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         "Jet Set, old sport, I assure you..." Fancy Pants stood in the foyer, talking into his phone.



"Lily, do please try to hold still," came Fleur de Lis' voice in the parlor.



"I'm trying!" said the girl on the settee beside her. 

 

"...all the best people," Fancy Pants was saying. "'Night of a Thousand Stars!' Come now, bring your radiant bride and we'll make an evening of it. Yes, tell her I said..."



"...aren't we done yet?" 



"Finished, Lily."



"Really?"



"No, no. What you mean to say is, 'Are we finished?'"



"All right. Are we finished?"



"We are now." Fleur de Lis handed Gilded Lily a gilded mirror. "Don't you look just lovely?"



The younger girl peered at the glass. Fleur de Lis had coiffed her hair and set it with a bright orange focal gem. 



"It's a star spinel!" continued Fleur, sounding pleased with herself. "Do you see? They're very rare."



"Oh, an asterism! Yes! The light is being refracted by crystal inclusions within the stone."



Fleur de Lis blinked, then quickly said, "Naturally."



"I do like it, Fleur. Thank you."



Lily looked at herself a little longer. Her hair and clothes, though beautiful, seemed impractical for a trip to Equestria Land--and uncomfortable besides. She reminded herself that this was a special night; she was eager to impress her uncle Fancy and his lady friend, Fleur. And she'd always wanted to go to Equestria Land.



"Splendid news," said Fancy Pants. "Jet Set and Upper Crust will be joining us tonight."



"Oh," said Fleur de Lis. "Well, we haven't seen them in some time."



"No, indeed," said Fancy Pants with a little smile. "I suppose marriage agrees."



"I suppose," echoed Fleur. She turned to Gilded Lily. "Are you ready, darling?" 



"I'll get my bag," said Lily. "Oh, I'm ever so excited!" She went clumping up the stairs in her new shoes.



Fancy Pants called up, "Gilded Lily, please don't run in the–"



She reappeared, breathless, composing a smile and smoothing her stiff taffeta skirt.



Fancy Pants sighed, then offered an arm to each of his companions. 



"Shall we, then?"








A large, dark car pulled into the horseshoe drive beneath an enormous sign reading, "EQUESTRIA LAND."



"Equestria Land!" piped Gilded Lily as the driver closed the door behind her.



"This is it," said Fleur de Lis. "The Equestria Land Sartorial Soirée. It is the event of the end of the season, of course. Everyone will be here in their finest!"



Somewhere beyond the high wall there came a rattle, then a roar, then a chorus of shrieking. "Ah yes," said Jet Set, "The real movers and shakers."



Up ahead, a river of silk and linen and lace was pouring through the front gate. As they made their way in, Fancy Pants winked. "What did I tell you? Shoulder-to-shoulder with Canterlot high society."



"Yes, well, I didn't know you meant literally," Jet Set replied.



"We'll be inside soon enough," said Fleur de Lis, and soon enough they were. The entry opened out into a quaint, wide main street lined with little shops, dressed for the occasion in silver spangles and twinkling lights. 



"A thousand stars," said Gilded Lily, and her eyes sparkled. "Oh but there must be a billion out there. A million billion. Don't you think?"



"Do you think so?" said Fancy Pants.



"There simply must. If we look at a map of the sky…" Gilded Lily trailed off. She stood before a window display gleaming with scientific instruments of polished brass. There were catchlights caught in the sextant's mirror and the telescope's lens, and there was an orrery turning in its clockwork dance of absolute precision. Lily could have studied it for the rest of the night. But her eyes followed the arrow of an armillary sphere aimed to the right of the window. There beside it was a deep alcove, darkened except for constellations of light that were projected on the velvet blue dome. The stars were moving slowly. Lily began to follow them.



A clamor rose up behind her. "Fleur de Lis! It's Fleur de Lis and Fancy Pants! Over here! Fleur de Lis!"



Lily lurched forward when the bodies around her surged suddenly closer, and two hands caught her shoulders to steady her from falling. Her uncle shepherded her out of the alcove to an almost open space. Fleur de Lis had arranged herself there with her hangers-on, wearing her supermodel face with practiced ease. Perfect cheekbones, eyebrows on point, over the shoulder, now turn to the right. 



Lily winced at a burst of bright flashes. When the battery had ended, and the din around them was down to a buzz, Upper Crust spoke up. "That will be terribly unflattering for her," she said.



Fleur de Lis' frown shifted from affectation to annoyance. 



"But then, not every shot can be a winner," added Upper Crust.



"As well you know," said Fleur. She turned to Gilded Lily. "Yet we bear up with grace and fortitude. Isn't that right, dear?"



Lily gave a little nod, then stood up straighter. "Right."



"Very good. Come along, now. There's much more to see!"







What they saw, to Lily's eye, was mostly a blur of neon light and jewels and fabrics of every shade and description. An entourage had formed around them, and her view was obscured as they rushed here and there. Well-dressed riders waited and posed outside each attraction, and at each one they all stopped and mingled and cooed over ruffles and flounces and seams.



Lily craned her neck to see the peaks of the roller coaster, peered through gaps between the bodies jostling around her. They never stopped long enough to take anything in. Everywhere she heard, "Fleur de Lis, you look divine!" and "Fancy Pants, you devil!" and everywhere they'd flit and light and chirp and flit again. 



Just when Lily's breath was growing short and quick, Fancy Pants spoke over the crowd. "This way." 








They formed a little chain, he and Lily and Fleur de Lis, and slipped out into an alley between a lemonade stand and a funnel cake wagon. 



Jet Set and Upper Crust emerged behind them. "What's all this?" said Jet Set, and he looked around dubiously. Up and down the packed dirt row, gaudy booths stood crowded together, advertising games of chance and games of skill. 



"Just a breather, my lad," said Fancy Pants. 



A barker's voice rang down the lane. Plush toys and other prizes hung from nets and clotheslines strung above the games, and Gilded Lily gazed up at them as they passed. At a booth containing a pyramid of milk bottles, she stopped beneath a deep blue horse jumping over the moon.



"Oh, Uncle, look!" said Lily. "Isn't she beautiful?" 

 

"The color scheme is a classic one," said Fancy Pants. "And the whimsical motif is quite pleasing."



"I think she's magic. Could we, Uncle Fancy–I mean–would you? Please?"



Fancy Pants looked up and down the row. "Well," he said, "I did very nearly try out for the cricket squad at dear old Crystal Prep, you know."



"Here we go," Jet Set muttered, but no one paid him any mind. Upper Crust was studying her nails. 



"Step right up! You look like a distinguished gentleman--this here's a gentleman's game, sir, easy as you please for a fellow like yourself. Three bits, three tosses, knock 'em all down and win the big one!"



Fancy Pants looked at Gilded Lily. Then he produced three bits and gave them to the man in exchange for a hard leathery ball. His first throw flew wide of the bottles and into the backstop. 



"No shame, no shame," said the attendant. "Take another shot."



Fancy Pants set his jaw and tried again. This time the ball clipped the top of the pyramid, toppling a lone milk bottle.



"Good for a trinket," said the man in the booth. 



"Really," said Jet Set. "These things are always rigged. You're just throwing away money on some tacky thing."



"She is NOT tacky!" cried Gilded Lily. Fleur de Lis put a hand on her shoulder. Fancy Pants gave Jet Set a look. Turning back, he took a deep breath, came set, and hurled the ball at the center of the pyramid with all his might. The top three rows collapsed, but the bottom row held firm.



Gilded Lily quietly exhaled her disappointment, but she said, "That's okay, Uncle Fancy."



Jet Set and Upper Crust had already moved along. Fancy Pants, a touch red-faced, leaned in toward the booth attendant. "My good man–is there any way–" and he reached into his coat as he indicated the plush horse. But the man brushed him off with barely a glance, back to his pitching at passersby.



They came to where the dirt path rejoined a wider cobblestone way. Fancy Pants was brooding, but Fleur leaned on his arm as they passed under a bridge, and let her hand linger for a moment on the velvet of his waistcoat.



"It was good of you to try, Fancy," she said.



He regarded her with a rueful smile. "It is good of you to say so."



"Oh but we must ride the carousel!" Fleur said loudly. "Mustn't we, Lily?"



"Isn't that a bit childish?" said Jet Set.



"I'm a child!" said Gilded Lily. Fancy Pants added, "She's got you there."







The carousel waiting atop the hill was a showpiece of Equestria Land: it boasted ninety-nine hand-carved wooden animals, each painted in exquisite and laborious detail. An impressive crowd had massed around it, thronging to see and be seen. 



"Well," said Upper Crust, "A photo opportunity, at least."



"Find us when you're through here," said Jet Set. "And don't forget we have reservations at Club 44 in an hour." 



They went off to find the good lighting while Lily, Fleur, and Fancy boarded the carousel.



Gilded Lily sat sidesaddle upon a great bear, and beside her was a boy her age who was riding a white swan. The boy wore a well-tailored powder blue suit with a starched neck ruff, his hair cut pageboy style just past his ears. The children talked nonstop.



From a few rows back, Fancy Pants and Fleur de Lis watched them. He rode on a peacock in its splendor, and she on a green frog in a jeweled crown. In her sequined gown she looked like a starlet right out of old Applewood.



Fancy Pants nodded toward the little boy. "Un petit démodé, don't you think?"



"Fancy! I think it's darling. Look how they get on."



"Where are his parents? Who dressed him? We can't have Gilded Lily–"



"Shh," came Fleur's cajoling breath, like a little wave to the shore. "Relax, my darling. They're only children playing."



Fancy gave a quiet "hmph." 



Fleur leaned in close to the crown of her carousel frog. "What's that you say, monsieur frog? What's that, my prince?"



Fancy Pants tried not to laugh when he reminded her that the eyes of Equestria Land were upon them. She smiled demurely and straightened again, and they waved to the people as they went by. Gilded Lily was doing the same, having arranged the skirts of her antique gold dress to best effect.



"I daresay," said Fancy Pants, "There is much that eludes me. I can scarce recall being a child, myself."



"But Lily will," said Fleur. "You're good with her. I see it."



He raised an eyebrow. "Am I?"



"You listen to her. You have patience, but high standards. You are responsible. Protective." She gazed at him. "You have potential."



Fancy Pants blushed.








The entrance to Club 44 was hidden behind a waterfall outside the park's "Canterlot Castle." They were ushered in and seated in a booth that looked down on the rest of the club. It was an intimate space, paneled with dark lacquered wood and upholstered in wine red. A piano was playing on the far side of the room. A candelabra sconce burned on the wall.



There were no menus. Jet Set ordered a bottle for the table–Gilded Lily got a sparkling apple drink with a unicorn swizzle stick.



The food was brought to them one small course at a time, ceaselessly, a parade of taste and texture. There were many dishes Lily did not recognize, and she understood only some of the language the waiter used to describe them, but she sampled each as it was set before her. She felt nervous, her stomach a little twisty, and she ate more and more delicately as the flavors overwhelmed her senses.



"Do try to finish that, dear, it's terribly expensive." The voice of Upper Crust came grating something pungent on her nerves.



"Eat what you can, Lily," said Fancy Pants.



"Let's all eat what we can," said Jet Set. "Money's no object, right, sweetheart?" He took Upper Crust's hand and shook it. 



"No, sweetheart, because you're always so wise with our investments!" Upper Crust flashed a sharp white smile. 



"I say," said Jet Set, "Fancy, old boy. That reminds me. I have an ear to a very promising venture concerning the lofts downtown–"



"Sweetheart," said Upper Crust, "I don't think our friends want to hear about your ventures over dinner."



