
      Paid Vacation Time


      
      
      
         
         It's a Symbolic Matter

      
      

      

      
      
         “I’d really rather not, your Highness,” said Tempest.



Flurry Heart frowned so hard that her snout wrinkled.



“Well, why not?” said the young princess. She punctuated the statement with an aggressive little sip from her teacup. Something she probably picked up from her aunt.



Tempest shifted her weight, and her armor’s plates clacked against each other.



“I’m not a ‘party pony’, your Highness,” said Tempest, diplomatically.



“But it’s your birthday, Tempest!” said Flurry. Her eyes became wide and pleading. “You enjoyed my party, didn’t you? Remember?”



Tempest certainly remembered Flurry’s fourteenth birthday party. She remembered that she spent weeks vetting the two-hundred-odd attendees. She remembered that she requested additional guardsponies from the Crystal Guard to bolster her own dozen-strong force. She remembered that she spent the whole night never more than twenty paces from the birthday girl.



And she also remembered that Flurry had a wonderful time.



“Your party,” said Tempest, as she lifted her own teacup to her lips, “was a work assignment for me.”



Flurry crossed her forelegs, and her frown returned.



“So I’m just a job to you? A ‘pony of interest’ for you and your operators to look after?”



The pang of guilt hit Tempest midway through a gulp of tea. She carefully put the teacup down.



“Of course not,” she said, sincerely. “I was glad that you had fun. You know you mean a great deal to me. Your Highness.”



“Call me ‘Flurry’,” said Flurry. At this point, it was just a familiar reflex. Both of them ignored it.



The two of them stewed in the silence for a moment, Flurry fidgeting.



“I care about you too, Tempest,” said Flurry. “So, I want you to have fun, too! Don’t you at least have the day off?”



“I didn’t request one, your Highness.”



“CallmeFlurry, but shouldn’t you get to see your friends? Wouldn’t it be nice to see Zecora again? She hasn’t been up here for a while!”



“We send letters,” said Tempest. In fact, there was one such letter on her desk in her quarters at that very moment—a dozen pages of poetic script. Writing back was something Tempest was looking forward to, tonight.



“That’s… arg! That’s not the point!” Flurry shoved her face into her hooves.



She looked fairly miffed, Tempest decided.



“You should be celebrating!” said Flurry. “It’s your special day! Everyone in the Empire should attend!”



Tempest winced.



“Flurry,” she said, “It’s… natural that someone like you would enjoy being with a lot of ponies. You’ve always loved meeting new ponies and making more friends. But I’m… not like you.”



Flurry wrinkled her snout at Tempest.



“Don’t be ridiculous; everypony likes being with their friends!”



“I’m not saying I don’t love my friends. I love all of them, including you,” said Tempest, matter-of-factly.



Flurry blushed the tiniest bit in embarrassment.



“But parties are… a lot of work for me, even when I’m not on duty.” Tempest continued. “I also get tired, emotionally, faster than you do. If there were a hundred ponies at my birthday party, I’d be ready to go to bed after meeting them all, let alone doing anything else with them.”



“But… why?” said Flurry, pleadingly.



Tempest shrugged.



“That’s just the way some ponies are built. Your aunt knows more about it than I do.”



Flurry slumped, defeated for the moment. But Tempest could tell that she was still thinking—still plotting. Tempest sipped her tea and let Flurry take her time.



Finally, a minute or two later, Flurry’s wings started twitching expectantly.



“But… you’ll be okay with just one or two ponies?” she said.



“Yes, that’s just fine,” Tempest said.



“And you won’t get tired of that? Even all day?” Flurry asked, leaning ever-more-slightly forward.



“I don’t think I would,” said Tempest, truthfully.



Flurry gleefully sprung her trap the moment the words left Tempest’s mouth.



“Then, you will take the week of your birthday off and go to Ponyville to visit Zecora.”



Before Tempest could say another word, Flurry cut her off.



