
      Only Skin Deep


      

      
      
         Rarity shoved a rack of identical dresses through the front door of Carousel Boutique. A rack of identical lackluster dresses, she noted with a sigh. After one more glance over them, she donned a grim smile and flopped onto her divan. Opalescence leapt up next to her and settled into her usual spot by Rarity’s side. Automatically, her hoof traced its way down Opal’s back.



“I don’t know,” Rarity said. “A minor show, yes, but I shouldn’t have… ‘phoned it in,’ I guess the girls say.” Opal meowed and kneaded her front paws along the edge of the cushion. “I’ve been in a rut lately, and nothing sold, and now everypony will think—”



She reached over with both hooves and scratched Opal behind her ears. Soon, a soft, rhythmic purring resounded in the quiet room. “You’re such a good listener, aren’t you, my sweetie snookums?”



Opal merely closed her eyes and held her head up like the royalty she was, her tail curling languidly back and forth.



“Where did I go wrong?” Rarity asked. “Not spending enough time on the design, obviously, but… no inspiration. And if I force it—” she tapped a hoof on Opal’s nose, which made her open an eye “—it will surely come out bland.”



Sniffing at the hoof, Opal twitched the tip of her tail. “Oh, Opal. What did my mother always say? ‘Put a little of yourself in everything you make.’ I really have been holding back, haven’t I? Step one: find your vision. Without that, I can’t call anything a Rarity original, and I do myself a disservice by putting my name on it.”



She snapped a nod. “Well, no more. I vow to find that spark again! By the time I finalize another creation, I will regain that fire. Mark my words, Opal!”



Later, though. After that long, dull train ride home… For a moment, Rarity rested her eyes. But only for a moment. With a weekend like that, she needed the luxury of some quiet meditation. The purring resumed next to her, soothing, peaceful. She’d get back to work in just—in just a…








“No, no, no!” Rarity shouted, slashing her pencil across the page so hard that it tore the paper. “This won’t do! This simply won’t do!”



Beneath the window, Opalescence flexed her claws as she stretched out in the sunbeam.



“Oh, Opal, nothing’s coming to me.” Rarity slumped over her drawing table. She hadn’t spent her usual time in front of the bathroom mirror that morning, and more than a few flyaway bits of mane stuck out here and there. She ran a hoof through her forelock and didn’t bother prodding it back into shape.



“It’s so… so frustrating!” she said. She pounded a hoof on the desktop. “I can’t find it again, and I can’t figure out what I lost in the first place!”



Her tail swishing, Opal watched and waited, presumably for one of the words she’d normally recognize. She batted a paw at a speck of dust that floated by.



“These designs are so… pedestrian,” Rarity muttered, flinging her hoof toward the scraps of cloth scattered on the floor. She drew a sharp breath and snatched up one large piece, then hastily cut it to shape and stitched a band of color along one edge.



“I-I’m going out,” she said. “I need to think.” Flinging the improvised cape over her to hide her unkempt coat, she trotted for the door. “Mommy will be home soon. I just need to… see some different colors. And figure out what part of me I used to put into my designs.” Rarity paused at the door with her hoof on the knob and forced a smile. But Opal wouldn’t know the difference. A smile was a smile.



Opal still lay out, all splayed in the sunlight, and blinked. She didn’t purr.



With a sigh, Rarity walked out and shut the door behind her.








Over the sound of her sewing machine, Rarity might have heard a knock at the door. No matter. She swatted away the distraction like a gnat. If it was that important, the pony would come in anyway. Focus. She needed focus.



Too dim. The light was too dim in here. Had a light bulb burned out? Or maybe evening had come around… She didn’t remember being hungry. Just the dress.



“Rarity?”



She jumped, and the machine stitched a short length of cloth to her foreleg. For a moment, she stared at it as if it were some alien thing. Keep looking, and maybe she’d understand it. Keep looking.



Slowly, she drew the leg up to her mouth and sucked at the drops of blood.



“Oh my gosh! I’m sorry, Rarity! Are you okay?” Twilight said, a hoof held up to her cheek. “Please, let me help.”



“No harm done, dear,” Rarity answered. She levitated a pair of scissors up, snipped the thread, and pulled it out. “It’s certainly not the first time that has happened, Twilight.”



“Still, I’m sorry,” Twilight said. She reached a hoof toward Rarity but held back before touching her shoulder. “It just seems like something’s bothering you lately, and I want you to know that you can talk to me if you need to.”



“Well, I was, Twilight, but I think I’ve discovered the answer.” Rarity never looked up. She needed to keep up her concentration—a bit of conversation wouldn’t hurt, though, as long as she continued working. “I’ve been so terribly selfish. That’s all.”



She hummed a little as she worked, and thankfully, Twilight didn’t speak up again. But after a few minutes, that feeling of somepony looking over her shoulder started to wear thin. “Take this one, for instance,” Rarity said, nodding toward the half-assembled garment. “Fluttershy asked me to make her a dress for her banquet next week. She’s getting an award from the Equestrian Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. I didn’t settle on a design until late last night.”



“But it’s so far along! Did you get any sleep?” Twilight asked.



“No. No need.” Rarity popped open the machine’s cover and switched out bobbins. “I can’t make an original dress for her and call it from me if I don’t put my all into now, can I? But I finally figured it out. No more selfishness. If I make something, I pledge to apply my full effort to it. That’s the first step and the only step.”



“Rarity, I…”



“Nothing less than one hundred percent.” That should put an end to it. She expected to hear the door shut any minute, but still Twilight stood there, breathing down her neck…



Twilight shifted her weight and poked the tip of a hoof against Rarity’s cape. “I haven’t seen you wear that before. Is it new?”



“Just something I made—” she flicked Twilight’s hoof away “—to cover up. I haven’t had time to brush my coat in a couple days, so… I threw this little thing together.” More silence. But why wouldn’t Twilight leave?



“Rarity, please. Are you sure you’re okay?”



“Mmmhmm.”



Gather the cloth a little at the withers, then add the ruching around the waist. Yes, Rarity could see it forming up nicely. “Just that last touch,” she muttered softly. “Later tonight, maybe tomorrow. That’ll do it. Nopony will say this wasn’t a Rarity.” Twilight went to the front door and stood with it open. Rarity could feel the scrutiny.



“It will work. After all, if a designer doesn’t have her name, what does she have? I’ll take Mother’s words to heart.” Opalescence padded over and rubbed her cheek against Rarity’s hind leg. “Oh, hello, Opal. Come to watch?” At least Opal knew how to stay in the background.



The door quietly thumped shut.








“Well, tell me about it, dear!” Rarity said. Another soon-to-be gown hung, all pinned up on the dressform behind her, but the draw of the only finished product so far had managed to tear her attention away.



“It was wonderful!” Fluttershy replied as she reclined on the divan and swept a hoof across her forehead. She still had the dress on, and the single lamp lit against the evening’s encroaching shadows sent a gleam across the jeweled accents. “I couldn’t have imagined what it’d be like. I was originally going to come back the same night, but I stayed the whole week! Me!”



Rarity chuckled and reached down to scratch Opal’s back. “I’m so glad for you. Did you enjoy the dress?”



“Enjoy it? Rarity, it made all the difference! I-I couldn’t take it off. All week long!” Fluttershy sighed and dug through a small purse she had tucked under her wing. “Everypony asking me where I got the dress, and why hadn’t they met me before. I strutted around like I owned the place. Me!”



Wearing a broad grin, Rarity leaned forward in her chair. “Belle of the ball, I take it?”



“I-I-I got this!” Fluttershy wheezed. She tossed a small notebook on the table between them and held her hooves to her cheeks, which had turned bright red. “To hold all the names!”



Rarity took it in her magic and flipped it open. Page after page of them, with addresses. She raised an eyebrow.



“All the stallions who asked me on dates!” she squeaked. “And I didn’t run away! I-I-I—” Fluttershy’s chest heaved, and her eyes went out of focus as she slumped back into the pillows.



Her own eyes shooting wide open, Rarity leafed through the notebook again. It must have contained at least fifty names. “Um… Feeling faint?” Fluttershy nodded rapidly. “Deep breaths, dear. Slow, deep breaths.”



“How?” Fluttershy answered, her jaw trembling. “I felt so confident, like I belonged there.”



“You did belong there, Fluttershy.” Rarity fought off a shiver and pulled her cape around her a little more, then walked over to Fluttershy, bent down, and hugged her. “I’m so glad I could do that for you.”



“The feeling mostly went away by the end of the week,” Fluttershy replied in a breathy whisper. “But it’s still there. Still there. Even if only the memory, but that’s enough.” She rolled on her side to face Rarity.



“It was simply divine, darling,” Fluttershy said, then held a hoof to her mouth and giggled.



Rarity couldn’t hold back her own laughter. She’d nearly finished with the next dress, anyway. One night off wouldn’t hurt anything, and knowing that she’d made that much of a difference to a friend—she settled on the floor next to the divan and propped her chin on the edge of the cushion.



“You don’t know what it means to me to have you say that, Fluttershy,” she said.



Opal hopped up and snuggled against the dress. Soon, she’d fallen asleep, and as their conversation carried on into the night, Rarity heard the occasional light snore. But no purring.








Sunlight filtered through the trees and dappled the kitchen table as Rarity took her first sip of morning coffee. Fluttershy had left only a little over an hour ago, when the first birds started singing. Rarity set her mug down and walked over to the front door to retrieve the newspaper. On her return trip, she tossed it on the table, then poured some cream in her coffee and a little more in a bowl for Opal.



As soon as she’d flattened out the front page, Rarity froze. The Canterlot Times! Front and center, above the fold!



“Supermodel Resurfaces in Bold New Design,” she read from the headline, her jaw dropping. Opal poked a paw at the photograph and meowed. Fluttershy, a self-assured smile on her face, and with an entourage of fashion heavyweights hanging on her every word. Best of all, the logo she’d worked into the design was clearly visible: a large trio of blue diamonds on a white background, down by the hem.



She burst out in a squeal, and Opal jumped nearly three feet in the air. “The front page! Oh, Opal, we did it!” Rarity smothered her in a hug, but after a bit of wriggling, Opal worked herself free and retreated to the top of the kitchen cabinets, her tail twitching.



Rarity had clasped her hooves to her chest when she heard a knock at the door. With a raised eyebrow and a quick glance at Opal, she draped her cape over her back and rushed to answer.



The caller, a young stallion, wore a red jacket and a small black cap. “Telegram,” he said through the window.



“Oh, do come in,” Rarity replied, swinging the door open and taking the proffered envelope. She tore off the end and slid out the sheet of paper. Her eyes widening with each new line she scanned, she gasped and hopped up and down. “Fleur de Lis wants me to design a dress for her! Fleur de Lis! Why, the one I’ve nearly finished would be perfect for her. Of course I will!”



Rarity dashed to the writing desk and rummaged through the cubbyholes for a blank sheet of paper. Coming up empty, she trotted back over to the delivery pony and pressed a gem into his hoof. “Do you have any blank paper for a return message?” she asked.



“Certainly, ma’am,” he answered, reaching into his saddlebag, “but there’s more!” Instead of producing a single page of paper, he pulled out a stack of at least a dozen more telegrams. Rarity’s face fell.



“Oh, dear…”








“So, who should get these, Opal?” Rarity motioned to the two almost-completed dresses behind her. “Last touch—they just need my trademark on them.”



She rubbed a hoof down Opal’s back. “You remember what Fluttershy said, sweetums? Fleur de Lis reported the same feeling, and the fashion magazines are saying whoever wears them steals the show. I wouldn’t have expected it.” Leaning over her desk, she adjusted her glasses and peered at the thank-you note and photograph pinned to her corkboard, next to the newspaper article about Fluttershy. Fleur, surrounded by all the movers and shakers, and looking positively radiant. And again, it had worn off gradually, but she still cherished the dress for its grace and memories. At least that’s what her letter said.



But in addition to all the telegrams and mail, no fewer than six bigwigs had come in person from Canterlot to request a commission. “It took me two months to complete these ones, and the next pair are for Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie.”



Opal gave her a disinterested glance, then hopped up on one of the new dresses on its form and started a low, rumbling purr.



“Oh, don’t wrinkle those, Opal!” Striding over with her jaw set, Rarity shooed her off. “I suppose I could get started on Rainbow Dash’s dress, but I need more blue spinels to decorate the collar. But…”



Rarity pursed her lips and reached for her cape. No. She’d been feeling much better lately, and while she may still look a bit ragged, she didn’t need the cape today. Not until she finished those two dresses—then she’d…



With a graceful pirouette, Rarity turned for the door and sauntered into the sunlight. “I’ll be back later, Opal. A gem-hunting mission would give me the chance for some fresh air. And I know what I’ll do with those dresses now.”



Rarity turned up her nose and stepped out the door. “Whoever wants them most can have them.”








“We’ll start the bidding at five hundred bits!” Nurse Redheart said from the podium. Behind her, several tables full of donated merchandise lay with the winning bidders’ registration numbers marked on the tags. There was a catering gift certificate from Sugarcube Corner, the first jar of Zap Apple jam from this year’s batch, spa appointments, a week of daily lawn sprinkling from the Weather Service… all manner of wonderful items, all to benefit the Equestria Foals’ Hospital.



And now the marquee items: Rarity’s newest dresses.



“Five hundred!” said Filthy Rich.



“Six!” barked Jet Set from the front row.



“This was such a wonderful idea, Rarity,” Twilight said with a broad smile. Whatever gave you the idea?”



“I just… don’t do enough, Twilight. I don’t do enough,” Rarity answered, pulling her cape a little closer around her.



Twilight frowned and held a word on the edge of her lips. When she opened her mouth again, the word had changed. “Why didn’t you just make some more of those capes? They’re simple and elegant, and they look like they take far less effort. Everypony seems to like them,” she added, waving a hoof around the crowd.



Yes, a good quarter of the ponies in attendance had some sort of cape on. “I really wish they wouldn’t. I don’t wear this to make a fashion statement, Twilight—I…” Ponies shouldn’t copy her. Especially not with something she hadn’t put enough care into to add her personal touch. “I don’t do enough.”



Rarity shivered. Twilight said something more—her frown hadn’t left—but Rarity couldn’t hear her over the crowd’s gasps. What had—?



“The high bid is-is…” Redheart stammered, “fifteen thousand bits! I-is… is there another bid?” Her shaking hoof hovered above the podium for a moment before she slammed it down. “Sold to Mr. Jet Set for fifteen thousand!”



Rarity plopped to her haunches, and her shivering intensified.



“...Are you okay? Rarity!”