"Sweetheart," said Jet Set, "I'm only thinking of their best interests."



"Well I think it's in your best interest to mind your own business, considering the shape it's in!"



Jet Set pounded on the table. Gilded Lily started, and her fork clattered and clanged across the floor. Upper Crust hissed through her teeth. Every head in the room swiveled in their direction, though the pianist never missed a note.



Fleur de Lis tossed her head and bounced her curls and laughed her best stage laugh. "How funny! Oh, that's a great joke." She clapped her hands and smiled at the other patrons. "It was a great joke." They all laughed politely and went back to their meals. "Celebrities," one grumbled.



Lily sat quietly, sinking into the cushioned wall behind her. She felt like part of the décor, pinned and sashed and gilded candelabra-gold. Her feet hurt, and her stomach growled.



Fleur de Lis shifted close to Lily, speaking so only she could hear. "What would you say to a bite of cheese pizza by the boardwalk?"



Lily looked at her gratefully.








Near the base of the steps of Canterlot Castle, they found a cart with piping hot pizza by the slice. Lily sat down and closed her eyes in bliss.



Upper Crust looked around. "My delivery will be arriving now," she said.



"Delivery?" asked Fleur.



"Yes, a special order. I've been waiting all season."



"Always something special, this one," said Jet Set. 



Upper Crust ignored him. "I didn't think I'd be wearing it here, but it's impolite to decline an invitation. They've been working to my exacting standards until the last possible minute, and I had to have it rushed over."



The last word nearly died on her lips. All the color drained from her face as she looked straight ahead.



A costumed mascot was striding purposefully toward her. It was a towheaded, cockeyed grey pony with an enormous head, wearing a brown cap and carrying a mailbag. It stopped in front of her and reached into the bag.



"What on EARTH is this?" Upper Crust nearly screeched.



The pony drew out a long garment box (too long for the mailbag, it might be observed) and thrust it toward her.



She took it, bewildered. "I was promised white glove service!"



The pony looked at its hooves, one and then the other, then looked at her and shrugged.



Someone shouted, "Upper Crust! Jet Set! Over here!"



The pony put an arm around her and waved for all the cameras.



Upper Crust wriggled away. "Wait here," she instructed the group, and vanished behind a door in a castle tower.



When she came out, she had bundled yards of fabric into her arms. As soon as the door closed behind her, she let it all spill to the ground, stepping out with her best effort at effortless grace.



"Oh my," said Fleur de Lis.



"Oh dear," said Fancy Pants.



"Oh no," said Jet Set.



Her little touch for the night was a white tulle skirt that spread out in all directions like the topper on a bridal cake. Rows of rickrack were iced around its edges. Improbably, at the foot of the stairs, she twirled.



"What do you think?" she asked them.



"Is that Rarity?" said someone nearby.



"What's she wearing?" asked another.



"Rarity! Over here!"



Fleur de Lis and Fancy Pants took the opportunity to evade Upper Crust's questioning. They turned to see Rarity sitting by herself on a boardwalk bench, eating puffs of rainbow popcorn from a paper bag. She looked up as if surprised by the attention. 



She was draped in dusky pink chiffon, with a few pastel butterflies clinging to shoulder and neckline. Her feet were slipped in pink ballet flats, ribbons twined around her ankles.



"Hello, Rarity, gorgeous darling, " said Fleur de Lis. "I thought we might see you here. Are you working tonight?"



"No, not tonight." Rarity held out the bag of popcorn. "I'm people watching."



"Oh!" Fleur's eyes flickered back and forth from her friend to the proffered bag. "Alone?"



"I find it quite agreeable at times," said Rarity. "Won't you try some, darling? I tell you, it's happiness from a kettle."



"Of course, thank you," said Fleur, accepting the bag. She took a handful of popcorn and nibbled at it, then said, "Fancy, you must try this."



His mouth twitched. He reached into the bag and withdrew a single piece. 



"Lily?" he asked. "Would you care for some?" 



Lily, her face still full of pizza, shook her head back and forth. 



"Well," said Fleur to Rarity, "You're always welcome to join us. It's nearly time for the Promenade, isn't it?"



"Oh yes, indeed," Rarity said, with excited eyes. "The culmination of the day! I'd be happy to join you, lovelies."



Upper Crust appeared behind them, accompanied by a great rustling and a bemused Jet Set.



"Good evening," said Rarity. "My, Upper Crust, that look! What a statement!"



Upper Crust smiled vaguely. "You're too kind. And you! Goodness! What a…daring hemline."



Rarity inclined her head. "Too kind, I'm sure."



"It is almost summer, after all," said Fleur de Lis. "Rarity is always one step ahead of the rest." Rarity and Fleur de Lis exchanged air kisses.



Elsewhere in the park, a string quartet struck up a waltz. "I do believe that is our cue," said Fancy Pants. He had finished the bag of popcorn. 








They followed a path that wound its way around a series of small ponds, each bedecked with floating candles and blooming water lilies. It led them through gates in boxwood hedges and onto the stately grounds behind the castle.



Lines of people strolled the lanes and gathered in the square where a magnificent fountain took center stage. They walked with smart-looking canes and lace parasols, wore plumed hats and watch chains and shoes with bright buckles. In this orderly setting, with full view of the fashions on display, Gilded Lily could begin to appreciate them. 



At the same time, she became aware of how many eyes were focused in her direction. Rarity drew herself upright and said, "It's fireworks time. Let's dazzle them, darlings."



Fleur de Lis and Fancy Pants stepped out together first. The crowd ahhhed at the sight of them. All the lights reflected in the million tiny mirrors of Fleur's gown, as well as in the eyes that Fancy had only for her.



Jet Set came next, stonefaced and forgettably dressed, with Upper Crust's skirt taking up the width of the lane behind him. They had inserted themselves somehow in front of Gilded Lily, who now trailed behind with Rarity at her side. 



There was a boom and a shimmer above them, and a rain of gold and purple stars. The music swelled.



"Rarity!" someone called. "Beautiful, darling!" Flash.



"Fancy Pants! Fleur de Lis! Fleur de Lis!" Boom.



"Gilded Lily! Over here!" Shimmer.



A fresh new delight overcame her, and she turned toward the voice that called her name.



Rip.



She felt the tug of tulle beneath her shoe as the rip widened. Upper Crust had stopped short. Now she whirled on the girl, further tearing the fabric, nearly knocking Lily down. 



"You little–!"



"I'm sorry!" cried Lily. Upper Crust advanced on her, and with one look at the sea of shocked faces around them, Gilded Lily fled. She fled through the hedgerows and over the little bridges, and had almost reached the boardwalk in her blind escape when Rarity caught up with her.



"Lily darling, Lily please!"



"I'm sorry," Lily repeated, choked. 



"No, we can fix this." Rarity looked up as Jet Set and Upper Crust arrived on the scene. She could see Fancy Pants and Fleur de Lis behind them.



"I can fix this," Rarity told Upper Crust. "Of course, to mend it good as new I'll need my studio, but just for tonight? I always have my emergency sewing kit, you know."



"Are you joking? This is ruined. I'll have to have a new one made."



"What's going on?" said Fancy Pants.



"I ruined it," said Gilded Lily.



"It isn't ruined, dear," said Rarity.



"It most certainly is!" snapped Upper Crust, "And you most certainly did!" She jabbed a finger at Gilded Lily. "Horrid, stupid little creature–"



"How dare you speak to my niece in that fashion?" Fancy Pants bellowed. Fleur de Lis, breathing fire and glaring daggers, had begun to remove her earrings. Rarity's eyes went wide and darted about, instantly on guard for paparazzi. Gilded Lily stood very still.



Jet Set whipped out his phone as he took a step back. "We're leaving. I'm calling for the car. Now, old friend, you can make this right, right now–I'll even loan you my pen–and then we'll deposit you at home. Or do you want to make your own way back? Perhaps you can squeeze onto the public tram…"



"You needn't concern yourself with us," said Fancy Pants, "any longer."



Fleur hadn't taken her eyes off Upper Crust. Blood gathered in angry points of rouge beneath her skin.



"Out of my sight. Crust. Now."



Upper Crust huffed and Jet Set stammered, and then both of them scurried away and were gone.



"Good riddance," said Fleur de Lis, "Honestly."



She looked at Fancy Pants, but Fancy was looking, pained and helpless, at Gilded Lily. The young girl had crumpled onto a bench, and tears were streaming down her face. Fancy took a step forward, stopped, looked pleadingly at Fleur de Lis.



His beloved went and knelt by Gilded Lily, right onto the ground in her brand new evening gown. He could hear her speaking softly.



"We're not angry with you, my darling. It was an accident. Accidents happen." She dabbed at Lily's cheeks with a fine white handkerchief. "There was an awful lot happening at once, wasn't there?"



Lily raised her reddened eyes to Fleur de Lis. She drew a ragged breath, but said nothing. She stood up, mechanically, and waited. Fancy Pants and Fleur de Lis exchanged a glance. Fancy Pants cleared his throat subtly. 



"Who's for a hot beverage, mm?"



"Yes, let's," said Rarity.








They found a tiny café just off the main street, and they sat outside by lamplight with nary a soul around them. Fancy Pants set a mug in front of Gilded Lily. "Hot cocoa with caramel," he said. "Your favorite, I recall."



"Thank you, Uncle Fancy," she said. She had said no more by the time they finished their drinks and stood up from the table.



For the first time all night, Lily stared at the ground as they walked. She walked slowly, glumly, for a long time, until Fleur de Lis whispered: "Lily, look."



It was the Wonder Wheel, rising high above the park, the tallest of its kind in all the land. Spokes of light dashed from its center, spelling out a feeling for which Lily had no words.



She prepared to plead her case. "I know I don't deserve it–"



"Do you want to ride the Wonder Wheel?" asked Fancy Pants.



"Very much," said Lily shyly.



"I think we should all go," said Fleur, a little twinkle in her voice. 



Fancy glanced at her and eyed the wheel with a split second's trepidation. 



"Yes. I agree. Quite."







Fancy Pants escorted Gilded Lily onto a gondola. Rarity and Fleur de Lis sat down in the next one, gossiping gaily. 



Lily stayed quiet for a turn of the wheel. On their next ascent she said, "I'm sorry, Uncle Fancy. I didn't mean to cause trouble."



"That was terribly bad form of Upper Crust," he said. "Yet you did not respond in kind. That is a mark of maturity as well as discretion."



"But she's right," said Lily. "I ruined it, I ruined everything. I'm so stupid!"



"Never say that again," he said, a little sharply. Lily sniffed and looked down at her hands.



"Please, Lily. Never say that again." He lifted her hand gently. "This world will tell you many things that are not true. You must not retell them, lest you start to believe."



"Then what do I believe?"



"You are a bright and capable young lady," he said, "and more than that I cannot tell you. I only hope you will learn to trust yourself. And I will do my best to help you be yourself."



They sat in silence as the gondola climbed slowly into the night. Finally Lily said, "Uncle?"



"Hmm?"



"May I start by taking off these shoes?" 



Fancy's chuckle was interrupted by a jolt and a sudden stop, leaving them swaying at the topmost part of the wheel. The lights went out, and murmurs rose and swelled beneath them. Lily gasped. 



Fancy Pants turned toward Lily, prepared to reassure the girl. "Try not to look down," he meant to say, but he needn't have worried. Lily was looking straight up to the sky.



"It's dark," she said. "It's so dark. Look, there, do you see? That fuzzy glow? That's the Dragon Egg Cluster. It's thousands and thousands of light-years away, full of thousands and thousands of stars. I haven't seen it many times. Have you?"



