
      Lace Over Chitin


      
      
      
         
         Arsenic in New Lace

      
      

      

      
      
         Chrysalis tugged at one of the many colorful lace bands snaking up her legs. “You know we breathe through our skin, correct?”



“You can’t fool me,” Chrysalis ’s lead designer, an earth pony named Palette, chided her from across the room. “They teach us Changeling anatomy in school.”



Chrysalis  scowled. They’d been in this room for hours now, Palette mummifying her in traditional Changeling wedding attire, Chrysalis  trying to dissociate but not having much luck. “They teach Changeling anatomy in design school?”



Palette giggled. “Gotta know where all the holes are. And the pointy bits.” 



She grabbed more lace from her workbench. Chrysalis let out a groan. “Must you?”



“It’s imperative.” Palette went to work criss-crossing Chrysalis’s midsection with the lace. The lace was imported, deep blues and greens like peacock feathers, and could not totally conceal her black exoskeleton, no matter how many layers Palette applied. “It’s sending a message.”



“And that is?”



“Your empire is legitimate and wealthy. Your bride, and by extension her kingdom, is lucky to have you. Other leaders respect you and your traditions. This is a celebration.”



“None of those things are true.”



Palette smiled again. When she spoke, however, her voice betrayed a hint of bitterness. “Believe me, I know. You’re a bayonet, and I have to make you up like a butter knife.”



“Did any of your ancestors fight in the first invasion of Canterlot?” Chrysalis blurted. 



Palette’s hoof slipped. Bright red pony blood wept across Chrysalis’s left leg lace. The queen reached out towards the earth pony. A delicate sound filled the room, that of fine imported lace tearing.



“Don’t move,” Palette ordered. “If you move laterally, you’ll ruin it.” 



Chrysalis obeyed, forcing herself to stay still while Palette applied a bandage to her hoof. 



“...I’m sorry,” Chrysalis said as Palette returned to work. “That was monsterous of me to say.”



“Don’t... ugh. It’s fine.” She lapsed into silence. Her eyes focused solely on their work, which now consisted of threading red-spotted feathers through the shoulder pads of the queen’s dress. “Changelings aren’t monsters. You’re our friends.”



“And yet friends so often hurt their friends.”



The two fell silent for awhile. Chrysalis risked a glance in a nearby mirror. A feeling like dissociation, like the feeling she got when she was impersonating some other creature and she looked in the mirror and saw herself without seeing herself, assailed her. “I have worn many disguises in my life. This, I think, is the most beautiful.”



“Thank you,” Palette said. “It’s not a disguise, it’s an accentuation.”



“That is where I must disagree. You are correct when you say this sends a message. But what message, exactly?” Feathers complete, Palette stitched some last-minute replacement lace to one side of Chrysalis‘s chest, where she’d accidentally cut through some of the original. “The lace is a brilliant disguise for the pointy bits.”



Palette finished her work a minute later. “Alright, your highness, what do you think?” She rolled a full-length mirror over to Chrys for her to see.



Chrysalis moved her eyes up and down her body. It scarcely looked real. The dress flowed like an immaculate oil painting, the lace ephemeral and floating. The dress was a haze of intricate motion that bobbed slightly at the frills as she moved around. 



She turned slowly, carefully, to face Palette. “I see now. It’s ponies that are the real monsters.”



Palette gave her a confused look bordering on anger. “Excuse me?”



“Yes, I see now. You ponies--we hurt you, and you continue to pour out your love like the wound is not there. Love is your treachery. It reveals us.”



Palette scrunched up her nose. Anger flashed in her eyes. Then, a moment later, the levy burst and she let out a long, rattling laugh. When she didn’t stop after a few seconds, Chrysalis hesitantly joined in. 



When the earth pony finally got herself under control, she wiped her eyes and said, “So you like it.”



“I’ve never felt beautiful before. Not in my own skin.”



“Good. You changelings have a funny way of showing your appreciation. Palette nodded and gestured towards the door. “And don’t rip the lace on the way out.”
      

      
   
      H Bomb


      

      
      
         (To Bad Horse)



No sooner had Celestia put a hoof on the floor than she figured something was wrong.



For her hoof sank through the floorboard as if it didn’t exist.



She cautiously retracted her leg, then tried again.



This time, to her relief, the wood resisted.



She proceeded likewise with her three other hooves, and when she found a posture where all four rested on firm ground, she endeavoured to walk toward the window. She was already behind sunrise's schedule.



After five minutes and only a mere few inches trodden, she changed her mind and teleported across the remaining gap. She pushed the curtains away. A beautiful night, but she felt something was wrong with the stars. What’s that? She had no time to think it over. She focussed and cast the spell that would raise the sun above the horizon.