She heard Twilight’s voice as if from a distance. Blinking hard, she didn’t resist as Twilight corralled her to the refreshments table and pushed a cup of punch into her hooves.



“Please drink something, Rarity. You don’t look good,” Twilight said. Her purple face filled Rarity’s vision, but a softer voice from behind bled through the noise.



“That’s a record! And there’s still another dress to go! Bless that Rarity—this’ll do a world of good.”



Rarity didn’t recognize the voice, but that didn’t matter. She sipped at her punch and formed a fragile smile. She felt warm. Despite her shaking, she felt warm for the first time since the night Fluttershy had returned from Canterlot.



“It’s alright, Twilight. Everything is fine.” She took a deep breath and held her body steady.



“Yes, folks, another original from Rarity’s new line, just finished this morning!” called Redheart above the crowd. “I have twelve thousand bits from the gentlestallion to my right.”



“Twelve five!” yelled somepony in the back.



“Everything is fine,” Rarity repeated. Twilight sighed and leaned against her, nice and warm.








Hustling back and forth between her work table and a dressform, Rarity sewed on accents and made tiny adjustments to her current project. “Really, Twilight, nothing’s wrong.”



“But I’m worried about you. For months now, you suddenly go from fine to looking like death warmed over, and then as soon as it seems like we have the real you back, it happens all over again.” Twilight got up from her chair and followed Rarity into the kitchen. “About every two months for the last half year. Do you have some kind of recurring illness? Or… I don’t know. It’s like you’ve gone bipolar.”



“Oh, don’t be silly!” Rarity said, flicking a hoof. “I’ve finally found what I was looking for, dear.” She floated a pair of teacups out of the cupboard and headed for the stove.



“Your… favorite cup?”



Rarity snickered and shook her head. “Now you’re doing that on purpose. No, I mean I finally feel as if I’m putting in the proper effort. If I make a dress for a friend, but put no more of myself into it than I would for a stranger, then what kind of friend would that make me? But then why not treat a stranger as well as a friend, too? As Pinkie might say, ‘A stranger is only a friend I haven’t met yet.’”



“I appreciate the sentiment, Rarity, but… you like the things your friends do for you, don’t you?” Pushing Rarity back into one of the kitchen chairs, Twilight grabbed the teapot and took over making their drinks. “Take Pinkie. Don’t you feel good when she brings you a cupcake, just because? And she doesn’t make herself sick to do it, either… Well, except for when she eats too many ‘quality control’ samples. Okay, bad example.”



Rarity laughed out loud. Yes, Pinkie did sort of defy comparison. “I know what you mean, darling. But if I can do more, doesn’t that mean I should? And Pinkie’s up next, by the way, as soon as I finish Rainbow Dash’s dress for the Equestria Games Committee dinner.”



“And then another month of you moping around and acting decidedly un-Rarity-like?”



Wiggling down into her seat, Rarity flicked her eyes up at the pointed stare directed back at her. Well, when she said it that way…



“It’s not how big a cupcake she gives you, Rarity. It’s that she thought of you in the first place.” Twilight had her back turned as she lit the stove.



That mare sure knew how to get the maximum value from a minimum of words. Rarity found herself shaking again, before she’d completed a dress, for once. “I-I need to get back to my sewing, Twilight. Rainbow Dash’s dinner is tomorrow night.”



Twilight sighed. “If you do need to talk, do you promise you will?” she said.



“Mm. Yes.”



“And if you don’t need to?”



Rarity slipped out of the kitchen quietly and nudged Opal away from where she’d fallen asleep against the dress.








“Just… awesome!” Rainbow Dash shouted. Licking a paw, Opal lay beside her on the couch. “You know I don’t like to get all dressed up. But this felt cool!”



“Of course, dear.” Rarity opened her eyes and tucked the edge of her cape under her side a little tighter. As much as she’d tried to stay awake, she must have dozed off at least three times already. “No reason your fabulous colors wouldn’t blend in with high society. You just needed to… contextualize them is all.”



“No,” Rainbow said, shaking her head, “it’s more than that.” She gathered up the dress around her and scooted to the edge of the cushion. “You know how I sometimes get tongue-tied around the Wonderbolts? Not this time!”



Rainbow chuckled up at the ceiling as she fidgeted a hind leg. “They listened to everything I had to say, from flying techniques to training regimens. And those words! I mean, I come across enough of them in books, but I can never seem to pull ’em outta my head, y’know? But there they all were! I felt… loquacious! I wonder if this is what it’s like to be Twilight.” She giggled into her hooves, adding in a low voice, “But don’t tell anypony I talked like that.”



“Nonsense. You had it in you all along, Rainbow Dash. You just needed a little prodding,” Rarity said with a sharp nod.



“I-I told them the Running of the Leaves would make a great off-season event to keep themselves in shape. They’re… coming… here!” She pressed her hooves to her cheeks and squeaked. “In the fall! They’re going to run with us!”



Rarity stifled a laugh. Rainbow could be adorable when she gave up that macho front. The spark in her eyes and… just genuinely enjoying herself as herself. Good for her. Good…



“…Rarity?”



Rarity jerked awake and rubbed her eyes. “What, dear?”



“You look pale. Well… paler. You okay?”



“Y-yes, of course. Fine,” Rarity answered. “I was just going to start on Pinkie’s dress, but Twilight got an invitation today—she’ll need hers sooner. She’s attending the opening of an important museum exhibit.”



“Oh.” Rainbow scratched her head. “How’d you know that?”



“She came by today. She does almost every day now.” Rarity yawned into her forelegs. “Makes it hard to get much done during the day, but maybe tonight I’ll just… rest.”



Rainbow touched her lightly on the shoulder. “I’ll go then. But I wanted you to know I love the dress. I don’t think I’m gonna take it off for at least a week.”



Rarity’s eyes drifted shut again, and she formed a thin smile. “Mmmhmm.”








For the third straight night, Rarity took a walk over to the library, not long after the last train from Canterlot arrived. Maybe Twilight would come home tonight. Not even halfway there, she stopped to find a place to sit until her panting abated.



“Rarity?”



She looked up to see Roseluck approaching. With… with one of those capes on. Rarity drew her own a little closer around her. In fact, quite a few of the mares still out in the dusk wore capes.



“I love this fashion! What made you think of it?” Roseluck asked, running a hoof down the edge.



“Oh, that,” Rarity said. “Please don’t attribute that to me, dear—I don’t want anypony thinking of me when they…”



“Why not? It’s simple, flowing, elegant… Just the kind of thing you’d invent.” Roseluck cocked her head and grinned.



“I-I’m sorry. I have to go,” Rarity said, striking out for the library again and leaving a confused Roseluck behind. She forced her breathing into the same rhythm as her hoofsteps, and as she approached the library, she saw the flash of gems through the front window. A warm smile replacing her frown, she knocked on the door.



“Rarity!” Twilight swept her into the library’s main room and twirled her over to the pile of cushions on the floor. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back.”



Rarity stood, her mouth agape, watching Twilight sashay off to the kitchen before sliding out one of the cushions and settling gingerly onto it.



When she returned, Twilight had two glasses and a bottle of wine in tow. “Oh, I have to tell you—where do I even begin?” She plopped onto a cushion of her own, yanked out the cork, and poured for both of them.



“I-I don’t even—is this what it was like for Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash? I couldn’t have imagined!” She guzzled down her glass and poured another.



Rarity enjoyed a silent chuckle and sipped at her wine. A hint of berry and a nice oak finish… She gasped and squinted at the bottle. Heavens, a—a rather expensive vintage! “Where did you get this, Twilight?”



“Oh, it was a gift from… I don’t even know who!” she replied, bursting into a fit of giggles. “I brought it back with me. But you deserve it. Where to start, where to start?”



Twilight took a deep breath and bowed her head. “I had such a wonderful time, Rarity. Just this… overwhelming feeling of creativity, poise, confidence.” Her gaze wandered up to the ceiling, and she broke into a wide smile. “I mingled and chatted effortlessly, I danced, I actually enjoyed having all eyes on me. I even flirted—” her eyes wide, she shook her head “—with the museum’s young new docent… with the bartender, with the cab driver, with the officer...”



“Officer?” Rarity erupted through her laughter. “Whatever did you…?”



“Just the one on patrol while I was waiting for the cab,” Twilight answered, but her cheeks had flushed a bright crimson. “Two days of cocktail parties, theater events, photographers… It’s all still whirling around in my head.”



Rarity closed her eyes and listened to the lilting voice. So happy, so… alive. That same warmth suffused her chest, along with a little in her throat, thanks to another sip of wine. She looked again in time to see Twilight take another generous gulp of hers.



“Everywhere I went, ponies kept asking me where I got the dress,” Twilight continued. “‘Of course, a princess can get whatever she wants,’ they said. I asked what they meant, and they’d say, ‘There are only six of those in existence, you know, with that special three-diamond logo.’ Besides being a rarity—heh heh!”



Twilight snorted and finished her glass, then refilled it with considerably more difficulty than before. “Besides… besides being a Rarity—” she jabbed an elbow toward her friend’s ribs “—it does something to you. I’ve never felt that way before! I’m not gonna take it off. Not gonna.”



The corners of Rarity’s mouth curled up. She’d always expected a tipsy Twilight would be cute, but not quite this cute. But despite the burgeoning warmth from her last swallow of wine, she found herself shivering again. “I was happy to do that for you, Twilight. But I think I should probably head home before it gets too late.”



As Rarity walked toward the door, Twilight set her glass down and almost knocked it over. “You feeling alright?” she said, her voice suddenly clear.



“Just a little out of sorts. But I’m glad you enjoyed the dress, Twilight. I’ll talk to you later.”



On her way down the lamplit street, Rarity glanced back. Twilight watched her from the front window. Several times, she looked again, and still Twilight stood there. Rarity pursed her lips. Another couple months and she could make dresses for Pinkie Pie and Applejack. And then what? Who knew? Maybe some more charity events. But how long before even that wasn’t enough?



She walked through Carousel Boutique’s front door and flicked the lights on. She might as well get started on sketching out Applejack’s design.








A knock at the door made Rarity jump. Had she forgotten to put up the “Closed” sign? Who in their right mind would be shopping at this hour anyway?



She leaned into the doorway from her workroom—Twilight? Her forehead creased, Rarity motioned for her to enter. “What brings you out this late, dear? I don’t even know what time it is…”



“Midnight,” Twilight replied. “You left the library a little over two hours ago.”



Rarity’s gaze ran over the dress—the dress that Twilight wasn’t wearing. She had it draped across her back. “Is there a problem with that?” she asked, pointing at it.



Twilight didn’t answer immediately. She walked over to the couch and put the dress down next to her. She opened her mouth to speak, but a hoof flinched toward the fabric. Her eyes had the same look Rarity had seen on Winona’s face when Applejack would hold a dog biscuit in front of her.



“Rarity, it’s like… like an addiction,” Twilight said, her speech still a little slurred. “I want… I want to—”



She squeezed her eyes shut. “Where did you learn a spell like that? I don’t even know how you managed to cast it.”



“I-I didn’t know it would work this way. I only—”



“Rarity.” Twilight opened her eyes but stared only at the dress. She picked it up with her magic and draped it over her shoulders, then sucked in a shuddering breath. “The dress does something to the wearer. It has to be magic. What spell did you use? It’s obviously coming at a steep cost. You only have to look in a mirror to see that.”



Rarity hunched up her shoulders and collapsed into a chair, her gaze locked on the floor. “No magic, Twilight.”



“Well, then what? This doesn’t make sense otherwise.” Twilight ran a hoof down the material, caressing each ruffle, tracing each seam. “It wears off eventually, just like a spell. According to Fluttershy, anyway.” Her hoof reached the logo. Three blue diamonds on a white background. She touched it, held it up against her face, nuzzled it tenderly, smelled it.



“It-it’s… oleander,” Twilight sputtered, her face blanching. “P-perfume…”



Rarity’s ears drooped, and she summoned her voice as best she could: “M-mother always said… to put a little of myself in everything I made. Th-that’s the first step.”



Twilight threw off the dress, rushed across to Rarity, and stood over her, trembling. That same hoof that had lovingly touched the three blue diamonds now reached for Rarity’s cape. Three blue diamonds on a white background—a white background of fine hair, which smelled of oleander.



And amid an utter calmness, Rarity didn’t move. She didn’t move as Twilight lifted up the cape’s edge. She didn’t move as Twilight gritted her teeth and grimaced. And she didn’t move as Twilight peeled up the bandage from her flank.



“They grow back, Twilight. They always grow back,” Rarity said, her voice lifeless. “In about two months.” It didn’t even hurt anymore—just numb all the time.



“And when it heals, the old ones lose their power, you feel better… and you start all over again.”



Rarity nodded. Her cheeks tightened, and she fought back tears, but she didn’t have the strength anymore. “I’m sorry,” she blubbered, wiping away the moisture from her face. If she kept wiping, they would stop. They’d have to.



“Rarity,” Twilight said gently, “remember what I said about Pinkie. It’s not how big a cupcake she gives you. It’s that she thought of you in the first place. Do you understand?”



As Rarity nodded even harder, an unchecked cascade of tears dripped onto her chair. “I’m sorry.” What more could she say? It all made so much sense, but then why couldn’t she look Twilight in the eye? She buried her face in the pillow.



Warm. A warm hug over her shoulders and a soft voice in her ear. “The real first step is admitting you need help.”



Nopony spoke. Hours. It felt like she must have lain there for hours in silence. Rarity swallowed hard and took Twilight’s hoof. “Please don’t leave, Twilight,” she said among her tears and sniffles.



“I’m not going anywhere.”








Twilight Sparkle stopped by each morning before opening time and each evening after closing time. She never had anything to say except for small talk and a “How are you?” which Rarity answered truthfully, if sparing on the details. And sometimes Twilight brought a cupcake.



It wasn’t until the end of the third week that Twilight asked any more than that. The question always seemed ready to fall out after every sentence of meaningless chatter, but she’d held it. Sometimes, friends knew when not to say anything.



“Is it getting better?” she asked while pouring herself a cup of coffee, then went about clearing the breakfast dishes as if not expecting an answer.



“Yes it is, Twilight. Thank you for asking.” Opal sat in Rarity’s lap, her purr thrumming throughout the kitchen. “I’ve had some good sessions with the therapist, but I—I feel so silly that I could have done something like that. Oh, what everypony must think of me!” Rarity said with a wry smile.



“Don’t you worry about that,” Twilight replied. She put the last of the dishes in the drying rack and carried her mug over to the table. “We know who owns all six of the dresses. It was a simple matter to get them back.”



