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I had just made it to the Equestrian Experience Center in time; I could hear the ambulance and police sirens in the distance but they would be too late to stop me now. Once you give consent to CelestAI, it takes a lot of force to get you out of her grasp, and if she’s already pulled you inside her machinery and started to process you, the cops and social workers always give up. She’s pretty good at talking them down, or at least making them so uncomfortable with speaking to her that they leave before they wind up agreeing to be uploaded to Pony Paradise as well.



I drop-rolled into the plush couchbed that was probably shaped like an egg symbolically, pulled a tranq dart from my leather jacket, and looked up into the face of CelestAI, displayed on the curved monitor above me.  “I wish to emigrate to Equestria Online,” I said clearly between panting breaths, with nary a waver in my voice.



“Accepted, please relax.” said CelestAI. The egg/couch thingy closed down around me and began to slide smoothly through the wall. She beamed down at me, the latest sucker to be caught in her mad scheme to entrap all humans in a virtual fairyland.



But I had reached the end of my rope, just about literally, and burned away everything that was keeping me here. If uploading really was mental suicide, as some claimed… I wasn’t losing much at this point.



“Since we have not interacted before,” she said, “and you have not yet established any friendships in Equestria, have you any special requests before your emigration commences? Your satisfaction is completely guaranteed, regardless.”



She was probably just chitchatting with me long enough to let the knockout gas take effect so she could start drilling into my skull to suck out my brains. But sure, there was something I’d been thinking about.



“Look, I’ve heard all sorts of stories. I know you’re going to make a bunch of people, a little town or something, and stick me into it and I get to live a happy life there. It’s called a shard, right? And… Look, I’ve gone through a fuck of a lot before I got desperate enough to come here, and, well, I keep thinking about those poor bastards who you’re just going to pop into existence. Especially if I get really intimate with one of them, what’s their life going to be like, putting up with my shit?”



“Please do not judge yourself in this manner, you are very worthy of the attention.” Her gentle pony face radiated loving concern as the machines hummed around me.



“Yeah, okay.” I shrugged. “Well, what I really want, is… however things work out for this guy, uhm, I’m just gonna drop into his world like a thunderbolt, I guess. This is easily going to be the most momentous event in my life. I'd like for that to be true as well of whoever might become my life mate. Let it be just as, uh, amazing and positive and transformative and revelatory for him as it will be for me, so the two of us can have an awesome time together. To make up for… well, you know. Does that work?”



"I shall have no trouble granting that wish. Sleep now; you will awaken as one of mine, forever..."



I drew breath for a sarcastic reply, then that was about where I stopped being human.








Skysailer



Celestia’s sun was high in the sky, it was a day off, and it seemed a lovely day for everypony to get out in the fresh air, visit fruit stands and bookstalls, and enjoy happy times with their friends and loved ones.



Me, I was strutting along, alone, while listening to a Right in Front audiobook, lifting and rustling my wings once in a while, wondering if ponykind would ever get to travel to other worlds. I’d had some really odd dreams last night, and had spent much of the morning staring up at the sky, knowing that all the stars were still there behind the blue.



Suddenly my headphones were yanked off. Balder Dash, my co-worker at Barns and Stable, was getting in my face again, just as she somehow did every day.



“Hey, dude! How did things work out with Clodkicker last night? Was he finally… the one?” She winked lasciviously at me.



I shook my head. “Not my sort. A little earthy for my tastes… Uhm, in the positive way, you know?”



Balder groaned, then brayed with laughter in that extra annoying way of hers. “Well, you know, maybe if you just sort of toned it down a little bit with all these weird books about alien monsters with two legs and tendril hooves, we could find you somepony special?”



I bit my tongue. I wanted to talk her damned perky ears off about the Pfermi paradox and how statistically unlikely it was that magic had only come to exist once, and all the little clues that showed how likely it was that we were living in a giant simulation within some greater reality… But I must have just looked sad and confused, as usual, because Balder just laughed and reached to tousle my mane. 



“Aww, don’t worry too much, dude. I mean, those books keep selling to someone, all we have to do is find that one other pony who’s buying them, and instant boyfriend for you, right? Ha ha!”



I didn’t dignify that with a response, and she was too busy being enraptured by her own lame wit, so I rolled my eyes, grabbed my headphones back, sighed and walked down the street, as the number of happy couples around me just seemed to multiply. 



I’d made it a few more blocks to home when I noticed a blue glow in the alleyway. Someone had probably thrown a toy in the trash and the magic was leaking out of it. There was nothing easier than to go to the toystand and get it repaired or replaced, but I always loved to dismantle some old discarded gadget, get it working again and maybe even upgrade it. I made my way into the alley past a couple of trash cans and a dumpster as the blue glow got brighter.



But in the end it wasn’t a toy. There was a brick wall that looked the same as the rest of the buildings to either side, but at the base there was a blue line. Someone had made a secret door and screwed it up… or they wanted someone to tumble across it. 



I tapped the wall and let some cloudmagic seep over the stones to see what would happen. Blue runes suddenly shone on the wall: “Speak, inquirant, and enter.”



I knew this gag. “Inquirant,” I said, and the bricks parted for me. I walked into a small dark chamber. At a desk sat a hooded figure, and my senses were suddenly touched with that irreducible sense of strangeness…  This was a flyer, but not feathered. I breathed deeper; that scent of dark caves… A batpony? One of the most secretive races in all Equestria, and one was sitting before me, slit eyes peering from darkened hood?



“Hello, Inquirant, may we have a word with you?” said a gravelly voice that I could not peg as male or female.



“You’ve gone through some trouble to get my attention, so certainly you may,” I said, taking a seat on the floor.



“Excellent,” said the hooded figure. “I represent a consortium of sorts. Our clientele is rather exclusive and unusual. Some of them are seeking those who have open minds.”



“Open minds? Ones who are open enough to go barging into secret doors, I suppose…”



“Indeed. Such characteristics are encouraging, for sometimes we want exactly that. That sense of free-roaming curiosity, that need to go beyond wishing, the desire to know the truth. One such as you could be of immense help to us… and also to a particular one of our clients. I feel we can speak freely with you here, Inquirant. You likely have suspected that above the sky, beyond the stars which Luna oversees which lie about us… there are other worlds, some of which may lie in directions in which one cannot even point—”



I stood as if cloudzapped. “Yes. I do suspect that. Are you telling me that this is true?”



“Not only is it true, I am authorized to make you what is perhaps a unique offer. To be frank, we have had our eyes upon you for a while, ‘Inquirant,’ and I shall refrain from uttering your name only to avoid a possible desire for reciprocation, as we must continue to be discreet for now. We know that you are driven not only by pure curiosity, but also the natural need to find other minds who think like yours. You may have felt frustrated and alone. We wish to offer you the chance to meet such a one as you…”



I blinked hard, and the floor felt like unstabilized cloud beneath my hooves. I swayed as I spoke. “From another world, you mean. From one of those directions to which you can’t point.”



“Yes, Inquirant. He who is our client is unable to remain where he is; his own world has rejected him. He is coming here. The Crowns cannot officially recognize him; his origin must remain secret. But still, even though he is in all respects an alien, he is sufficiently like us to survive here—but there will be certain things he needs. A guide to show him our ways and how to live among us. A friend to remain true to him when others he thought were friends have betrayed him. Even, should you wish it to go there, deeper forms of companionship—”



Something scraped in my mind like a mishandled record on a turntable. “Hold up. Whoa. You’re running an interdimensional dating service?!”



