
      My Big Brother, a Stranger Forever


      

      
      
         With the old mare's tale threatening Equestria, move to new town, oversee festivities, meet tons of new ponies whirlwind affair, he would have been easy to miss. After the Nightmare Moon returns, Everfree Forest, Elements of Harmony, five friends, Princess Luna fiasco, she'd all but forgotten about seeing him.



But she hadn't, not completely. He'd been popping balloons at Pinkie's party, just in the periphery of her recognition as she choked on a hot sauce cupcake. He'd lingered in her thoughts after a long night sleeping in a library — a library! — and a late morning thanks to she and Spike having none of the amenities of home just yet. One inquiry to Miss Knows-Everypony-in-Town and the brushing off of a, "Why, do you know him? Is he your boyfriend? Ooh, is he your ex-boyfriend? Are you gonna kick his flank? Can I watch?" and she had his address.



The house wasn't much to look at, really. She'd thought living in a library inside a tree — she still couldn't get over it, a library! — constituted humble digs. Certainly both were far removed from the opulence of her parents' small Canterlot apartment. But this house was a mess. The paint was flaking. The shutters sagged. Grass and weeds grew unchecked around the stoop. The fence needed new, well, fence. Like every house on this small block, at the opposite end of town from Applejack's fields, it was a shade of brown that went beyond simple pigment. The brown ambiance spoke of apathy and despair.



She knocked. Nopony answered. It took four rounds of knocking before anyone appeared at the door. She rather wished he hadn't.



No, he wasn't at home, he was at work. Work was at the saddlery. The one on Stirrup Street. Yes, she was the new mare from Canterlot. Yes, she'd been part of that thing last night. No, she wasn't interested in a date. No, she wasn't a lesbian, thank you, goodbye.



She was halfway to Stirrup Street, or at least where she thought Stirrup Street might be, before she'd shaken off the stallion's communicable brownness.



It helped that she had things to think about like "Ponyville's big enough to have a saddlery?" Yes, she had only been there a day, and it wasn't as though she'd gotten the ten-bit tour at any point, but this was a farming community, with deep earth pony roots. It was a Canterlot suburb by virtue only of geographic location, nothing to do with size. The town seemed to have grown to a certain point and decided it was content with maintaining the status quo. She certainly hadn't thought she'd seen any factories around.



As it turned out, that was because the saddlery, owned by one Mister Pommel, who had greeted her at the door, was merely a workshop, a tumbledown shack at the end of the street where it couldn't disturb the marketplace. Just-Mister-Pommel-If-You-Please had listened to her with one ear, grunted, and then hollered his name at the dingy interior. He had also added "a pretty mare's here to see you." With five exceptions, Ponyville was not growing on her.



So she waited at the door to this rinky-dink establishment, in this podunk town, trying to remember the last time she'd seen more than just a glimpse of him through a party the other night. It was too full of shouting to be a happy memory.



She fiddled with the card Pinkie had written the address on, tearing off little bits around the edges. It wasn't like she hadn't just seen him! She knew what to expect!



Still, she was surprised when he ambled through the door in a heavy, dirty canvas apron, disdain written across his face. The hoop in his ear had doubled, and then doubled again. He wore his tail short. Somehow, those two details took all her attention.



One of his eyebrows rose when his gaze fell upon her, and she tore the card in half.



"What're you doin' here?"



There was no malice behind the question, but it was still cold. No surprise, nor remorse, nor curiosity, just a simple acknowledgement of her existence.



"I, uh... I live here now." She forced a smile up at him. "And I saw you at Pinkie's party the other night. And... I was wondering if maybe you'd want to get lunch and, you know..." Her shoulders rolled in a motion not quite a shrug and not quite anything else. "Catch up?"



His nostrils flared as he drew in a breath and let it out through his mouth. "I guess. Lunch break's in fifteen. I'll ask Mister Pommel if I can go early. Unless you feel like waiting around."



She gave a nervous, transparent laugh. "Whatever suits you!"



He turned and sauntered back into the darkness. Her face fell. At least there hadn't been any shouting this time.








"Where do you want to go?"



The workshop being so close to downtown was fortuitous. She didn't want to waste any time getting to an eatery. It grew palpably shorter with each step.



"You're paying, right?"



Something was off in his voice, but she couldn't put a hoof on what. She made a point of not finding out how he might be looking at her. Inwardly, she was glad her stipend from the Princess had been one of the few things that transferred here quickly. He snorted at her affirmation.



"Sugarcube Corner, then!"



At least they wouldn't be wasting time on awkward conversation, either.



Pinkie Pie was at the counter when they entered, which both made sense and still surprised her. Throwing parties couldn't be a job, after all, could it? Yet such a hyperactive mare, tied down to a job in a single place all day?



Pinkie's eyes grew big at the sight of them. "Hi Twilight, hi Pokey! Wow, I didn't know you two knew each other!"



She zipped from behind the counter, wrapping a leg around Twilight's neck and whispering in her ear. "You really are gonna let me watch, aren't you? I'm so excited!"



Twilight's attempt to back away was fruitless. "Pinkie, no. He's my brother."



Had the room been tightly sealed, Pinkie would have turned it into a vacuum. "No way."



"Yes way." Twilight sighed. "And we'd like a quiet spot to eat and talk, if there is one."



"No probleroonie, Twilight!" With head and hooves, she pushed them into a booth in the corner. "I'll get your food right away!"



It was only after Pinkie had left that Twilight realized they hadn't ordered anything.



She studied him. He wasn't making eye contact with her. The cool diffidence seemed out of place for someone who had just had a close encounter with Pinkie Pie. Pinkie was supposed to be her friend, after all, and she was still getting used to her.



"She calls you Pokey?" was all she could think to say.



He snorted. "We used to have a... thing."



She lifted an eyebrow. "A thing?"



He shook his head. "With that one, it can only ever be a 'thing'. Not much gets through, if you know what I mean."



She frowned. "Must've been a hard breakup. She kept thinking I was going to kick your flank."



He gave a single, short, barking laugh. "I popped too many of her balloons." He shifted, the firm seat covering squeaking beneath him. "Guess I should ask why you're in Ponyville."



She smiled and told him the story, but couldn't tell if he was interested or not. "And then Princess Celestia said I could live here and study friendship. I'm still getting all my things moved into the library, but it looks like I'll be here for a while, at least." She gave him a lopsided smile. "So I thought we should catch up. We'll be neighbors after all. Well, sort of. You know what I mean."



He didn't have a chance to answer before Pinkie came back, mysteriously, with what she'd had a taste for. Pinkie stood by for a moment as they thanked her, then her eyes bugged out.



"Oh! Right! Privacyyyyy!" She whispered the last word before disappearing back into the kitchen.



Twilight lifted her sandwich. She set it back down when she saw his face in the salad bowl. She had to duck her head to eat it, but it worked.



"You know, I'm finding it hard to believe you." He eyed her as if she might reach across and steal his salad. "This voice in the back of my head keeps me telling me Mom and Dad sent you to check up on me."



She sighed. Here they go. "None of us knew where you went, Pierce. It's a total coincidence that we ended up in the same town." Unless the Princess knew and had planned it, of course. She was known for doing things like that. "If you want, I can leave you out of any letters I send home."