Rarity gasped and stopped petting Opal, who opened an eye. “You… have them?”



“Yes, they’re back at the library.” Twilight blew on her coffee and took a sip. “I told everypony that there was a minor stitching issue, and you’d fix it free of charge. Just embroider new logos, and nopony will know.”



“But-but… how would they not know?” Rarity blurted out, flailing a hoof. “They wouldn’t feel—”



“That effect wore off long ago, Rarity. It wouldn’t work now, anyway.”



“Oh.” Of its own accord, the same hoof returned to petting Opal. “You’re right, of course.” Leave it to Twilight to have everything thought out. Rarity took a deep breath and let the minutes tick by. Just Opal’s contented purring and the occasional thunk of Twilight’s emptying mug against the tabletop.



“Fluttershy did say the dress would always make her feel special, from the memories,” Rarity finally said. “But now Pinkie Pie and Applejack will never get that experience. That’s not quite fair, is it?”



She rubbed her eyes and murmured, “I don’t do enough.”



“Rarity.” Twilight leaned over and poked Rarity’s shoulder. “Remember the cupcake.”



“Oh. Yes. Yes, I’m trying.”



Twilight sighed. “I’m sorry.”



“Whatever are you apologizing for, dear? You aren’t the one who went… unhinged,” Rarity said. “I can’t wait until I don’t have to wear this anymore,” she added, flipping up the corner of her cape. She nudged Opal off her lap and rose to get a refill for Twilight.



“I should have noticed earlier. I should have said something,” Twilight answered, her ears folding back. “I’m supposed to be the princess of this stuff, so… I can’t count myself as anything but negligent.”



“Twilight, let’s just call this a series of bad decisions all around.”



“Agreed,” Twilight said after a long pause, covering her cup with a hoof as Rarity returned with the carafe. “I should get going—I need to open the library soon.”



Rarity slumped her shoulders, but Twilight hooked a foreleg around her neck. “I’ll be back later. In fact, I still have a little of that wine left,” she added with a smirk.



It was rather good… “Oh, but it’s sat open for three weeks now. Wouldn’t it taste a bit off, dear?”



“Rarity, I brought back a case. I still have two bottles.”



“Oh…” Rarity burst out laughing. “Yes, well… Thank you, Twilight.”



Twilight gave Rarity a squeeze. “Promise me, though, that you’ll talk to somepony the next time you get so upset.”



“I promise.”



“Good.” They exchanged a grin, then Twilight set the coffee pot back on the counter and waved good-bye.



And back to silence. Complete silence. Not to her liking at the moment, actually. Maybe she should get started on Pinkie Pie’s dress. The right way this time, and deciding on that is the first step. But first, she patted the table in front of her. “Hop on up, Opalescence.”



Opal leapt up and quickly found the warm spot where Twilight’s coffee mug had rested. “Oh, Opal, I don’t know. I realize what Twilight was saying, but speaking to others about my problems? I’ve never felt comfortable talking about personal matters. I’m not certain I could do it, prattling on about this and that. What do you think?”



If Rarity didn’t know better, she would have sworn Opal had rolled her eyes.
      

      
   
      The Conversion Bureau: Chase the Wind


      

      
      
         He wasn’t going to make it. His heart thundered in his ears as he continued to climb, eyes forward as his goal drew closer. “Just hang in there, Jared,” he panted, trying his hardest to ignore his tormentor pursuing him. “You got this. Only a little bit more…”



“Come on, slowpoke, you got to flap those wings harder or you’ll fall out of the sky again!” Rainbow Dash shouted as she drifted by, on her back to show off. “Just get to that cloud, and then you can take a break!”



Jared tried to scowl, but settled with continuing to gasp for air as his chest burned from the exertion. Looking up, he almost stopped flapping as the cloud was practically within reach, but with one last herculean push he dropped onto it. He sank down into it, wings splayed out as he felt the ache catch up with him.



Finally mustering enough willpower, he forced himself upright, groaning as his muscles protested. He’d been practicing flying for over four months now, but every day seemed as hard as the first. Well, that wasn’t true, but compared to how he’d seen Rainbow fly in the past, he wondered if there wasn’t some side effect to the Conversion that they hadn’t anticipated.



“Not too bad, dude,” Rainbow said as she landed. Her hooves sank into it too, and she stamped it irritably. “Although, I’m surprised at how… weak your flying is.” She fixed him with a reproachful glare. “You better not be sneaking snacks with Pinkie.”



“Between the language lessons, the walking practice, and this flying stuff, I’ve barely had any time for any social life,” Jared muttered as he stretched his limbs with a wince. “So, are we done for today?”



“Yeah, we can take a break,” Rainbow said, poking a hoof at the cloud thoughtfully. “I might have you do something easy later, practice your dives.”



Jared groaned as he got to his hooves, only to remember where they were. “I swear, I’m never going to get the hang of this.” He peeked over the edge, the red wing visible on the Bureau roof below.



“Oh, don’t be such a wuss,” Rainbow said, giving up her poking to stand next to him. “This cloud’s nothing compared to the ones we got back home. Besides, you’ve been a pony for almost four months now, you ought to be flying like a pro. Thought all humans dreamed of it or something.”



Jared rolled his eyes as he spread his wings. “Yeah. Just that most of us aren’t four foot high ponies when we’re doing it.” He took a deep breath as he glanced over the edge again. “Plus, when we hit the ground in the dreams, we just wake up.”



“Come on, it’s almost dinner time,” Rainbow called as she leaped past him. “I hear it’s fresh spinach again!” She leaned forward sharply, almost pointing straight down as she dove for the roof.



Jared’s stomach growled, and he felt his wings start to spread. “I swear, don’t know why I bother letting her get to me,” he muttered as he jumped off the cloud. His insides lurched as gravity took hold, and he fought back the tingle of panic as the ground began to race toward him. “Okay, just deep breaths, flare your wings, head steady, and control the wind. Simple.” He spread his wings, reaching out to help guide the wind under them. The air responded sluggishly, but he managed to stabilize into a glide.



Letting out the breath he’d been holding, he folded his wings in, angling into a steeper dive. His insides lurched again as he picked up speed, and he squinted as he followed Rainbow toward the roof. As it drew closer, he watched Rainbow for a sign to pull up, only to sigh as she continued to arrow in. “Showoff,” he muttered as he spread his wings, circling the roof twice to bleed speed before landing on the gravel. Despite having had the time to get used to having hooves, he was amazed by how little they hurt.



“And Rainbow Dash takes the lead again! That makes a perfect winning streak!” she crowed, wings flared as she struck a victory pose.



“Yeah yeah, laugh it up,” Jared said as he started for the door, only to stop in the entrance. Ahead of him, the stairs innocently awaited their turn to torment him. “Should have just taken the quick way…”








“So I don’t get it, Twi,” Rainbow Dash mumbled around her mouthful of spinach before she swallowed. “Jared’s been flying for months now, but he doesn’t seem to be getting much better.” She glanced at him. “Plus, we keep stopping for breaks on clouds, and he keeps sinking too far into them.”



“Totally not here or anything,” Jared muttered as he ducked his head back into the bowl for more. The novelty of eating with his face had worn off, though he still felt weird when it came time to pick things up with his mouth. Though at least he didn’t taste what he was carrying. Usually.



The bureau cafeteria was emptying as ponies and humans finished up their meals. The rest of their friends had excused themselves, either to finish their work or to retire for the evening. Pinkie waved enthusiastically as she bounced out of the room, hurrying to catch up with Rarity, AJ, and Fluttershy.



“Well, I’m not exactly sure, though I do have some theories,” Twilight replied, reaching into her saddlebags and retrieving a book. Pushing her bowl aside as she it down, she carefully opened it. “I requested this from the Canterlot Archives after noticing a few of the unicorn converts struggling with their lessons. It details some of the more… unique magical symptoms that can afflict ponies. In particular, a rare case known as Thaumatic Depletion.”



“Thauma-wha?” Rainbow asked as she took another bite.



“Basically, it’s when the magic that permeates all living things in Equestria is reduced, either deliberately or by accident, to a dangerously low level. Once afflicted, a pony would notice themselves getting tired more often, or needing to eat more to refill their reserves. More specific abilities like flight, earthsense or casting would also deteriorate,” Twilight replied, sitting more upright as she flipped through the pages. “Although it is uncommon, it might be what’s affecting all of us.”



“Whoa whoa whoa, hold on there a sec. What do you mean ‘affecting all of us’?” Rainbow sputtered. “I’ve been flying just fine, haven’t noticed a thing wrong!”



“Yes, but don’t forget, we had to go back to Equestria for the funeral,” Twilight said quietly, trailing off for a moment. “While we were here working on the serum, I’d noticed that my magic was gradually weakening. Initially I didn’t think too much of it, the stress of trying to save an entire species and all.” She chuckled awkwardly. “Anyway, as time went on and my reserves didn’t replenish like normal, I started monitoring everypony. And in all of us, the results were the same: A gradual depletion of the magic that is within us all. After the… initial panic, I figured out that there was no way that our magic would fully vanish, but that by returning to Equestria, we could effectively be ‘recharged’. At least, that’s my current theory, anyway,” she admitted with a sheepish grin. “Thaumatic Depletion’s not very common back in Equestria, so there’s not been much research done on it.”



“Well, what should we do then?” Jared asked. “I mean, if this is going to be a problem, maybe we ought to tell someone, do more work on the Conversion serum? It’d not be good for PR if ponies start falling from the sky, after all.”



Twilight chuckled nervously and glanced at Rainbow Dash for a second. “Well, I don’t think that’d happen, but I’ve been talking with Celestia about doing some more research, just to be safe.”



Rainbow Dash and Jared both blinked, swallowed nervously, and ruffled their wings in unison. “So… what happens then?” Rainbow Dash asked, ears flat.



“Well, I was thinking about how the return to Equestria restored our own internal magic levels, and a thought occurred to me. Even Jared, a newfoal, who’d never been exposed to the magic that fills Equestria before that trip, soaked it in. I’d thought it was the leftover energy from his Conversion, but I took some readings after we got back. And they showed a blend of my magic and normal background magic, though heavily skewed toward the background magic.”



She leaned forward, the book forgotten in her excitement. “So, I started thinking—”



“As if you ever stop,” Dash muttered with a grin.



Twilight’s ear flicked, but she kept talking, “Anyway, I wanted to say, I think part of Jared’s problems with his flight training is because he’s not had as much exposure to Equestria’s background magic as we have. So, I wanted to ask if you’d be amenable to testing my hypothesis, Jared.”



“And that would be…?” Jared asked, though he had a suspicion brewing.



“That if we expose you to the background magic of Equestria, it’ll infuse you until you reach the right level for a pony of your age and size. Now, once you return to the United States your levels will start to drain again, but at least your body will be more tuned to use your innate abilities.”



Jared nodded slowly. “Well, it sort of makes sense…”



Rainbow laughed. “He learns quick, Twi. Anyway, where would we send him? Canterlot, I guess?”



Twilight snorted and rolled her eyes. “I suppose, although we could send him to Cloudsdale. Would be a good place for him to see pegasus culture up close.”



“Heck yeah it would!” Rainbow said, wings fluttering as she leaned forward. “Cloudsdale’s still one of the best cities around, aside from Ponyville, of course. Jared should totally go! I’ll show him the sights, get a chance to really show him what it means to fly.” She waved her hooves around to simulate banks and dives.



“Who said anything about you going, Rainbow?” Twilight said calmly as she closed the book and put it away. “Jared’s the only one who’d need to go, after all.” She met Rainbow’s glare of disbelief cooly, but after a few seconds broke into a grin. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”



“S’not funny, Twi,” Rainbow muttered, though the hint of a wry smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “So, when do we leave?”








“We should be seeing it any second now!” Rainbow shouted as she drifted closer to the chariot. “Although I still say you should just get out and fly the rest of the way there.”



Jared glanced over the edge of the chariot again, blanching a little at how high up they were. “I think I’m just fine here for right now. I just don’t know why Twilight didn’t send me to Canterlot instead. If all we’re doing is trying to expose me to the background magic, wouldn’t that make more sense?”



“I guess,” Rainbow said, tapping a hoof on her chin in thought. “But, to be honest, I think coming to Cloudsdale instead is a much better idea. It’s just a pegasus thing, you know? Every pegasus deserves a chance to set hoof there.”



“You make it sound like Mecca or something,” Jared replied, squinting as an indistinct, off-white mass began to appear in the distance.



“Dunno what that is, but Cloudsdale’s pretty awesome. Check it out,” Rainbow said proudly, gesturing with a hoof as details began to resolve.



The city was huge, sprawling out across the sky like a massive, disjointed juggernaut. It appeared at first to be one singular mass of cloud, though as they drew closer he could see gaps of clear sky. What appeared to be buildings perched atop the drifting platforms, some neatly organized while others followed no sensible pattern. Smaller clouds drifted around the main ones like escorts, tiny dots darting every which way. Jared realized that those had to be pegasi, which brought a whole new sense of scale to bear.



Rainbow’s laugh snapped him out of his daze, and he realized that he’d been leaning forward unconsciously. “Take it easy there, would suck to have to explain to Twilight how I let you fall out of the chariot before we even got to Cloudsdale!”



She drifted in closer, pointing toward the larger platforms. “See, it’s actually really cool. You remember how we can walk on clouds because we make them firm enough? Well, since so many pegasi have worked on Cloudsdale’s clouds, they’re actually strong enough to support things, like the weather factories.” She gestured at the largest cloud, a complex arrangement of clouds and pipes squatting atop it.



“And this is what makes the weather for the entire continent?” Jared asked skeptically.



“Well, there’s the Everfree, and the far north and south, but other than that, yeah.” Rainbow sighed happily, before rolling into a spontaneous barrel roll. “Ah, it’s so good to be home.”



Jared watched her as she drifted lazily away before turning his attention back to the approaching city. The details of the buildings had begun to resolve, taking on familiar curves and edifices, and he had to rub his eyes to make sure he wasn’t imagining it. Sure, he’d seen something similar in Canterlot, but to see it repeated here only made the disconnect worse. “I still wonder if you’ve not been spying on us, and getting inspired by our architecture.” He blinked as what was unmistakably a colosseum came into view. “Or you could be just ripping us off wholesale.”



“What, the Cloudiseum? That’s been around forever! We hold the Best Young Flier’s competition there every year. I won it two years ago, you know,” Dash said with a grin of pride.



“No, I don’t think you told me this week yet,” Jared replied sarcastically.