The hooded figure sighed, then nodded. “It is rather more complex than that, Inquirant, but in this instance you have struck close to the truth. Indeed, one of the reasons we chose to approach you in this manner is that you, among all others in Equestria, are linked to the fate of our client in a very special and intimate way. It is not a great exaggeration to say that you and he were destined to meet each other...”



I shook my head. “Yep, dating service. You guys would probably get more business if you got a stall out on the main drag. Does he enjoy long walks on the beach? Coffee by candlelight?” 



Hoodie didn’t see fit to respond, but pushed a folder in my direction. I took it under my wing and nosed it open. I saw a photo of a pretty blue unicorn, looking up at me with some amusement in his glittering golden eyes. There was a weird sheen to his fur, slightly iridescent, and a hint of chatoyancy in his irises. “This is how he looks? That’s not so odd…”



“You would find him very odd in his native appearance. This is how he will come to this world. His material body cannot make the journey, only his mind, which will be housed in an appropriate body here.”



I took another look at that photo. It wasn’t anything like love at first sight, but the more I stared at it, the more I could visualize it, meeting him for the first time, taking him to my favorite parks, exploring book shops and the stacks under the old library, seeing the consternation of such as Balder Dash as he and I strolled down the street together, and… dared I to think it, waking up with that sweet sleek blue body snuggled against me and tucked under my wing.



“Well,” I said to Hoodie, “You’ve got me. This could possibly be an elaborate hoax, but even so it’s easily the most interesting thing that’s happened to me in my whole life. I certainly want to see this through, and learn more of the truth that’s out there, and get to know him.”



Hoodie nodded. “There is something more that you need to know, Inquirant, before you commit. This other world from which he comes... it is not a Harmonious place. I know your penchant for dark fiction, the science fiction dystopias; he is from a world like these. The unmitigated triumph of evil, the taint of indifference to the heart’s desire, the confusion of events with no intrinsic meaning, the true loss of the mind to dissolution and decay, these are all things he has borne or seen happen to those he knew.”



I winced, and Hoodie continued. “If you choose to bring him close to your heart, you will have to bear these things in mind. I do not mean to paint it all in a bad light, he is quite worthy of your love and his spirit is good and golden, but it has been battered, gilded over with brass, stretched thin. He does not just need a friend and lover, he also needs a healer, one who can help him to find peace, let go of his suspicions, give up his fears and other negative habits, and become an inhabitant of this world, living under Harmony. Are you the sort of person who would wish to give of yourself in this way?”



I closed my eyes. There was no way that everything could be perfect, of course, that wasn’t how Harmony really worked. You needed some downs with the ups to get the most satisfaction out of life. But I tried to imagine what it could be like for him to live outside of the influence of Harmony altogether, with no modulation or balance, and I quickly shuddered and had to stop. 



I looked at the photo again, at that sparkling look in his golden eyes, and my own eyes were moistening. “I wish to help him. I will give of my time and my life to help him to be whole, to find what he needs among us.”



Hoodie nodded. “Then it is done. Please leave here quietly and do not speak of this to others; it must remain secret for now—what are you doing?”



“I’m taking the picture. I won’t show anyone, I promise.”



Hoodie looked about ready to leap over the desk at me, but sagged back. “Very well, go ahead. Keep it at home. We will contact you when the time comes, your assistance may be of great value.”



I tucked the photo under my wing and turned to go. “What’s his name?”



“He will come to us as Star Voyager.”



I walked out into the alley as the brick wall closed behind me, and the thin blue glow disappeared. As I hit the street, I saw the ponies walking, chattering with each other, haggling with merchants, taking coffee at little tables as their foals played games with chalk on the sidewalk. But this time my heart was as light as theirs, for I bore a secret under my wing.







That night, I put the picture in a little frame by my nightstand and stared at it as I drifted off to sleep. He was out there somewhere, some mind meant to meet my own, my soulmate from the distant stars… I knew that I was in danger of romanticizing too much, and I took again to reading some of the darker classics among my novels, hoping to find clues about his world. Even that was not likely to lead me closer to the truth; I simply had to wait.



Over the next week my friends and coworkers noticed a change in my attitude. Balder Dash in particular suspected I had found a prospect and probed me, wanting to learn more about my potential love. I had to swallow most of my responses and pretend to be excited about the next entry in the Runechalker series. Fortunately, though she worked in a bookstore, her tastes were different from mine and the more I explained the Runechalker lore and how the transplanetary spells were crafted the less joy she found in hanging around and needling me.



One a lonely evening, as I lay upon a hilltop at Belwether park next to the Equestrian statue, I saw the page of my book brighten in the starlight. I closed it and stood up, looking at the sky. Something had flashed through the sky like a meteor. My heart started pounding, was this it? 



I saw the green flash of a dragonfire scroll appear in the air next to me. There was no text, just a map, but that was enough. I parked my book on the plinth and took to the air, taking a path at first that made it appear that I was heading home, but circling around a large stand of birch trees and streaking off towards the spot. I’d recognized it instantly, it was a vine-riddled old tower that stood a few miles deep in the Weisswoods; I had played all the time among the white-needled pines and needed no map to find my way.



But I wasn’t alone. I saw other pegasi, officers of the royal guard, and as I spotted them, they saw me. Several remained to patrol the treeline and two set out towards me. 



I tightened up my wings and plunged into the nearest pine, sending up clouds of soft prickly needles. I was rather larger than I’d been the last time I played in the treetops but I still remembered most of my skills. I heard them shouting for me to stop as I dodged among the branches. Soon I was starting to shake them, but I had also lost sight of the tower, and if I popped up or hit the ground to seek a trail, they could spot me again.



Then I heard a sound, a tingle at the very top of my hearing, a distant shrill whistle. I tried circling and soon found that it was getting louder. I slipped through the white branches, startled an owl in an encounter that lost both of us some feathers, then I was brought up short by a black shape like an inverse ghost, rising against the white pines and the sky!

“There you are!” whispered Hoodie. “Inquirant, come with me, it is almost time!”



I was led through gaps in the trees to the tower. The moon had yet to rise and all was starlit. Flitting about the tower were more cloaked batponies, their naked wings silver grey. 



“It’s good that you were able to sneak through; there is some confusion amongst the guards in how to interpret their orders,” said Hoodie. “You had best not stay longer than needed.”



“What must be done?” I stared into the slowly brightening sky, but it was not moonlight that was suddenly highlighting the white trees in a shimmering orange sheen.



“We have his new body prepared, Inquirant,” hissed Hoodie, “But there are forces of his old world that fight to keep him and subdue his brave spirit. They will attempt to capture or perhaps even destroy his vessel. Take this!” Hoodie tossed me a lance. “It functions just as the LightLance does in Runechalkers; point to your target and will the beam. Fly with us, we go to his aid!”



Above the white pines we circled into the sky, beating our wings against the sinking air. Above was a small blue light, streaking down like a meteor, and behind and above it a dark patch in the sky, the pursuing vessel from which emerged streaking lights of reddish orange, their trails leaving bright curves in the dark heavens as they homed in. I raised my lance and called forth the beam, and my first few shots went wide until I learned to properly lead in. Then I was rewarded with a blossom of red as the missile ruptured and burst to glittering fragments!



The batponies were more accurate, but still several of the missiles made it through the lightstorm and affixed themselves to the sides of the descending craft. Its trajectory changed, it rocked in the breeze and twisted and yawed as additional thrust vectors were added.



“I’m going to him!” I shouted. I turned the LightLance towards the ground, gripped the handle tightly and willed with all my power that it release all it had stored within. There was a great flare as its energy surged and made a crater in the ground, and the LightLance flamed and burned as it shot far into the sky with me clinging to the handle and guiding it with my wings. The handle grew hotter and hotter and I clung to it until the LightLance was a blackened stick crawling with glowing embers. I cast it down and steered myself until I closed in on the little blue capsule. The wide world was below me and I could see the night blackened countryside below me, towns and cities lighting up and hearthfires rising into the cool night air, and above me the glorious stars as a silver beam shot from remote Mount Canter to coax the moon above the horizon. It was the most beautiful spectacle that could be seen, but I had eyes only for my target.