The suspicion didn't fall from his face. "You'd do that?"



"Of course I would!" She tried to make her voice as pleading as possible. "You're my big brother. That's the kind of thing siblings do for each other."



"Yeah. Sure." He resumed eating.



She took another bite, chewed, and swallowed it. "They miss you, you know."



He grunted. Time for a subject change.



"So... I didn't even know Ponyville had a saddlery. What's it like working there?"



His gaze took an odd path: to her, then the salad, then off into a corner of the room. He swallowed. "It's okay. Kind of a horseapple job, really, but I like the work."



"What's Mister Pommel like? He seemed... interesting."



He snorted again. It was a noise awash with disdain, mocking her words, his job and everything else simultaneously. It was getting on her nerves.



"He's the horseapple."



She waited a moment for him to elaborate, and as she was about to open her mouth, he did.



"All I do is poke holes in leather and wood and stuff all day. And in Celestia's name, I can't help but enjoy it." He patted his flank. "I wish it didn't have to do with this thing." He pressed a hoof to his horn, avoiding the sharp tip.



"Mine's related to my horn too." The instant she said it, she realized it was the wrong thing to have said. He scowled.



"What would you know about it, Little Miss Perfect?"



"I'm sor—"



"Miss Magical Scholar, top honors in her class, School for Gifted Unicorns, Princess Celestia's personal student!" Every epithet came with greater vitriol. "What the flying feather do you know about not having magic?"



Only by virtue of the lump in her throat did she not blurt out the truism Everypony has magic.



"You don't know me!" He slammed his hoof on the table. The dishes rattled. "You don't know what I've been through! You don't know anything!"



"I know I love you." It came out hoarse. She couldn't meet his gaze.



"Fat lot of good that did when I was dropping out." He sneered, impersonating the nasal tone of their former fellow Canterlotians. "'Pokey Pierce, the Twilights' kid! The crippled Sharphorn colt who's only good for breaking stuff!' What a loser."



He slammed his hoof down again. Her water glass toppled over. Shaking, she gazed at her sandwich like she had no idea what it could be used for. The entry bell chimed and Pinkie greeted the new customer. She let the noise give her the strength to look at him.



"It's not like that, Pierce."



"Then what is it like, huh?" He leaned across the table like he wanted to break it in half. "Shiny gets the looks and the magic. I get horseapples and a replacement."



She gasped. For the first time that day, she raised her voice. "That's not true!"



"Like Tartarus it isn't, Sparkledusk."



"That's not my name!" Tears stung the corners of her eyes. "Why do you have to be so mean to me?"



Hot breath pulsed through his nostrils. His voice came out low and dangerous. "'Cause maybe mommy and daddy didn't love me enough, not that you'd know about that either. 'Cause maybe they saw their perfect son and their broken son and said, 'We don't want that to happen again!' So when they saw you wherever they bought you from, they thought maybe they could have the perfect daughter they always wanted and complete the set." He sat back, scowling. "Sucks if you're caught in the middle."



She lost control of the tears. She propped her head on the table with one hoof as she struggled through them. "Why do you say these things? None of it's true!"



"That's not what Mom and Dad said when I left."



"How can you believe any of it?" She looked at him, but he's no more than a blue-on-blue blur. Regret mixed with the sting of his words, and she wondered if this had been a good idea in the first place. "It's all just... just hate rolling around in your head, like all the things Mom and Dad and Shining and me said to you didn't mean anything!"



"Actions speak louder than words, Twilight." He gazed down at his hooves. "When nopony's there celebrating you, gushing about how good you poke holes in junk, being proud of you for not being able to..." He closed his eyes for a minute. Scooting from the seat, he stood. "I'm done here. Thanks for lunch. I gotta get back to work."



She scrubbed at her face. Pinkie and her customer gawped at them from across the room. Once more, her brother has turned his flank to her, receding into the distance.



"Pierce, wait!"



He took four more steps before stopping.



"I..." She swallowed. "All our lives, I've only ever wanted to be your sister. To have fun and share things and do what brothers and sisters do with each other. That's all I want from you. And if you don't want that, that's fine. If you don't want me around, I won't bother you. If you..." The words caught in her throat. Blood roared in her ears. "If you hate me, I'll understand."



He remained still.



"But if you ever want to try and... If you ever feel like being my big brother, I'll be here. I promise."



He flicked his tail and snorted again. The sound makes her want to wrap him in her hooves and squeeze until all the stupid has bled out of him like juice from an apple. He was just being stupid! If only it were so easy to ficx..



For the first time ever, with his back still to her, he turned his head to look at her. He wasn't smiling, but her heart leapt regardless, apprehension swelling up inside her like a balloon. She'd have to apologize to Pinkie and the other mare for the scene. She'd have to pay for the food and leave a tip. A big tip. She'd have to make sure she didn't find herself back at his horseapple job with his horseapple boss, or his ramshackle house with his skeevy roommate. But sweet Celestia of Equestria, he was looking at her.



"Whatever."



Her balloon popped. She turned like an hour hand back to her sandwich. The bread was dotted with water droplets. She wasn't sure she really wanted to eat right then anyway.



The sound of his hooves picked up once more. The bell over the door dingled. Pinkie returned to whispering at her customer.



And just before the door slammed shut, Pierce's voice cut through the pounding silence in her head.



"Seeya 'round, Twily."
      

      
   
      The 18th Brewmare of Bluey Napoleon


      

      
      
         Author's Note: This story contains footnotes. Due to formatting limitations of the writeoff site, if you wish to see them while reading the story, I suggest you open this story again in a separate window, and scroll the second version of the story down to the bottom.








The shot that sparked the revolution was fired[1] in a rank little tavern in a remote Canterlot alleyway:



"No, thank you," she said.



Blueblood stared at the barmaid, for the first time lifting his eyes to her face. She didn't return the gaze; she was busily collecting mugs from a nearby table and sweeping peanut shells to the floor with a damp washcloth that managed to smell worse than the beer. 



"Ex-cuse me?" he said.[3]



She hoisted two trays of glassware and wheeled toward the bar, frowning at him mid-pivot. "Has the beer gotten to your ears? I said no."



Poncemercy let out a clipped snort of laughter and took another long draught of the bathwater that The Sergeant At Trotaloo sold as beer. "Hard cheese, old chap."



Blueblood set his half-full mug down and drew himself up to his full height. "Now see here, you…you smirksome little trollop. I'll make some allowances for your clearly inferior brain—"



"You do know 'smirksome' isn't a word, right?" she interrupted.



Blueblood narrowed his eyes. "Says who?"



The barmaid got briefly smirksome at that, and pointed at the dictionary on her shapely, toned flanks.[4]



Blueblood huffed. "Irregardless, you're letting your wilfullness override your common sense. The only logical response would have been to fall all over me in gratitude for deigning to desire you, seeing as how I'm the closest to greatness your sorry plot will ever get."



She stared across the bar at him as she stacked glasses in the sink, her frown returning. "Look, prince, I was trying to be polite because of your station, but logically, I should have thrown you out of here already."