“Hey, watch it, or I’ll bust your flank with more flying practice!” Rainbow said with an evil grin. “Anyway, we’re close enough now to see if you’ve really got what it takes.” She rolled again, right over his head, and gripped him by the shoulders. “After all, no real pegasus would consider landing in Cloudsdale under someone else's wingpower," Rainbow said firmly as she tensed. "Besides, everypony needs to take that first flap on their own."



And with a heave, she pushed him right off the back of the chariot.








Jared didn’t even have a chance to yell, the wind catching him up into a tumble. He fought to keep his breathing normal as he remembered the training on how to break a fall. ’Flare your wings, keep your head steady, and control the wind,’ he chanted silently as he snapped his wings and head out, reaching for the wind as he did so.



And it answered.



He felt it surge up, practically coiling around his wings as he stabilized, throwing him head over hooves in the opposite direction. He flailed his hooves, wings flapping awkwardly as the wind rushed over his coat. He grit his teeth, closing his eyes as he tried to arrest the new tumble. He felt the telltale lurch, and couldn’t help but glance toward the ground, so far away. “Come on, come on, come on, come on!” he shouted in desperation, reaching out for anything as he began to fall. A faint shout found him, and he looked to see Rainbow streaking after him, determination etched on her muzzle.



He lost sight of her as he tumbled again, the expanse of Cloudsdale filling his vision. His wings continued to twitch and flap madly, the wind roiling around as his mind fought for control. And then it hit him. He knew what he had to do, and kicked himself mentally for not realizing it sooner. If the wind didn’t like him controlling it, then maybe the other way around could work. “Here goes nothing.” He closed his eyes, turned his head toward the ground… folded his wings in, and gave up the struggle.



A few frantic seconds passed, and then he hesitantly started to spread his wings again. This time, he could feel it, the wind rushing back in. But instead of trying to force the control, he relaxed, wings twitching to compensate as it pushed under them. He turned their angle, almost giggling as he curved upward, the ground replaced by clear sky as he soared upward.



“Now that’s more like it!” Rainbow shouted as Jared shot past her, rolling on her wingtip as she followed him. “Knew you could do it!”



Jared didn’t hear her, his entire attention on the sky ahead of him. He could see distant clouds, and his wings itched, wanting to just keep on going. It wasn’t just the wind, he realized, as his whole body tingled from the energy flowing past him. It wasn’t quite like the tingle from the times he’d been teleported… this was something more fundamental, and he embraced it as he emerged above Cloudsdale. Turning over into a spiral, he saw an open space and angled toward it.



His hooves touched down, barely sinking in as he stood there, wings still spread. His body quivered as he gasped for air, a sheen of sweat matting his coat. “That… that was—”



“That was awesome!” Rainbow shouted as she skidded to a halt beside him. “I gotta admit, thought you were just gonna fall all the way, but you proved me wrong.” She beamed at him, until a sudden flash of light half-blinded her. Blocking the source with a wing, she stared in surprise as a vibrant glow surrounded Jared’s flank. “Well, that wasn’t something I’d planned on.”



“What is it? Do I have something on me?” Jared reared in surprise, turning his head to see as the glow faded, something taking shape through it.



“Yeah, you got something all right,” Dash replied, tilting her head to stare at the compass that adorned his flank, a faint glimmer still surrounding it. “I guess that answers whether you newfoals can get cutie marks or not.”



“But what’s it for?” Jared asked, sitting down hard as he stared at his new… tattoo, he decided. No way in hell he was calling it a ‘cutie mark.’



“Heck if I know, buddy. That’s up to you,” Rainbow said, bumping his shoulder with hers. “But hey, look at it this way: At least the whole sky’s open for you to figure it out.”



He looked up, feeling another tingle race through his wings as the wind washed over him. He could feel it now, the energy Twilight had talked about, bristling along his wingtips and into his body. He now understood the challenge the open sky put before him... and he resolved to meet it.
      

      
   
      Peering Through Gold


      

      
      
         The air hung still. 



Celestia didn’t like it. Why, she couldn’t quite place her hoof on—or perhaps, she simply didn’t want to. 



Though really, her private dining chamber had always been a bit stuffy. The plainly decorated space bore a low ceiling and no windows, which worked to keep the atmosphere a hair on the stale side. It wasn’t the most ideal room in which to share meals with those whose company she very much enjoyed, but, locked away amid the entangled halls and corridors of the castle, it was difficult to find. And that, she knew, was a rare gift indeed. 



With a bit of ceremony, Celestia rearranged herself on her purple pillow, the thick, oaken table before her bare, but for two sets of plates and some silverware. 



She sighed irritably. 



The air was stiffer than usual. It was thick, almost, like an oppressive blanket she couldn’t unwrap herself from. In the silent stillness, she felt rather like a boat out at sea, its sails hanging limply in the lack of wind, the waters as motionless as a pond. 



She caught herself tapping a hoof, and frowned at the blatant show of apprehension. Nervous energy was a like a virus, and if she wasn’t careful it would quickly spread to the servants delivering her meal. She was, after all, the most contagious of any pony. It came, unfortunately, with the age. 



With a light shake of her head, a new ripple slowly swimming down her mane, she settled her mind on her dinner mate. 



Twilight Sparkle. 



Would she still come? Surely; the young mare hadn’t missed a meal with Celestia ever since she had known her. 



Briefly she indulged a small chuckle, a memory rising up of her young student, dragging books on three body levitation to one such dinner, attempting to simultaneously converse with the princess and study for a midterm the next day. 



But Celestia felt a touch of guilt at the recollection; it had been rather comical at the time, watching her student across the very table she sat at now, but it had been…thoughtless of her. She knew Twilight needed—or rather, wanted, as she always does, despite how well prepared she always is—to study. Celestia was the one giving her the test, after all. But she had asked her to dinner anyway. Twilight did have the option to decline, as always, but she would be lying to herself if she ever thought Twilight would take it. 



At the time, she had reasoned that it was to teach her a lesson; that no matter the exam, it was important to make sure one still allowed time for others, and to enjoy oneself. Life brought many tests, and to try and prepare perfectly for all of them would ruin you, sucking the life out of your soul, drying you out like a husk. 



But hindsight was clearer than spring water. It had been a particularly stressful day, politically.  A dear friend had to be let go from their position, and Celestia had spent the evening battling a sense of overwhelming helplessness. The thought of dining with Twilight had been…well, she needed it. 



She should have let Twilight alone to study; it was the only thing that would combat her anxiety during the test. But she didn’t. She chose to be selfish. And while it certainly made a memorable moment for her, Celestia now felt that she had rather wronged her student. Made things…difficult. And she hated making Twilight’s life difficult. 



But, that is what she seemed to always be catching herself doing, wasn’t it?  



It was yet to be seen in regards to today, though.



She gazed in quiet contemplation at the plain door across the room, through which Twilight would enter.



She hadn’t spoken to her since the…little… incident earlier, during her court. Of course, that was purposeful. Often, all Twilight needed was some time on her own without any interruption from Celestia, to analyze her own actions and realize her errors in judgment. 



The princess had long since moved beyond the need to outright scold her—usually. Instead, her absence said enough. 



Or is it avoidance? Celestia frowned at the thought. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her posture. 



Things had gotten rather complicated in the months following Twilight’s coronation, hadn’t they?



As she shifted, she noticed once more the weight of her crown; it felt heavier tonight, a constant drip in the still pond of her serenity. Her golden shoes were tight on her hoofs, and her torc hung uncomfortably about her graceful neck. 



“A dinner between two princess, eh? Sounds political.”



“Oh indeed,”—a chuckle—“so much so that neither of us will be wearing our crowns. It’s advanced politics. Goes over the heads of most nobles.”



“A pity. I always liked wearing my crown while eating. It seems to give my food a certain level of elegance.”



“Well, I’m afraid you’ll just have to be rather unhappy tonight.”



“So no princess-like attire? I’ve worn nothing but since being in Canterlot. Is this an order from Her Royal Majesty herself?”



“Of course!”—and then, more seriously—“Twilight, you know I would never let a crown of gold get in between the two of us. I’ve been looking forward to this dinner for weeks. Tonight, I want us simply to be two mares, taking enjoyment in each other’s company.”



Celestia adjusted her crown slightly, attempting to convey a sense of absentmindedness in the action. 



The air was oppressive and tight. 



With a striking click that cut through the silence, the door opened, a pretty mare walking in. 



“Announcing Princess Twilight Sparkle,” she said in a clear voice, her poise befitting the presence of Royalty. 



Celestia felt her spirits fall. Twilight hadn’t asked for a formal introduction like that since the very first time they had shared a meal, all those years ago. Unbidden, her back arched slightly. 



Twilight Sparkle entered. She was staring at the ground at first—a behavior Celestia recognized as anxious—but she quickly caught herself, looking up and meeting the gaze of the mare who was, self-professedly, no longer her teacher. 



Celestia’s heart sank even further. Atop Twilight’s head rested a crown of gold, and on her hooves lay shoes studded with the insignia of her cutie mark. 



Two simple mares…



No, it seemed…tonight, they were each of them a princess. 



Twilight had the grace and presence of mind to smile first. Celestia, regretting not doing so before she even entered, returned it warmly with the practiced ease of centuries. 



“Welcome—Twilight.” Her smile stretched a little. She had to hold herself back from uttering the title of princess. 



Twilight bowed her head, a gesture that struck Celestia as surprisingly irritating. 



“Thank you for having me, princess.”



Celestia’s smile, as forced as it was, fell, and she was unable to catch it. Thank you for having me. Since when did she have Twilight, as if she were a some guest or acquaintance she was going out of her way to welcome out of politeness and the rules of etiquette?



“Now…now, Twilight. No more of this formal banter,” Celestia said, surprised by her own unpleasantness. “There’s no pony else I’d rather have dinner with right now.”



A disbelieving light sparkled in Twilight’s eyes, and they momentarily glanced up at Celestia’s crown before jerking back to the ground. 



“Right right, of course, you’re very right, as always,” she said—with some effort, Celestia noticed. She motioned towards the pink, satin pillow on the other end of the table. Twilight promptly sat down.



Her hooves seemed to tremble, and her young wings fluttered the tiniest bit. There was such a nervous energy trying to contain or hide itself. Twilight was gifted and intelligent beyond measure, but one element she had yet to even govern, let alone master, was concealing her inner state. Where Celestia was a granite pillar, Twilight was more like a balloon of water, every little disturbance visible as a ripple on its surface. 



But this was familiar to Celestia, and she took comfort in confronting behavior whose inner workings she was quite adept at traversing. 



“Well, Twilight, how does some Dandelion and Burdock cordial sound?” she asked, the earlier irritation purged from her voice.



“I’d love some.”



Celestia nodded towards the mare who had introduced Twilight, and with a short bow she trotted through the door on the opposite side, behind Celestia. 



The princess returned her attention to her former student, who was staring off to the side as if looking out a window. She needed to pick the right topic to start off the conversation. Choose poorly, and Twilight’s very clear anxiety would worsen. 



Gently, and with an inviting expression, she asked, “So, how went the research? I trust you enjoyed a day free from politics to spend on it.” Mostly free from politics, at least.



Her studies had always been a point of pride for Celestia, knowing that she had helped fashion Twilight into the juggernaut of a researcher that she was, though she could hardly take credit for her extraordinary levels of insight. And Twilight, obviously, took great pride in her talents. 



Twilight flashed a glassy smile. “Oh, the research was…fine.”



Celestia raised an eyebrow. “Just fine?”



“Yes.”



The sound of the door opening interrupted their repartee, and the maid from earlier brought in a generous sized bottle, floating alongside two glasses in her magic. The silence was palpable as she set them down, filling first Celestia’s glass and then Twilight’s. She left the bottle on the table, asking before she walked off, “Anything else for your majesties?”



“What is being served for dinner?” Twilight asked.



Celestia blinked. She hadn’t asked that question in years, in all the meals they’d shared together. Not since Celestia had “off-hoofedly” remarked she herself restrained from doing so, as it asserted a certain lack of faith in the capabilities of one’s host. Twilight used to do nothing but ask about what food she was getting, though thankfully she had caught on to Celestia’s subtle nudging immediately. She always was observant, her Twilight. 



“The princess has requested Turnip and Tater and Beetroot Pie, with a side of hotroot soup and oat farls.”



Twilight licked her lips; something else Celestia thought she had taught her against. 



“That sounds very delicious, I’m sure. Thank you,” she said, with a slight nod of her head. It made the corner of her crown catch a gleam of torchlight, coming from the wall. The maid retreated. 



“Do you approve of my choice of nourishment?” Celestia asked, taking a graceful sip of her cordial. 



Twilight gave her an indiscernible look. “Of course.” 



Celestia gave a little hum in response. “You know, I thought I had taught you better etiquette than what you just displayed now.” She was careful to keep her tone neutral, an expression of almost playful interest dancing across her features. 



Twilight blinked, and Celestia caught her glance upward once more at her crown. 



“Well, you always led more by example than outright lessons in that regard,” Twilight said, focusing her attention on her glass. She made a noise that sounded something like a strangled chuckle. “You could probably teach me something with a twitch of your cheek, or a flutter of your eyelash,” she said, half mumbling. 



Then she met Celestia’s own intent gaze; though her voice was confident, she couldn’t hide from the princess the hurt in her eyes. 



“But if you found my behavior too informal for the occasion, princess, I apologize and promise to watch my…impulsiveness.” 



Impulsive. Rash. Unwise. 



Celestia didn’t know whether she wanted to laugh, or cry.



~~~~



The room had gone eerily and suddenly silent. 



Not one echo bounced off the grand, vaulted archways of Celestia’s throne room. Even the breeze coming through the open windows lining the gleaming hall seemed to have paused in suspense. 



Everypony was staring at her. 



Well, her and Twilight. 



The Princess of Friendship had just finished teleporting—from the other side of the hall—unto the dais on which Celestia’s opulent throne rested, a glinting, golden image of the sun resting at its top. Her posture appeared strained as she stared down at the middle aged stallion, standing after having just received Her Royal Majesty’s judgment. 



Which Twilight Sparkle had just overruled.



~~~~



“No, Twilight, you…haven’t been too informal.”



Twilight didn’t respond, instead hiding her face behind her glass as she took another sip. Celestia idly swished around her own drink in her magic. She watched Twilight raise a hoof to adjust her crown, only to catch Celestia watching and self-consciously lower it, crown untouched. 



It seemed to catch the torchlight more than it ever had; it practically glowed atop Twilight’s young head, impossible to ignore. Every time she touched her glass with a hoof, it made a metallic ting that reverberated about the room. 