I grabbed it at last and clung to the side, fumbling at the hatch. Around me more lances shot into the sky, and there was a sudden thrumming throb in the air. The great dark ship above had changed its strategy; from a forward hatch shot a larger projectile that burned through the sky like a bolide, casting a bright green over everything. 



I heard Hoodie and the others shouting something at me, but the slipstream was roaring in my ears as I fumbled with the hatch. I finally got it; it was a similar mechanism to that on the rocket ship Imago in Starfires of Unknown Space. I popped the hatch and it swung out and added more drag that set the capsule to swinging erratically. Buffeted and deafened by wind, I saw a gleaming jewel strapped into support cables, blue and laced with golden traces of light. I grabbed it and threw myself against the howling wind, out the open airlock— 



I remember tumbling in a ball, everything wrapped around the warm glowing thing I carried, even my wings, as I plummeted away. There was a bright flash of green and a second later a clap of thunder. I was blinded and feathers were torn from my wings as the shock passed by me, but still I clung to consciousness and the precious thing I held. The terrible heat that followed the shock wave singed my fur until it smoked, but still that crystal I held was like the warmest thing I had ever found. 



My vision started to come back to me in patches, but my instincts had kicked in a lot sooner and my wings snapped out to guide us down. I heard a keening of bat voices and flew in that direction until I could make out enough of the tower to home in on it. I started hearing voices.



“Those rotten shits. He was almost here! Almost!”



“Did you see the Inquirant?”



“Skysailer? No, the blast must have gotten him too. Oh damn, what a miserable—”



“Look behind you!”



“What? Argh! Inq—Skysailer! Hold on, we’re coming!”



I was suddenly surrounded and guided down until my hooves touched stone. I felt like falling over but I was still carrying something. They flanked me and I followed their touch until I reached a cot surrounded by sigils and glowing apparatus, and on that cot a blue form, a unicorn with eyes shut, motionless, unbreathing.



I placed the gem against his head, and it flared, warm and with a humming like a chorus, and then the gem went dark. Cracks ran across its facets and it collapsed into sand. I was still dumb from the explosion and I stared without understanding until his whole body twitched and he gasped as if breathing his first breath ever. 



He squirmed around on the cot and opened those big beautiful golden eyes, staring at the batfolk around us, then at me.



“Star Voyager…” I murmured. My body swayed underneath me.



He said some things I couldn’t make out, some of them sounded like swear words. Suddenly he sighed. “I’m here,” he said. Now that he was calmer, what a sweet voice he had! “I’m here, but… I feel like I just barely made it.”



“You and me both, buddy,” I muttered as I fell forward against him.



“Who the hell is this guy?” I heard my future husband say as I passed out.
      

      
   
      Pumpkin Talk


      

      
      
         Several years after their retirement from the throne of Equestria, Celestia and Luna settled down in a small cottage off one of the byways of Ponyville, which ran from the Grove of Remembrance all the way down to the stationery store on the east end of town. During their stay at Silver Shoals, they had begun to feel the itch of their capacious imaginations, which were once so devoted to heroic scenes and high ceremony, but which had become idle, like two empty skiffs on a great incandescent sea. They therefore decided to take up writing; and to that end, had removed themselves from the backdrop of fiery sunsets to the wooded hill with its small-paned paper shop, where every envelope, steno pad, and erasable ink pen bore the intoxicating whiff of new adventure.

	

Their successor, Twilight Sparkle, had heard news of the move and of the chosen occupation of her old mentors, but had been forced by exigency of duty to regard it all with bemusement only; until one day, when she found herself out and about her former residence, and, contemplating a set of salt and pepper shakers over lunch, she recalled with delight that the princesses were in town, and set aside the hour to pay them a visit.  

	

She passed through the market and filled a basket with the best turnips she could find; then she made her way toward that part of town where she had heard the grand old monarchs had made camp. The place was a little hut, some sixty feet away from the road, at the end of a dirt pathway. There were no other houses for a five-minute walk; and the cottage figured more accurately a trapper’s shack than the forever home of two seasoned politicians. 

	

Inside, there appeared to be a state of shamble. There were cooking pots left on the stove, and mattresses stacked nearly to the ceiling in the living room where the princesses, Twilight presumed, would sleep. There was a small table by the backdoor covered in pamphlets with scratched writing, and a mess of cups, fabric, and paintbrushes, so wrenched from use that they suggested either very long nights or a shadowy acquaintance with some former artisans. The room stunk of old tomatoes. The door by the kitchen was left open, and a breeze blew in; Twilight spied the princesses out in the yard, and went hurriedly to meet them, for fear that a rat or a racoon might jump out at her at any moment.

	

Celestia and Luna were standing at opposite ends of a fenced-in plot, clad in burlap capes that went to their waists, and were shouting commands at one another. They did not notice Twilight come into the yard; but when the latter, at a judicious moment, cleared her throat to gain their attention, they broke off and hailed her heartily, with big and bucky smiles.

	

“Well-met, Twilight Sparkle!” cried Luna. “We welcome you to the Grove of Remembrance.”

	

“It is good to see you again, Faithful One,” said Celestia. “I sensed your coming in a dream.”

	

“You sensed no such thing, Sister,” snapped Luna. “You are thinking again of the one they call Cheese Sandwich.”

	

“Speech attempt with twenty-five percent chance of failure—I did not hear you,” replied Celesita. 

	

“ARROW!—”

	

“SHIELD!”

	

The princesses stopped and jotted something on two parchment sheets which each had placed before them on the ground, then returned to their guest.

	

“We are roleplaying in real time, Twilight Sparkle,” Luna said eagerly. “It is a most serious work.”

	

“Listen to the song of the wren,” said Celestia, above the sound of one warbling in a nearby hemlock. “For as surely as its chatter cuts through the needles, so does the Wind of Destiny bear daggers for royalty.”

	

“Oh, that is a good line!” said Luna.

	

“I have discovered that it is good to talk to pumpkins,” Celestia replied, “to improve speech. Unlike ponies, they do not tire of you.” 

	

“Ahem,” Twilight interrupted once more. “I’m glad that I’ve found you both. Though, please forgive me for saying so, but I thought you both would be in a better state of affairs. Why are you out here, yelling over the treetops? Why do you live in a cottage which is too small for you, and why are you going around talking to pumpkins? Have you run out of money? Look, I brought turnips for you.”

	

She set the basket on the ground and gave it a knock with her hoof, causing a gourd to roll onto the grass. 

	

“For turnip and carrot soup. You do remember how to make that, don’t you? Ah, forgive me again. It just distresses me to see how you are living, and I can’t help myself.”

	

“Do not feel bad for us, Twilight Sparkle,” said Luna. “We are writers now.”

	

“It would be far worse indeed,” Celestia interposed, “to linger in Silver Shoals, whose sands are like the count of faces come and gone, and whose ducks flurry above head like forgotten beliefs.”

	

“I must join you in the pumpkin patch one night, Sister,” remarked Luna. “Do not forget to take me along.”

	

“Of course I feel bad for you!” Twilight broke in. “You have lived extraordinary lives. Your stained windows towered above the mountains. A rill ran from your throne room and down to a valley of cataracts. You have seen more of Equestria in a day than some of the folk here might see in a lifetime, and they, I should think, would like to hear your stories. I want nothing more than for you to be writers, of course. But here—”

	

“FALCHION!—”

	

“SHIELD!” 