Fancy Pants looked up for a long while. "No," he said softly.



"There's Ursa Major," said Lily. "My favorite."



"What's that little one nearby?"



She giggled. "Even you know that one."



"I do not! Tell me."



"That's Ursa Minor."



"And the bright star there?"



"Sirius."



"You're very good at this. One more?"



"Okay."



"Up there, the one beside the crescent moon."



Lily studied it thoughtfully. "Mmm…I don't know."



"That one's called Lily."



Up ahead of them, Fleur de Lis stole a glance over her shoulder. Mostly hidden by the darkness, she was smiling. It was not her camera smile, but something softer, warmer. The lights came on and the wheel began to turn again.








On their way out of Equestria Land, they stopped to observe the astronomical exhibit that was empty of parkgoers, now, save for themselves. They watched the late spring stars arcing through pinholes across the domed sky. "A very elegant design, isn't it?" Fancy Pants remarked.



Lily stood at the window, transfixed by the orrery marbles, nearly forgetting the ice cream cone in her hand.







Fancy Pants carried Gilded Lily's shoes in his left hand, while Lily grasped a little telescope in her right. In between they joined hands, their arms swinging gently, and Lily skipped along in her stocking feet while Fancy hummed a tuneless tune.



He watched Fleur de Lis moving lightly up ahead. Rarity was gesturing dramatically about something, jangling her keys, and Fleur's laughter came in a rain of rose petals. Moonlight shone on the bell of her silver gown. Her hair had always had the color and lustre of a pink pearl, but just in that moment, it looked for all the world like a halo of spun sugar.
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         Vantage Point is quickly learning something about plate armor that he has always factually known, but never viscerally appreciated, until today:



It is storming heavy. And hot.



Vantage is not a knight. He has seen them before, standing aloof in their shining suits of barding and regarding lesser soldiers with a presumptuous air. He has never seen one fight, though. And frankly, he has no idea how they could fight in the clanking, cumbersome, callus-creating nightmare that imprisoned him right now.



 “Sir Vantage! You’re falling behind, good Sir Vantage!” comes an irritatingly cheerful voice from up ahead along the dusty countryside road.



With a metallic creak of plates on plates, Vantage heaves his gaze up from the ground and towards Oaty, who is already halfway up the next hill. She waves to him merily.



Even from this distance, Donkey Oaty’s silhouette is distinct. Legs just a tad too short. Ears and snout several degrees too large. Many ponies might stare at her odd features, especially if they didn't know what a mule was.



Oaty waits for him to catch up, and when he finally does she seems slightly troubled.



“Is there something wrong, Sir Vantage?” she asks, innocently.



“I’m tired,” Vantage says.



A scowl immediately creases Oaty’s face. It makes the wrinkles of early middle age all the more obvious.



“A knight shouldn’t be tired from only two days’ march,” she says, worriedly. Then her eyes go wide. “Could it be the Enchantress? Is she leeching away your strength with dark and twisted magics?”



“I’m not a knight,” Vantage Point says for the umpteenth time. “Never worn armor before. It’s storming heavy, and my wings are cooped up underneath it.”



A grave look comes across Donkey Oaty’s face, and she nods solemnly.



“If there ever was proof of the Echantress’s tampering, this is it!” she declares. “In her fear of being confronted by a true champion of honor, she has removed your memories of being a knight from you! You must persevere, Sir Vantage!”



The words kind of bounce off Vantage Point’s head without really making their way into his brain, as if blocked by the metal helm he wore. He knew factually that Oaty is insane. They had told him in no uncertain terms that Oaty is insane. But seeing it firsthoof is a disorienting experience.



He works his mouth open and shut a couple of times before constructing a carefully worded sentence in his head.



“I think that maybe—”



“No!” Oaty brays, stomping all four hooves on the ground. “Don’t think! You need to feel! It’s there! Your memories, and your calling! The great, sweeping urge to do what is right! The bravery, the chivalry! It’s why you took me as your squire! Don’t you feel it?”



He has never been a squire, let alone taken one.



But he sighs and says “Perhaps I… do feel something.”



“You do?” Instant glee in her voice. “Really, really?”



And even though it irks him, he says “Yes, I certainly do.”



Oaty sways with excitement and runs in place.



“We can break the Enchantress’s spell, I know it! That is why she fears us and hates us and tells all these lies about us!”



In an eyeblink, her running transitions from the stationary kind to the kind that is taking her up the side of the hill with a speed that Vantage, heavily burdened, could never hope to match.



“Come! Come quick! We must be close to something!”



Vantage doubts that they are close to anything at all. Here, days from a country noble’s manor town, they would be surrounded by miles of unused lands—mostly meadows and forests. The road itself was nothing more than a relatively grassless dirt impression in the hilly fields.



Nevertheless, Oaty has spent the entirety of two days utterly convinced that a great, wonderful something was just over the next hill.



Well, what’s one more hill to climb, after you’ve climbed a thousand?



Vantage makes his way, step by creaking step, up a hill that he would have crested in moments had he been on wing. As he reaches the summit, he looks and finds that Oaty has become as still as a statue, staring out ahead.



With a tingle of anticipation, he turns to follow her gaze.



There before them, lays a field of wheat, still green in the heat of summer, but with a distinct yellowing that will have turned fully golden by harvestime. Standing in the distance is an old windmill, with ragged canvas sheets falling in strips off of its rickety wooden arms.



“Ah,” says Vantage, “So, there must be a village nearby.”



It’s only been less than a year since the last remnants of the windigoes were finally defeated, and nopony’s maps were particularly accurate yet. Vantage hadn’t realized that their little dusty road had led to anything in particular, truthfully.



“Maybe they have an inn,” says Vantage, already fantasizing about how much hot food and a soft bed might help the aches in his muscles. “I could definitely use a little—”



“Hush! Hush!” hisses Oaty. Her eyes are wide, darting quickly between Vantage and the fields before them. “It will hear you!”



Old soldier’s instincts flood Vantage, and he reaches for a shortlance that isn’t under his right wing. With a start, he scans the fields for dangers.



… And finds nothing.



“Oaty,” Vantage whispers, so as not to upset her. “What are we searching for?”



“Looking for??” she whispers back. “What is there to search for? It isn’t hiding at all! It’s right there in the field!”



Vantage squints and still sees nothing out of the norm.



“I don’t see—”



Oaty quickly grabs Vantage and presses her face next to his—cheek to cheek—so that their perspectives are shared, and points with her hoof.



Directly at the lonely windmill.



“The giant,” she breathes, awe and fear in the tenor of her voice.



“The… windmill?” asks Vantage, carefully.



“The giant!” Oaty repeats. “The big stars-damned giant, with its dirty fingers, and its big flat face, and its hairy arms and legs!”



She releases Vantage, and covers her mouth in shock.



“I can’t believe the Enchantress would go so far,” she says. “I knew she opposed us, but to have such disregard for innocent lives just to stop us!”



“Oaty,” says Vantage, as the soldier’s alertness drains from his system, leaving him tired and exasperated. “It’s a windmill, Oaty. Not a giant.”



“Don’t be silly, Sir Vantage!” Oaty suddenly barks. “I can see clear as my own hoof, the great beast that stands before us!”



She stomps and points.



“See, its great belly, distended from the crops it has gluttonously stolen from hardworking ponies! See, its large yellow eyes, and its blood red mouth!” She growls, and her voice becomes more and more furious with each passing word. “I wonder how many villages it has already razed! How many homes destroyed! How many ponies trampled!”



Oaty turns to Vantage, a fire in her eyes.



“It must be stopped, good Sir Vantage!”



The raw passion in her voice briefly intrigues Vantage. He cocks an eyebrow.



“How do we stop the windmill?” he asks.



She immediately begins affixing a dueling lance—an old stick with a vaguely triangular stone tied to one end—to Vantage’s saddleholder. It was what a real squire would do for a real knight before battle.



“We stop it with flashing steel and thunderous charge!” she says around the lance in her mouth. “With gritted teeth and righteous purpose!”



“And you expect me to lead this charge?” Vantage asks.



“Naturally!” she proclaims, “You are, after all, a knight, and I, your squire.”



When she’s done with Vantage’s lance, she takes the traditional weapon of a knight-in-training, a short, rust-pitted sword, in her mouth. The two so-called weapons seem even more silly when held next to the very real plate armor Vantage wears.



Oaty looked up at Vantage Point, her gaze filled with an almost child-like kind of expectation.



“I am not a knight,” he says once again, tiredly.



“Stop it, Sir Vantage!” she insists. Her eyes are passionate and sincere. “The Enchantress may have taken your memories, but she can never take your heart, good knight! Don’t you feel it?”



She comes up to his face, so close that he can feel her breath.



“Don’t you feel it?” she says, more quietly but still fiercely. “Can’t you tell that you were meant for something better? When you dreamt your first dreams, were they of this bleak and unbearable world? Or were they of something greater, sir knight?”



… There’s a moment when Vantage almost could swear that he did feel something in his chest.



But whatever it could be, it is quickly overtaken by the feeling of his tiredness and aching legs.



Vantage sighs.



He studies the windmill again. It is clearly not in use anymore; the arms are falling apart and do not turn, despite the steady breeze that blows across the field, rippling the wheat stalks. Honestly, no harm could likely be done here.



“And after the giant is defeated?” he asks, cautiously. “Will we be staying at the village, then?”



“I would think so!” Donkey Oaty says cheerfully. “Imagine, arriving victoriously! Their gratitude! Our righteous task yielding its fruit!”



“So long as the fruit is a storm-blasted bed,” mutters Vantage.



With an armored hoof, he slams his helm’s visor down into place over his face. Instantly, it grows even hotter in his armor, and the stale wetness of his own breath clings to his face.



“Well, then we charge,” he says.



Oats smiles widely and nearly seems to skip with delight, until she remembers how solemn and noble she should appear at a time like this.



Vantage takes a deep breath, tries to rally strength into his legs one last time, and takes off down the hill, towards the windmill.



It’s easier to run down the hill than it was to climb up it, but the weight of his armor is giving him a disturbing amount of momentum that takes a lot of effort to control. He huffs, his own breath and sweat in his eyes, and to his surprise he almost gets that old feeling of being in a real battle again.



As he approaches the windmill, he starts to wonder what he was going to do when he got there.



His armor was built for an earth pony cavalier—the sort of soldier who could charge through a stone wall if called to do so. But he is a pegasus and doesn’t have a magical Earthen constitution.



As he makes the final approach, he sees the building’s door. It’s made of old, cracked wood. Its boards are thin with age, and many are split down the center.



With the armor, he could trample down that door, easily. Maybe Oaty would be satisfied by that. That would certainly slay the “giant”, right?



No more time to ponder it. He grits his teeth and fully commits to the rush. He braces his shoulder to take the force of his full-body slam.



On impact, the makeshift lance shatters into a hundred pieces, and the old door is knocked from its hinges, breaking in half.



The shock of it rattles Vantage in his helmet, and he immediately slams his hooves down to skid to a halt.



Then Vantage slams into another object.



For a moment, he thinks that he must have been carried by his momentum straight through the windmill and into the far wall. But whatever he hits gives way, and instead of coming to a bone-breaking stop, he tumbles and rolls to a halt.



There’s dust in the air, thrown up by the breaking of wood, and Vantage lifts his helm’s visor as he gasps for breath.



As the dust settles he looks around himself.



There are the shattered remnants of a table and chairs around him. Apparently, these had been the source of the second impact.