"Well! I never." Blueblood looked over to Poncemercy for support, and when the baron gave a properly disdainful glance at the sadly deluded commoner, Blueblood stood, bracing himself on the crooked wooden table. "If you're so eager to chase away greatness, very well." He smirked self-assuredly. "I'll leave if you can give me one logical reason why I'm not the best stallion to ever walk into your life."



"Because you can't take no for an answer," she said immediately. "Also, you're unattractively drunk, apparently racist, clearly full of yourself, and you mangle Celestia's Equuish in the cringe-inducing manner only an Academy dropout with pretensions can achieve."



"I resemble that indignation, madam—"



"I'm not finished. 'Do you want to make love to a prince?' is the single worst pickup line I've ever heard. You seem incapable of looking at me without staring at my hips—maybe that's why you completely ignored my marriage-band. You smell like you urinated on your leg before walking in here.[5] And my first impression of you was when you sat down and asked for a mug of, I quote, 'your cheapest, vilest swill.'"



"Well, how else were we to get the proper earth pony experience?" Poncemercy muttered, with Blueblood nodding vigorously in support.



The barmaid's frown flattened out and tightened, and she straightened a hoof toward the door. "Let's upgrade that to definitely racist. Pay and get out." 



"Wait!" Blueblood said, spreading his hooves in a placating gesture. It was far better than this insolent peasant deserved, but he was a generous stallion—he knew he was, and sometimes he had to act extra generous because Auntie inevitably misinterpreted his actions in the worst way possible whenever the rabble told jealous lies about him. "Wait. I see…clearly we've gotten off on the wrong hoof here." He turned on the old familial charm and smiled, the gleam of his teeth outshining the old and dirty magelights hanging on the walls. "My apologies, my dear, if there have been any…awkward misunderstandings."



She narrowed her eyes, her hoof still pointed at the door.



Blueblood swaggered up to the bar with lit horn, his drink floating behind. He took a large swig—had to project confidence, after all—and leaned in, deigning to rest his elbows on the bar and trying not to think too hard about what sort of messes the typical clientele had left. "I don't think my offer came across quite in the spirit it was intended," he said suavely. "I'm a very generous pony, you see, but some ponies just don't understand subtlety. So how about this?" He scattered a few coins onto the bar. "There's our tab for the drinks, and—" he loudly clicked another bit down onto the wood, and scraped it across the polished wood with his hoof—"I'll even double your gratuity if you accept my offer and I'm satisfied with, shall we say, services rendered."



The barmaid blinked several times. She stared down at the coins, opening and closing her mouth.



Blueblood smirked. He had her now. That was the thing about the lower classes; they only understood one language. It was round and shiny, and it was a language he spoke well. 



"Well, then," he said, waggling his eyebrows seductively.[6] He glanced back to give a triumphant smile to Poncemercy, then reached forward toward his new conquest—








*WHAM*



The doors burst open and slammed into the walls with such force that curios fell over on their bookshelves. A unicorn stomped through with the bearing of a warrior, hooves splayed aggressively, back ramrod-straight, fire in his eyes. His mane was stained and dripping wet, hastily pulled back from his face to reveal a ring-shaped, mug-sized bruise around the base of his horn. "Auntie!" he thundered, his voice causing the guards to flinch back out of some deep, primal fear.



"No," she said, not even looking up from her paperwork.



"But—"



Slowly, deliberately, her head not moving in the slightest, Celestia set down her quill.



"Right, then," Blueblood mumbled, feeling sweat trickle down his brow. He took one step back, then another. "Sorry."



"For once," she said, still staring pointedly at the desk as she closed her book with agonizing slowness, "you've managed to reach me before news of whatever it was you did to prompt this outburst. So I don't have anything to discuss with you right now, nephew, but I can promise you that we will have words once I've learned the whole story."



"I'll, ah, just be going then."



Celestia's head finally swiveled upward, and her eyes bored straight into his soul.



She took one look at his bruises and sighed deeply. "Blueblood Napoléon Do," she said, enunciating each word as if she were swinging a linguistic warhammer.[8] "You are supposed to be a prince. For once in your life, act like one."








"—And then Auntie said, 'Oh, my darling Blueblood! I sympathize with your plight to the utmost degree, but Equestria is so wretched and impure, it would simply burn to the ground if we applied the righteous fire of true justice!'"



Poncemercy shook his head. "Tough beans, old cheese. See, I've been saying that for years, myself."



"And I told her, 'But this, this! It cannot stand! It was assault, Auntie, pure and simple!' And she said, 'But if I tried to arrest her, we'd have an uprising in a minute!'"



"Too true! Filthy rabble, always looking for an excuse to revolt!"



Blueblood stopped and stretched out a kink in his neck underneath the statue of Great-Grandfather Napoléon II.[9] For some reason, when wandering through the Canterlot Statue Gardens, he tended to end up here. He wasn't certain why; he hated that smug son-of-a-timberwolf, hoisting a battle standard and staring implacably out to the horizon, a symbol of the impossible standard of gallantry he was supposed to meet despite his generation not having a proper war to act heroic in.



"And then she told me to act like a prince! Can you believe the nerve?" Blueblood blurted out, quite before realizing his slip.



Poncemercy blinked. "Dear me. She did?"



"Uhhh…yes! Said she couldn't help, so I'd have to step up and put the old fear of the royals into 'em." Blueblood chuckled uneasily and clopped a hoof against the leg of the statue, wincing as his leg thudded into the solid stone.



"Well," Poncemercy said dubiously, "there's not much of that these days, is there? I mean, I'm a baron myself—long ago that would have meant I was lord and master of the ponies on my land, but today it's just a word to impress the lasses at dinner parties."



"See, there's the problem! Time was, everypony would respect droit du seigneur; now they claim there's some law against perfectly respectable advances, and smash a mug into your skull the instant you touch them, and the Guard shrugs and says she was, quote, 'defending herself'."



"Right! It's an atrocious state, ponies obeying laws instead of lieges."



"Mm-hmm."



"Mm-hmm."



They stared at the statue thoughtfully.



"So what if the law told her I had the right?" Blueblood said. 



"I dare say," Poncemercy dared say, "you're on to something."



"I dare say I am."



"Plum pudding, old bean! You suppose that's what Celestia was trying to tell you? You should get a law passed?"



"Not rutting likely, over her veto," Blueblood muttered. "She's got her precious public image to maintain. Has to side with the riff-raff at every turn."



"Well, with a three-quarters vote in the House of Lords—"



"Full of quislings. If Auntie said 'jump off a cliff,' we'd find a third of them at the bottom."



"Hum," Poncemercy said, then, "Hum. Well, there is another way around that veto. A simple majority in the House of Lords could send it to a public vote, and with two-thirds approval—"



"Ha! Putting it in the hooves of the rabble themselves? We'd sooner convince Auntie."



"Au contraire. Make them think a law benefits them personally, and the commoners will pass any old thing. Do you recall last year's tax reforms? For the price of five bits in every saddlebag, we took that bothersome estate levy off the books entirely."



"True, true. But how could the commoners be convinced that droit du seigneur is to their own benefit?"



Poncemercy thought. "…We could pay the mares for the right?"



Blueblood gasped. "Brilliant, Ponce! Brilliant!"