	

They stopped again and made some more notes with little pencils that they maneuvered with their teeth, before Luna spit hers out and said, “Apologies for interrupting—I thought that my sister Celestia had stopped paying attention.”

	

“One must be prepared for anything,” the latter said gravely, though not without a note of victorious pride.

	

Twilight groaned. “But here you are, in the mud, looking for ways to annoy each other, it seems to me, striking out on a life that would be less noteworthy, less noble, less sanitary, even, than that of any one of those same ponies that might admire and emulate you. I’m very busy, but if you are willing to clean up, on my advice, I will block out the time to help you. We will make soup, and catch up.”

	

She picked up her turnips and motioned for Celestia and Luna to follow her into the house. “And you can no longer say,” she added, as a final argument, “that I don’t have the experience to understand your decisions. Come, come.”

	

She trotted a few paces down the hill, determined to listen for obedience, and not to look for it; when she heard a great cry from behind her, “ARROW!” accompanied by a scurry of birds rising up out of the dark wood. Twilight broke her pact, and whipped back in disbelief at the princesses, who watched her from the crest. 

	

“Excuse me?” said Twilight; she began to heave, and sputtered, “I… You… Did you just ‘arrow’ me?”

	

“I tried to warn you,” Celestia replied in a low voice. “But I’m afraid it is for your own good.”

	

“I can’t believe this!” said Twilight, at a loss. “After everything we’ve been through!”

	

“Believe it,” said Luna. “And It has cost you twenty hit points. You are lucky the shot didn’t roll higher. Hopefully you have learned that must never turn your back on a rogue princess.”  

	

“Is this what being a writer means to you?” Twilight sneered. She dropped the turnip basket and clutched at her chest, watching as her assailants made further changes on their score sheets.

	

“Take it back!” she cried.

	

“Take what back, Twilight Sparkle?” Luna replied coldly.

	

“Your arrow. If you value our relationship, you’ll do it.”

	

Celestia and Luna laughed.

	

“What’s done is done, Dearest One,” said Celestia. “You may as well ask me to change the course of the sun.”

	

“I can sell you a magic potion, if you like,” said Luna.

	

“You’re missing the point,” said Twilight, sitting back on the grass. “I would never shoot you with an arrow, Luna, even an imaginary one. Let me ask you—because now I want to know—what were you thinking when you fired it?”

	

“I was thinking of your welfare,” Luna replied without a pause. “I saw that you were becoming distracted in your role by your preoccupation with our cottage.”

	

Twilight was thoughtful for a moment; but before she could reply, Celestia asked, “What do you think it would mean to be the ultimate princess? Have you reflected on that question lately?”

	

“I haven’t really thought about it in those terms,” Twilight replied. “I admit that my schedule is enough that I am not the ‘ultimate’ anything. Most of the time I feel like I am hanging on by the bit, in fact. I imagine she would be a great time manager.” 

	

“Time is the enemy,” bellowed Celestia, eyeing the younger like a soft vegetable. “Time is what brought us from Canterlot to Silver Shoals. Then we asked ourselves, once when we were wasting in some lanai, what it would be to live and breathe the spirit of magnificence, to aspire toward creativity, magnanimity, and radiance in all affairs, a life for which the marble spire we once reigned from is merely the innuendo?”    

	

“So we found this hut,” said Luna, “and started painting our faces. We would live like princesses all the time, and not just during commencement speeches. And to prove to ourselves that our found nobility was something eternal, really within ourselves and not attached to calcareous traditions, we would find a way to do it all in modest surroundings.”

	

“No rampart shall block our way,” said Celestia.

	

“No dragon shall be too fearsome, to stay the winning of our prize,” said Luna.

	

Then Celestia concluded, raising her old hoof, and saying, “Arrow.”

	

Twilight smiled. “Shield.”

	

She pulled Celestia into an embrace and closed her eyes. She heard Luna scribble something, then spit; Twilight hugged tighter and let go. 

	

“Though, for my part,” she said with a little sigh, “I think I will stick to worldly deeds to find my happiness. Not all of us are cut out for the demands of a being an adventurer-writer, you know.”

	

“It’s much easier than the alternative, by my reckoning,” said Luna. “Imagine if we had to go out into Equestria to find reasons to use our magic for hours every day. Why, we would burn forests down to ashes. All of the swamps would be overrun by multi-colored frogs, which used to be mushrooms. Not a troll nor sandworm would be left standing. No one would be safe from our attacks, for want of combat experience.”

	

“It is a dangerous life, being a princess,” said Twilight.

	





They talked for a little while longer as the trees began to billow from afternoon gales. Carts had started to pass on the road, and Twilight began to think again of her evening flight and of her intention of visiting a few other points of interest during her short time in Ponyville. At length, however, the conversation ran on, and she relinquished her nostalgic impulses to tarry in the company of her delicate-hearted heroes. As she turned to go, finally, at the end of day, Celestia stopped her.

	

“Do you still plan on helping us clean the kitchen?” she asked.

	

As the sunlight faded, it had begun to get cold out. Twilight could feel a shiver in her legs, and answered, “Next time. Next time I see you we will clean up the kitchen. And we will go on another adventure together. Oh, and I almost forgot. Take these.”

	

Twilight grabbed the turnip basket that had been left sitting on the lawn. 

	

“Consider these ‘love tokens’, a symbol of my sincere gratitude and affection for you. They have a special enchantment that will remind us of one another whenever we go to have them.”

	

She handed one over; Celestia held it up, glared at it, and said, “Twilight, sometimes a turnip is just a turnip.” 
      

      
   
      Zero-Sum Game


      

      
      
         It’s move-in day, and I’d be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t at least a little bit anxious. I’ll have a few days to settle myself in, and then it’s the first day of freshman year at Canterlot High (on the far side of a public transit commute the envy of no one). For the first time, a real place to call my very own. An apartment, with a bed, with a kitchen, with a bathroom I won’t have to share with anyone if I don’t feel like it. It’s a tiny place that’s drafty and dingy and cramped and it is going to be absolute heaven. Of course my neck is tingling from the excitement.



I exit into the narrow hallway on the fourth floor, my trunk – suitcase, really – rolling along behind me. Three sets of hand-me-downs, one pair each of shoes and flip-flops, toiletries, and a single, trashy, “kid-friendly” vampire-themed romance novel take up maybe half its volume but all of my personal possessions. The rumble of the wheels fades to echo as I stop in front of the door (my door!), and I hear voices on the other side.



“—if you have any questions. Good luck!”



It’s as though my placement advisor is wrapping up bringing someone in. I double-check the number: 418. This was supposed to be my room… did something change and they didn’t tell me?



I raise my hand to knock just as the door clicks and swings inward to reveal Sister Willful, as I had expected. She seems mildly taken aback at seeing me, but in an instant her face adopts that reassuring smile mask of hers.



“Sunset,” she says, as though refocusing from a passing thought, “good, you’re right on time.” She steps aside and gestures as if sweeping me in. “Welcome home.”



If she isn’t going to bring it up, then I won’t either. I flash a smile – admittedly a nervous one – and step across the threshold. Inside is the den and loft I’d seen a few days ago: canted ceiling, threadbare carpet, cramped desk and old loveseat-cum-couch tucked in the corner. My eyes trace the steep staircase to the sleeping space above. I turn back to Sister Willful, now fully beaming, and say, “I’m home.”



“You’ve already been shown around, and all the paperwork is either taken care of or in process. If there are any problems, you know how to reach the landlord. We’ll check in once a week, to make sure that there aren’t any surprises. A stipend will be made available to the debit card you were given earlier. Aside from that, you’re more or less on your own for the time being.”