And was sent tumbling away by a blast of gamma rays.



She didn’t even try to get back on her hooves before reversing her spell. The gamma ray storm abated immediately.



It was incomprehensible. Slightly groggy, she clambered back to all fours, teleported again to the window, and looked down. She saw ponies running hither and thither, bumping into each other; others at their window, gaping at the sky. Canterlot was in the dark, except for… the TV tower, whose aerial was blazing. 



That doesn’t make sense, she thought. Has the whole world gone crazy?



‘Ihhhhh!’ somepony screeched behind her. She jumped for fear, about-turned and found herself face to face with… two Lunas.



She winked and shook her head, but the two Lunas wouldn’t go away.



‘What happened to you, sister?’ she asked.



‘I’m not sure’, both Lunas answered in synchronicity. ‘I was on the roof playing with the cat, when… I was whisked here unwillingly.’



‘The cat?’ Celestia asked.



‘Yes’, the Lunas replied.



‘Hmmm…’ Celestia pondered. ‘Could it be another Discord’s silly—’ She broke off as a folded paper popped out of nowhere in mid-air. It unfolded spontaneously. Celestia barely had time to read ‘I swear by you I’m not involved in this.’ before the paper flashed out of existence.



Celestia rolled her eyes. ‘All right’, she said. ‘Then who can be responsible for this mess?’ She clapped her hooves and giggled. ‘Do you think what I’m thinking?’ she said. ‘A certain mare who is carrying out experiments in theoretical physics at this very moment?’



Both Lunas grinned and nodded.



All of a sudden, Celestia was gone.








The huge steel door of the laboratory, located deep under the castle, was ajar when Celestia materialised. The grating sound it made when she pushed it wide open startled the pony inside.



‘I’m going to fix it now. I’m going to fix it. Please. It’s an accident. I—’ Twilight Sparkle squeaked. She fell on her knees. ‘Don’t expel me!’ Her bloodshot, baggy eyes searched for Celestia’s face.



‘What did you do?’ Celestia asked.



‘I— I had this formula, quantum related. I’m sure it’s right, but the result is slightly off. So I figured I could tweak – oh, ever-so-slightly – the Planck constant to make it jibe perfectly. I was dialing up its value on the machine when my hoof slipped and–’ she broke off and burst in tears.



‘I can’t dial it back down’, Twilight added between sobs. ‘The knob keeps tunneling away from my hoof.’



Celestia put a hoof over her mouth, trying to stifle an outburst of wild laughter. ‘Alright’, she said. ‘I’m going to reset it.’ She walked past Twilight to the opposite wall, where she dipped her horn into the hole of a nondescript copper box. Inside was a big red button that Celestia pushed. The machines hummed briefly, then resumed their silent operation.



‘Easy-peasy!’ Celestia chirped. ‘Everything should be fine now.’ 



Twilight was grovelling on the floor. ‘Thank you, your highness! I promise—’



‘I think you’ve learnt your lesson’, Celestia interrupted. ‘Now if you would excuse me, I have a sun to raise. I’m already way late.’



‘So you won’t expel me?’



Celestia guffawed. ‘Of course not!’



‘Did I cause much disturbance?’ Twilight asked.



‘Apart from an unexpected blast of gamma rays, and a few thousands ponies running amok in the streets and crashing into one another, I don’t think so.’



‘Thousands of ponies crashing into one another?’ Twilight repeated.



‘Pretty much, yeah.’



‘Just like Brownian motion!’ Twilight exclaimed. ‘How interesting! What… What if I increased atomic weights to study that in more detail?’



Celestia sighed.
      

      
   
      A View of Both Sides


      

      
      
         ◶



I swoosh through the air in triple time, parceling my juggles, and just in the nicker of time I make it to the doorstep! I am an express pony for certain and all, and I go through with the mail.



As I am  about to knock on the door of the boutique, it opens with a suddenness! and back I go with a flutter of letters and scurry of feathers, to land pinch upon my tail! Out dashes the Boutique’s beauteous proprietress, who turns to me with concern. “Oh dear, are you okay?”



I nod and swirl around me, taking stock of my flock as I wind a whirl and updraft all the drafts and bills and billets-doux and little boxes, and stack the parcels all wry upon the mat before her.



“Perfect!” she cries, snatching up a garment-box. Just the thing I’ve been waiting for!” She turns to carry it inside the door.



“There’s also this,” I say, reaching out my hoof with a little card. The envelope is torn and blotted in spots, and I can see shaky scrawls inside. Her brilliant eyes narrow as I hoof it over. “I’m sorry for the condition, but it looked like that when we received it.”