The walls are surprisingly clean for an abandoned building. And there’s a clean apron on a hook next to… a kitchen? And a fireplace?



Just as Vantage realizes that this windmill may not be as abandoned as he assumed, a voice rings out.



“What in seven bloody hells is the meaning o’ this?!” cries a mare who sounds very irate.



Vantage sighs.








Donna Oats was born the only offspring from the union of the lady of a minor House in the eastern region of La Mane'cha and her husband, a donkey merchant of some status frome the neighboring nation of Asinia. From what I have been able to gather, they were likely aware that their chances of producing a foal were much reduced and that such a foal would certainly be incapable of bearing children herself. Nevertheless, spurred on by their deep love (an perhaps a touch of Harmony’s own fate), they sought neither surrogate dam nor cover stud.



All accounts of the matter state that Donna spent her childhood almost entirely unaware of the great threat she posed to her House’s continued existence. The passing of her parents when she was a young mare came as quite the shock to her. No longer insulated from the avaricious intentions of her mother’s relatives, the young heiress quickly found herself politically and socially out-maneuvered.



She withdrew from public life, holding onto her inheritance only through the sheer stubbornness that perhaps her donkey father had bequeathed her. For many years she sequestered herself away, ignoring the stewardship of her lands and concerning herself only with books of chivalrous lore, wherein honor—not greed—was the way of the world, and evil was challenged by proud protectors of justice.



She read from dawn to night, and often to dawn again.They say that locked away with her books, taking almost no time for sleep or for food, a great malignant imbalance of her humours occurred, and her brains turned to mush and pudding. For in short order, she began to believe, with her whole heart and mind, the tales she read of knights and heroism and glory.



The moniker, “Donkey Oaty,” with which she dubbed herself is said by the house servants with whom I spoke to be of her own invention. I like to think that this was her own way of reclaiming her heritage—the underlying reason for her mother’s family’s spite—and twisting those cruel insults back into something entirely her own.



It is, I think, like the wisdom of being the one who laughs loudest at the insults directed at oneself.








Despite it being well past noon, the unicorn mare seemed like she had been woken from sleep. Her pale mane was frazzled, and her nearly-white coat was clearly unbrushed. Groggy, furious eyes regarded Vantage she stepped in from what appeared to be another room around the corner.



For a moment, she seems to be taken aback at the sight of Vantage’s armor, but then the fury returns to her face.



“Who dae ye think ye are, bargin’ like that intae my own hame!” Rapid-fire, the words come in a heavy dialect common to farmers in this region. “Ye have’nae the right, ye stars-damned oaf! Ye miserable sodden blaggard!”



Vantage rolls back onto his feet, pieces of door and table under his hooves. His body aches, much more than it would have when he was younger.



“I’m afraid,” he said in as placating a voice as possible while still panting for breath, “that there has been a misunderstanding of some kind. I would rather—”



“Lestie!” comes another voice. A foal’s voice.



A small, dark-coated filly peeks out from behind the same corner that the mare came through.



“Lestie, wha’s going on?” asks the filly.



The mare turns her head back to address the little girl.



“Back tae the bedroom!” she says, in a softer voice.



“But, Lestie I—”



“Now sister!” the mare says, leaving no doubt in her voice that now was not the time for anything but immediate obedience.



The little filly scampers away on quiet hooves, and the mare, “Lestie” turns back towards Vantage. She seems just a little less mad and that much more tired.



Now that he has had a good look at her, Vantage Point realizes that she is much younger than his first impression. Although she is tall and full-figured, there is still a hint of childish roundness in her cheeks. She is still a year or two shy of her twentieth, by Vantage’s reckoning.



She regards the splintered wood on the floor with a look of frustrated annoyance.



“Up. Git off my table.”



Vantage complies, stepping away from the wreckage as deftly as he could manage and making himself as small as possible by the other wall. Both are hard things to do in plate armor.



When he’s clear, Lestie ignites her horn.



The pieces of the table and the door rise up in her hornglow, easily more than a dozen large fragments and countless smaller pieces. They arrange themselves in the air, each moving smoothly and independently of one another. It is the single finest display of magical dexterity Vantage has ever seen from a unicorn.



The pieces come back together in the shape of a table and door, and then there is a glow around the edges as they seal together.



Lestie frowns. The table seems a little lopsided, and the door is even thinner and more cracked than before. But this has still been an incredible display of mending magic.



“I di’nae ken what sort of misunderstanding sends a knight intae a mare’s hame,” she says.



“I am… not a knight Miss Lestie,” Vantage admits. “The armor was given to me.”



“Then who are ye? And whit did ye think ye be doing here?” Lestie’s eyes narrow, dangerously.



I am a hired thief.



The bitter thought comes involuntarily.



But you are not my victim.



“My name is Vantage Point, and I am a traveler,” says Vantage as he tries to find a way to tell some version of the truth that didn’t make him sound insane. “And I was told that there was—”



There came a loud pounding at the newly-restored door.



“Sir Vantage!” Donkey Oaty’s voice cries out. “Sir Vantage, I’ll save you!”



The double-hind-kick of a mule easily shatters the poor door for the second time today. Oaty immediately spins, wielding her short sword and swinging it wildly.



“What the fecking FECK?” Lestie shrieks, ducking back.



“Ye said ‘feck’ two times, Lestie!” comes a shrill voice from the other room.



“Nae now, sister!” Lestie cries.



Oaty, upon finally seeing the room and its furnishing, freezes, completely bewildered for a moment. Then she sees Lestie.



Her rusty shortsword falls to the floor as she kneels the way a vassal would to a high lord.



“A thousand apologies! A million apologies!” says Oaty.



There is still some panic and confusion in Lestie’s eyes as she looks Oaty up and down.



“Ye… Ye're a… a mule?” she says. She seems to be having trouble forming words.  “W-why?”



“Because my father was a donkey!” Oaty says, “And my name is Donkey Oaty! I am the squire of Sir Vantage, and a seeker of justice and righteousness!”



“I—” Lestie stammers. “I am called ‘Lestie’.” She doesn’t seem to know how else to respond.



“No,” says Oaty, suddenly rising to meet the unicorn mare’s gaze. “You are not!”



There’s a moment that passes, wherein any hope that Vantage had for a reasonable resolution simply evaporates.



“Pardon?” asks Lestie. Her brow scrunches.



“There is only one face as beautiful as yours in the land. One voice as pure of tone, and one figure as graceful.” Oaty beams at Lestie. “You are Princess Dreamsky, the wise and beautiful regent, the rightful ruler of all these lands!”



Lestie's eyes become very wide. She takes on the distinct look of somepony who knows that they’re talking to a crazy pony and doesn’t know how to make it stop.



“Oaty,” Vantage says, gently. “I don’t think this mare is a Princess. I think you’re frightening her.”



“But it makes sense!” Oaty says coming fully onto her hooves again. “The Enchantress made us think that this grand palace, in which we stand, was a giant, so that we, in our confusion, might hurt the Princesses! She, who is the true rightful ruler of these lands and who can rightfully take the throne from the Enchantress!”



“I di’nae ken any Enchantress, I’m afraid,” Lestie says, very carefully. 



“Oh, but the Enchantress must have taken your memories as well!”



Before anypony could react, Oaty strides forward and seizes Lestie’s hoof in her own. She holds Lestie’s hoof against her chest, a gesture that makes Lestie flush with how intimate it seems.



“Can’t you feel it?” Oaty pleads. “The knowledge that you have not been your true self? The feeling that there is more that you could be doing? That the very world itself is holding its breath and waiting for you to finally come fully awake for the first time?”



There is an odd look in Lestie’s eye. For just a moment, there seems to be a spark of comprehension. As though she’s on the cusp of realizing something important.



Then the look passes, and Lestie recoils from Oaty’s touch.



“I need tae fix my door again,” she says. She shook her head and gave them both frustrated glances. “And ye two need tae leave. Before I lose any mair sleep today.”



“Of course,” Vantage. He seizes Oaty by the withers and fixes her with a glare that he hoped conveyed all of the authority a knight had over their squire. “Let’s not disturb Miss Lestie any further, Oaty.”



For a moment, Oaty seems torn between her knight and her princess. Then she speaks to Lestie.



“We’ll meet again!” she confidently declares, “The Enchantress cannot stop destiny.”



Lestie nods, with a stiff smile, as the two of them back out of the doorway. A magical glow once again seizes and rebuilds the pieces of the door, sealing Vantage and Oaty out.



Vantage sighs.



“I know,” says Oaty. “I feel the same way. I’m relieved that the Enchantress could not stop us from finding Her Grace.”



Vantage let his head roll back, his helm clanking against the armored collar around his neck, squeezed his eyes shut, and sighed deeply.








By the time I, myself, met Donna Oats, she had fully adopted her “Donkey Oaty” persona and spoke ceaselessly of chivalry and honorable knighthood. The servants of her House had already all come to view their mistress’s madness with resigned acceptance, dutifully ignoring her bouts of fancy and doing their best to keep Donna’s affairs in order without her own participation. There was a sense of dreadful inevitability in all that they did, as though they knew that their efforts would be fruitless should Donna continue in her delusions.



I was instructed by my masters to befriend Donna, and to accomplish this I elected to appear mutually interested in her obsession with chivalrous knighthood. Apparently, nopony else in the House had done this, and Donna immediately began to spend most of her free time—that is, the time she did not spend reading—in my presence, having finally found a receptive audience in me.



When I told her that I had been a soldier in High Lord Brightstorm’s army, she immediately became seized by the impression that I was, in actuality, a knight-errant of noble and righteous calling. I believe her perception was influenced by her strong desire to find a mentor—everyone she met knew less of the things she loved than she did, never more. I also believe that she, upon judging her own suitability as a potential knight, found herself lacking. She spoke to great lengths of her need to experience combat and her desire to be sworn into the service of a worthy noble.



In order to further her fantasies, she bequeathed onto me her family’s heirloom armor, traditionally worn by the highest-ranking knight in the employ of the House. Knowing the inevitable result of such an action, with a guilty conscience I attempted to dissuade her of this action. But she insisted and had her decision officially notarized by her scribes; one of the only such notarizations she made in years. What was done was done.



For herself, Donna chose the role of a squire in her own fantasies. She had read that squires often wear quilted or padded armor, and so had a blacksmith’s apron found for her. On her head, she wore an ancient pony-at-arms helm her servants found in a dusty storeroom. She had holes drilled into the helm to accommodate her mulish ears and wore it day and night.



In just weeks after I first met her, she declared that she—after all these years of careful planning and meticulous research—was finally prepared to set out on a noble quest of her own. To that end, she insisted that I, as her Knight Superior, would accompany her on her grand campaign.








After spending the entire afternoon helplessly lost—and circling the same three wheat fields several times, Vantage suspected—the pair of them finally find their way into the little town at the heart of these farmlands.



Vantage is reduced to a sweating, panting mess beneath his armor. At this point, the confused stares and whispers of the ponies around him did not even register in the light of his current discomforts.



As Oaty skips on ahead, eyes wide and excited at the mundane sights of a country village, Vantage finds the nearest pony and waves for their attention.



“Have you an inn?” Vantage asks, sparing no words for introductions.



“Um… Yea we do, good Ser,” says the stallion Vantage addressed. “Sandalwood runs it, that he daes. A good pony he is, and nae one to make troubles.”



The stallion assumes that Vantage is here to administer justice of some kind. And Vantage is too tired to relieve him of the assumption.



“Where is it?” he practically croaks.