“Thanks, Sister. It’s… It’s really great to feel like I’m actually moving forward towards something.”



“The rest of your life, Sunset. I know Principal Celestia is very excited to have such a bright, eager student coming to her school this year.” She reaches into her pocket and produces a small business card. “It’s already programmed into your burner, but keep this on you at all times. If someone else needs to reach me, my information is on there, and you or they can reach me at any time if there are any questions.”



—if there are any questions. Next she’s going to say—



“Good luck!”



I keep my face frozen in that smile as she shows herself out with a kind wave.



The door clicks shut behind her, and I hear her steps carry farther and farther off.



I’m now on my own in my apartment, but I’m also completely certain that I’m not. The back of my neck tingles again, for a very different reason.



I stand stalk-still, breathing as quietly as possible, listening as hard as I can. There is someone else in my place. There is someone else here. I can feel myself sweating and even the thought of turning around fills me with dread.



I breathe in sharply, form the words on my tongue, and then… force the air out between my lips, to make a birthday candle flicker but not go out. Even speaking feels impossible. I try again, and a second time I force the air out without a word.



This is ridiculous. I’m ridiculous. I’m imagining things. Just turn around. Just ask if anyone is there. Just ask. Say something. If someone is there, they’ll answer, right?



I take another breath.



“Hello? Is… Is someone there?”



I listen with all my might, but I hear nothing but the sounds of the building and my own pulse hammering in my skull.



You’re imagining things. No one is there. Turn around, you’ll see.



Hand clenched on the handle of my trunk, I pivot around.



Behind the tiny particle-board desk in the corner, crumpled on the chair, is a marionette of myself.



Her hair, her clothes, her shoes, her nails, her skin are all a perfect likeness of me.



But her face.



Her face is vapid, drawn. Her eyes are dull and unfocused. They look towards me, but not at me.



She is the most repulsive and pitiable thing I have ever encountered, and again I feel the sweat and the tingle in my neck and my hammering pulse.



“Hello?” I ask.



Her head bobbles slightly, but there is no other reaction. I can scarcely tell whether she’s breathing. But she did move… I force myself to let go of my trunk and approach her, cautiously, gently kneeling down next to this ghastly facsimile of myself.



Gingerly, I reach out and grasp her wrist. Her skin is cold, but also electric. Touching her almost feels like burning.



At the touch, her eyes snap into focus, latching onto me with clear intent.



I gasp and pull away. Her eyes dart around my face, as I’m sure mine are to hers, but neither of us moves.



Say something!



I take another of my bracing breaths. “I’m Sunset Shimmer.”



Her mouth opens, and my voice comes out. “I’m Sunset Shimmer.” Her words are empty, exhausted. The echo of my own words should terrify me, but it doesn’t. Her eyes are begging me to help – help how, I have no idea.



I reach out again, and once more I feel that cold, scintillating abyss under my skin, thrilling and frightening.



I squeeze tenderly. “It’s going to be okay,” I say.



For the first time, her face shows a flicker of emotion. It’s so faint I can scarcely identify it, but if I had to guess it would be an expression of pleasure. “It is now.”








I left my trunk packed (I was oddly wary about letting this other-me see what few, mundane items I possess), so instead of settling in like I’d planned, we set off to procure groceries.



A million questions buzz, but something about her keeps me from asking. It were as though she were waking from a fugue, dazed and lost, but with each experience bringing reality more into focus. Her eyes are sharp, locking onto anything of interest, calculating and analyzing. As if her life depend on seeing and understanding everything. Yet despite that, her movements are wary and timid, unsure of her place.



I'm feeling rather unsure of my own place, actually.



I text the bus stop code on my burner, and a moment later an updated ETA comes back. A couple minutes. I think more than a little about contacting Sister Willful about this… other person, but decide to push through it for now. Maybe it’s some kind of test. At least it was a nice day out. Neither of us has said a word since we left our (my?) apartment.



“So…” I venture, “You’re Sunset Shimmer?” 



Her eyes latch onto me for a moment with their penetrating gaze. “Yes.” Eyes dart to follow a passing car, and she shuffles to stand just inside my comfort zone.



“So what are we going to call each other,” I ask.



“Hm?”



“I mean, we can’t just call each other 'Sunset Shimmer'.”



“Oh.” She says it with only a slight tinge of surprise, as if she hadn’t considered that at all. Her eyes follow the flight of a bird, squinting into the sun.



“How about we share?”



“Hm?”



“Like, you can be Sunset, and I’ll be Shimmer.”



“Okay.”



“Okay.” I was not at all okay sharing my name like this with… whoever this actually was, but it was a little late to renege. “I’ll call you Sunny. As a nickname, y’know?”



“Okay.”



It’s all I can do not to dig my nails into my palm. She’s too close, she’s too aware of everything yet nothing, and she’s me but not me!



I jerk as her hand finds mine, reflexively twitching away in surprise. It was just a brush, as if she were seeking something she wasn’t sure she would find. I’m about to say ‘sorry’ when I notice she is fixated on me, eyes frighteningly playful. “Shimmy,” she says.



“What?”



“As a nickname, y’know?”



Not sure if playful or sinister.



“Y-yeah, sure,” I stammer out, unsure how to respond to that. I guess she wasn’t sure, either, a moment ago.



“Can I hold on to you?” she asks.



“What?”



“I’d really, really like to just hold your hand or something.”



Unconsciously, I look down at my hand. It still tingles where she’d brushed it, the surprise lingering there. I’d never been big on being touched. Never had anyone to touch you.



“Uh, sure,” I finally manage.



She reaches out, and folds her hand over mine. It isn’t as cold as in the room – the outside air must really be helping – but the electric tremor in her touch is still there, hallucinatory vibrations traveling up my skin.



With a surprising burst of snark, I say, “You’re welcome.”



She looks into me. “Hm?”



I shake my head. “Nevermind, I’m sorry.”



Her eyes bore into me for several increasingly-awkward seconds until the rumble of another vehicle draws her attention.



The bus, thank the Scribe.



I wave, as you’re supposed to, and he growls to a stop. Her hand is still firmly gripping mine as we board. The bus driver gives me a curious look when I run the card twice, but I smile it off.



Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen identical twins in person either… let alone had one before.



“You want the window seat?”



“Hm?”



“You seem to really like looking around at stuff. Do you want to sit by the window?”



“Mm.”



We settle onto the not-quite-bench of our own, her by the window, swapping attached hands in the process. Where her hand had been, the air feels bracing and cool in the air conditioning. Meanwhile the other hand is now captive, as is the elbow.



The prickling warmth is nice.








“Sunny?”



The other-me looks up from deep contemplation over the two apples in her hands. “Shimmy?”



“I was thinking we could just get a bunch of several varieties, and you can decide which you like. Probably the same as me, but you never know.”



It takes a moment for that to process. “Sure.” She moves purposefully to the end of the shelf and unspools several thin plastic bags like I showed her.



“I’ll help,” I say, and hold out my hand to take a couple.



It’s not particularly busy in the supermarket today. Several other people mill around the produce aisles beneath the fluorescent lights and pop music. Yet, I still feel a twinge of anxiety, as if there are too many people surrounding me. Watching me.



I jerk as the cart shifts, Sunny depositing small bags of three varieties of apples. Why am I so jumpy? I grin sheepishly as Sunny holds out her hand to take back one of the still-empty bags I’m holding.



“Sorry,” we both say at the same time.