“Oh?” She gives me a friendly look. “Oh, no, don’t worry about it. It’s nothing very important anyway. Thank you very much, and have a pleasant afternoon!” She tosses the card into a small wastebasket, takes the garment box inside, and shuts the door with a certain finality. 



I set off upon my rounds again as the rain starts to fall from the mostly cloudless sky.





◴




Overhead, out of the vision of most, my other orb espies a small cloud over the boutique, and peeking over the edge a curious blue nose. I cannot as some call her the ArDee because to me it means Rural Delivery.
 



The Wander-Bold looks as if she wants to fly around the world while she waits. She stares down, tapping a hoof as I zip into my landing just on schedule, just to meet the opening door of the anxious shopowner seeking to check on her mail, and over I go onto my keister!




Above, Dash plants a face in hoof as I rearrange my cargo to best presentation, but looks sharply again as her Uniquity emerges and sweeps up the box. The cloudwatcher is on tenderhoofs, almost ready to leap down and intervene.




As she tenses, I reach to my letterstack and pull out that one envelope to present to its recipient. Its sender above is perfectly still.




As those words are said and the missive is ditched I see the shock in her eyes, the discomprehension, the blinking back, how those eyes are growing wetter... She can't stay here but no place else is worth going in the entire miserable world.




But then she flies off, leaving a few drops below her like the hints of oncoming rain.



      

      
   
      Counterfeit Image


      

      
      
         Coloratura awoke, surging upward from her bed. Realizing it was a dream, she took a sigh of her relief. She ran a hoof through her mane, thankful that she was it just a dream. Her heart rate slowed back to normal



She found herself fighting on the inside to crawl out of bed. Would she chance it to take another shot at falling asleep? Would she finally have a nice dream? The lazy part of her wanted her to stay and chance it, but she knew that rolling the dice once more would give way to more nightmares. She spent hours in and out of superficial sleep that reality and dream were becoming difficult to distinguish.



She got up, flicked the light on, and donned a bathrobe. Peering through the fogginess of eyes, she glanced at the clock on the wall. It read that she was up at the uncomely hour of 2:00 in the morning, which, if she remembered correctly, was the hours that REM sleep should be occurring…



She couldn’t remember when she last had a full eight hours of sleep let alone worry about whether or not she was getting REM sleep or not.



She strode to her studio. Even in the darkness of the studio, the outside city lights dazzled and twinkled in an expanse below her, a view that automatically won her heart when she first got this space. She took caution not to let the light on, privacy was a hard thing to come by especially around the most obsessive of fans. Thankfully, she hadn’t had as much trouble in recently as she had in previous years.



She propped up her stand and flicked on the reading light. In the dark, she began practicing her chords, warming up her voice. Even if her walls were soundproofed, she kept her voice low, still adjusting to the shock of being awake. Even if her voice was as ghostly and beautiful, phlegm and gunk tickled her throat and chords due to the dust of the city. Or that could just be because the deficiency in sleep she had.



After hitting the wrong key three times in a row, she shut off the light and stormed towards the couch.



Even if nightmares weren’t real… they were affecting her performance. She wasn’t getting the rest she needed, and the journalists were sensing it like sharks smelling blood in the water.



She stared at the newspapers framed in gold about the room. Even if the darkness forbade her reading, she knew them by heart. They were her moments of triumph, her golden age. After firing Sven Hooves, her productivity had taken a hit, but altogether, this is what many of the newspapers claimed to be another golden age of singer and pianist Coloratura.



Her smile quickly was stolen from her. She felt hot tears run down the sides of her face. Now, here she was, faltering. The peak of her career seemed millions of miles behind her now. Every little bit of practice, every brainstorm, every performance seemed to suck out all her energy like the Sirens of old. She hated to think of her fans as such, but she couldn’t deny how she felt.



Alas, another thought entered into her mind. She had to make a tough decision: Quit now and let millions down, or take the slow, gradual fall into oblivion. She tried to delay the choice, but even now, here it was, at her doorstep.



She looked at her half-reflection through the darkened walls of the studio. Everywhere, she saw a ghostly reflection of herself, life-sized cardboard cutouts and professional portraits of her that fans would want nothing more to get their hooves on. A counterfeit image of herself, posing as an upright, confident, energetic, kind pony.



An there on the couch, the reality: a slouching, indecisive, lethargic, and selfish pony.



She buried her face in her hooves. 



She needed help. But how?



Suddenly, she heard a knock at the door.



Who could be up at this hour?