He smiled modestly. "I try."



Blueblood reared up, resting one hoof against the statue and raising the other in an imitation of his ancestor's heroic pose. For once, he felt that old family greatness stirring deep within him. "I shall introduce the law at once!"



"Marvelous!" Poncemercy said, stamping in approval. "Stars know I'd vote for it if I could!"



Blueblood paused.



"What was that, Ponce?" he asked. "I don't think I quite heard you right."



Poncemercy shrugged. "I said I'd vote for it if I could."



"You sit next to me in the House of Lords."



"I'm a proxy vote for the Baroness, old pudding. Now, I'll pour on the charm, and I'm pretty certain I can talk her into it—but as for the public ballot, all I can do is cheer."



"Ponce, stop not making sense. What's this about not voting?"



"You didn't know?" Poncemercy tilted his head. "No stallion can. Not since old Nappy's day." He patted the statue's hoof.



Blueblood blinked, and the revolution ignited.[10]



"I can. Can't I? I vote in the House."



"'Fraid not, old sausage. Technically, you're a proxy for your older sister, only nopony ever mentions her, on account of…" He cleared his throat uncomfortably.



"Of her being too simple for society life."



"Yes, that. Normally, it would fall to your younger sister from there, but she's too enamored of her wild adventures to come home and do her civic duty. And the public vote is mares-only, no two ways about it."



Blueblood gasped. "No wonder the laws are in such a state! Ponce, my lad, we've got to do something about this."



Poncemercy thought. "Pass a law?"








*WHAM*



"Auntie!" 



"Still no," she said, scratching out some sums.[11] 



He advanced a trembling hoof, retracting it the instant before stepping forward. "I—but—"



"Blueblood," she said with what, for Celestia, resembled impatience, "I'm busy."



"Right," he squeaked, backpedaling, closing the doors behind him with a quiet click.








"Auntie won't help," Blueblood said once he had returned to the gardens—where Poncemercy was ambling aimlessly under Napoléon's statue. "Now what?"



"Well, then, we'll have to put a suffrage law to a public vote," Poncemercy declared.



"Where only the mares will vote on it."



"Right."



"That won't work," Blueblood said. "Will it?"



Poncemercy looked around the gardens, then pointed toward an ugly statue of a dragon-thing. "We can find out."



Blueblood glanced over. Some frumpy rural schoolmarm was leading her colts and fillies on a tour, blathering on about Equestrian history.



"Brilliant, Ponce, brilliant." They cantered through the gardens toward the tour group.



"This creature is called a draconequus," the schoolmarm said, pointing toward the ugly statue. "He has the head of a pony and a body made up of all sorts of things. What do you suppose that represents?"



Blueblood strode in front of the class. "The horrifying reality of civic inequalitude!"[12]



The teacher blinked, turned, and bowed. "Oh my goodness! Class, it's Prince Blueblood, one of the four monarchs of Equestria. Everypony say hello to His Highness!"



"Hello, Prince Blueblood," they bowed and chorused.



He waved them back to their hooves, and the teacher gushed, "Thank you for the honor of your presence, Your Highness! My name is Cheerilee, and these children and I are visiting the capital from Ponyville. Would you care to say a few words to them?" 



Blueblood smirked. Not only was this commoner being properly deferential, but here was a chance to win the hearts and minds of the next generation.



"You," he pronounced, summoning up his vast oratorical powers and pointing at a fat little colt standing near the back with a vapid expression on his face. "And you." He pointed to the tall, skinny colt next to him. "Did you know," Blueblood said solemnly, "that when you grow up, you won't be able to vote?"



Scissors-Butt and Snail-Butt looked at each other in unison, then back at him, and nodded. "Uh, yeah," they chorused.



"And what do you think of that?"



They looked at each other again, their movements effortlessly in synch, then back to Blueblood. A smile broke out across their faces. "It's awesome!" the little fat one crowed.



"Er," Blueblood said, "what?"



"We won't ever have to read the laws on the ballots and listen to the candidate debates the way the mares do!" the skinny one said.[13]



"It also means we can't fail civics," the fat one added.



"Miss Cheerilee puts us in Study Hall instead, and we're supposed to read, but mostly we play Game Joy games instead," the skinny one said, oblivious to the tightening of Cheerilee's smile.



Blueblood glanced back at Poncemercy for support, then gave the colts a wide, desperate grin and tried again. "But doesn't it bother you that you're second-class citizens in your own country?"



"Oh, no, we're not second class any more, sir," the fat one said earnestly.



"We graduated to third class last year."



"It only took us three tries plus extra summer tutoring."



Blueblood opened and closed his mouth. Then he did the unthinkable: he looked over at the commoner with a pleading grin.[14]



Cheerilee smiled, nodded and stepped forward. "What he's talking about, class, is an issue of fundamental fairness," she said brightly. "Sometimes, Equestria's laws mean that you can't get what you want. For example, what would happen if you, Scootaloo, wanted to play video games instead of researching the mayoral elections? You couldn't. And what if you, Featherweight, wanted to vote? You couldn't. Some ponies think it should work in a different way."



"Well, what if we did want it to be different?" a dwarfish colt lisped in an adorable Bittish accent.



"Then you can work to change the laws!" Cheerilee said. "That's the wonderful thing about the Equestrian constitution; it's a living document, designed to keep meeting ponies' needs as society grows and changes." 



"And we're going to change those laws," Blueblood said, tossing his head back to catch a stray breeze, feeling his mane billow out behind him.



Cheerilee turned to Blueblood and beamed. "It looks like we're seeing civics in action, children! Your Highness, would you tell us more about that process?"



"Why, certainly! You see, we feel it would be of great assistance to have the male vote, in order to pass a law requiring mares to—"








*WHAM*



A pair of long, toothy jaws crashed through the panel of the basement door, snapping wildly at empty air. 



Blueblood screamed like a little filly, in chorus with Diamond Tiara, Silver Spoon, Twist, and Snails. Cheerilee grabbed a nearby cricket bat and slugged the mutant jackalope in the nose. It yelped, and the muzzle retracted, but several more thumps rattled the door in its frame. Cheerilee threw herself against the door, digging her hooves in to brace the flimsy barricade and scrambling for lumber and nails.



"I blame you for everything!" Cheerilee shouted, as chocolate-coated thunder rolled outside.[15]



"Preposterous! How was I supposed to know the statue would come to life?!" Blueblood shouted back over the wails of the half-dozen children.[16] 



"The children would have been scarred for life even without Discord breaking free—" she shouted, but her accusation was interrupted by a hand with bright candy-corn claws thrusting in through the gap in the door and grabbing her around the leg.



That time, everypony screamed.



When the claw was severed from its gooey body in a hail of gumdrops, and Cheerilee had managed to re-seal the basement door, she sagged down against the wall to gasp for breath, glaring rhetorical daggers at him.[17]



"If…we get…out of this…alive, you are in…so much trouble, mister," she said.



"Auntie will never believe you," he sneered.



She clambered painfully to her hooves, looming over him. "Try me, wolf-bait. Try me. Two of the Elements of Harmony graduated from my school, including Honesty, and I'm in a weekly book club with Twilight Sparkle. I think they—and Princess Celestia, with whom they have a personal relationship—will all be very interested to know whose quite frankly sickening ideas released an immortal spirit of chaos."