“And that’s an order!” She smiled toothily. “I can make those now; dad says I’m old enough.”



Tempest closed her eyes and actually thought about it for a minute. She’d have to swap her soldiers’ duty schedules around a bit, but it could work. Major Glintstone would naturally take command, and she was an extremely competent CO.



“Okay,” she said, with a bow of her head. “I’ll see your wishes carried out, your Highness.”



“Call me ‘Flurry’,” said Flurry, smiling and settling back down into her seat.
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         Delicate Matters Require a Delicate Approach

      
      

      

      
      
         Twilight loved Rarity.



This was not in itself a secret, except of course to Rarity herself. 



This is one of those splendid romance stories where one character is madly in love with another character, and where the latter character—the recipient of love—remains miraculously ignorant of said affection until the final words have struck.



To elaborate, Twilight wanted to tell Rarity about her true feelings, yet she couldn't. She was, however, a remarkably bright mare whose head got regularly flooded with ideas. One of these ideas, which she would ultimately realize, was for her to practice her romantic confession. With whom would she practice, though? Certainly not herself, for she stood still like some poor paralyzed animal when speaking her lines to thin air. 



Thus, she needed a partner.



One of her friends who sympathized with her feelings, perhaps?



But no, an actor would do. Specifically she would seek out the finest of all actors: a changeling.



Mirror Shade was one such changeling. She belonged to the community of changelings under Thorax's leadership; she also thought of herself as an impeccable performer. When Twilight consulted Thorax, and sought a changeling who would act as Rarity for the right price, Mirror Shade practically jumped at the opportunity.



So an arrangement was made.



Twice a week—once every three days—Twilight and Mirror Shade would meet at the Castle of Friendship. Where they would go from there depended on both the real Rarity's whereabouts and whatever Twilight had in mind.



As Twilight would say with geeky enthusiasm, "It's a lot like tutoring! Isn't that exciting?"



Mirror Shade went along with it; she found Twilight to be eccentric, but charming, like one of those virginal romance novel protagonists. Scatterbrained, but determined. Beautiful, but sexually inert.



Within a few sessions, or rather a few so-called dates, Mirror Shade got to know Twilight a great deal. She saw how Twilight liked to sip her tea, how she tended to her books as if they were foals borne from her own womb, and how she almost took pride in the waves of crimson that sometimes swept across her fine cheeks.



Naturally, to fulfill her role in the romance novel that had become her life, Mirror Shade took to knowing a lot about Rarity as well. Most of the information came second-hand, but when she could get away with it she observed the real Rarity's actions, mannerisms, demeanor, and so on. An actor, particularly one specializing in mimicry, had to be observant at the end of the day.



At the end of the day, she didn't mind how Twilight treated her either. When Twilight confessed her most flowery and furtive affections to faux-Rarity, the experience—once merely tolerable—soon became pleasurable.



Within a couple weeks Mirror Shade started anticipating her sessions with the bookish mare she had come to know rather intimately—although maybe not as intimately as she would like. At the end of each date she would ask Twilight, with a slightly increasing sense of urgency with each occurrence, "Think you're ready to tell Rarity now?"



And every time Twilight would reply with some variation of, "I could... but m-maybe I shouldn't. The time doesn't seem right, you know?"



The sessions continued.



In all her time with Twilight, Mirror Shade sensed that she was being afflicted with a breed of guilt that she had never encountered before. 



While she had partaken in all manners of debauchery, things only to be expected from an actor so skilled in fulfilling other's wishes, she never more strongly wanted to be found out than now; she figured, with some hope, that at some point the real Rarity would discover her pseudo-dates with Twilight, forcing the charade to end, and for all parties involved to be honest with each other.



Yet such a discovery never happened.



Mirror Shade realized, with some dismay, that she was too good at what she was doing.



Whenever she shared disgustingly adorable pet names with Twilight, or enjoyed a mid-afternoon lunch with her, or felt Twilight's cute little snout brush against her cheek, she felt as if a dishonorable affair were taking place. It was all so horrifically thrilling.