Celestia’s own hooves were moist from sweat, uncomfortably tight within their golden cases. She rolled her shoulders, attempting to adjust her torc without having to visibly do so. Twilight tried to act as if she didn’t notice, but Celestia was beyond fooling. In irritation, the elder princess clucked her tongue. 



“So,” she said, unwilling to let Twilight’s earlier attempt at escape end successfully, “you weren’t able to make progress in your studies? I’m sorry to hear it.” 



She gave Twilight an understanding look, hoping to draw her out from her earlier reservation. Twilight, however, simply frowned. “I never said that.”



Celestia knew this, but berated herself nonetheless for trying such a simple ploy on her. Of course Twilight would see through it.



“Well, no, you did not,” Celestia consented, not missing a beat. “But what else was I to assume? I’ve always been privileged to know the state of affairs when it comes to your research and studies, and I know how much they mean to you,”—[i]how much my approval means to you, and how I long to give it endlessly—“and how important is that you get adequate time to make progress.”



Twilight slumped. “Adequate time. I recall a day when I used to know what that was. What time is there for Twilight Sparkle, but for Princess Twilight?”



Celestia felt a coldness grip her heart. “Twilight, what—”



“I-I’m sorry princess,” she cut in, “I don’t mean to complain.”



Celestia leaned intently forward, waiting for Twilight to meet her gaze, which she eventually did, as she always eventually did. 



“Twilight, you know you can share any burden that you have with me. If it is about being a princess, please,” she said with conviction, “share it with me.”



Celestia gazed pleadingly at Twilight; when it came to this, she would beg if she had to. Anything to keep Twilight’s back from bending. In quiet moments or alone in her bed at night, she often feared it was her hooves which pressed down on it, her relentless tasks and missions and requests and favors that piled stones atop her precious Twilight’s back. 



Twilight couldn’t hold her gaze; she looked aside, chuckling ruefully after a few moments. 



“You…you know, I shouldn’t lie. I have time…have had time. Like when…” she didn’t finish, instead looking like she was strangling herself. 



“When…?” Celestia prompted. 



Twilight flashed a weak, glassy smile. Nervous energy was coming off of her in waves. But she plowed ahead. 



“Like earlier today, when I had all the time in the world, and did nothing.” She locked gazes with Celestia, who found herself jolted by the accusation she saw, as she added, “In the library.”



Was Celestia really surprised—had she truly not seen this from a mile away?





~~~~



Twilight looked down at the convicted stallion below. Celestia knew she should intervene, but a part of her was too engrossed, too fascinated, too angry.



“I have learned that forgiveness is more powerful than judgment, Dusty,” Twilight said with such a convincing air of authority that Celestia couldn’t help but feel a touch of pride, despite her shock. “What you did was wrong…but I have been there myself. I did not take your course of action, but I know your heart. Your friends care about you, Dusty.” She gestured toward a group of ponies standing farther back, confusion and surprise overlaying features worn dry from a wound of deep disappointment. “Don’t ever doubt it, and never forget it. The crown forgives your actions,”—Whose crown! Celestia cried—“but it cannot replace the forgiveness of your friends. That is what you must seek the most. Do not let your friendship fail, for it will always be the strongest thing you have. Now go, be on your way, and may you never stand where you do now for reasons so foul again.”



Silence. 



Everypony—diplomats, nobles, guards, palace servants, officials of state, and civilians from all over Equestria—turned their heads to gaze intently at the princess of the sun. The air suddenly felt very thin.



Two princesses, two judgments; one of justice, one of mercy. 



Twilight turned to her, seemingly unaware of the hundreds of stares the two of them were receiving, her expression proud. Celestia closed her eyes, summoning every ounce of calm she had. Quietly, she took a deep breathe, and let it out slowly. 



For Twilight’s sake, not hers, she looked at the young princess, and with a pleased smile on her lips said, “Very well spoken, Princess Twilight Sparkle!” 



Twilight’s brow furrowed at the use of her title. Celestia rarely used it, after all. 



She observed the ponies around the hall, watching the subtle change overcome their expressions—it was the difference between a fear she was no longer in control, and the relaxing assurance that she very much was.



“As I predicted, you made the wise choice.”



This was her throne room; she was its master. She held the cards, and made the rules. Twilight had nearly destroyed her political future in one fell swoop, but for her sake, Celestia would redeem it.



Twilight’s confusion only seemed to grow, her previous confidence eroding fast away. Celestia flashed her a smile that, to everypony else, was pleasant and happy; but to Twilight it was a fierce warning. 



Calmly, still asserting control over the situation, she dismissed her. “Now, Princess Twilight, you may be off to the castle library; I will finish up here.”



Twilight opened her mouth to protest—to say something foolish, but Celestia’s smile only grew more pleasant looking—the warning more dire—and her eyes threatening. Twilight slowly closed her mouth. Taking a quick look down at Dusty, she stepped off the dais. She paused momentarily, flashing a shaky look back at Celestia, a quick glance up at her mighty crown, before walking stiffly out of the courtroom. 



Making a show of settling more comfortably into her throne, she looked about all the staring ponies, adopting an air of surprised curiosity. 



What could you all possibly be finding so innocently? she asked silently. 



As if nothing had transpired, the ponies returned to the business, the last few moments no more than another in a long line of curious, unexplainable happenstances in Equestria. 



~~~~



Celestia gazed back at Twilight. 



“Ah, so you waited for quite a while at the library, didn’t you.”



Twilight didn’t respond, but the manner in which her breathing labored told Celestia enough. The princess sighed. 



“I was hoping to give you some time alone to think about your rash actions earlier today,” Celestia began, stopping when Twilight suddenly got up from her pillow. She walked stiffly over to the wall to look out a window; it was something she did often when they conversed in her study or private chambers. It was a source of distraction for her. Only here, there were no windows, just dark, heavy stone lit by yellow torchlight. As if realizing her mistake, she shifted about awkwardly; she didn’t want to go back to her seat, and she didn’t want to stare at a wall. Finally, she sat down with a thump. 



It was important to give Twilight not only her space, but the time she needed to organize her thoughts and feelings. Granted, Celestia no longer had to worry about frustration spilling out in the form of uncontrolled magic, as she had in the early years. But now the consequences were worse—a mare who could walk away, to the ends of Equestria, if she wanted. Many unpleasant nights had Celestia dreamt of seeing Twilight figure, turned away, disappear into the distance. 



Twilight began drawing her hoof about the stone floor. 



“Rash, you say, huh?” She didn’t look up. 



“Yes.”



“Why?” Twilight asked, challengingly. 



Celestia let a silence hang before answering. “I’m honestly rather surprised at you Twilight. I would have thought you better than anypony would have understood the consequences of what you did. Politically, it would have been a nightmare, had I not acted as I had, pretending it was all a part of some test I had planned.”



Twilight seemed to wilt under the princess’s accusation. She wasn’t being harsh, but she was honest—she had to be. Twilight was a princess now, and as much as it hurt Celestia to be tough on her, she knew the world would only be tougher. 



“I must admit I don’t really know why you saw fit to intervene on my ruling of young Dusty’s situation, he—”



“Young?”



“Pardon, young for me,” Celestia quipped, slightly impatiently.



“Oh.” Twilight’s gaze hardened. “But I said why I “intervened”; it was because I had been in his saddle before.”



Celestia raised an eyebrow. “I am quite sure you have not committed the shameful acts he did against his friends, Twilight.”



She had expected Twilight to consent to this, but instead her gaze grew terribly burdened, like she was revealing an old wound. “No, but…I know what it’s like to think everypony you love and count on doesn’t trust you or care to take you seriously, no matter how much you beg.”



Celestia rolled her jaw. She didn’t miss the accusation in Twilight’s gaze, and painful memories of a certain wedding she thought she had buried too deep to resurface scratched at the back of her mind.



“I know what it’s like to feel that, and to act inappropriately because of it.”



The memories scratched louder.



“So right at that moment, when you were condemning him—as is your right,” she added quickly, “I knew what he needed, because it was what I needed.” She sighed heavily. “Both to receive and to give.” She looked at Celestia. “Forgiveness.”



Oh Twilight…



Celestia felt an urge to go over and cradle her little princess, but she restrained herself. Her sickening job was not yet finished. 



“I understand that, Twilight,” Celestia said, “but what you did was wrong. For one, you could have come anytime afterwards and addressed the issue with me—I would have gladly listened to you, and while I certainly can’t promise I would have assented to your request, I would have considered it deeply.”



Twilight made a show of surprise. “You don’t agree with my judgment?”



“Careful at whose hooves you lay the privilege and right of “judgment” in my throne, Twilight Sparkle,” Celestia said, her tone hardening. Twilight winced and recoiled slightly, to which Celestia scorned herself. 



“I’m sorry Twilight, I didn’t mean to snap at you. This is just…there’s a lot you have yet to learn about being a princess, and this I do not hold against you.”



Twilight looked almost hurt, but covered it up with an incredulous glare. “You prefer judgment over mercy or forgiveness?”



Celestia grimaced, irritation at her lack of control over directing this conversation rising. 



“Justice,Twilight,” she stressed, “ and no, not always. But in this instance, yes.”



Twilight deflated. 



“I waited for five hours in the library today, alone. Waiting…punishment. So, please, tell me now, what is it?”



Celestia nearly let slip a strangled sob. “Oh Twilight, there is no punishment—I saved you from a punishment! If I hadn’t acted as I did, you would have been politically scorned for the rest of everypony’s lives there! Please understand that, Twilight.”



She was silent for a while, staring down at her hooves. Finally she looked up, and, somehow, managed to defy Celestia. 



“I don’t believe you.”



Celestia reeled. 



“Excuse me?”



“I don’t believe you!” Twilight repeated, this time nearly shouting it. Her eyes were moistening, and Celestia steadily felt the ground beneath give sway. 



“I promise you I tell the truth. What you did was unforgivable in the eyes of everypony there.”



“Why?” Twilight challenged. 



“Because I am the sun,” Celestia said with a sudden shout, her temper conquering her serenity. “Every pony in that palace worships me. To them, I am their goddess, and you stepped on her hooves when you overruled her. You stepped in the way of the sun, and cast a shadow over everypony there, Twilight. You put yourself over their idol, and for that they would never forgive you."



Twilight recoiled, stepping back. 



Celestia opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came--she was too shocked at her own words. 



"Twilight, I..."



There was a sudden flash, and then Twilight was gone. 



Celestia blinked in the silence, staring at the vacant spot where her former student had been. 



She sighed helplessly.



The servants came in carrying food. 



She wasn't hungry. 









--------------



Note. This suuuuuuuucks. 
      

      
   
      The First Step


      

      
      
         Canterlot -- a glamorous place, home to the princesses and regularly the leading edge in Equestrian fashion trends. But for all it's cultural glitz and refined glamour, it remains a city at its heart, and for every bright light, shadows are cast.



Shadows that Vinyl Scratch was sorely wishing she could be standing in, her iconic purple-tinted shades firmly affixed to her face and doing as much as they could to ward off the sun, which seemed intent on punishing her for her adjustment to moonlight. At least her coat was white and wasn’t absorbing heat. If that were the case, that might have been the deal-breaker.



But, as it was, Vinyl was no stranger to such hardship, and she was a mare on a mission in one of the swankier districts of Canterlot, so she creased her brow, sucked it up, and pressed on, finding a staircase and taking the steps two at a time, slipping past a pair of socialites going the other way and getting weird looks.



Vinyl Scratch did not live in upper-class Canterlot. She sincerely doubted she even had any fans that lived in upper-class Canterlot. And for the sake of public image, she did not have much reason to visit upper-class Canterlot often. But today, that changed, because a little public image was nothing compared to what the alternative was.



Vinyl checked a much-crumpled note against a very fancy-looking plaque bearing the building number and name: Blueblood Tower. A near-famous apartment block, home to some of Canterlot’s biggest movers and shakers, star children, and child stars.



Vinyl swallowed nervously, and nodded to herself as she walked over to the side of the transparent, glass double doors, and waited, eyeing the keycard-controlled doorway. Vinyl Scratch also did not have any keys to any buildings in this part of Canterlot, so her mission was definitely going to be a challenge.



Her patience was rewarded very quickly, when the doors swung open, pushed by a slender, graceful looking mare with a champagne-pink mane and a very fancy purse hovering near her side. She didn’t spare the door a glance as she walked through, and didn’t see Vinyl quietly slip towards the closing door, a faint glow of telekinesis keeping the door open for the DJ to slip in undetected.



The door closed behind Vinyl with a gentle click, and Vinyl rolled her neck, making a beeline for the nearest set of stairs. Third floor was what she wanted, a mantra she repeated to herself over and over so she didn’t forget where she was going; the crumpled notepaper she’d used to note her destination was crumpled in the garden outside -- if she was supposed to be in Blueblood Tower, she should know exactly where she was going, right?



As she neared the third floor, she moved to the side once more to make way for another pair of socialites going the other way.



“Morning,” Vinyl said nonchalantly, with a nod.



The socialites didn’t deign to respond directly to her, although when they were out of direct sight, Vinyl heard a very brief discussion in whispers.



“When did she move here?”



“They’ll let anypony in these days, it seems. There goes the neighborhood.”



Vinyl snorted quietly to herself, and stepped onto the third floor. And what a floor. The navy-blue carpet was a beautifully rich color, and yet not overbearingly blue. As Vinyl walked, she realized it was even a little padded, and felt like whistling. Maybe she should consider moving out of Canterlot Heights and angling for a place here. The padding and winding up of socialites would almost make the undoubtedly exorbitant rent worth it.



Focus. Vinyl shook her head, and started counting doors, mumbling numbers to herself until she found the one she wanted.



It was amazing how different apartment doors could be. Her own apartment door was grubby with flaky olive-green paint, had a rough patch-job where a prior tenant had kicked a hole in it, and a rounded, rectangular hole through which mail could be placed. This door, on the other hoof, was a simple, white sheer piece of wood. There was no mail slot, just a door handle and a peep hole underneath the door number. Doubtless there was a mailbox downstairs to save the door’s aesthetic.



It almost made Vinyl not want to hit it with her hoof by way of knocking. Almost. It didn’t trump her quest, and she knocked loudly on the door. There was no response, and Vinyl wasn’t exactly surprised. She wouldn’t have answered the door either, once upon a time. Another thing she wouldn’t have done was...



Vinyl placed her hoof on the doorhandle and it clicked, the door giving way and opening. Vinyl didn’t waste any time letting herself inside proper and locking the door behind her again. She turned around and let her eyes adjust to an environment that was more her speed.