“It be on the big street, up the ways and down the corner,” the stallion says, pointing.



Vantage grunts and nods. “My thanks.”



After a quick glance around himself, he finds Oaty again—she hasn’t gone far—and approaches her.



“Oaty,” he says, getting her attention. “I was told that the… lord of this city has allowed us to stay the night in his castle.”



There is a little pang of guilt at this, but he really doesn’t think he has the time or energy to have to fight against one of her fantasies right now.



“Splendid! Absolutely splendid news!” she says, excitement in her eyes. “Ponies are already hearing of our quest! This is even faster than I had hoped for.”



“Yes, good news indeed,” Vantage says. "For we are quite weary and in need of food."



“That we are, good sir!”



But she does not seem tired at all, as she skips alongside Vantage.



When they arrive at the inn, Oaty ooh’s and aah’s at it, despite the fact that it’s likely smaller than her own manor house. But that doesn’t stop her from gawking at the ponies she sees gathered in the dining hall. She whispers to Vantage about having never seen so many knights at once, even though all Vantage sees are traveling caravaners and tired-looking workhorses.



Vantage excuses himself to one of the bedrooms he rented for them and finally divests himself of the bulky plate armor. He also draws himself a bath, and by the time it’s done he’s tempted to go straight to bed. But the emptiness of his stomach compels him otherwise.



His mane and coat are still a little wet as he makes his way back into the dining chamber. Oaty is still sitting at the same table, and she eagerly waves at him when she sees him.



“I’ve instructed the castle’s maidservants to prepare for us a grand feast,” she says, as Vantage takes his seat. “It should be arriving shortly, I presume. The maids are very kind and nice!”



Vantage nods. A feast means food.



He allows himself to close his eyes and drift off just a bit as Oaty continues to wax praises for the grandness and generosity of the lord of the castle. All of her grand speeches are honestly starting to sound much the same to him.



Because his eyes are closed, he does not see the pony who approaches their table.



“By the holy dam hersel’, it’s ye two!” cries a voice, in astonishment.



“It’s you, Your Grace!” cries Oaty’s voice, in delight.



Vantage’s eyes snap open, a half-dream from his dozing instantly forgotten.



Standing before them, bearing two cups and several plates of food in her hornglow, is Lestie.



She’s wearing the clothes of a serving maid; a simple apron and form-fitting blouse with a short skirt. Her hair has been done in a braid that falls over the shoulder, looking much better-kept than it was when they last saw her. There’s a touch of makeup on her face as well—a subtle coloring around the eyes, perhaps to hide the tiredness. Or perhaps…



Before Vantage can speculate further, Lestie snorts and begins dutifully placing the food and drink down on their table.



“Ye left yer sword in my hame,” she said, as plates and cups danced in the air towards their destinations. “I did’nae ken what tae dae wit’ it, so I gave it tae Sandalwood, the innkeeper. I’ll tell him tae give it back to ye.”



Oaty reflexively pats the shealth at her side, and for the first time she and Vantage notice that it is indeed empty.



Vantage is about to thank Lestie for her trouble, but he’s interrupted in the middle of his first syllable by Oaty.



“Oh, what a fool I’ve made of myself!” Oaty says, a look of intense distress forming on her features. The volume of her voices turns the ears of other nearby patrons of the inn. “I beseech Your Grace’s forgiveness, for I am but a humble squire who has yet to learn how to conduct myself properly!”



“Yer forgiven,” Lestie says, flatly as she finishes setting the table. She did it in a third of the time another unicorn might have, her magic extraordinarily nimble and precise.



Lestie begins to make her way elsewhere, but Oaty leaps from her seat and seizes the girl by the foreleg.



“Please, Princess, I beg of you to grace my presence just a while longer! You are kind of heart, and most lovely of appearance. To spend just a moment with a lowly squire such as I would make my very soul sing for joy!”



The outburst prompts chuckles and hoots from the other tables. And a very specific reaction from Lestie.



She looks Oaty up and down—a look that is far too knowing. A decision is quickly made.



“Have ye any gold?” she flatly, in a quiet voice.



“Why, of course!” Oaty says, seeming to be completely innocent of Lestie’s true meaning. “I am Sir Vantage’s squire, and part of my duties would be to account for his finances.”



Lestie nods and gives Oaty a half-lidded glance that, while frankly devoid of actual lust, would be enough to excite many ponies.



“I’ll be on my way back soon, then,” she said, leaving to attend to other guests.



An uncomfortable, twisting feeling takes over Vantage. So, he was correct to notice the cut of her clothes and her well-applied makeup.



“The girl misunderstands your meaning,” he says to Oaty, who has already started to eat her meal with gusto. “We will pay her and wish her a good evening when she returns.”



Oaty tilts her head as she chews, not protesting but clearly not understanding either. It’s good enough for Vantage.



He turns to his own meal—a bowl of thick vegetable stew served with cracker-hard bread—and eats it as quickly as he can.



Lestie returns before he is done, and notices that Oaty has finished her meal. The unicorn’s magic gracefully whisks away the dirty plates, and she takes a seat directly upon Oaty’s lap.



“Your Grace!” Oaty says, bewildered. “You musn’t act so childishly! I apologize, I should have offered you my seat.”



Oaty gets up, unceremoniously upending Lestie, and motions for her to take her own seat while Oaty stands beside her.



Lestie cocks her eyebrow in confusion, but goes along with it. She does shoot Vantage a questioning look, though, hoping for answers from somewhere.



Vantage sighed, and fetches a single golden sovereign from his purse and pushes the coin to Lestie.



“She did not mean what you thought, Lestie,” he says. “Please take this as our apology and have a good evening. We will retire to our own rooms shortly.”



Lestie snatches the coin up and places it between her teeth, testing it. Satisfied, she slips it into her blouse.



Oaty is exceptionally confused by the exchange, and opens her mouth to protest.



“A single gold coin,” she says, “does not constitute a worthy tribute to Princess Dreamsky herself!”



Oaty takes a knee to look the seated unicorn eye-to-eye.



“Don’t you recall what I told you of, earlier?” she asks Lestie. “Of course, you know of what I speak! Your soul knows that your destiny is not here!”



Again, that strange expression from earlier seems to overtake Lestie. And even Vantage could swear that there is something about Oaty’s heartfelt words that make an odd emotion stir in him, too. Like Harmony itself gazing directly at them.



“...Yes,” Lestie admits. Quietly, and glancing about as though frightened of being overheard.



“What is it that you desire, Your Grace?” asks Oaty, eagerly. “At but your word, I will obey.”



“It dae’nae be a thing ye can help me wit’, I think,” says Lestie. She seems to have trouble saying these words, as though they were a great secret within her heart. “But… I heard that great mage Star Swirl, in Everfree Castle, is accepting another set o’ new apprentices this year.”



“And you wish to study with him?” asks Vantage, intrigued. “It certainly seems like you might have the knack for magic.”



“Nae, nae I,” says Lestie, shaking her head. “Star Swirl only takes peedle foals to be his apprentices. I’m too auld for it.”



A look of intense longing passes through her face, flickering for a moment.



“But my sister,” whispers Lestie. “If she can become his student… she may nae have tae live the life I have lived.”



A moment of pregnant silence passes. Vantage knows that her dream is an impossible one. And he suspects, Lestie knows it as well.



The silence is broken when Donkey Oaty speaks, cheerfully.



“I am no mage, but I can help in my own right!” she declares, standing fully. “I happen to have by chance, acquired a small stead of land in my name. I will be honored to name you as the heir to it.”



Lestie cocks her head, confused.



Vantage’s jaw drops and his heart skips a beat.








For you see, I had no choice in the matter—following my discharge, I was no longer a free stallion. In short order, I was informed that my indentured service was purchased by Donna Oat’s cousin, a noblewoman of small standing and without lands. The very cousin who felt that she was spurned an inheritance by her foolish aunt, Donna’s mother.



The very cousin that Donna would begin to call ‘the Enchantress.’



With my indenturement to this lady in place, any possession and property I gained would be rightfully and legally hers to seize.



The plan was simple: to have Donna Oats name me her successor and heir. In this, her cousin would have standing take what she believed was rightfully hers to begin with.



In return, I’d be absolved of my indenturement, all remaining required years of service struck out. And as a bonus, a hefty pay in gold sovereigns as well.



It was an offer I could not resist, even had I the right to do so.








Vantage leaps from his seat, grabbing Oaty and immediately taking her to a more private hallway. Lestie is left at their table, staring awkwardly at the whole display.



As soon as they are reasonably out of earshot, Vantage swallows down the lump in his throat and says, “You cannot do this, Donna.”



He uses her real name, hoping it imparts gravity to his words.



“But she is the Princess!” Oaty protests. “My lands would be better served if they were in her stewardship instead of mine.”



A pained expression creases the edges of Donna’s eyes, and for the first time in months she seems frightened.



“I know… that I am no competent Housekeeper. I know that I must not—cannot—bear this responsibility.”



Vantage is left momentarily at a lack for words. But he tries his best.



“This is not how to fix this, Donna,” he says. “There must be a better way.”



Donkey Oaty spends a moment to think, and then suddenly an answer seems to occur to her.



“Of course!” Oaty says, nodding to herself. “Yes, a squire cannot hold land. But neither should a Princess. Her lands must be stewarded by a high lord. Often, a former knight!”



Her eyes shine with determination.



“You, Sir Vantage! I trust you!”



Vantage’s mouth goes dry. Even though it is what he has worked towards for months, guilt squeezes his chest.



“Are you sure?” he asks. “Are you absolutely sure?”



“I am!” says Oaty, grinning. “We will seek a notary on the morrow to have this written. And then, we will let Princess Dreamsky know. I’m certain she will be pleased.”



“As am I,” said Vantage, and the words tasted like ash.








The appropriate documents are prepared and sent the next morning. Oaty insists on staying in the village until the process was complete, and so for the next week they stay at the inn, occasionally venturing out to the neighboring farms whenever Oaty feels the need to go questing.



Every night at the inn, Vantage tips Lestie with one or two of the last sovereigns they brought with them.She, of course, had assumed that Oaty’s offer of lands was a fanciful one. Vantage knows otherwise.



And then one day, as they sit at a now-familiar table taking their dinner, the Enchantress arrived.



Snapblossom Oats was a striking mare, brimming with a confident poise that demanded attention. She was flanked by her husband, whom Vantage only met before briefly, and a dozen guards wearing the uniform of House Oats.



“You!” Oaty cried, leaping to her hooves. “How did you find me, Echantress?”



She turns to Lestie, eyes wide with determination.



“Princess, get behind me!” says Oaty, as she draws her rusty shortsword. She speaks with it clenched in her teeth. “Vantage and I will keep you from harm!”



Snapblossom regards them with a look of satisfaction and pity, mixed together in equal portions.



“Cousin Donna,” she says, in an even silky voice. “It’s time to come home, now. We have all been dreadfully worried about you. And now with our House in order, we can properly give you the care you desperately need.”



“What spell is this?” Oaty says, resolute. “What vile trickery have you planned?”



“No trickery,” says Snapblossom, confidently. “I am now the Lady of House Oats, having taken the title as the heir is entitled to, if it is determined that the current Lord or Lady is unable to fulfill their duties. And with my new station, I can ensure that you will be well cared for.”



“Lies!” Oaty bellows. All the other ponies in the room cringe at the volume. “My heir is the good Sir Vantage Point, and we sent the notarization not a week ago!”



Snapblossom curls a lip in frustration.



“Vantage,” she says, icily, “did Cousin Donna gift you the armor you wear?”