Blueblood was silent for a moment, all color draining from his cheeks, as colts and fillies wailed around him.



"Very well," he said, lowering his voice and standing up to stare eye-to-eye with her. "You leave me no choice, madam. As it so happens, I own the land upon which your schoolhouse is located—" 



Cheerilee reached for the cricket bat.



"—And I will donate it to the Ponyville School Board, no strings attached, all taxes paid, in perpetuity," he said, voice rising by half an octave. "Along with a quite generous grant for building repairs and equipment."



Cheerilee rolled the bat in her forehooves thoughtfully. "And a new basement and a printing press. Several of the fillies have been clamoring to start a newspaper."



"Done."



"Also, the grant covers appearance and travel fees for educational guest speakers. At least three per year."



"Travel fees!?" Blueblood protested, then eyed the bat. He swallowed. "Only if you and your students take responsibility for releasing that…thing."



Her grim expression didn't waver. "Only if the grant's anonymous."



Blueblood gritted his teeth and stuck his foreleg out. Cheerilee, her stare never leaving his eyes, spat on her hoof and mashed the disgusting mass of saliva between their hooves. 



There was silence for a moment, punctuated by what sounded like popcorn artillery firing in the distance.



Diamond Tiara sniffled, then sat up, eyes wide and quivering, smile full of feigned innocence. "What'll you give me not to tell?"[18]








"264 to 1!" Blueblood groused, striking his hoof on the base of Napoléon's statue. "It's simply not fair!"



"I must admit," Poncemercy said, pacing up and down alongside the barricade tape cautioning ponies to get no closer than 50 meters to the newly re-stoned Discord, "I hadn't expected the bill to die in the House of Lords."



"It's all Auntie's fault," Blueblood muttered. "That Filthy Rich. She must have put him up to it."



"Yes, his speech was rather…unexpectedly fiery, wasn't it?"



"He'd have gotten the right to vote out of the deal. I truly don't understand his umbrage."



"And the right to pay any common mare 150 bits for a rutting, with it legally declared not to be marital unfaithfulness. Really, there was no downside for him."



Blueblood frowned. "Why did he have to take his poor choices out on me? I mean, simply because he had the gall to marry an unlanded wife, there was no call for him to accuse me of turning her into a sell-tail."



Poncemercy tapped his chin. "Do you suppose we should have added an exclusion for married mares?"



"Oh, stars, no. That would have let that barmaid off scot-free."



"Too true, old bagpipe."



They sat in contemplative silence for a moment.



"So how come you didn't vote for it, Ponce?"



Poncemercy shrugged. "I did my best, but you know the missus. Sometimes she just gives you that stare, the one that tells you, 'Every word you say, starting now, means a week of sleeping out in the yard.' Then she said I was voting no, and that was that."



Blueblood sighed dramatically. "And again it comes down to oppressication! That's the real problem here, Ponce! And I bet that was Lord Rich's problem as well…Ah! We could set everything to rights if it weren't for that silly voting law!"



"Too true!"



"But the House of Lords voted our suffrage bill down."



"264 to 1."



Blueblood turned, walking over to the statue, and put his hooves up on its base. "Well," he said, staring up at Napoléon, "if we can't get our law passed, there's only one thing for it."



"What's that, old chap?"[20]



Blueblood held up a hoof for a moment, then trotted off to his saddlebags, fastening a Guard cloak around his neck as he returned. He signaled a pegasus up above, who moved a cloud into position, dramatically darkening the garden and kicking up a wind. With cloak and mane blowing behind him, he waited for the pegasus to buck a loud roll of thunder out of the cloud, reared back, and pronounced dramatically:



"Revolution."



The echoes of the thunder boomed and settled, casting the garden into ominous silence.



A window slammed open in the distance. "Nephew!" a voice shouted. "We are attempting to sleep! Cease thy harassment of the weather pegasi!"



Blueblood cringed. "Sorry, aunt Luna!" he shouted.



The window slammed shut.








A surging, seething, murmuring crowd of beings that were pony only in name, for to the eye and ear they seemed naught but savage creatures, animated by vile passions and by the lust of vengeance and of hate.



But they were his rabble, Blueblood thought proudly. All nine of them, plus Poncemercy.



"Gentlecolt! And non-landed stallions! And…others!" Blueblood shouted, stepping up onto one of the overturned crates that their revolution had liberated from the adjacent farmers' market. "I hereby call to order our First Annual Insurrection And General Upswelling Against The Mareiarchy!"



Poncemercy stomped his hooves enthusiastically. The most attentive of the rabble, an earnest young Guard stallion in full regalia, nodded and earnestly scribbled down notes. The others—who had responded to Blueblood's advertisement in the Equestria Daily classifieds—glanced around sleepily, huddling together for warmth in the first chilly light of pre-dawn, their breath steaming in the mountain air. One of the two homeless stallions—who had wandered by and joined in as the revolutionaries were setting up—cleared his throat loudly and picked his nose.[21]



"With this intrepidatious and galleous action," Blueblood continued, "we shall strike a fatal blow against the interstructure of the machinery of the state! And as society crumbles, we stallions—true stallions, manly stallions—will be there to pick up the pieces and guide Equestria into the dawning of a new age!"



The sun rose. Blueblood's rabble cheered and stomped. Even some of the bystanders on the far side of the makeshift wall of boxes applauded.



Blueblood grinned, the warmth of pride filling his heart and surging through his veins. He clambered up onto the barricade. "Now, onward!" he shouted. "To glory and revolution!"



"What do y' mean, onward?" a voice called from behind him.



Blueblood glanced back, furrowing his brow. "Well, this is where the revolution starts."



"But we already moved all th' boxes. And th' sun rose. I thought that was it, the glory of the new day, et cetera."



"Yeah," a bystander called. "This has been kind of cool and all, I mean, I dig the performance art, but can we get through and get our coffee now?"



"No," Blueblood said petulantly. "That's the point."



A collective groan came up from the crowd. The door of the business behind the barricade swung open, with an altogether-too-cheery tinkling of the bell mounted on its frame. "With all due respect, your highness," Pony Joe said, "I'd appreciate it if you could move the boxes before it starts costing me customers."



"No," Blueblood repeated. "That's the point."



Pony Joe sighed. "No, really. There are two other pastry shops down the block. All you're doing is driving ponies to them."



"Spoken like the true machinery of the state," Poncemercy spat.



"…It wouldn't actually help if I asked you to start making sense, would it?"



Blueblood turned around, nearly slipping as the wobbling stack of boxes shifted underhoof. "Look, it's very simple. You serve Shining Armor's favorite coffee. If he can't get it, the Guard falls into chaos, and Auntie's tenebrous grip upon the levers of power is revealed for the sham it is."



Pony Joe sighed and facehoofed. "Just so it's clear," he yelled past the barricade, "I am open for business."



Poncemercy pointed over the boxes. "Speak of the devil," he said. "There's Old Cap himself."