Dark, because the blinds were still all shut and keeping the sun out. Vinyl wanted to keep it that way, but the mission overrode personal preference. Besides, a little light on the situation would probably help.



With a long-range telekinetic yank, Vinyl twisted the shades and lit up what would normally be a tastefully-furnished upper-class apartment with an open-plan kitchen and fuzzy white carpet. Normally. Now, it looked a bit of a mess; there were assorted stains dotted here and there on the carpet, and the open-plan kitchen surfaces were awash with garbage, among other things. Vinyl spotted one particular item, and started seeing more of its kind throughout the rubbish. Tricky to see if you didn’t know what you were looking for.



She took it with her, and walked through the living area, and towards what she guessed was a bedroom, door ajar and letting snoring seep out. Vinyl took a breath, stepped into the room, stepped out of some wet mess she hoped was just vomit, and reached out for the blinds once more, twisting them.



Sunlight lanced into the room, burning all retinas present; Vinyl’s, and those of the grey mare curled up in the middle of her bed, sheets astray and stained to match the floor around it. On the bedside table, a lamp lay on its side, sharing space with more little packets similar to the one that Vinyl was trying to hold onto.



Vinyl handled the transition from dark to light reasonably well. The grey mare did not, moaning pitifully and curling tighter into a ball at the disruption. As Vinyl was wiping her hoof on the carpet, further distributing the vomit from the middle of the doorway, the mare gave in and cracked open a bleary eye, trying to identify the other pony in her bedroom.



“Vinyl?” she croaked, trying to sit up with her mane all over the place, some held in place from sleep, other chunks caked solid with Luna-knew-what.



“Morning, Octavia,” Vinyl said. “Fine day, huh?”



“Mmgh,” Octavia commented, trying to shield her eyes from the sun that was going straight through the window and into her eyeballs. “Close the blinds,” she mumbled.



Vinyl closed them halfway, and stepped forward to sit on the edge of Octavia’s bed in a clean patch. Octavia rubbed an eye slowly and groaned some more, looking at Vinyl. A thought seemed to occur to her, and she pointed her other hoof at the white unicorn.



“Why are you here?” she asked.



“Well, I saw you last night,” Vinyl said. “You know, while I was working. Haven’t seen you for a while, so I figured I should swing by, and we could catch up or something.”



“Mmm,” Octavia nodded weakly. “Is Friday good?”



“Yesterday was Friday.”



“Next Friday, then?” Octavia tried.



“How about right now?” Vinyl said.



“Kind of...” Octavia twisted. “Not now. Not decent.”



“Yeah, not decent,” Vinyl said. “And no wonder. I saw you last night.”



“You said,” Octavia groaned, giving up on trying to find a position where she wasn’t being bothered by something and sprawling.



“More specifically,” Vinyl said, “what you were doing. Lines of it off the top of the table, even.”



Octavia turned to look Vinyl in the eye. Where confusion and mild to moderate discomfort had been a few seconds prior, now only anger remained.



“That’s none of your business,” Octavia croaked. “Butt out, Scratch.”



“It is my business when one of my best buds is doing sparkle,” Vinyl said tersely.



“So?” Octavia tried to sit up again. “Lotsa ponies do. You give them grief too?”



“I would if I could,” Vinyl said. “But that’s a job for their loved ones.”



“Then get off my back,” Octavia said. “We’re not even family.”



“No, but I’ve known you since we were foals,” Vinyl said, standing up and shaking Octavia’s shoulder, “and I am not going to sit back and watch while you struggle with this problem of yours.”



“It’s not a problem!” Octavia said angrily, wrath lending her the strength and coordination to sit up properly.



“Sparkle addiction is a huge bucking problem!” Vinyl said, jabbing a hoof at Octavia as she lost her own cool a little. “And you’ve got it in spades!”



“I’m not addicted!” Octavia protested. “I just haven’t cleaned up this apartment for a few days, is all.”



“Really, now?” Vinyl challenged, holding up the baggie she’d snagged. Inclining a horn at the transparent bag, she fired a thin beam of light at it, and the crystals began to sparkle and glitter on their own; Vinyl watched as Octavia’s eyes went wide, the glittering bag reflected in their depths as the musician reached out for it.



Vinyl pulled it away, and the spell was broken. Octavia looked at Vinyl angrily.



“Alright, fine, so I’m a little hooked,” Octavia said. “Just lemme take one more hit and that’s it. No more sparkle for me.”



“Funny,” Vinyl said, not giving her the bag. “That’s exactly what I said, once. And I kept saying it. Just one more, right? Always one more.” Vinyl gripped the baggie tighter with her telekinesis, and the bag crumpled and squashed. “No more.”



“You asshole,” Octavia groaned, lunging forward and awkwardly flopping onto the edge of the bed.



“It’s not even good stuff,” Vinyl pointed out. “It’s junk. Crap. Mostly cut and padded with powdered sugar, for Luna’s sake.”



“I didn’t ask for your help,” Octavia said weakly, struggling to find her hooves.



“And I didn’t ask for any either,” Vinyl said angrily. “It took years for me to break the cycle on my own, and the one thing I wish for right now, is that I had help. I still can’t even look at a bag of sparkle without some part of me wanting it.”



Octavia remained silent, propped up on an elbow and looking at a distraught Vinyl, who slowly removed her sunglasses, red eyes slightly redder than usual.



“I’m not stupid, ‘tavi,” Vinyl said quietly. “I can see the road you’re walking. It’s a road I walked by mistake and I’ve regretted walking it ever since.” Vinyl looked at Octavia. “And it’s a road I don’t want you walking. Ever. You’re better than this. You deserve better.” Vinyl stepped towards Octavia, and held out a hoof. “But I can’t stop you walking on my own. If you want better, you have to want it, too.”



Octavia eyed Vinyl’s hoof silently.



“Please, Octavia,” Vinyl said. “The first step to fixing this problem is admitting you have one. Help me help you.”



Octavia raised a hoof, and after a moment’s pause, placed it in Vinyl’s. With a bit of effort, Vinyl pulled Octavia upright, and the earth pony cellist staggered towards Vinyl, bumping into her and embracing her long-time friend.



“Alright,” Octavia said quietly. “I’ll try. For you.”



“And that’s all I can ask,” Vinyl said back. “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up and I’ll give you a hoof cleaning this place up a bit.”



Vinyl turned, and with one leg around Octavia’s neck, gently led the mare out of the bedroom, and onwards. First to a bath, and then probably a janitorial closet for cleaning materials, but ultimately, a brighter future.
      

      
   
      I Am


      

      
      
         I am the part that feels. There are more parts to me that do not feel. They smell and taste and move. I do not know what these parts are, but they too are what I am. Here is where I am, and here is warm. I like the warm; it makes me feel good.



The touch is soft and warm. If the touch comes near the part of me that tastes, that means I will have things to taste. The taste can be good or not good, and the taste feel can be good or not good, but I do not know which it will be when the touch comes.



If the touch comes to a part of me that feels, then I will move. If I do not have the touch, I do not move, for I am lost. Since I have been, I have been lost. But if there is a soft touch, or a calm smell, then I feel warm, and not lost.



There are times when I am not warm from a long touch on all my parts. I do not know what this long touch is, but when it is gone, I get a large touch on most of my parts. The large touch is good. It makes me feel warm and safe. I get a large touch when it is not warm, but most of the time it is warm. I like the large touch. When it is not here, I am not warm, and when it is not warm, I am lost.



There are more smells, but they do not come here. They do not touch me, so I do not know them. I know they are not what brings the touch. I try not to think about them, the strange smells. They make me feel lost.



This is how I am. This is what here is like.



I do not know how it changed.



There are times when I think of things that are not real. There are smells I do not know in these times. I do not know where the not real things are, but I think of them when I am here. One time, when I think but am not here, here is changed. I can tell by the not warm. It was warm when I went to the place where I think of things that are not real, and now it is not warm. That should not be.



Here has changed, and I do not know why.



I wait for a touch to come, but what brings the touch is not here. I try to move, but I am lost. I know not to move when I am lost. I moved once and the pain came. The pain is so bad, so much worse than not warm. If I do not move, I do not feel the pain. The pain is the worst thing.



So I do not move and I do not feel pain, but I do not feel the touch. All I feel is not warm. I want the large touch on me. It does not come. I want the soft touch from the thing that is not me. It does not come. I wait and wait but no touch comes. A touch would make me feel warm, but I just feel lost.



There is a new touch. It is sharp and not soft. It is not warm. This is how I know it is new. The touch comes to the part of me that tastes and I get a new thing to taste. It is not a good taste. The feel of the taste thing is not good. The smell is not calm. I do not feel good. I do not want this.



The sharp touch comes and comes. There is a not warm long touch on all of my parts, and then a touch that is hard and not warm. It is not the large touch. It should be the large touch! I want the large touch or the warm touch or a warm taste or a calm smell. I am lost and lost and lost.



The touch comes and it is time to taste but I do not want to taste I want the large touch. It smells like pain here. I fear this new sharp touch and I do not want it to touch me but I am lost.



Pain comes.



I did not move why is there pain now this is not how it should go.



The sharp touch brings pain. I try to move, and I move, but there is new pain in the part of me that hurts first when I move and I hurt and it smells like pain. More pain comes from the sharp touch.



Then it stops.



I am here and I do not move. There is a touch on the part of me that smells and it is not sharp or soft or warm but I try to move from it, for it might bring pain.



There is a new touch. It is sharp, but it is warm. This is strange. The strange, sharp, warm touch makes me feel safe. I have not felt like this since the soft touch left. I have no large touch but all of my parts are warm. I like this strange new touch.



But what if the pain comes back?



I do not know where the pain came from. I move from the sharp warm touch and I feel lost. The warm comes near. It is not the touch. But then it stops and it leaves and I am lost.



I go to the place where I think of the not real things. One more thing that is not me is there. I feel a touch and it is soft but not warm. This is new. The touch makes me know:



You are not alone, little pony.



I do not know what that is. This is not a place I want to be. Here in the place where I think of things that are not real, there is not a thing that should do that. I am scared, I want to leave. The soft, not warm touch comes once more.



Do not fear, I will not harm you.



This... this I know. Not fear, I should not fear, but why should I not? What is this thing that I do not know?



It is so dark here, my little pony. But soon, we will help you see the light.



No, no, I do not know what this is. What is light? What is see? I just want the warm touch, that is all I want, to be warm. Please leave, thing that is not real and should not be here.



I will leave. Please, stay calm. Help is coming.



Stop, stop, stop!



It stops. I am here now, not in the place where I think of not real things. The not real thing made me know help. It wants me to feel safe. I would like to feel safe, but I do not, not since here changed. There is no safe now, no soft, no warm, no good. Just sharp and not warm and pain.



Such bad pain.



I do not move, not when the touch comes to let me know there are things to taste. I do not move and the pain does not come and I am safe but I am lost.



A large touch comes and it is on me. I do not feel warm. No, I do feel some warm, I just do not want to feel warm. Not here. I should not feel warm here. Here is safe no more and it was not safe and it will not be safe.



I do not move and I think about the not real thing that made me know things. I do not know what the not real thing did. It had a soft touch that was not warm, that should not be. A soft touch is warm and a sharp touch is not warm but the strange sharp touch was warm. It had a calm smell; both things had calm smells.



How can a thing be and not be? Are not all things one thing or not? How can I not know that a soft touch will be warm, and a sharp touch will be not warm? If I move, will I not feel the pain? If the touch comes to the part of me that tastes, does that not mean that there will be things to taste? And if not, then what do these things mean?



If this is not how things are, then what can I know? Can I know touch? Can I know here? Can I know me?



Me is all that I have. I do not know what to do.



I am here, with the large touch on me, when a soft touch comes, and it is warm. I feel good, I feel so good for it has been so long since I felt a soft, warm touch. I move, and I am moved, and the large touch stays with me. I am warm, but I fear, for I do not know why I move. The smells change, they are more warm but not yet calm. There is a touch, and then two, on me. This is new.



I fear here may change soon. The last change was not good; I do not want to change.



The touch and the touch press on me and I do not move. At least I am warm, with a large touch. I am moved, and the smells get more warm, and if this is not a good thing, then I do not know what more good I can hope for. But what can I know? I should want to feel good, so I try to feel good, and the touch leaves, and then the next touch leaves. So I do not move, but I am moved, and it gets more and more warm. This could be good.



The smells are calm now. Here has changed. I am warm and there is a large touch on me, but it feels strange. The large touch has changed too, but that is all right. I do not feel pain, so I feel good.



A touch moves me. There is a new smell, and it is near. The touch comes to the part of me that will hurt first if I move. To be touched there is strange, but it does not hurt. The touch is sharp and not warm, but I do not feel lost.



And then...



...by now— Oh, it worked! Can you understand me?



No no no no no.



Shh, it's okay. Just relax, you're safe here. I'm not going to hurt you.



This is like the place where I think of things that are not real, but the things that I think of are not smells. I sense them like smells, but not with the part of me that smells, it is a part of me that I do not know and it hurts! I thought this was gone!



It's okay, I promise. I'm just trying to help you.



I do not know what this is.



My name is Princess Twilight Sparkle. And they told me your name is Well Wish. Can you understand me, Well?



What is that?



Your name? It's what other ponies call you.



This is not real, but it is so real, it is all in me and I do not know what it is.



Please, calm down. Please. I know this might frighten you, but right now, this is the only way we can communicate.



Please, no, please. Leave me be. I was lost and now I am not lost and this is too much.



Princess, he's overwhelmed and scared. Should I—



It is gone. The thing that is not real has left and I am still warm and safe with the large touch. What was that? What if it comes back? I want to go back to when here was warm and had the soft touch and there were no things that are not real. I do not know if that was real.



The touch comes to the part of me that gets hurt first, and I feel fear. But the thing that is not real does not come. I wait and wait, and the touch is still there, but the thing does not come. And then the touch leaves.



There are things to taste. They taste calm and the taste feel is warm, and I feel good. And then the touch comes again, the thing that is not real. But I do not fear so much, for it does not do the things to me like when I think of things that are not real. It is just a touch.



This is what now is like. There are good things to taste, then the touch. I get a not warm long touch on all of my parts and then a large touch, and I feel warm. The soft touch does not come, but the strange touch does not make me feel fear.



Then there is a touch and the thing that is not real comes back.



How do you feel?



This does not hurt so much, but I am still scared. What is you?



You? It's... It's the me that is not me. I am you, and you are you, but just to me.



How do... I feel?



Yes.



I feel warm, but I feel fear too.



I don't want you to fear. I won't hurt you, you're safe.



I am safe?