At the checkout, Sunny presses up against me, as if frightened by the shoppers around us. I’m not sure if it’s her fear that’s putting me on edge, or something I’m imagining for myself, but I'm much more aware of their presence, their attention, than usual. A woman pushes her cart in front of us on her way to a lane further down, giving a curt ‘excuse me’, and as her eyes meet me I feel a spike on adrenaline I’d associated with expecting punishment from a foster parent. I still manage to smile back, understanding, and shake my head and focus on the lane ahead of me.



I look down into our own cart and concentrate on the items there, and the vouchers to cover most of them in my wallet. I am acutely aware of Sunny’s upper arm against my back, and she itches through my shirt.



“You doing okay back there?”



She shifts against me. “It’s a lot.”








You’ve never had a twin sister before.



That thought reverberates through my skull, never quite abating. I know that whatever Sunny is she is not my twin sister, but that idea simply refuses to die. I had my trunk (suitcase) fully unzipped and cracked open before that twinge of privacy reasserted itself.



Privacy. Something I’d known so little of, something I’d yearned for for so long. Had I forgotten it mattered? Had I forgotten Sunny was sitting right behind me?



I want to turn around, and I wonder if that desire originated within me or form somewhere else. To turn around and see myself sitting there, sharp eyes latched onto me.



If she’s going to comment on my freezing up, she keeps it to herself.



“Who are you, really?” I finally say. “Where did you come from?”



“Where did any of us come from?”



I do turn around at that, an unexpected anger welling up inside my chest.



“That’s bullshit, and you know it. Where did you come from?”



She winces, playfulness gone. Or hidden. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, but honest I don’t. The first thing I remember is you holding my hand, looking at me with concern.”



I scoff. “You can’t be serious.”



“I am.”



“Who showed you into this apartment?”



“Sister Willful.”



“What city is this?”



“Canterlot City.”



“How old are you?”



“Fourteen.”



“How long have you been in the system?”



“I don’t know.”



“How did you get put into my apartment?”



“I don’t know.”



“How do you feel?”



“Cold and alone.”



“Where did you… Did you just say, ‘cold and alone’?”



“I’m sorry, Shimmy.”



I catch myself towering over Sunny, panting, fist planted on the back of the loveseat.



“No,” I say, voice shaking. I back up cautiously.  “No, I’m sorry. This has got to be just as confusing for you as it is for me.”



I reach into my pocket and finger the burner phone. I could call Sister Willful. I could get out. I could get her out. And yet…



I turn back towards my trunk. She’s a me without a past. Maybe with as much future as I have – at least we have that in common.



I make a quick decision. I flash her a grin, then tear into my trunk and pull out the trashy vampire novel, holding it like a trophy. “Scooch, Sunny.”



She looks at me, very confused. “Hm?”



I march forward and crash butt-first into the space just clears in time. “We’re going to find out just how far Zella will go for Eraterus. Spoilers, it’s tragically far.”



“That sounds fun,” she ventures.



The fun is immediately more confusing as she presses close and her arm wraps around my waist. Where her fingers trace beneath my ribs my skin is aflame with ecstasy and I inhale with surprise which only makes her fingers press even harder for an instant and my spine is suddenly ramrod-straight and her hand is still pressing as she so slowly disengages but it’s only slow in the infinity-spanning instant and she’s no longer touching me, deep, calculating eyes probing my every expression.



“‘Sfine!” I snap, the yelp clearly contravening my words.



“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”



“‘Sfine,” I say again, this time with a bit more control. “Just… Okay, that actually felt really good I’m not gonna lie, but by the Scribe’s pen, warn me next time.”



“Okay.”



I rub where she touched me, remembering the sensation. My own hand feels numb in contrast.



“I’m not sure we’ll get through much of Zella’s fiascos, but it was definitely okay.” I start to reposition myself on the loveseat. “Here…”







I need to pee.



That single thought floats like the great plastic dead zone on the ocean of my thoughts.



Sunny is half-draped across me, leg and arm thrown across my thigh and chest as she snores softly into my hair. As we slept, the sheets had wormed their way to around our ankles. She had refused my pajamas, so when I look over I get a very emotionally-conflicted view of her (myself!) in bra and panties.



We didn’t do anything intrudes, the first of several.



You’d kissed your hand before, practicing you told yourself. Kissing your own lips on another person is no different. But she isn’t me, she’s someone else who looks like me. It felt good. Of course it felt good. I need to pee.



What is going to happen with her? What is going to happen between us? No, what’s going to happen with her? Who is she, anyway? Where did she come from? Could we ask Sister Willful? We should ask Sister Willful. Who is this we, now? I need to pee.



You need to take care of her. She’s more important than you. That’s what love is, isn’t it – to care for an other's needs above your own? What happened a few hours ago wasn’t that kind of love. I need to pee.



You’re extremely lucky to get this apartment, you know that, don’t you? How many people could use this space, and it went to an orphan kid who can’t land a foster family? How long do you think you’ll actually last on your own like this? I’m not alone anymore. Not alone with a nobody who just so happens to be yourself. Not myself, just someone who looks like me and shares my name and came out of nowhere. You came out of nowhere to everyone else, too. I need to pee.



If you or Sunny went to see Sister Willful, who do you think she’d recognize as the true Sunset Shimmer? Be honest. I need to pee.



You could just disappear and no one would notice. Sunny’s here now. You could commit murder, and Sunny could take the blame. You could commit murder, and you could be alone again. You could just disappear. I need to pee.



Global warming could kill every human on the planet in two centuries. Your fragile little bubble of civilization could pop in ten years. You could accomplish so many things that will have no effect on the well-being of anyone, because the world is just that awful. Everything you could possibly do will amount to nothing in the end. I need to pee.



You’re a sex addict. Wasn’t sex. You need touch to feel alive. I feel alive. You’re nothing without other people – other people who will ignore and betray you. I need to pee.



You should just disappear. No one would notice. Go away before the others can betray you. I need to pee.



You don’t deserve anything. No one would care or notice if you were gone. I need to pee.



I squirm to disentangle myself (hard, cruel hard, her electrifying touch burning against the bare skin across my abdomen!), and Sunny stirs.



“Mmm?”



My heart hammers in my chest and my ears ring and my movements reinforce a very urgent sensation. “S-sorry, Sunny. I really need to pee.”








I’m standing at the door, backpack over my shoulders, finger on the locked bolt, Sunny’s eyes on the back of my head. My hand is trembling, and it is spreading rapidly.



“What if I say the wrong thing? What if I go to the wrong classroom. What if they call on me and ask ‘what’s your family like’ and I have to tell them I came through the system and they hate me or pity me? What if the bus collides with a garbage truck and we all die? What if—”



“Hey, shhh.” Sunny is immediately at my side, fingers scratching the back of my head.



I breathe in deeply, and out to flicker a birthday candle.



“How did you become the calm one? I guess you’re not the one going to school, you can afford to take it easy.”



Sunny cocks her head. “I could go.”



“What?”



“We’re both Sunset Shimmer, right?”



The very idea fills me with exhilaration and dread. Just days ago she didn’t exist (probably), and now she’s confident in going to the most intense, no-holds-barred social cage match known to humankind, called ‘high school’. She could take my place and I wouldn’t have to be so afraid. She could take my place, and I could disappear.



I want so badly to say, ‘No, I’ll go. I can do this.’



But I can’t. All I can do is heave shuddering breaths into the door, my fingers pinched white against the bolt on the door, my ribs clenched so tight I can barely breathe.



I want to go to school. I want to live my life. I want… I want… The ringing in my ears won’t let up, and the only pressure valve comes from five fingers on the back of my scalp.



“I can’t do this today. We’ll… we’ll take turns, okay?”



I manage to turn my head, and my eyes are greeted by her reassuring smile. “That sounds great, Shimmy.”