Then, after all this time, something awful stirred within Mirror Shade's heart.



Something cracked, or flipped like a light switch.



During one of their sessions, in the coda to the day's date, Mirror Shade disintegrated her Rarity facade and cried—as if forgetting that she had become herself, "Oh darling, how much I simply love you is too much for me to bear!"
      

      
   
      Moon


      
      
      
         
         Carry that Weight

      
      

      

      
      
         In my dreams I carry the moon up an endless hill. Its glow lights my path upward, forever. 



The moon is alive. It is full of the dreams of ponies, swimming around unconsciously, ethereally, colliding, merging, splitting. Cell mitosis. An embryo of living creativity. Hope meets fear and passion meets fate and love meets war and memory meets surreality. 



Every night, without fail, I falter under its weight and collapse. The weight of all those dreams crushes me flat. I feel every cell shattering. 



Then I wake up.








I rise up from my bed in an earthly pallor and drift through the winding hallways. One thing I appreciate about Canterlot Castle is, its upper levels are laid out exactly like the castle of Everfree. The lower levels are all new and confounding, but up here things are familiar. 



I float my way around a series of blind corners to a kitchenette built exclusively to serve breakfast and brunch.



The kitchen, taking up exactly half the room and staffed by two unspeaking servants, contains two plates, two sets of silverware, two comically tiny egg pans, two wide flat crepe pans, and two sets of additional cutlery necessary to make two simultaneous meals at once.



The servants bow respectfully. Two eggs are nestled in their tiny pans. They sing in butter, warbly in the mids and crispy around the edges. Two crepes solidify beside them. English muffins darken in a dual toaster beside the stovetop.



A smile comes across my face. I have a hunch they’re making my favorite breakfast sandwich. 



On the other side of the kitchen, unseparated from the kitchen, my sister sits at a small square table. She sips a cup of coffee and reads a newspaper. 



There’s a jar of syrup and mareygold butter on the table. My smile grows wider. They definitely are making my favorite breakfast sandwich. 



“Good morning,” my sister says as I slip into the seat across from her. “How did you sleep?”



I think about a billion feathers stuffed into a single massive pillowcase, the weight of all that weightlessness. 



“Well,” I say, and breakfast arrives. Two english muffins, one a receptacle for jam and the other for toast. On top of that goes one runny egg, a dash of salt, then the crepe. Then a dash of maple syrup. I top it with the spare english muffin, and the beast is complete. 



I wolf it down in a few seconds, noting the chefs’ approving nods out of the corner of my eye. 



I will not eat again until dinner. And who knows what dinner will be?



“I have resumed my duties,” I say to my sister after I have finished chewing. “As of last night.”



“Really? So soon?”



I know she means no harm by that. “It gives me purpose,” I reply. “To feel that connection after so long is sublime.”



Once again, my thoughts turn to connection--specifically, my face connecting with the earth as it squishes me flat. 



“Has it changed?” My sister lifts the sandwich to her lips and takes a delicate nibble. I think she’s curious. How wonderful, to have someone who shares my fascination with this realm.



“The hill is the same. The grass waves like it’s underwater, and it looks blue in the light.” I return the kindness, asking, “And yours?”



“Barren,” my sister says with a sigh. “I long to trade places for even one moment.”



“Tell me. When I was up in the moon and you carried their dreams, did you ever see my realm?”



“If only. I carried their dreams, but I carried it across my usual wastes.”



“Fascinating. And the sun--does it crush you?”



“Every evening, without fail.”



I let out a low hmm. 



“Does it hurt?” my sister asks.



“Why would it?”



“I don’t know. It was a silly question.”



I shake my head. “It used to hurt. But I find it no longer carries that weight. I am the master of dreams, yet for so long I let my dreams control me.” I shake my head. “Now, the weight signals wake. I die, and I wake, and I get to see you and eat my sandwiches.”



My sister smiled. 



And I smiled back.
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