Shining Armor, eyes squinted closed against the sun, mumbling something unintelligible to himself, tromped heavily down the street toward Pony Joe's, his mane a matted mess and every muscle in his body sagging. He stumbled up to the wall of fruit crates, squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed at them with a pastern, then regarded the barricade for a moment before lighting his horn with a few quiet invectives. With a flash of light and a soft pew, he disappeared, the accompanying bang of rematerialization coming from within the donut shop.



"I say," Poncemercy said, "that's dirty cricket."



"Hey," Blueblood said, then shouted: "Hey!" Shining Armor ignored him, though several of the pegasi from the surrounding crowd who had flown over the barricade did glance back.



A minute or two later, Shining Armor walked back outside with a spring in his step. His mane had been hastily hoof-smoothed down, he was humming a familiar little ditty, and a cup of steaming coffee floated behind him in his horngrip.



"Morning, Inside Job," Shining Armor said, and the guard who had been taking notes saluted before returning to his feverish scribbling. The guard captain stopped at the barricade, seeming to notice it for the first time, and then glanced up at Blueblood, his tune faltering, the smile falling away from his muzzle. "Prince. Dare I ask what all this is about?"



"It's our First Annual Revolution Against Auntie, et cetera, et cetera," Blueblood said. "You're not allowed on this side of the barricade."



Shining Armor sighed. Pew-bang. "What's it about this time?" he asked from the street side, in the morose tone of one not being paid nearly enough to do their job.



"Giving stallions the right to vote."



Shining Armor blinked.



"Really?" he asked, some energy returning into his voice.



"Really," Blueblood said, thrusting his chest out. "Do you hear the stallions sing, Captain?" He gestured behind him to where several of the revolutionaries had picked up the ditty Shining Armor had been humming earlier. "It is the song of angry men."



"That's…huh." Shining Armor opened and closed his mouth and tried again. "That's…wow. Really?"



"Really!" Blueblood said, the fires of his righteous cause snuffing out into the familiar, smoldering coals of irritation. Why didn't anypony in the corridors of power take him seriously? "We couldn't get our bill passed in the House of Lords, so we're here to gum up the mastication of state…"



Blueblood trailed off as he glanced behind him. His revolutionaries had disassembled one side of the barricade and were wandering off into the morning.



"Wow," Shining Armor repeated. "That's…I mean, I'm actually…"



Blueblood hopped down from his perch atop the barricade. "Oh, forget it," he snarled, bucking at the center until the flimsy structure collapsed in a tumble of timber, and galloped off into the city.








Blueblood was lying alone in the moonlight, head resting on the base of Napoléon's statue, staring at the frustratingly perfect hooves of his great-grandfather, when he felt a shadow fall across his back.



"Go 'way," he said morosely.



There was silence for a moment, then he heard the soft fall of hooves approaching him across the grass of the gardens. He pushed himself up to a crouch and snapped his head around, feeling the chill of the evening kiss his tearstained cheeks. "Go away," he snarled, before recognizing the glimmering mane of Aunt Luna atop the visitor's silhouette.



"We came not to gloat," she murmured. "We, too, have felt the sting of rejection for our failures." She walked up alongside him, sat down, and spread a wing across his back.



Blueblood sniffled and choked back his misery. "'M fine," he said, wiping his traitorous nose with a pastern.



Luna said nothing, then, merely tightened her wing against his side.



Blueblood drew in a shaky breath and sat up alongside her, shoving his mane out of his face with an awkward hoof. "I should leave," he said. "Like my sister. Dare had the right idea. My mark is useless here."



"Perhaps," Luna said. "Wouldst thou be happier?"



"Yes," he said immediately.



"Truly?"



Blueblood was silent.



At length, she refolded her wing and craned her neck upward, staring at the statue looming over them. "Blueblood," she said, "dost thou know why thy great-grandfather's statue stands here in the garden?"



"He was a magnificent warrior," Blueblood said bitterly. "He was smarter than me, and braver than me, and everything I can never be."



"Thy answer is wrong in its entirety."



Curiosity tugged Blueblood loose from the quicksand of self-loathing. "Oh?" he said cautiously.



"What dost thou know of thy grand-sire's military career?"



"He led a suicidal charge at the Battle of Trotaloo which singlehoofedly defeated a Griffonian invasion and save Equestria."



"True enough," Luna said, "but his sacrifice would not have been necessary had he not led an ill-fated invasion of the Griffonian capital the previous autumn. The griffons destroyed their aeries rather than allow them to fall into Equestrian hooves—leaving our soldiers nowhere to overwinter, and pegasi unable to control the bitter northern weather. Stallions by the thousands perished in the ice, and the vast majority of Equestria's army did not return home. Emboldened by our losses, the griffons counterattacked that spring, which led to Napoléon's later pyrrhic victory."



Blueblood swallowed. "I…never heard of this."



"Most ponies have not. I myself only learned of it from my sister. And are you aware of why he led such an ill-fated invasion?"



"No."



Luna shifted, bringing a hoof to Blueblood's and laying it across his pastern. "There was a groundswell of anger at Griffonia's increasingly daring incursions into our borders, but my sister's government was opposed to any official action. Napoléon led a coup, and marched armed Guardsponies into the House of Lords to demand the matter be put to a then-unheard-of popular vote, and the monarchy bound by the results."



Blueblood's jaw dropped. "Are you serious?"



"Indeed so. Popular anger carried his motion—spurred largely by the passion of our stallions—and within a month the cream of Equestria had volunteered for Napoléon's armed forces and marched north to their doom."



Blueblood stared at his aunt in shock.



"Know this, nephew," Luna said firmly. "My sister had the right of it; thousands upon thousands of ponies died needlessly that winter. And yet—when Napoléon took the wrong action, for the wrong reasons, at the wrong time, with the most terrible of outcomes…his passionate defense of our homeland, combined with the destruction of the Gryphonian capital, compelled them to sue for peace for the first time—a peace which has lasted to this day, under terms far more favorable than my sister had ever expected to receive. His posthumous crowning was no accident of fate, nor salve for a nation's guilty conscience. He acted with righteousness in his heart, and from that seed sprang forth a bounty even my sister could not have predicted."



"I…never knew," Blueblood said, feeling very small.



Luna smiled. "I do not believe Auntie Celestia would speak to thee of this directly; she dislikes being so unsubtle. But, nephew…if thou art, as Shining Armor attests, willing to stand up for thy beliefs, even at the greatest cost…there is great power to that, and from that seed might grow an unexpected bounty."



Blueblood stared up into Napoléon's face, which was locked in a blank gaze out to the darkened lands beyond. "…Aunt Luna? Thank you," Blueblood said, and turned back to her, but she was already gone.








When Shining Armor stepped out of Pony Joe's the next morning, there was a single overturned crate set down at a respectable distance in front of the door. Prince Blueblood was reared up atop it, with one hindleg on the crate, his fores clenched around a large metal pole that he was using for balance. Tied around the top of the pole was a small Canterlot Aces pennant, which lay flaccidly, awaiting a breeze.



Shining Armor smiled and bowed. "Your Highness. You took off yesterday before we could really talk. I was afraid you wouldn't come back."



"The fires of righteousness never rest in their emblazonment," Blueblood intoned, eyes out to the distant horizon.