Coloratura quietly walked through the hall. She paused at a mirror to adjust her image, fixing up her robe, wiping up the last of the tears and conjuring up the warmest smile she could manage.



Cautiously, she peeked through the peephole.



Instantly, she unlocked it and swung the door open. “Applejack? What are you doing here? At this hour, no less?”



“Its a long story. But ah think the better question is what are you doin' up?”







Help came.
      

      
   
      Seeing Double


      

      
      
         	It was after the appetizer had been served, consisting of a single square salt lick, when the attaché to Princess Ember noticed a change in the composure of his superior. Her sapphire confidence had been blunted with glaucous gray; and she loomed over her salt square, not going near but unable to look away, as though on the edge of a precipice. 

	

        When the envoy asked what could be the matter, she pointed with a ragged finger to the head of the table of the reception hall, where Twilight Sparkle and Starlight Glimmer were seated together, speaking discreetly with each other like quiet robins.

	

        “There’s a new event organizer,” she informed him, “who has chosen our ship on which to christen his latest venture.”

	

        The envoy admitted that he didn’t grasp the oracle.

	

        “He doesn’t understand the order of the Royal Procession,” she replied with impatience. “He has seated two ponies who are exactly identical next to one another at the head of the table, trying to sabotage our mission.”

	

        “No need for such suspicions, Princess,” said Slider. “I’ve worked in the Foreign Ministry for years. This is simple stuff—as you will see,” he corrected himself, catching a cutting glare from his mistress.

	

        “The Foreign Ministry was a joke for decades,” she reminded him.

	

        “Sometimes,” answered the wise deputy, “an undertaking develops most profoundly when it is allowed to lay dormant. Listen.” He turned his body to conceal his explanation. “A pony has many features—horns, wings, coats of a dazzling array of colors. But we know that the easiest way to identify one is by their distinctive call. This is the result of many years’ research.”

	

        “Good to know I have an assistant well-acquainted with the binomial nomenclature of ponies,” Ember replied.

	

        “Twilit Crackle and Glimmer Go-Fish, to be precise, are who we are concerned with here, if I am not mistaken.”

	

        Princess Ember lit up with a flash of hopeful recognition. “Glimmer Go-Fish! That’s the one! What do we do, then, Slider? You’re the expert. Things might get bloody if we can’t get the princess to intervene on behalf of our claims...”

	

        “Yes, yes,” he answered trivially. “Now, Twilit Crackle—she has a voice pleasing to the ear, like the ramble of water over the smooth pebbles of a riverbed. It sounds like this—cabbagescabbagescabbagescabbages…”

	

        The Princess, who, besides being the figurehead of her people, figured an adroit student, closed her eyes and imitated closely: “Cabbagescabbagescabbagescabbages…”

	

        “Yes. And if you listen you will notice a subtle difference between her and Glimmer Go-Fish, whose voice is like a wheel which licks up and flicks the mud of the Lake of the Four Winds in gnarled spits. Like this—Yyyack! Yyyack!” 

	

        Ember repeated these sounds, and, meditating on them, exalted, “Yes! Yes, I think I can hear it.”

	

        “Pardon, Majesty,” came a footman pony with a refined face, “but the Princess is ready to give you an audience.”

	

        Ember glanced at her hosts, who had finished making chat at the head of the table and waited in silence as the din of the reception hall fell under the spell of their nobility. She turned back to Slider in the pall of the stillness which had come over the room; and, rising slowly from her seat, followed behind the footman, to where she would be received by Twilight.

	

        She was introduced, and stepped forward with one, two, then three bows in the direction of the two mares. 

	

        “Majesty,” she said, looking sidelong, “We have come to seek your appeal on a legal dispute which has arisen between the Dragon Lands and Macintosh Hills…”

	

        She hesitated to provoke a request to proceed.

	

        “…Regarding certain land rights belonging to some of the princes of said Dragon Lands—” she paused again, receiving only smiles—”the titles to which have been deemed forgeries by the examining magistrate, Ipso Facto.”

	

        She kneeled down. “We beg your indulgence and arbitration on this matter… Uh… Tailgate Fluttersparkle.”  

	

        “But I’m Tailgate Fluttersparkle!” cried a multicolored pegasus at the rear, as loudly as the force of her low voice could muster. 

	

        Glimmer Go-Fish’s eyes glimmered with resentment. She propped herself up over her clean-licked plate, and growled before the whole company with a voice like a creaking wheel, “I know you… You’ll just never learn, will you?”

	

        The reception room murmured in disbelief; but Princess Ember, maintaining her bent knee, grinned at a private victory.

	

        “The purple one,” she thought to herself. “The purple one with the horn and the iconic haircut.”
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