“Yes, my lady,” says Vantage. He’s surprised by how clear and pitiless his own voice sounds.



“Then, the armor is my property,” she says nodding. “As per the traditions of House Oaty, I bequeath it to the knight of highest rank, my husband. Remove it at once.”



Vantage has known for days that this was coming. But somehow, it still hurts to do it. He slowly and deliberately removes his helm, then works at the cuffs of his breastplate. Piece by piece the armor comes off as Oaty watches silently, a look of horror on her face.



Snapblossom’s husband smiles hungrily and takes the helm even before Vantage is finished duffing the rest of the armor. He’s an earth pony, with the kind of heavyset build the armor was made for.



“Sir Vantage!” Oaty finally pleads, her shocked silence breaking. “You were beginning to remember, weren’t you? Didn’t you say you felt like a knight again?”



Vantage tries to come up with the right words to say, but Snapblossom beats him to it.



“That wretch is no knight,” she says, factually and quietly. “Ask him where he was the day his High Lady, Frostsong of Northern Reach, fell in battle.”



Oaty looks at Vantage, pleadingly. But he can’t meet her eyes.



At their silence, Snapblossom continues.



“He was drunk as a dead fish, passed out and wet with his own piss. He, a trusted member of Lady Frostsong’s honor guard, was nowhere to be found when the windigoes assaulted their warcamp.”



“That’s a lie,” says Oaty desperately. “That’s a terrible, wicked lie!”



“It’s the truth,” whispers Vantage. The shame of it still stung his eyes.



Oaty’s face pales, and in desperation she finds Lestie’s eyes and grabs her by the withers.



“Princess!” she says, tears in her eyes. “Princess Dreamsky, please! Tell him it’s a lie! I—I was going to tell you that he was going to be your High Lord! My lands would have become his, and I was to be made a knight in his employ under your banner!”



Lestie’s eyes dart between Oaty and the imperious figure of Snapblossom.



“I dinnae ken—I would’nae think that—?”



“Oh, Cousin Donna, I beg of you,” says Snapblossom. “Is this your Princess? A common tavern whore who speaks as though she has marbles under her tongue?”



Lestie’s face flushes, and she shuts her mouth. Then she looks at the floor and tries to keep her accent out as she barely in a whisper says, “Pardon me, my lady.”



“A whore?” Oaty repeats, aghast. “H-How dare you, Enchantress!”



“Please,” says Lestie, quietly. “Dinnae make trouble for yerself, Oaty. Nae on my behalf.”



Oaty looks between her knight, stripped of armor, and her Princess, stripped of honor.



She brays a very donkey-like bray, and with hot, angry tears streaking down her cheeks she rushes past Snapblossom and her husband and her guards, and runs out of the inn.








I was paid handsomely, as promised. But the coins felt tainted to my touch, and I could not bear the sight of them.



I gave them to Lestie, the tavern maid. I told her to go to Everfree with her sister and forget me and Oaty and the little, insignificant village. When she took the money, it was the first time I saw her hornglow falter.



For the next twenty years, I heard little of what befell Donna Oats, outside the rumors that she stayed shut away in her room at all times, due to a chronic illness. But in the third year of the reign of the new Solar Princess, I heard news that shocked me from my drunken stupor.



Lady Frostsong had named an heir. Lady Frostsong, of Northern Reach, was alive.



It took me several days to understand, but from what I gathered, Frostsong had been dreadfully wounded, but not killed, the day I failed to guard my post. My indenturement was drafted on the basis that should the Lady perish from her wounds, I’d be named guilty of treason. But perish, she did not.



Snapblossom had deceived me when she said the indenturement was secured, and she quickly sequestered me in the Oat estates before any word otherwise would reach me.



I spent two days pondering what I was to do, and the result of these deliberations was a harsh one.



I would apologize to Donna Oats, even if it cost me my life.








Vantage pants, each breath making his cracked ribs scream. One of his eyes is so injured that it has swollen entirely shut.



At his hooves lies the unconscious form of Snapblossom’s husband, who has become fat in the last decades. His armor barely fits his flabby form and is scorched with lightning strike marks that Vantage inflicted on him.



Vantage always thought that he had never met a pompous knight who could really fight.



Vantage raises his bloodied and bruised wings threateningly, as the other House Oats guards close in a ring around him.



He’s made it this far, into the very foyer of the manorhouse, but he can go no further. He knows it.



Just as the other guardsponies lean in for the final charge, a voice booms out from behind them all.



“In the name of her Royal Highness, STOP!”



The command seems to shake bones themselves.



Vantage watches as the guards warily back away. When they’re far enough, he leans down and rips the helmet off of the fallen so-called knight.



“This is mine,” he growls, placing it beneath his wing.



Only then, does he look up to see who gave the command from earlier.



He looks at the speaker’s face and at the guards wearing gleaming golden armor that surround her, and his jaw goes slack.








When they finally make their way to Donna’s chambers, Vantage places the helmet back on his head, and opens the visor. Despite the fact that he had only worn it for less than two weeks twenty years ago, and despite the fact that it was soaked in another stallion’s sweat, it feels familiar. It feels right.



“Donna,” he says, making his way into the room. “Oaty, it’s me, Vantage. I’m here to see you.”



For a moment, it seems like the old, bedridden mule doesn’t recognize him. But then, her worn features come into a smile.



“Vantage Point,” she says. “Vantage, I’ve always wanted… to apologize to you. For the state I was in when you saw me.”



Vantage shakes his head.



No, not like this.



“Nevermind that,” says Vantage. “There’s someone here to see us. Someone very special.”



He calls out to the pony behind him in the hall, and she enters the room, barely fitting underneath the doorframe.



The New Solar Princess, the Great Alicorn of the Day, Celestia, steps into the little room.



Donna’s eyes widen, and her mouth becomes a little ‘o’ of awe.



“I don’t know if you remember me, but we’ve met before,” says the Princess in a melodic voice.



She takes off her golden crown, and sets it down as she speaks. An accent begins to work its way into her voice.



“My name is Celestia, but back then I was called ‘Lestie’,” she says.



Donna squints, as if finally understanding the familiarity in Celestia’s features.



“I did’nae ken that ye were still livin’,” said Lestie, tiredly. “Nae until recently. And I suspect that ye two did'nae ken that I became Princess. I wish we’d learnt sooner than this.”



Donna smiles, smiles so wide that it’s contagious, and she laughs.



She laughs and laughs, even though the sound is dry and it looks like it hurts to laugh.



“I knew it!” she beams.



“I knew it, I knew it, I knew it!”








Donna Oats passed away peacefully not two months after meeting us again. And when she did, I was most bewildered to find that I was named her right and truthful heir by the Princess herself.



I would say that this is an unbelievably incredible account, but as I have learned over these many years, this is simply how Harmony often works. An ancient, most wonderful mystery written in hope.



-- Sir Vantage Point, Knight of the Solar Order, First Class.
      

      
   
      A Little Help


      
      
      
         
         Time Flies

      
      

      

      
      
         Ring, ding, ring, ding!  



The sun rose over Ponyville as Berry Punch lived up to her last name.  She slammed the alarm clock off the nightstand and onto the floor.  It kept on ringing.  Rudely awakened, she stumbled out of bed and turned off the hated device properly.  The mulberry mare was not a morning person and her aging joints gave her problems.  



Limping into the bathroom, Berry lurched into the shower and got the water nice and hot.  She did her business there and came out into the kitchen more refreshed.  The pony ate some cereal and drank some coffee like she did every day.  It was a simple, comforting motion she went through every morning.  With a sigh, she left her home and sluggishly went to her part time job.  



The store was called Telephones and Magazines and sold more than just what was on the sign.  The small-time owners were impressed by the success of Quills and Sofas and the franchise it created.  This inspired them towards the creation of this store in hopes of copying this success.  So far it was breaking even in bits and was considered a good enough place to find items you couldn't find at the other place.  



Berry was somewhat friends with them and had manager experience in the past working at Hay Burger.  She didn't need the money because her dead husband set her up for life years ago. She did need the job to keep herself busy, sane and away from something that used to be a favorite pastime.  Something she took up to deal with his death.  Something right now that she didn't want to think about.  



Berry was not an unhappy mare, but was far from content.  Ever since her little baby Ruby Pinch grew up and left home, the mare found her life without real direction now.  She had this job and her other one.  They were both fine and the other one was something she was more passionate about.  She was a restaurant reviewer and a decent one at that.  



Ring.  Ring.  Ring.  



She just wanted more time with her family and a bigger one to boot.  Which is why she called Button Mash up on the store phone.  Not because he was her daughter's coltfriend and she wanted to see how they were doing.  She did, but instead had an urgent issue of one of the arcade cabinets not working in front of the store.  It would take bits but not allow the game to be played.  Berry had no clue how to fix but had enough wisdom to call on someone who could.  



This was a newer invention like the phone that combined science and magic.  Instead of talking to people across long distances, this machine had a screen that displayed pictures that you control with and stick along with buttons to push.  You could play a game on it that was much like the pinball machines from her youth.  Which she was pretty good at.  These machines also brought the creatures in.  



“Hello there Button!” Berry greeted as Button walked up to the cabinet.  



“Hey there Mrs. Punch.  Let me open this up and get it fixed.  By what you told me over the phone, I got an idea on how to get this working right.  It'll stop eating bits,” Button reassured her.  



Berry didn't recall much of what Button was like as a foal, since he and Ruby never interacted much.  He was a brown skinny colt with a weird hat, but grew up to become a fine young stallion who still wore the weird hat.  Button was a very clean cut and successful co inventor of these machines.  She pretty much understood what her daughter saw in him.  



“Very good dear.  I'm going to do some work in the back and you can come get me when you're done.”



“Stick around Mrs. Punch.  This is only going to take a couple of minutes,” Button said as he opened the bit drawer up.  “How's business here?”



“Better since these things came in.  Seen a lot of parents get pulled in here by their children.  These things are almost as good as a pinball machine,” Berry replied with a wink.  



“Oh wow, great,” Button beamed.  



“How are things going with you and Ruby?” asked Berry.  



“Okay. Mostly,” he replied, busy finishing fixing the issue.  



“Problems between you and...?”



“No!  Oh Sweet Twilight Sparkle no.  It's just her restaurant,” Button replied quickly.

  

Berry chuckled a little nervously “Oh that again.  You know I was kind of hoping it would be more along the lines of surprise grandfoal or two.”  



“That's not going to happen anytime soon.”  



“Not from a lack of trying?”  



“We're not going to get into this again.  Plus I get more than enough of this grandfoal talk from my mom.  You're not conspiring with her, are you?” Button asked warily.  



Berry chuckled “No, no.  Just I'm at... you know?”  



“Yes, I get that it's a mom thing,” he said as he closed the bit drawer.  



“That was quick.  What was the issue this time?” she asked, impressed.  



“It was a broken switch in the slot.  Heh, you should come to Ruby's restaurant some time soon.  You haven't been there in awhile?” Button asked curiously.  



“I will.  Soon.  I promise,” Berry answered  truthfully.  



With that reply she thanked him for his time and got on with the rest of her shift.  



By the end of work, Berry decided to give her daughter a phone call.  



Ring.  Ring.  Ring.  



After a few rings a voice answered, “Hello?  Ruby Red's, this is Ruby Pinch.  How may I help you?”



“Sweetie, it's mom,” Mrs. Punch answered.  



“Oh, heh mom.  I'm kinda waiting on a call from a supplier and I'm also swamped at the moment.  Could we talk later?” Ruby asked.  