Shining Armor sipped his coffee, then rubbed his hoof hesitantly against the sidewalk. "You…are serious about this, right? I…well, I thought, yesterday…and then you…"



Blueblood hesitated for a moment, then looked Shining Armor calmly in the eye, and nodded. "Mock me all you like," he said. "Think what you wish. But great-grandfather was a hero, Captain, and sometimes one must stand upon principle."



Shining Armor let out a relieved breath. "Oh, thank goodness."



He turned his head and let out a sharp whistle. A flight of Guard pegasi fluttered down from the nearby rooftops, landing in formation on the street behind him.



"Men," Shining Armor said, emphasizing the word, "how long have you devoted yourselves to Equestria?"



"All our lives, sir!" they chorused.



"Can you vote for your elected representatives?"



"No, sir!"



Shining Armor trotted stiffly up to Blueblood and whirled to face his soldiers, clicking his hooves together into rigid attention. "And if a duly recognized Prince of Equestria thought that was unfair," he shouted, "and something stood in the way of him fixing that, would you do your sacred duty as Royal Guard and defend the honor of the crown?"



"Yes, sir!" they roared, and saluted as one.



Blueblood's heart leapt and fluttered.



"Captain Armor," he said, his second thank-you in as many days forcing its unfamiliar way to his lips.



But Shining Armor cut him off, shouting at the top of his lungs: "Squadrons 2 through 28, assemble!"








"Oh, great," one of the lords stage-whispered as Blueblood and Shining Armor marched into the Hall of Parliament. "It's the Rutting Rebellion, home to roost."



Blueblood glanced around the building. It looked like most of the 265 lords were in attendance—the actual ones, the baronesses and duchesses and marquesses, along with the husbands that Blueblood joked and chatted and made deals with all day. There were also several hundred Royal Guard crowded into the building, occupying nearly every square foot of floor space and much of the air above.[22] And Celestia and Luna themselves were sitting upon the dais at the front of the room.



The room was overcrowded. It was altogether too hot.



Blueblood walked calmly up to the front, guards parting in front of him like the tide. "Auntie," he said.



Celestia smiled. "Nephew."



He couldn't quite resist the jab. "Not too busy for me now, I hope?"



Her eyes sparkled. "Not when you've gone to such extremes to make your point."



He stared at her suspiciously for a moment, then adjusted his tie and harrumphed. "I hope," he said loudly, "it is clear now that justice requires my bill be decided by the will of the masses."



"I believe that's all too clear," Celestia said.



The room erupted in groans and catcalls.



Celestia held up a hoof for silence. "As a lawfully chosen member of this House, I must register my personal objection to its…more lewd provisions, but clearly there is something in it which has set afire the public consciousness, and sometimes it is the duty of a good ruler to do little more than listen."



Blueblood nodded, suppressing a smirk. He gave Auntie a clipped little bow and then turned to leave.



Celestia cleared her throat. "Er, nephew," she called after him, "is that all?"



Blueblood turned back and raised an eyebrow. "We got our vote," he said. "I suppose it is."



She cleared her throat again, seeming for the first time concerned. "Are you certain?"



Shining Armor subtly jabbed Blueblood in the side. "Prince," he hissed.



"Ah, one moment." Blueblood leaned in to the guard captain. "What is it?" he whispered crossly.



"Er," Shining Armor whispered back, "don't you want the stallions to be able to vote on this?"



"Well, of course," Blueblood explained patiently. "That's right there in the bill itself."



Shining Armor stared at him expectantly.



"…Oh." Blueblood coughed and turned around. "Oh, Auntie? And also, the stallions need to be able to vote on my bill."



"Of course," Celestia said. "But since that's part of the bill you introduced, the only way to make that happen would be to split the suffrage provision into a measure of its own, and vote on that first." She stopped and gave Blueblood a significant look. "That…would be an acceptable solution, yes?"



Blueblood suddenly felt every eye in the room on him.



"…Yes?"



The shot that ended the revolution was the sigh of relief heard 'round the world.








Footnotes





[1] From the muzzle of a breech-loader, if one takes Blueblood at his word.[2] 



[2] He was, however, incorrect. Like most ponies outside the Canterlot nobility, the serving-maid hadn't loaded her breeches since she was a newborn foal.



[3] The return fire indisputably came from the muzzle of a smooth bore.



[4] The barmaid, it should be noted, was not a pony with a special talent related to her occupation, but rather a Canterlot University student supporting her education with a night job. Connoisseurs of irony may appreciate the fact that her name was Synecdoche.



[5] Not actually true. He stood too close while Poncemercy was relieving himself in the alleyway.



[6] If you don't believe this is possible, then you've never watched Blueblood do it.[7]



[7] At which point you will know for a fact that it is impossible.



[8] Celestia did not, in fact, own a linguistic warhammer. However, one of her relics from the days of the Qilinese empire was a linguistic sickle, which grammarians referred to in reverent whispers as the "Oxford kama."



[9] If you didn't catch the bilingual pun there, I probably shouldn't have ruined it by pointing it out.



[10] And promptly ran around screaming about being on fire, before having the presence of mind to stop, drop and roll.



[11] To be precise, calculating the payments necessary for Synecdoche to resolve the matter of Blueblood's assault quietly.



[12] Cheerilee, under her overly generous "Three Strikes" policy, restrained her eye-twitch and let this one pass without comment.



[13] It should be noted that, instead, modern stallions fulfill their civic obligations via jury duty. This didn't occur to Snails as a downside, because when the subject came up, his father told him to "jes' fall asleep when ya get ta th' courtroom, and they'll dismiss ya in a jiff."



[14] In his defense, she was a teacher. Teachers are supposed to be smart.



[15] Literally rolled by. Think tumbleweeds.



[16] The others (as well as Poncemercy) had been picked up by palace guards when the tour group got separated, and were huddling in safety in the palace kitchens. Except for the Cutie Mark Crusaders, who met up with Princess Luna and had an adorable and wildly improbable adventure full of tree sap in which they failed to earn their cutie marks in Draconequus Fighting.



[17] These were technically Celestia's, but everypony was too busy with Discord to pay attention when Cheerilee grabbed them from the display case next to the linguistic sickle.



[18] "Ice cream for a year." "Done." [19]



[19] Negotiations later broke down over whether the agreement covered unlimited usage or reasonable daily usage; acceptable flavors; and the payment of shipping charges. 



[20] The preceding days had been so wildly eventful that Poncemercy had run completely through his stock of catchphrases, and was being forced to recycle them.



[21] Yes, with a hoof. This is exactly as horrifying an image as it sounds.



[22] That was, it should be noted, nearly the entirety of the Royal Guard. Equestria, of course, had been at peace for a hundred years (with the singular exception of Nightmare Moon's return), so there was no worry of hostile agents infiltrating the city while its protectors' attention was elsewhere.
      

      
   
      Somepony Get Me Out!


      

      
      
         Princess Cadance let out a very hoarse sigh as she stared out from her balcony.



She let herself a moment to lour at a small town in the distance, the face normally reserved for the worst of situations. At least, she had felt so. She had the strongest of convictions that the fact that Shining Armor had invited her sister to their wedding via royal decree and not by personal letter was to be deserving of such an expression. There was a very real threat made against Equestria at the time, however, so that kept everyone on edge. She allowed herself little space to complain due to that.