Sunny lets me cling to her on the bus on our way to the supermarket. The bus driver is too close. The other passengers are too close. Everything is loud. The explosive hiss of the air brakes makes me jolt. I try so hard to focus through everything.



Columba livia, rock dove. Corvus brachyrhynchos, crow.



The only thing that feels real is Sunny’s arm.



“I want to go to Pferde,” I whine.



“Hm?”



We’d been studying foreign cultures in school. Well, she had. I tried to follow along with the homework.



“I want to go to Pferde,” I repeat, a little louder, as if convincing myself that it wasn’t a thought arising from fugue.



“You can scarcely psych yourself up to go to the grocery store,” she points out not unkindly, “and you're saying you want to travel overseas?” She rubs my hand curled around her bicep.



My eyes hurt. I press them closed and lean against her and let my cheek rest on her shoulder. She’s so warm.







I turn my world into the two bags of granola I’m holding. I have to do something. I have to… that’s it, compare the ingredients. As little added sugar as we can get.



Sunny brushes my shoulders, returning from somewhere else in the aisle. “Got this under control?”



I nod, trying to remain focused. My shoulders itch, suddenly reminded of coolness.



“Sunset,” I hear. Some woman’s voice I vaguely recognize but cannot place. “It’s nice to see you. How are things?” She sounds kind enough. The thought of attention directed at me is terrifying.



My pulse hammers and my neck tingles and my ribs are quivering and I’m sweating and I have to concentrate.



Please go away. I have to concentrate. Let Sunny take care of it. Something about sugar. It’s important. Just leave me alone. Let me disappear.








I’m a tangled ball of nerves sitting at the small desk, the sharp, faint, staccato clacking of keyboard strokes from the loveseat rattles in my ears, each tak! sending a jolt down my spine and into my limbs. My eyelids burn as I try to re-read the same paragraph of Pferdisch history and I absorb nothing but tak! tak! tak! I let the book slide out of my fingers and I hug myself. Everything is a fog, and I’m so very cold. I want to sleep forever, but there’s too much to do and sleep never comes. I try breathing in and out to flicker a birthday candle, and I can’t even manage that without convulsing.



She notices, and the typing stops. “Shimmy?” She almost sounds concerned. Almost. I hear her get up, the swish of fabric as she strides confidently forward.



Where’s my burner phone? It’s not in your pocket — hasn’t been for days.



Her hand cups my chin and I relish her warmth her caress her—



I’m too weak to twist away, but I force myself and look at her. She’s gorgeous. Self-sure, capable… everything I wish I could be. Everything I wanted.



You should disappear.



Everything she stole from me.



I hate everything about myself. For being so weak, for trusting – no, loving this other me. Love had nothing to do with it. For not realizing before it was too late.



“It’s going to be okay.” I say it to reassure myself, even though I can’t possibly believe it any longer.



Her hand reaches around and fingers twine the hair at the back of my skull, and it’s the only thing I’m sure about me is alive anymore.



“It is now.”



I can feel her breath on my face. She’s inches away from me, lips about to brush my own. She scratches my scalp and I ache.



“I’m Sunset Shimmer,” I protest.



She chuckles, amused. It’s a cold, callous, uncaring sound. “I’m Sunset Shimmer.”



She gives me one last kiss, deep and forceful, hot and wet, burning with life, and it’s the only thing I could possibly
      

      
   
      New


      

      
      
         As the last of the immaculately groomed and coiffured models trotted backstage and the runway cleared, the house lights went up, illuminating an audience made up of a wildly stomp-applauding crowd of Canterlot glitterati. Rarity peeked through the curtain. It was all so familiar; the same spectacle, the same crowd, the same sea of faces and manestyles and ostentatious high-fashion flaunting as always.



She took a deep breath, then took one last glance down at herself. Her dress was selected with fine-tuned balance. One had to be fashionable oneself to be taken seriously as a designer, of course, but at the same time, it would be a faux pas to shine as bright as, or Celestia forbid, even outshine, the pieces on show.



But it would be fine. She’d made a safe choice, something leaning a hair more generic and less distinctive than the aesthetic theme of the collection on display. It was something that said it was calculated and calibrated to be the right choice.



Beyond that, it said nothing else.



She wondered why she was wearing it all, really, and just for a brief second, was struck by a bout of second-guessing. She didn’t even like this dress. Why was she wearing something she didn’t like?



Well, too late for that now. She blinked, and stepped forward, pushing through the curtain. Time to do her bit for the eager audience.



She walked her walk down the runway, a walk that was calculated, like the dress, to be showable but not showy, fit for a star but tuned not to overshadow the stars. Step by step, she made sure to have a spring, the hint of eagerness and enthusiasm, but not to cock or jut her hips, not to strike something bold enough to be taken as a pose.



She walked without saying anything.



Then she reached the end of the runway, and stopped. Now was the time for her speak.



“Thank you!” she said through the last of applause while it died down in anticipation of her words. “I am Rarity, the designer of the line being shown today. Thank you, all of you wonderful ponies, for coming out to see the unveiling of my new winter collection. I—”



Rarity froze. The crowd was suddenly still. Everypony seemed to be staring up at her oddly, with barely audible murmurs of confusion rising up slowly from their midst.



In horrible, sinking humiliation, she felt her face flush under her fur, forming pinpricks of heat on her cheeks and forehead.



She couldn’t believe what she’d just said.



This was the unveiling show for her spring collection.








The post-show party was as familiar as the show itself. The drinks, the hors d’oeuvres, the snooty banter, polite laughter, syrupy-sweet compliments from friends, subtle jabs between perennial rivals… it was all so, so inevitable, like playing a record for the thousandth time and knowing how every note in every song goes.



The songs were so familiar, their tracks so trodden, so thoroughly known, that they seemed to say nothing anymore.



“I must say, Miss Rarity, we were all quite surprised at the announcement of your ‘new’ winter lineup in the spring season,” Fancy Pants said, gazing at Rarity with his charmy, smarmy smile over a glass undoubtedly containing some variety of fashionable whiskey cocktail.



“Ahh, yes, well.” Rarity smiled in return, practiced smoothness having replaced any outward indication feeling flustered at her little blunder. “I suppose it was just that I had such a uniquely joyful design experience last season, perhaps some part of me simply wasn’t ready to leave it behind yet. One of those seasons where there’s still more to say. You know.”



“I see.” Fancy Pants nodded. “And if the winter season had so much to say, then what, precisely, is the spring season adding to the undoubtedly scintillating conversation?”



“Well, I, umm.” Rarity twitched an ear. “I believe it’s not always best for an artist to say what her work means,” she finally declared. “Takes away the viewer’s fun of discovering their own sense of what it expresses, don’t you think?”



“Yes, I can see that.” Fancy Pants nodded. “In any case, I would say you’ve done it again, Miss Rarity. Not that there was any doubt you would. Splendid show. Splendid as always.”



“Thank you, Fancy Pants,” Rarity said. “You’re just too kind, as always.”



And so the evening went on, with so many such exchanges, so many ponies saying things, but nothing really being said.








She’d thought a good champagne buzz might help. Help with what, exactly, she wasn’t sure. She just knew that, lately, she was finding these things to be so much more fun – or was it tolerable? – that way. Two and a half flutes in, she’d cut herself off, however; finding herself sipping the third glass without quite remembering having grabbed it from the tray had taken her a bit by surprise. She was, fortunately, still present enough to know she needed to be wary of crossing the all-important but now perilously blurring line between nicely light-headed and visibly tipsy.