“Sure honey.  I was just wondering if you come over for dinner sometime this week.  You could bring your Button with you.”  



“Him?  Oh yeah.  Look, I can't make any promises.  We'll do it soon.”  



“Okay.”  



“I've got to go now.  I'll talk to you later.”  



“I love you Ruby.”  



“Love you too mom, bye!”  



Click.  



Berry stared at the store telephone and sighed.  



After work Berry took the old train up to Canterlot on the mountain.  It was the capital of ponykind and an increasing number of other creaturekind.  It was much bigger with more people and places to visit.  By late afternoon Berry stood outside the Eden Cafe.  It was a pro meat eating restaurant with next to no vegan options outside of bread.  Which was alright with Berry because this wasn't her first time at a place like this.  The meat was ethically sourced and there was a magic pill that she could take for digestion problems.



Berry was here to review the establishment.  She looked forward to having a fish sandwich with chips.  She heard the lobster was good, but that was a little too rich for her blood.  Plus she was allergic.  Berry saw people leaving and laughing happily as they exited the place.  



Berry stepped in and found the place to be more than pleasant.  It was well lit and clean.  The wait time for a table was short and the service she received at it was very good.  Her server was a griffon who had funny stories of his time in the Griffonstone Postal service.  When the food came it was hot, fresh and tasty.  Even the chips were crisp and crunchy.  She was going to give this place a very good review.  



Ring, ding, ring, ding!  



The sun rose over Ponyville as Berry Punch lived up to her last name again.  She launched the alarm clock off the nightstand and against the wall.  It kept on ringing.  This was a gift from her daughter Ruby Pinch, who had Button Mash make one much more resistant to abuse from her.  Considering how many she used to go though, Berry was thankful for the thoughtful gift. She stumbled out of bed and went through her morning routine with a bit of more pep.  The dinner last night lifted Berry's spirits and she was ready to face the day.  



She wasn't scheduled for work at Telephones and Magazines, but instead went to the train station's small cafe to meet with her editor, Silver Spoon, from the newspaper that was visiting today.  It was called Equestria Daily and it was a fairly, newly created organization that was formed by a bunch of smaller, local papers merged together.  This by somepony called Diamond Tiara.  Its claim to fame was the first newspaper to span the known world.  



Silver used to be a local form Ponyville.  She was around her daughter's age and the two chatted a bit at the cafe.  Berry towards the end of the conversation hoofed over the review.  



Silver smiled and replied, “Thank you so much Mrs. Punch.  Like, you are always such a breath of fresh air.  Not like some creatures I have to deal with.  You are so amazing!”  



“Thank you Silver,” Berry grinned back.  



“One thing though.  Just have to ask you this: When are you going to get around reviewing the Ruby Red?” Silver asked straight and to the point.  



Considering that it was Berry's daughter's restaurant, her grin faltered, “I know I have been putting this off and I was going to go tonight.”  



“For real?  Because I have been like, asking you for a couple of months now.  Tonight?  Not on my account, right?  Recall last time I asked and I know that I was totally out of line,” Silver chuckled awkwardly.  



“No Silver, you weren't. I did bite your head off last time, sorry.  Was planning to tell you I was going tonight.  It will be fine,” Berry assured her.  



“It will be fine,” Silver echoed back.  



Berry wasn't so sure, as she said “Sure.”  



“For sure!  I know you haven't heard the best things about the place lately, and we can always drop the review if it is not, like great,” Silver reassured back.  



Silver once again thanked Berry for her time, and they went their separate ways.  One of them with a youthful spring in her step, and the other one not so much.  



Later after the sun went down, Berry arrived at the Ruby Red's Restaurant in Ponyville.  It was a restaurant with a decently stocked bar, or so she was told.  The mare didn't drink anymore.  



Berry stepped in and found the place to be a bit cramped and crowded inside the entrance.  After a while, she was seated at a table and decided on something simple like a hayburger.  Her server was a nice mare who seemed a little bit frazzled.  Across the other side of the room, the mare noticed her daughter was having an argument with one of her staff.  It seemed like Ruby was getting on her case about the cooking.  



Ruby Pinch was a pink unicorn (father's side) who grew up to be a successful business owner.  She worked at many places over the last 15 years and mostly funded the creation of hers Ruby Red's.  Also during that time she met Button Mash and entered into a relationship with him a couple of years ago.  Currently the mare looked stressed out.  



Her daughter glanced over to her mom and just sighed as she went into the kitchen.  More than a few minutes later Button Mash entered from another back room and started a conversation with her daughter, his marefriend, as she entered back into the main room.  



“Ma'am?  Here's your deluxe hayburger with steak fries.  Hope you enjoy,” she said with a strained smile.  



Berry thanked her server and munched down on her meal.  It was okay.  She noticed that her daughter and boyfriend were having a heated discussion she quite could not hear.  At the end of it, Button Mash turned around and left in a huff.  Sighing, Ruby Pinch marched into the kitchen with a frown.  



Finishing her meal, Berry thanked her server and left a decent tip before she walked across the sticky floor to the kitchen door.  Unexpectedly, her daughter came out in a rush.  



“Mom.  You're still here?  Great.” Ruby said with a slight frown.  



Berry strained a smile “Hi honey.  Just wanted to stop by and see how things were going with you?”



“Now, today?  Everything is fine  You are here on business too?  Your review thing?”  



“Oh yeah, of course.”  



“Everything to your liking?”  



“It's okay dear.”  



Ruby’s frown deepened “Alright.  Anyhow, I'm kind of short staffed right now.  We should talk later, okay?”  



“Sure thing Ruby,” With that reply, the daughter marched back into the kitchen.  



Berry left the establishment thinking that the whole encounter very felt off.  Outside she saw Button packing up some equipment into a cart.  He looked stressed out and she decide to pry.  



She went over to him and asked “What is going on with my daughter?  What were you two talking about, loudly?”  



“Oh uhm... not out here.  Someplace else, okay Mr. Punch?  I need to put this away,” he answered.  



“Meet me outside the liquor store down the street when you're done.”  



Button raised an eyebrow.  Later, he trotted to where Berry was outside.  Next to her on the ground was a bottle of booze, he figured.  



“Button!  I do my best brooding out here,” she chuckled.  



“We're going to share a drink here or...” he started.  



“Nope, I don't drink anymore.  This is just for you to relax a bit.  Just a bit,” Berry answered as she sat down.  



“Alright, thanks,” Button complied as he took a swig.  



“Let me get to the point and ask what's going on?”  



With resignation Button explained in some detail about his relationship with his fillyfriend and the issues she was having.  Berry listened patiently.  



After he finished, the stallion wondered out loud “What can I do to fix this?  Want to help Ruby, she is just... throwing it back into my face.”  



“Not a lot Button that you can do,” she stated with a soft smile.  “You've done what you can for her.  I'll visit Ruby in the morning and see if there is something I can do.”

  

“Like what Mrs. Punch?”  



“Just going to listen.  Think there is more going on that she's letting on to you.  There are certain things a daughter will only share with their mom.  Or so I’ve been told.”  



Button smiled a little “Hope you are right.”  



“Me too Button,” Berry smiled back.  



Chirp, chirp, chirp.  



The sun rose over another day in Ponyville as Berry Punch woke up slowly.  She forgot to set the alarm clock last night.  With a jolt she sat up and checked what time it was.  The mare saw it was just a little bit after when she usually woke up.  She slid out of bed still achy but with a purpose.  She skipped her morning routine and took a brisk walk outside.  



Clouds started to move in front of the sun as Berry approached the outside currently closed Ruby Red's.  She noticed the front doors were unlocked.  The mare entered the building and found her daughter sitting at a table doing paperwork.  



“Mom?  Hey there, what brings you here today?”  Ruby asked as she looked up from the mess on the table.  



“We don't spend time much anymore and you were busy last night.  It's later now and I wanted to talk to you,” Berry replied with a soft smile.  



“Oh about what?  I'm guessing this is not a casual social call,” Ruby said as she started to put the papers away.  



Berry nodded “You like getting to the point then?  You take after me in a lot of good ways.”  



“If this was about the service last night or whatnot, it's just a temporary thing.  Growing pains and all.”  



“Dear, I'm happy about your success.  You've built and grown this place well.”  



“Yeah and it's all going down the drain because I can't handle the restaurant.  This is all my bucking fault.”  



Berry frowned at that statement.  Ruby continued on “I'm not good enough to solve this myself.  That's one thing I don't take after you.”  



“Wouldn't sell yourself that short sweetie,” Berry replied.  “You do know that I've buck up hard, right?”



The daughter looked at her mom like she grew a second head.  “What?  No, no.  You're like the best mom in the world.  You've never screwed up.”  



“Honey, after your father died, I had a drinking problem,” her mother corrected her.  



“What?”  



“Yes.  Don't want to get into too many details now because I would rather not make this about me.  Just say that it affected my life and yours for a while.”  



“I don't recall you having an issue at all?  You must have taken care of that yourself.”



“I certainly did not.  The low point was when Cheese Sandwich found me in bed with his fillyfriend Pinkie Pie at the time.  He was not amused.”  



“Err...”  



“Nothing weird happened.  I was just really drunk and Pinkie Pie wanted make sure I didn't do anything more stupid.  That was a turning point in my life where I had to get help from other ponies.”  



Ruby was flabbergasted and took a minute  to take this in.  “Okay.  Revelation aside, you want me to get help.  I get that.  How?”  



Berry shrugged “I don't really know.  Other than allowing people to help you?  I was just here to listen.”  



“And to help.  Still can't believe that you were a drunk.”  



“The town drunk for a few years.  Never was perfect.  Could we move on?”  



“Sure mom, sorry.  Just trying to process this, ” Ruby apologized.  



Berry smiled, “That's okay Ruby.”  



Ruby listed out the issues she was having.  Berry figured it was mostly business growing pains and how her daughter wasn't delegating properly.  Ruby explained how this was putting a strain on her relationship with Button.  For the rest of the morning they hashed out the details on what could be done.  Other suggestions was to have Berry help co manage for a while until a proper one could be found or trained.  Ruby pointed out that Button wanted to install arcade cabinets out front for his benefit.  Berry in turn thought that it could help with keeping the people entertained as they waited.  



Tick, tock.  Tick, tock.  



The moon was already high in the sky as Berry Punch came back home later than usual that day.  Her first night working part time at the Ruby Red's went okay.  She was happy that Ruby Pinch and Button Mash smoothed out their relationship that night.  Berry made plans to tell Telephones and Magazines her hours might need adjustment for a while.  Also she was planning to tell Silver that her review of her daughter's restaurant was not going to be forthcoming soon.  Berry was going to ask if someone else could do it within a few months.  



Berry's joints still ached as she winded up the alarm clock for the coming morning.  Berry thought about the current direction of her life and was more content.  As she laid down, Berry knew it was temporary.  The mare mused she should get someone to help her and decided on so before sleep overtook Berry Punch.  



Tick, tock.  
      

      
   
      The Most Important Beverage


      
      
      
         
         The Pepless Drip

      
      

      

      
      
         The ringing of the alarm clock woke Rainbow Dash up as it did most mornings.  On the days, it didn’t manage to rouse her in time the panic alone was enough to get her out of the house.  The property damage thus far had been relatively minor thus far.



With a snort and a yawn the blue pegasus stretched, extending her forehooves and wings to the roof.  Rainbow Dash’s bleary eyes caught the sight of a long crack along the ceiling, a reminder of the last time she had overslept.  She’d have to get her roommate to fix it never having cared for sealing wax; its smell when heated made her dizzy.



