



“So that’s why you’ve opposed term limits,” Spike breathed. “All right then, how do you explain the irregularities that Twilight found? Something’s been wreaking havoc on Ponyville’s books since nearly the beginning.”



Mayor Mare blinked, seemingly dumbfounded for a moment. “Really?”



Spike shrugged. “That’s what Twilight said, anyway.”



After a moment of uncomfortable silence, one of Mayor Mare’s eyebrows shot up. “There’s only one other pony who’s been around since the beginning… who helped craft our tax laws… who I never would’ve guessed would cheat them.”



“But who?” Spike asked.



Mayor Mare’s eyes hardened. “Come on, youngsters… we have justice to serve.”








Granny Smith eyed the gathering clouds of red-black lighting—replete with the backlit shapes of two ponies and one tiny dragon—from her favorite rocker on the Apple Family’s porch.



“Took ya long enough, Marey,” she chuckled. “But listen well: y’all set a hoof on my property, and I’ll sic the most expensive lawyers this side o’Tartarus on ye!”
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