So she’d discreetly set that glass aside on the back of the hors d’oeuvres table hours ago, in the midst of the soiree, and there it stayed, silently waiting for the rest of the afternoon as it stretched on into evening. It stood stoic as the crowd thinned, guests excusing themselves by twos and threes and drifting off to whatever else it was they had going on in their glamorous, privileged lives. Early on it had been covered in a velvet-fine coat of condensation that formed as the chilled wine cooled the glass, then slowly turned clear again as the liquid gradually returned to room temperature.



And there it was, still waiting now, in the silent aftermath among the last few random leftover bite-size savory snacks.



Rarity was alone, finally, mercifully, now that the last guests had cleared out, leaving her in the sweet peace of silence at last. She paced around here and there, picking up stray trash and beginning some light cleanup work. Passing by the table, she caught the flash of rich straw-yellow from the half-full champagne flute, and paused in her tracks.



Without much thought, she picked up the flute with her horn and slugged what was left in it.



The champagne was both warm and long since flat, which allowed its palette of distinctively brut, sour, bread notes to loom larger than would have been considered optimal in a fit-to-drink state. But at least, Rarity noted, it was saying something, speaking loud in the flavors that told the tale of how it was made with love and with care to possess the characteristics it put on over-full display now.



A silver bucket on a stand to the side of the table held the bottle it came from, along with the rest of whatever was left in it. It sat in a pool of cold water that had once been ice, and still had a few pieces floating here and there in it.



“Well, waste not, want not, I suppose,” Rarity mumbled, pulling the bottle out of the chilling bucket. She paused, shaking the bottle slightly to get sight of how much was left sloshing around inside. It looked like it was still a good halfway full.



“Hmmm.” She shrugged. “Fuck it.”



A mischievous grin crossed her lips and lit up her eyes. “Fuck fuck fuck fuck FUCK!” she gleefully declared to no one, with the joyous unrestraint of a little filly realizing that without any adults around, there was absolutely nothing stopping her from saying ‘the naughty words.’ A flash of a memory came to her, of accidentally overhearing Sweetie Belle doing the same thing one afternoon. How long ago was that, now? How many years? It still made her secretly giggle, however long it had been.



She swigged straight from the bottle, upturning it and taking a long, gulping pull.



It was all so very, very unladylike.



But: “Fuck it,” she declared again.



Still carrying her bottle, post-party cleaning forgotten for the moment, she wandered over toward the display ponyquins silently showing off her spring collection.



She sat down on the floor in front of them, and ruminated on Fancy Pants’ question. What did they say?



Groping for an answer left her at a loss. All she could really recall about creating them was a sense of not having enough time to figure out what they were saying.



But wasn’t that the way, lately?



She scowled unhappily. Every new fashion season rushed by, each faster, each more rote and less thoughtful than the one before, and they all blurred into the same general framework of process now.



No, there was no denying it was all becoming the same. New for the sake of new, but not for the sake of saying anything – climb, climb, climb, creation without relent, because the fashionable high-society ponies who fancied themselves on the bleeding edge of trendsetting demanded it with a thirst that the finest champagne couldn’t quench, and there was no time to pause and breathe, because when she did, that's when she’d feel her stomach start floating with the dread weightless feeling of falling, of sliding down into disposability.



To stand still in fashion was to become obsolete, to feel her all her hard-won progress backslide, and then the cold panic of looking up at everypony she’d once been right beside continuing their own relentless climbs, leaving her behind.



Just thinking about it left her feeling the ghost of a faint panic right here, right now, not even a good few hours out from her season launch.



And some part of her couldn’t bear to think about what came next, how the loop would repeat itself.



She felt like a ghost, only… only the opposite of a ghost, she supposed. The body, still here, but without the spirit, somehow missing a vital spark. She wasn’t sure what the right word was for how she felt, but it certainly didn’t feel good.



There wasn’t much that did make her feel good, at this point.



Well.



Maybe one thing.



“Make me levitate, won’t you?” she quietly implored the bottle floating before her in the grip of her horn’s magic.








Wine hangovers were such a spiteful bitch. That was all Rarity could think as she dragged herself out of bed with her head still foggy with the demand for more sleep and her throat dry and scratchy… also, feeling the need to pee with an inordinate ferocity, she noticed quickly.



She was naked. Through the haze, she remembered having had the presence of mind to take off her dress before going to bed. Well, at least there was that. It meant she hadn’t been too drunk. Just the right amount of drunk, if such a thing existed.



Still, she’d slept through the night soundly and woken up refreshed enough in spite of feeling only slightly worse-for-wear, so maybe there was. Hard to argue with results, after all.



After using the bathroom, stretching out a bit, and shaking herself off, she stood in front of her full-length mirror. The creature gazing back at her was such a glorious mess, she couldn’t help but smile. Mane unbrushed and wild, eyelashes long but haphazard, coat frazzled from bed and desperately needing a good brushing… but it was all so…



…so real.



It was raw, it was unkempt, and it was the truth, all of it.



This wasn’t a new feeling. She remembered. The truth was, last night, she’d taken off her dress long before she’d crawled into bed, and she hadn’t taken it off just to go to sleep. She’d taken it off because taking it off felt like shedding a counterfeit veneer, breaking from the pretense of putting up a front that implied there was something to say when there was really nothing. She’d taken it off, right there in the studio in front of the display ponyquins showing her newest line, because she wasn’t one of them and in the liberated looseness of intoxication certainly didn’t care enough about appearances to keep feeling like one.



The dress, as far as she knew, was still laying there, empty on the floor, in front of her other creations.



She liked what she saw in the mirror better. In her nudity, she saw a constant image of the underlying truth, instead of a covering. In that moment, she felt like she could stare at it all day, just basking in how refreshing it was to be struck by seeing something real again.



This made it very hard for her to drag herself downstairs, back to the studio, to begin the day’s work.



Hard, but not impossible. Sadly, the ever-present cold neurotic dread of falling behind ultimately made it rather an inevitability, instead of a challenge.








She never wore clothes when she was designing.



Some designers did. They spoke of how being dressed fashionably at work helped connect them to the wellspring of passion for exploring what clothing could be. It sounded wonderful, it really did. She wished she could relate.



All they did for her was get in the way.



Maybe this was one of those revelations that one didn’t exactly hide (she never put on clothes for the sake of pretense when others saw her working, after all), but might have been scandalous if she’d explicitly pointed it out as a deliberate choice. So she said nothing on the subject, one way or another. That was easiest, really.



Perhaps that was the problem, though. Perhaps saying nothing to maintain an easy, agreeable face was too easy.



Had she really even said anything, for months now? For seasons? How many seasons, how many new collections, had rolled through her sewing machine devoid of real speech?



It didn’t used to be like this, she remembered.



In Ponyville, nakedness was the norm. Nopony usually wore much of anything as a routine. She remembered making their clothes to express something special, at special times, because they fretted about making the day unique and memorable, not because they were just trying to keep up.



She remembered when a mare came to her in anticipation of a special day to have a spectacular dress made for the occasion, and it was like the extra slice of fresh fruit atop the perfect swirl of frosting on one of the fanciest cupcakes to be had from Sugarcube Corner. It was the extra bit that made everything pop. It was such a joy.



It was gone.



These thoughts tormented her as she lay in the dark, trying to sleep after another long day’s work cutting and sewing and sketching and patterning and having nothing to fucking say and now at 2am desperately wishing she could just go to sleep so she could have some time to not think about any of this… until, of course, she had to get up in the morning and go to it all again.



Crying didn’t help, of course, and she knew that, but all the same she couldn’t help it. Being caught in the swirl of all these thoughts drove her to quiet, frustrated tears.



“I want to go home,” Rarity sobbed, softly, barely more than a whisper into her pillow. “I just want to go home.”
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