With a few flaps of her wings, Rainbow Dash slowly lifted herself out of bed and down the hall.  Any thoughts of repairs, chores or even work could wait.  At that moment there was only one thing on her mind and it was the dark beverage that made waking up worthwhile, coffee.



When she was younger and busy saving the world Rainbow Dash had possessed plenty of energy.  Some mornings she would greet the day with a sonic rainboom that would echo through the clouds and cause the security systems, typically geese, to go off with its thunderous clap.  These days however, she was more likely to at the very best fly up to the sound barrier, give it a crisp high hoof and be on her way again.  For Rainbow Dash to even able to do that feat required the energy that coffee provided along perhaps a few little chocolate donuts for good measure.  



Rainbow Dash entered the kitchen, quickly grabbed her “World’s Best Flyer” mug from its place in the cupboard, and instinctively flapped over to the percolator, her goal in sight.  Yet, as she approached the device, certain realities began to dawn on her.  First, the bitterly inviting scent of freshly brewed beans was absent.  She inhaled deeply in the foolish hope that maybe her nose hadn’t awoken but any scent other than the faint odor of the previous night’s expiring quesadilla remains from the was absent.  



In an almost involuntary fashion, her head snapped toward the icebox on it was a note.  Rainbow Dash gulped her lower lip trembled in fear at first then disappointment as she read what it said:



Out of coffee.  Will pick some up after work.  



-Applejack 

Rainbow Dash slumped against the counter, her mug as empty as her heart as she looked at those nine little words.  “Applejack,” she whispered as she let the mug slip from her hoof to the floor, “How could you?”



She wanted to curl up into a ball and die, yet something within her wouldn’t let that happen.  Deep within she knew it was just a mistake.  After all Applejack would never intentionally let the coffee supply run out.  She woke up entirely too early to let that happen.  She probably just had to drink the last of it because she needed to help at Sweet Apple Acres.  It was spring harvest time and she had been assisting her family there before and her job at the school.  Rainbow Dash nodded her head as her multi-colored main flopped about, “That’s gotta be it,” she said to herself.



With some resignation, Rainbow Dash began to weigh her options.  She could always go to one of those new cafes she’d heard about.  Then again, they were often overpriced, occasionally burned the beans and for the life of her she couldn’t figure out what each size was.



Rainbow Dash recalled the last time she’d been to one with Rarity. All Dash wanted was a large cup of black coffee and the server vente, grande or some other word that she’d never heard of in her life.  After going round and round with the staff and shooing off Rarity, a chair had somehow made its way into her hooves and disappeared through a window.  Therefore, that was out.



She could always go to one of the Pony Joe’s Donut locations, but at this time of day, they would be swamped and then she would have to get leftover donuts with it.  Unfortunately, they wouldn’t have the ones she really liked by now, only plain and crullers, a fate that was cruel indeed.  Then there was the school. 



At Twilight’s School of Friendship, they had a coffee maker.  It wasn’t great and it typically took quite awhile to brew a pot but it was reliable.  With a sigh, Rainbow Dash rose from the floor, straightened herself up and nodded, “To the school.”







It was still a couple of hours before the first students would arrive when Rainbow Dash lethargically made her way to the break room.  Much to her surprise a few of her friends were already there.  At a far table Pinkie Pie had her face buried in what she presumed was one of her student’s pies from her home economics class.  A straw poking out of the side of her mouth indicated and a faint snore emanating from it indicated that she’d fallen asleep before she could give it a grade.  Next to the pie sat a half cup of coffee.



To her right sat Fluttershy with Rarity both of who looked like they hadn’t slept well at all the previous night.  In front of them were there cups.  Rainbow Dash nodded to them and poured the remains of the pot into a cup.  She then got some water from the sink and refilled the coffee maker.  Once it began to do what its name said it did, she took a seat with Rarity and Fluttershy.  “Early morning?”



Fluttershy yawned, “You’re the one who's here early.”



“No coffee at the house.  Applejack said she’d pick up some but I might just do it.  Can’t be too careful.”



The yellow pegasus nodded, “We’re here early so that we can maybe finish grading these tests.”



“Honestly, it’s ridiculous how many students I have to teach and test.  There are only six of us here and far too many students and classes,” declared Rarity who then sipped her coffee.  Fluttershy reluctantly nodded in agreement. 



Rainbow Dash gulped some of her lukewarm but better than nothing coffee.  “I thought you only drank tea.”



“Darling,” replied the white unicorn, “To be up this early and deal with this mountain of paperwork … well … tea much like a set of unsharpened safety scissors against a thick woolen sweater just won’t cut it.”



They talked, drank and on another occasion made more coffee.  Eventually Starlight Glimmer even joined them in the conversation and yet for all of the chatting and coffee Rainbow Dash did not feel the slightest bit more energetic.  In fact, the contrary was true and from what she could see, it was true for the others as well.



“Maybe we should do some exercises,” offered Starlight as she slumped in her chair.



“I can’t even lift my wings,” answered Rainbow Dash.



“If a stallion came in why I don’t even know if I could flirt,” murmured Rarity.  



The trio gasped at the revelation and even Pinkie Pie’s snoring froze for just a moment as she lifted her head out of the sticky mess, a look of exhausted shock plastered on her face.  Soon after her eyes closed as she leaned back in her chair and began to snore anew.



Fluttershy stood up from the table, a slightly peeved expression slowly settling in, “Maybe if we try rubbing some ice on our faces.  Maybe that could help.”  Yet after only three steps toward the icebox, she curled up on the floor and joined Pinkie Pie in her snoring.  



Rainbow Dash directed Starlight to rouse Pinkie Pie while she and Rarity tried to wake up Fluttershy.  After several minutes of shaking both ponies were awake but with all of the energy of a slug in a freezer.  “What’s wrong with me,” asked Fluttershy as she gazed pleadingly into Rainbow Dash’s eyes.  



Slowly, as if in a zombie like trance Pinkie Pie began to approach the coffee maker, “Coffee … I need more coffee,” she repeated.



“But it hasn’t worked at all,” said Starlight as she leaned on Rainbow Dash, “We’re all still tired.”



“Need more…”



Silence.  The moment that Pinkie Pie had reached the coffee maker and the trash can next to it her robotic demand for coffee had ceased.  From where Rainbow Dash stood, she couldn’t tell what had caused her to stop but something had caught her pink friend’s attention.  Then, almost timidly, Pinkie Pie reached into the trash.  The sounds of napkins and used cups rustled around in the receptacle’s depths.  

From deep within Pinkie Pie the low rumble of something wicked emanated.  As she turned to the group her face drawn back in complete and universal terror as she gazed at what she held.  From her out stretched hoof she held the can and from her throat came a scream like a freight train whose brakes were attempting to stop the massive locomotive from careening off of the top of Twilight’s castle and utterly failing to do so.  



At first, the others could not see what it was that made Pinkie scream as she did.  They simply recoiled to the far end of the room.  However, after a minute of cowering, Dash being possibly the bravest of the group slowly approached the shrieking pink pony and confiscated the can.  She read its label and understood then showed the others.  They had not been drinking some overly bitter tea, nor had they been drinking real coffee.  They had been drinking decaf.  Once the realization set in, it was their turn to scream.



“Good mor- my Celestia what’s going on,” asked Twilight as she rounded the corner a book that she was reading was quickly stowed in her bag.



“Decaf,” blurted Rainbow Dash as she held out the can, “We- we’ve been drinking decaf!”



Twilight Sparkle blinked as she stood in front of her faculty and friends.  She was much taller than they were these days what with ruling all of Equestria.  While she’d technically handed over control of the school to Starlight she did enjoy the smell of chalk and opening young minds to the possibilities that friendship and harmony could bestow upon others of their vast world.  “Well of course you have, I switched it.”



Rainbow Dash’s mouth hung open and her eyes wide with betrayal.  She attempted to speak but the only sound that came out was a wheeze.  From her outstretched hooves the can fell to the floor with a loud clang.



“But Twilight … this isn’t funny you know we … really need our coffee. We need our REAL  coffee,” said Starlight in an attempt to be diplomatic.



Twilight’s eyes narrowed and as they did her, once flowing mane and tail plopped over her shoulders and on to the ground.  Her horn glowed as she lifted the coffee pot and poured herself a cup of decaf. Without a word she lifted the cup to her lips and slowly began to drink the piping hot liquid as if it a cool lemonade.  “I’ve been drinking it for a month and it makes sense to do so from a health perspective.  However, that is not the only reason.  Starlight if you must know things at this school have not been up to task since I Ieft you in charge.  I have sadly received many letters of complaint.  First off, there is the matter of the students’ tests not being graded in a timely fashion, never mind term papers.  Secondly, I’ve heard that there’s been some gossip that…”



“Bitch have you lost your freaking mind!”



Quickly every pony in the room turned and looked at Fluttershy who went from fierce to embarrassed in a matter of seconds.  For what felt like hours she stammered and tried to find her voice again yet it would not come. 



Twilight’s predatory gaze fell on the yellow pegasus, “Oh my mind is sound and clear.  In fact, it is so clear that I am going to relieve you of your duties.  You no longer work here!”



Fluttershy’s eyes began to well up as she ran for the door.  Pinkie Pie intercepted her and placed her forelegs around her as she attempted to console her friend.  



“Darling that was a little harsh,” offered Rarity, “Perhaps we need to take a breather?  I know that when Princess Celestia had a disagreement she would …”



“Rarity, I like you.  You’re a good friend, fashionista and business mare.”



“Just good?”



“But you can be replaced.”



Rarity blinked, “Well, if that’s how you feel you can accept my resignation as well.  I have just enough time to attend the fashion show in Manehattan, and by the way I expect to be compensated appropriately.”



Starlight looked at the others and shrugged, “I’ll just go back to conquering villages.  It should be easier now that there isn’t any real competition for power anymore.” 

  

“Fine! Go!  See if I care!  You’re all fired!”



“Good I can work on my sic moves!”



Twilight’s eye twitched, “Good!” 



“Good,” growled Twilight angrily but no sooner had the word escaped her mouth that clarity washed over her.  Her eyes began to well up and she began to weep, “What am I doing?  I’ve just lost all of my friends and faculty all at once over … oh sweet Celestia what’s wrong with me!”  

 

Rainbow Dash scooped up the discarded can and gently placed it in front of Twilight.  “This.  You were seduced by the ‘health benefits’ of decaf and not just decaf,” she tapped the can, “Look at the name!”



“F-fogler’s Chrysalis?”



“Only villains drink that.”



“Oh I…  I’m so sorry I didn’t…”



“We forgive you Twilight,” said Fluttershy who hugged her friend.  The others soon joined in and in response; Twilight wrapped her wings around them.



“Maybe I can make it up to all of you somehow,” said Twilight thoughtfully, “How about quintuple shots of espresso to get the day back on the right hoof!”



“Now you’re talking!” shouted Rainbow Dash. 



“Great!  Hey Starlight can you get those drinks for us?”



“…Fine.”







For Rainbow Dash the rest of the day was amazing.  She zipped taught her students, zipped through the clouds and when it mattered she set every goose alarm system in Cloudsdale with a rainboom to rival all that had come before.  While it could only last for so long, Rainbow Dash was back to her old self, even if it meant having to purchase a lot more ceiling wax.
      

      
   OPS/images/538-fab46a.jpg





OPS/images/1278-cffd2a.jpg





OPS/images/1844-8af6e1.jpg





OPS/images/2200-8a1edd.jpg





OPS/images/986-f024c5.jpg





OPS/images/1163-a75ecd.jpg