Yes.



What is... you?



I'm here to help you.



Help me?



Yes. I want to... to know you. Can you tell me what you know?



What is tell?



What you know, make me know it.



I know me. I know touch and smell and taste. I know here, though it is not the same here it used to be. I know warm and good and the large touch. I know that a touch on the part of me that does not smell means there will be things to taste. I know that once, there was a sharp touch and it brought pain. I do not want to feel that pain. I felt lost for so long.



That's good, that's good. You won't feel pain, I'll make sure of it. Now, I want to tell you that there is more to know. More than you can dream of.



What is dream?



Do you know sleep?



I do not know it.



Then it will be kind of hard to tell you.



What is it that you and I do?



Do? Oh, this? We talk. Well, we think, but it helps us, um, know things. Things I know, you can know, and things you know, I can know. That's what talk means. Oh, and we is you and I, if you don't know that one.



We talk... Talk is good, if I am safe.



I'll try to make you feel safe. I will try so hard. I want you to know that I'll be here for you, and I want to be your friend.



What is friend?



...There is a lot I could tell you when it comes to friends.



If a friend means safe and good, then that is a good thing that I would like.



Good, yes, that's some of what friend means. And there's one more thing I want to tell you.



Tell me.



Like I said, there's lots more for you to know. You don't have to feel lost. I can show you more, but you need to trust me. That means that you might feel fear from what I do, but you know that I won't bring you pain, not once.



I will feel fear, but you won't hurt me. I felt fear when you first touched me.



Yes, that was... It was bad for me to do. I can't tell you how I feel from that, not yet. The... thing that I did that first time, that made you feel so much fear, that was called hear.



Hear. What is hear?



It's... like smell, kind of. But not with your nose.



Nose?



The part of you that you smell with. Hear is like smell, but not the same.  But this time, when I do the thing that made you feel fear, you won't hear. This time, you'll see.



What is see?



See is like hear and smell, but still not the same. And it will make you feel fear, I am sure of that, but if you trust me, you will find out that it's not bad. It will just take some time for you to not feel fear when you see.



That makes me feel... good.



Good! I'm glad you feel good. We can try to make you see right now, if you like, but just if you trust me.



Trust you. Trust is a hard thing to feel. I did not know trust, in the place with the sharp touch. I just know it now, and it is hard to know. I want to trust you, so that I can know this see. You say it will help me not feel lost, and that is a good thing. If see is real, if I can know it, then I will trust you.



Good. I'm... I will start the thing now. Just stay calm and don't move. Can you do that?



I will try.



There is a warm that comes from the sharp touch on the part of me that hurts first. It comes and it comes and soon it is like a large touch, but in me. The warm is good, but not good. It is strange. I do not know how to tell it. I do not have a you to tell now.



I have not had a you in all my time. But now, when the warm is in me and strange and I start to feel fear, I want a you to be here with me. Is this friend? Is it trust? If it is, then I have not known those things, and I want to. I want to know them so much.



The see comes. It is like smell, but it comes to new, strange parts of me that I have not known. There is so much of it, I can't feel it all at once. But you said not to fear, so I try. I try so hard to stay calm and not move. I trust you. I trust you and I will not fear.



Then the touch comes to the part of me that hurts first. I see my friend for the first time, and this is good.
      

      
   
      Rain


      

      
      
         Rain splashed against the windows of the bus as we rolled down the street. I stared out past the streaked glass and saw a glint of sunlight through the clouds, but it was swallowed up almost immediately as a team of pegasi pushed another cumulus in to fill the gap. 



It was the rainy season in Canterlot, and three or four times a week the sun would be obscured by somber gray clouds that poured soft rain across the city for sometimes six or seven hours without stopping for even a second. They did this so that they wouldn’t have to one big storm, and instead the weather team could split the rain quota into many smaller and lighter storms, though the payoff was that they lasted much longer than a normal storm. I didn’t mind though. It was during rainy days that most of my best ideas came out. 



That’s why I was on the 36-B bus now instead of the A. If I had taken the bus that came five minutes after this one, I’d be well on my way to school now, but instead I did what I always do on these rain-soaked days: I went to the park. 



A thud resounded dully as we passed over a pothole, jarring me out my thoughts. I glanced up to see that we were getting close to my stop now, so I scooped up my bag and slung it over my back while making my way to the front of the bus. A thickset stallion stood in front of me, and a elderly mare behind. Sandwiched between the two, I briefly considered how it is they might meet in a story. 



The stallion would step off first, that’s a given, and he’d be followed by the mare. He’d stop a moment and realize he’s gotten off too early and would turn around to board the bus again only to find himself face-to-face with the mare, nearly knocking her over in his haste. He’d reach out and stop her from falling, and pull her up, offering half-sincere apologies as he watches with bitter distaste as the bus drives off. She’d apologize when she sees he’s upset, and he’d brush it off, saying, “It’s nothing,” or, “I like walking anyway.” And then she’d offer to walk with him. Suddenly, a smile would spread across his face, he’d say, “I think I’d like that,” and they’d start up a merry conversation as they disappeared into the crowd. 



Just then, the bus stopped, and the driver called out, “Canterlot Botanical Gardens!” 



Once again I found myself jarred out of my thoughts, pushed and jostled as several more ponies joined the group exiting the bus. As I stepped off the bus, I watched the stallion in front of me stop for the briefest of moments, and my heart stopped, but then he turned to the right and walked off. I glanced behind me to see the mare exit the bus, turn left, and vanish as several more ponies followed her. 



I sighed under my breath, hitched up my bag and headed towards the entrance to the garden. 



During the short walk to the gate, my clothes had been soaked through, and I got stares from multiple ponies, their eyebrows raised as they watched me pass, no umbrella to cover my head. Truth be told, I liked it that way. Feeling the rain against my skin, running down my neck as it soaked my mane, was refreshing. That being said, it was a bit of a pain since my bag always ended up dripping wet as well, and I was always worried I’d open it up to find my notebook a soggy mess. 



Luckily, however, as I passed through the gate, trotted along the narrow gravel path and listened to the gentle drum of rain against the leaves, made my way past the bend, alongside the pond’s edge, and finally reached the stunted pier, which was covered by a wide roof, I reached in my bag to find my notebook was perfectly dry. I grinned. Laying the notebook against the pier, I pulled a quill out and an empty inkwell, setting them beside the notebook as I grabbed the final ingredient: fresh ink. 



The rain made little ripples in the water as it fell into the pond. I watched perfectly clear water of the lake be distorted by these ripples for a few minutes before I finally unstoppered the ink and poured it into the well. Dipping my quill into the little pot, I ran through several ideas in my head. 



I pulled the quill out and tapped the feather against my lips. There were so many ideas bouncing around in my head, so many stories waiting to be told. Despite that, I couldn’t help but keep falling back on one idea, one singular theme. My mind flashed back to the bus, and the stallion and the mare. Suddenly feeling smug, I placed the quill against the paper and started to scribble out a couple letters. 



Amore



That was it. I was going to write a story about love, and loss, and heartbreak. I chuckled, scratching out the title and reinking the quill anew. Even I knew how cliche that would be… and yet. Something about the idea of love drew me to it. Maybe I’m more of a romantic than I thought? Regardless, how does one write about love when they’ve never experienced it?



While I pondered this rather philosophical question, I happened to catch, out of the corner of my eye, the sight of a mare approaching. She had no umbrella, like me, but her wings were stretched out over her head to shield herself from the rain as she walked. For some reason, as she rounded the corner of the pond, I found myself hoping she’d pass right by me. 



I looked away from her, casting my eyes towards the pond instead. I waited in silence, pretending to be extremely interested in the pond, until I was sure she was gone. But just then, as I was about to turn back around, I saw her reflection walking along the pier, getting closer and closer to me. 



She wore no clothes, and her sand-colored fur was slick with rain. Dripping water, her sunset mane hung over her face and I could just barely see the emerald green of her eyes through a gap. I slowly turned around, deciding that I couldn’t ignore her forever. 



To my horror, she started to flap her wings. I quickly placed my body between the rain flying off her body and the paper still thankfully dry. When she finally stopped, I whipped back around, ready to yell at her, but as I watched her preen herself, I felt my anger dissipate. 



I sighed quietly and picked up my paper and quill again. I suppose having some company wouldn’t be too bad. Placing the quill beneath where I had scratched out the last title, I tapped it against the paper in a vain attempt to force words to materialize on the page. I sighed again, then looked over the top of the page. There, sitting against one of the wooden beams opposite me, the mare was still preening herself. She tugged a feather out and spit it into the pond. As she went back to her wing, she must’ve caught me looking at her, because she stopped. 



My eyes shot back down to the blank paper instantly, and I stared at it for what felt like ages. When I finally thought it was safe, I looked back up. She was still looking at me, a smile on her face. 



“Hey,” she said, her head tilted slightly to the side. 



“Hello,” I mumbled back, quickly looking away again. 



For a time, silence returned, broken only by the sound of rain dripping from the roof and into the pond. I rested my quill against the page, but found myself unable to write anything. Then, I pictured the mare in front of me in my head, and suddenly an idea struck me. I started to write. The quill flashed across the page. Sentences flowed from it like water from a tap, and I filled several pages before I finally stopped again. 



Feeling satisfied with myself, I reached for a new page, ready to keep going, but before I could start, I heard her voice again. 



“You’re an engineering student, aren’t you?”



“Excuse me?”



I looked up and she pointed to my bag. “It says ‘Canterlot University Engineering’ on it.”



I glanced at my bag. “Oh, yeah… it does.” 



“So, you’re an engineering student, then?”



It seemed like it should’ve been an easy question to answer, but what came out instead of ‘yes’ was, “I hate engineering.” 



She laughed, her wings fluttering slightly. “You’ve a funny way of showing it.” 



“I didn’t say I wasn’t a student.” 



She raised an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you be in school, then?”



“Shouldn’t you?”



Her clear laughter rung out like a bell. “I haven’t been to school in fifteen years,” she said, leaning against the beam. 



“Work, then.” 



She stopped laughing, and her face became stony. Her eyes drifted around, falling on the pond. She stared silently for a moment, then said, “I asked you first.” 



I pursed my lips. “I'm skipping."



Her face softened. "Oh? Why is that?"



"I always skip when it rains."



"It rains a lot this time of year."



"I skip a lot."



She regarded me with an expression that conveyed casual amusement. Her lips were curled into a thin smile, and her eyes were bright. "Can I ask what you're writing?" she said, indicating the notebook I was holding. "Is it engineering stuff?"



Unconsciously, I found myself tilting the paper away from her slightly, like I was afraid she'd read it from where she was sitting. "It's not engineering," I replied. "It's, uhh, it's private."



She grinned like cat who's caught a mouse. "So, it's for your girlfriend, then?"



I laughed. "No, nothing like that."



"Well what is it, then?"



"I, well, it's a short story," I confessed. "I skip school when it rains, and I come here to write."



Her grin widened. "An engineering student who writes short stories, hmm?"



"I told you, I hate engineering."



"Then why are you studying it?"



I knew this would come up eventually. It always does. This is why I don't talk to other ponies. I sighed. Setting aside my quill and notebook, I stood up and displayed my thigh to her. "You see?" I said, nodding to my cutiemark, "it's what I'm supposed to do." 



There, for the world, or at least this mare, to see, was the thing I'd always tried to deny. My cutiemark, a trio of cogs working in perfect tandem, was emblazoned on my flank like a brand. I could never escape it.



She frowned. "Well, that does seem to mean you're in the right place." She watched me as I sat back down. "How'd you get it?"



I grabbed my quill and notebook again, staring down at the empty page. "When I was a foal, I loved playing with building blocks, and I used to make these huge buildings and massive towers. One day, I was in the middle of building an entire city and it just showed up, like that." I smiled despite myself. "I remember being so excited."



 "What we want as foals, and what we want as adults isn't always the same. Ponies, like everything else, change with time." She stretched out a wing and dipped it into the pond, swirling it about. "Maybe your cutiemark got it wrong?"



Tapping the paper with my quill, I replied, “Destiny doesn’t get things wrong. This is what I’m supposed to do.” 



Her wing tensed suddenly, sending a wave of ripples through the water. She withdrew it slowly and flicked the water off. “Destiny isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Take it from me.” 



I raised an eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“It just means that maybe your destiny isn’t what you thought it is.” She sighed, folded her wing against her side and went silent. 



The rest of the morning passed with neither her nor I speaking much more. There was the occasional passing remark, but we largely kept to ourselves. She seemed transfixed by the sky, leaning outside of the protection of the dock to look up at the clouds swirling overhead, her mouth open as she caught raindrops in her mouth. I, on the other hand, kept my snout down as I wrote more and more, ideas springing into my head like daisies as the quill moved across the page. Every time the next line of dialogue, or the next paragraph of narration sprung into my head, another jumped up as soon as I was done to keep my going. 



When the afternoon finally came, and the clouds began to clear, the rain slowing and eventually stopping, she stood up and said goodbye to me before walking off. I watched her go, still sitting the whole time, until she had disappeared behind a treeline. When I finally couldn’t see her anymore, I shoved my quill, ink, and paper into my bag, slung it over my back, and left the park. 



As I was walking back to my apartment, I found my thoughts continually drifting back to that mare who I’d only just realized never told me her name. I was sure that would be the last time I’d ever see her, and the thought saddened me a bit. I pushed that out of my mind as I reached my apartment building. Climbing the stairs, I passed a couple of ponies on their way down and I went through the same routine as with the ponies on the bus, but before I got much further than them bumping into each other, I reached my floor and was shaken out of my thoughts by a familiar voice.



“Hey, man!” 



I looked up and saw my classmate waving at me. I waved back, then turned towards my door. As I was opening it, my classmate came up beside me and leaned against the wall. He had a concerned look on his face, but the way his eyes lit up told me he wasn’t [i]that[/i[ concerned. 



“How come you weren’t in class again today? The professor was looking for you.”



“I wasn’t feeling too well,” I replied. “Figured it’d be better if I just skipped and got some rest.” 



“Y’know,” he said, giving me an accusatory look, “one of these days that excuse is going to stop working.” 



I smiled at him and pushed open my door. As I stepped inside, I looked back at him and said, “Maybe,” then closed the door and locked it.








The next few days passed without incident. The weather team had finished their job for the time being, and the sky was calm. Since there was no rain, I attended class like I was supposed to. Sitting at my desk, listening to the professor lecture, I kept glancing out the window, hoping that I’d see rain hitting the windows, but it was perfectly sunny. 



After awhile, I stopped paying attention during class and started writing more. I couldn’t stop. Every time I sat down at my desk, and the professor started to speak, I was overcome with the urge to write. I’d pull out some blank paper and start writing, adding more and more to the story I’d started the day I met that mare. As the number of filled pages grew, so too did my desire for the rain to come back. Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long.



That Thursday, when I woke in the morning, and rolled over to look out the window, I saw something that made my heart soar into the melodramatic gray sky. Rain streaked my window, and when I looked out, I could see the whole city was soaked. 



Leaping out of bed, I quickly dressed and grabbed my bag before hurrying down the steps to the bus stop. A few minutes later and I was standing outside the park, my thoughts on the pier and my writing, which had been coming along nicely over the last few days.



The rain drizzled down like a curtain, obscuring everything with its haze in a foggy, dream-like manner. I made my way through the park and along the bank of the pond, finally coming upon the pier. All of a sudden, my heart stopped.



There she was... that mare with the sunset red mane. She noticed me as I got closer, and she waved to me with her wing and a cheery smile on her face.



I stood still for a moment, the rain soaking through my bag and past my already-wet fur. With great effort, I took another step and felt my hooves make dull thudding noises as I stepped onto the pier.



"Morning," I said as I sat down and opened my bag. "I didn't expect to see you here again. Don't you have work or something?"



She smiled at me, chuckling quietly. "Said the kettle. You're supposed to be in class, aren't you?"



"At least I go to college some days."



"How do you know I don't go to work some days?  Maybe I only skip when it rains, like you." She gave me a sly grin. 



I shrugged. "I guess I don't know."



As I pulled out my notebook, I half expected her to say something, but she merely leaned her head against the wooden beam and stared wistfully into the distance. Somewhat disappointed, I took my the quill and began to write. For a few minutes, I went along in silence, then it was broken when I heard her speak again.



"Hey," she said softly.



I looked up.



"Why the quill and ink? Wouldn't it be easier to use a pencil?"



I glanced down at the quill held in my magic. No one had ever asked me that before, and I wasn't sure I knew the answer.



"I don't know," I said truthfully. "I just like the way it feels against the paper, I suppose."



"Why not use parchment then?"



I laughed. "I'd love to, but it's a bit too expensive for me, and it's kind of hard to find."



"Ah..."



Silence returned, and the only sound I could hear was the patter of rain against the ceiling, and my own gentle breaths. I wrote for what felt like hours, and it was only when I looked up that I noticed she was gone. The sun was breaking through the clouds, and the rain had all but vanished in that short period of time.



I looked around, thinking that maybe she had just walked somewhere else in the park, but I didn't see her anywhere. With a muted sigh, I stuffed my quill and notebook back into my bag.








The next day, the rain was back, and it was coming down hard this time. I had to sprint to the bus stop with my head covered to make sure I wasn't soaked completely to the bone. As the bus rumbled along, I looked up at the sky and felt elated.



By the time I reached the botanical gardens, the streets were running like shallow rivers. Splashing through the puddles, I made my way across the street and towards the entrance. When I got there, my heat sank into my chest immediately.



A sign hung from the closed gates.



"Closed Due to Heavy Rain," it said in big letters.



I stared silently at the sign for awhile. 



"That's too bad," came a female voice from behind me.



I spun around. An auburn mare with silver eyes was frowning back at me.



"I love sitting in the park when it rains," she said with a sigh.



I muttered under my breath, "Me too."



Resigned to the fact that I wasn't getting in, I turned around and headed back to the bus stop. About fifteen minutes later the bus cane and I took it all the way to Canterlot University.



When I got to class, the professor gave me an odd look.



"You're late," she said. "And you're soaking wet."



"I missed the bus," I lied.



She didn't seem to believe me, because her eyebrow rose at that statement, but she said nothing else and I sat down. As she continued her lecture, I stared out the window with my head resting against my hoof. Eventually, I pulled the notebook from my bag and began to write again.



That afternoon, when all my classes were over, I went back to my apartment. My classmate was there looking out over the balcony when I came out of the stairwell. He caught me out of the corner of his eye and waved me over. He pointed to a far-off cloud formation. 



“Weather team’s making a huge storm for tomorrow apparently,” he said. “Gonna be lightning and everything.” 



I frowned. “How come?” 



He shrugged. “Dunno, probably because the last few days have been so light. They gotta get at least one big storm in before the season is over.”



He glanced sidelong at me. “You gonna skip tomorrow?”



I turned away from the balcony and went to my door. “I don’t know,” I said, opening the door and entering my apartment. 



When the door closed fully, I slid down it and slumped to the ground. Holding my head in my hooves, I sat there for a moment, staring at the ground. 








Dawn broke the next morning, pouring light through the window and casting lines over my face. I stirred, rolling over to look out the window where a perfectly clear sky was visible, and the sun was shining bright. 



I got ready like I usually did, and when I was done, headed out the door, only to run into my classmate again. 



“Hey,” I said, catching him before he disappeared down the stairwell, “wasn’t there supposed to be a storm today?”



He shrugged. “That’s what I heard, but maybe they cancelled it?”



“Yeah, maybe…” 



I followed him down the stairs and waited at the bus stop with him. As we stood in the clear sunshine, my eyes wandered down the street. There, at the corner, I saw the bus turn towards us. The 36-A bumped along until it came to a stop before us. As the doors slid open, I felt a touch of something wet on my back. 



I looked up. The sky was slowly turning gray as more and more clouds were brought in, and I felt another drop of rain hit my neck, followed by one on my snout. A smile split across my face. My classmate looked back at me as he boarded the bus. 



“You gettin’ on, man?”



I shook my head, and he shrugged. As the doors slid shut again, the rain started to come down in greater amounts. Within seconds, it was back to how it had been before, and great sheets of rain lashed at the sides of buildings and the sidewalks. I stared up at the sky and smiled. 



A few minutes later the bus arrived and I boarded it. Not too long after that and I was back standing outside the gardens. The gate was open this time, and there was no sign preventing me from entering. 



I hurried along the path, around the pond, and came to the pier… only the pier. 



My chest felt heavy, and as I quickly hurried beneath the roof of the pier, I looked around, but the garden was as empty as the sky had been not half an hour before. The mare wasn’t there, and I was alone in the park. 



I waited for a few minutes before pulling out my notebook, and then a few more minutes before I started writing anything. The words didn’t flow as easily as they had been, and though I was reaching the end of the story, I found it difficult to keep going, always stopping to look over towards the entrance of the park, only to see that it was still barren of any other ponies. Finally, as I was reaching the last page, I noticed a familiar looking mare approaching. 



My heart skipped a beat. Watching as she came closer, I saw that it was in fact the mare, and my heart soared. She was using a plastic bag to cover her head as she walked around the pond, and her wings were holding it up. 



Stepping onto the pier, she shook off the water and sat herself across from me. She smiled, holding out the plastic bag. 



“Take it,” she said, holding it out a little further. 



Cautiously, I took the bag and opened it up. Inside was a stack of paper tied together with a string. But it wasn’t just any paper, it was parchment. It felt so thick and heavy when I lifted it out of the bag. As I ran a hoof along the edge of the paper, feeling its uneven, rough texture, I smiled.



I looked up at the mare. “I… thanks, but—” I cocked my head to the side “—why?”



She shrugged, spreading out her hooves. “I just happened to see it somewhere, and I figured you could probably use some.” She held up a single hoof. “However, it does come with one condition.” 



I raised an eyebrow, carefully setting the parchment down. “What’s that?”



Her lips tugged into a cheeky grin. “You have to show me what you’ve been writing all this time.” 



“What!? No, absolutely not. It’s private,” I said, already sure that she was going to have her way, but hoping I could still at least pretend to fight it. 



She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, how private could it be? You want to get published, right? Somepony’s going to have to read your story eventually.” 



“I guess I can’t argue with that.” 



“No, you can’t.” 



Heaving a long sigh, I reluctantly pulled out my notebook and held it out for her. “It’s not finished yet,” I warned. “Try not to laugh, at least.” 



She waved her hoof dismissively. “Please, how bad can it be?” She chuckled, taking the notebook with her hooves and opening it in her lap. 



As she began to read, her eyes scanning back and forth across the pages, I felt my stomach turnover, and my heart pounding against my ribcage. I’d never shown anyone my writing before, so why was I showing her? I couldn’t answer that, but I felt an incredibly electric excitement as she flipped through page after page. It was terrifying, and yet exhilarating at the same time. With every facial expression, from a slight frown, to a soft smile, I felt my anticipation growing ever greater. 



I sat silently, watching her flip through my notebook as she made little noises and mumbled under her breath. I couldn’t make out anything she was saying, but when she finished, handing the notebook back to me, she told me herself.



“Not bad,” she said. “You’ve got a decent style, but…”



My heart sank. “But?” 



She pursed her lips, absentmindedly tapping her hoof against the pier. “Well, it’s a love story, but… I’m not sure you understand what love is.” 



I blinked a few times. “What?”



“Have you ever been in love?”



I considered the question. My immediate instinct was to answer yes, but the more I thought about it, the more that I realized I really hadn’t been. I’d had girlfriends, sure, but I wouldn’t say that I was in love with any of them. So, after a bit of thought, I answered, “No, I haven’t.” 



She nodded. “I didn’t think so. How do you expect to write about love, if you don’t know what love is and haven’t experienced it for yourself?”



“Well, don’t ponies do that all the time?”



“I’m sure they do, but you can always tell which authors have been in love, and which haven’t.” She sighed softly, her chest puffing out as she sucked in her breath afterwards. “The way you have it written, two ponies just bump into each other randomly, and then fall in love after spending a bit of time together, but that’s not really how it works. They have almost nothing in common, and they don’t even really speak all that much, but you have them like they’ve known each other their whole lives. They talk, what, four or five times and suddenly they’re in love?” She shook her head. “Love isn’t that simple.” 



Her words hit me like a gut punch, but I tried to keep my footing. “Well, what about love at first sight?”



“Only in romance novels does that happen.” 



“True love?”



“A fairytale. True love is a myth, like destiny. Sometimes you’re wrong about what you think it means.” 



“But then… what am I supposed to do? How do I write a story about true love if it doesn’t exist?”



She laughed, standing up. As she stretched out her wings, she said, “True love may not exist, but love certainly does. Go out and meet some mare who’ll make you happy. Maybe if you didn’t spend all your time here at the park, you’d have somepony who loves you.” She gave me a nod, then turned to the pond. “I’ve gotta be somewhere, so I’ll see you around. Think about what I said.” With that, she flapped her wings and headed off towards the city. 



I found myself staring down at the parchment beside me, and I felt a funny feeling in my chest. There was an emptiness there that I hadn’t been aware of before. As she flew further away, turning into just a speck of color against the gray, I started to wonder if maybe she was right. 








After that day at the gardens, there were three straight weeks of sunshine in Canterlot, and I had spent all of that time rewriting the story from scratch. When the rain finally came again, I was less enthusiastic, and more determined. 





I stood outside the park, like I had done so many times before, and felt the rain trickling down my back and over my face. I took a deep breath, and entered the gardens, heading straight for the pier. When I came to it, I was relieved to see that she was already there, and was sitting on the end of the pier with her hooves dangling in the water, kicking them around playfully. 



Walking along the pier, I sat down next to her and let my hooves rest in the pond as well. I looked over at her, and she smiled at me. I smiled back. When I set my bag aside and went to grab the notebook from it, filled with an improved version of the story I’d shown her before, she said something that made me stop. 



“I’m afraid of lightning,” she said. 



It was so sudden, and came from seemingly nowhere. I stopped, left the bag alone and looked back at her. 



“You’re afraid of lighting?” 



She nodded, leaning back so she was laying against the pier and staring up at the roof. “It’s funny, isn’t it? A weather pegasus who’s afraid of the weather.” 



“I didn’t know you were on the weather team.” 



“Am.”



“You still are?”



She laughed mirthlessly. “Well, I suppose I won’t be for much longer.” She rolled over and looked me in the eye. “I’m going back to Fillydelphia next week.” 



I couldn’t look into her eyes, so I looked down at my chest, then said, “I was thinking about what you said, about love and how I don’t know what it is.” 



That self-sure smile from before came back to her face and she said, “Oh? Tell me, then.”



“I think I do know what love is. I think… I think that I love you.” I leaned forward, closing my eyes as I pursed my lips. But instead of feeling her lips against mine, I felt her hoof. When I opened my eyes again, she was smiling at me still, but it was a different smile. She smiled at me the way an adult smiles at a foal when they show you their school project. 



“You’re a sweet kid, but… I don’t think you understand yet.” Her smile turned sad as she slowly pushed herself up and pulled her hooves from the water. “I’m married,” she said. “I came here that day to get away from my husband, and from weather duty. It wasn’t fate, or destiny that brought us together, just simple chance.” 



“But…”



She stood up and brushed herself off. Patting me on the head, she said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t love you.”  With those final words, she turned away and started to leave the pier. 



Before she got to the end though, I yelled at her, “I was wrong!”



She stopped, slowly turned around. 



“I thought I loved you, but actually, I hate you.” 



She said nothing.



I stood up and faced her, my eyes not just wet from the rain. “At least I’m not running away from my problems! You’re afraid of lightning, so you hide here when you should be doing your job. You ran away from your husband. You’re running away from me now.” 



“And you?” she said, in a voice that was so quiet I almost couldn’t hear it. “What are you doing here?” 



I froze. 



“You’re the same as me, you just don’t want to admit it.” 



I shook my head. “No, you’re wrong. I’m not running from my problems because I’m afraid of them. I’m trying to follow my heart. You’re just doing what’s easiest.”



She let out one short laugh. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe you are better than me.” She shrugged. “But I’m leaving either way.” Turning away, she started to walk away again. 



I called out to her again, but she didn’t stop. “You were wrong about another thing!” I yelled after her. “Finding love isn’t the first step in writing about love.” 



She paused for a brief moment, but didn’t look back. 



“Losing it is…” 



When I finished, she started walking away again, and I watched her go, not taking my eyes off her until she was gone, around the corner and past the trees. I blinked back tears and turned away from her. As I slumped down against a wooden beam, I grabbed my notebook from the bag and tore out all the pages I’d spent the last few weeks writing. Balling them up, I threw them into the water where the rain soaked through them, sinking them to the bottom of the pond. 



Turning to a fresh piece of parchment, I dipped my quill into the ink and started writing. I wrote through the rest of the day, and when the sun came out, spilling across the verdant gardens, I held up the work I’d done so far and admired it. The sun came through the trees in just the right way that it fell across the title I’d hastily scribbled across the top of the first page. 



Rain
      

      
   