It seemed that nothing could make up for this, however.



“Just silly.” She muttered, laughing softly as a smile returned to her once again, her eyes directed at it as she hummed. Not daring to take her eyes off of the forest, she brought to form, in front of her eyes, a plain looking book. The cover was a pale brown, the cloth pressing down onto the paper having become roughened.



Holding it telekinetically as she glanced through the pages, she eventually settled upon a page on the book, stuck with a bookmark that read “Running of the Leaves”. She buried her muzzle through the ticks repeatedly and the timings on the book, her head cocking to meet the clock’s.



“10:09 a.m, it seems.”



She sighed and set the book aside, giving a wider smile now. Her eyes squinted slightly at the patches of yellow and red surrounding the town, glancing briefly at a tree-like castle before her answer came to her in the form of dots of all colours shifting grey clouds all over very specific areas of the little locale.



Nodding with her eyes shut briefly, she smiled knowingly, turning her head to glance at her clock before letting her eyes wander over the trees that dotted around the white spires, rustling slightly with every brushing of the cool wind. She began to take notice of the individual leaves sauntering towards the ground, their shades of red and yellow swirling with exuberance as she let out another sigh, her tone now lighter and happier than before.



“I can allow myself a short walk… shouldn’t take too long.” She smiled, allowing herself a moment of quiet as she felt her eyelids drooping to a close, light emanating from her horn as she felt a hundred rustles past her hooves.



A cascade of colours soon rushed into her vision as it slowly widened in a vertical fashion, her eyes glimmering slightly at the breathtaking sights of the leaves dancing in the breeze. Taking a deep breath, she exhaled it in infrequent jets of air, a quiet whistle resulting from between her lips as she strolled down the now covered path.








Princess Cadance let out a soft sigh as she allowed her eyes to close again, taking in the feeling of a cool breeze brushing past her, the rustling of the leaves still ever present on her hooves as one of those leaves fell past her, gliding past her body and under her left wing, gracefully going to float until it found its way to the ground.



And from memory, the leaf would somehow find its way back on the tree again, that much she knew.



It all worked like a cycle, though most of the details had been forgotten. Something, she recalled, about the leaves decaying before being used as minerals for the trees. She laughed weakly at this thought and smiled, imagining a pair of ponies quietly enjoying a rest under the shade of the trees, staring out into the distance as they watched the leaves fall to the ground.



Somewhere in there, she found a young, pink pegasus squeeze through in between the two ponies, giggling with a bubbly disposition as she looked up to the two of them. Some features soon filled the blank templates, filling them with spots of magenta and cerulean, their colours smashed together into one coherent piece as every other part of their bodies formed with a sharp clarity.



The faint sound of the calming rustles and the gently taps faded away as a fresh set of tears filled in her eyes. She stretched her hoof out into the air in front of her and sniffled softly.



“M-mom?” She whispered pleadingly, the sun setting on her as the image faded with her own sounds, drowned now by a sudden sharp pang to her heart. She found herself choking as it gave way to a deluge of memories, all blurred and the details as equally lost. Her tears glistened brightly, increasingly pushing her into becoming a heaping blob as the pain became deeper and deeper.



“Stop this tomfoolery right this instant!” She yelled, her eyes still filled with tears as one of the castle guards passing by. He shivered a little before standing firmly in front of her, his eyes meeting halfway to hers, noticing her reddened eyes with minimal shock as he got into a guard stance.



“Apologies your highness.” A bow was given as she looked at him in confusion. “The captain of the Guard allowed us this moment of solitude as a form of rejuvenation. It had apparently been a new system in place to better prepare the soldiers mentally for battle.”



She smiled ceremoniously and nodded, wiping her eyes a little. “Please rise. No transgressions have been made and you are allowed to return to your… duties.” She nodded assuredly of those words as she saw the guard’s face, her own face matching his.



“Is everything alright, your highness?”



Holding her smile, she gave him another nod. “Everything is fine. You may make your leave now.”



Sighing, he nodded slowly and bowed to her.



“Farewell, your Highness.” And with that, he had gone on his way.







She stared at him with a sad stricken look on her face as she trotted away from him as well, pausing her trek to plant herself squarely on the ground. Taking a few deep breaths and giving her chest a few beats with a hoof, she felt her slowly racing heart drop back into place, her slightly spastic breathing now returned to place as she frowned again, her eyes narrowed at the sky’s warm demeanour, painted in light hues of blue.



‘I should probably finish this walk.’ She sighed, breaking into a weak smile as she pushed herself back on her hooves and continued trotting down the path in silence, her tail swinging about in place as her eyes were now glued on the path.







‘...perhaps I could try something.’ She smiled weakly and nodded to herself, taking another inhalation before pushing against the ground forcefully, bringing herself upright on her hind legs. Spreading her wings out slowly and gracefully, she shook them plainly before tentatively taking a step forward.



Immediately, she felt her hooves skip carelessly over the dirt road and lost her balance, the wind brushing hard against her back as she fell. Her sharp descent was abruptly stopped by a firm grip on her neck, bringing her back to her quadrupedal position. She opened her eyes to see a pair of laughing lips, white as the knight the lips belonged to.



“Just like old times, huh Princess?”



She saw his cocky grin and rolled her eyes with a weak smile. “You don’t have to remind me now. I almost did it too!”



She felt a tug and was pulled into a one-hoofed hug, her ears catching a chuckle before turning her head to him. “Alrighty then, Cadance.”



Her face broke into a warmer smile and she reciprocated the hug, leaning slightly against him as she wrapped a wing around him, her eyes glued slightly to the autumn leaves. Upon seeing her husband’s own raptured moment, she giggled softly and smiled, letting go of him slowly as she began to take a small step forward.



His own hoof soon followed and the couple took a few tiny steps, each one of them becoming more distant from the other, until their trotting was at a normal pace. Silenced by the beauty of the autumn leaves and the company of the other, both Cadance and Shining kept mum as they gave their surroundings a good stare, occasionally glancing to the other to smile at their almost whimsical expression.



“We should do this more often.” Shining remarked plainly, a slight smile on his face as he turned to kiss her lightly on the cheek. Smiling and blushing slightly, Cadance nodded slowly as she heard him let out a giggle of his own before a serene quiet fell onto them again.



“So, how’ve you been doing?”



Princess Cadance turned to smile weakly at him this time, shaking her head at his question before turning away again to admire the leaves in silence. Shining Armor nodded slowly and allowed her the space to continue trotting silently, his attention focused onto her still.



“...is this about the love magic you do?”



He saw her almost shaking her head, her yellow loft brushing up against his coat briefly before his ears picked up a loud sigh, her hooves bringing her to an abrupt stop as she stared forlornly out to the streets of Canterlot.



“Well… I’m...” She nodded this time. “Yes. It has everything to do with that. And that STUPID number...” She allowed herself to rest her haunches on the path, grumpily rubbing her hooves about the dirt a little. Shining sighed and leaned down to her, nuzzling her neck gently as he pulled her into a full embrace.



“That doesn’t matter anymore now, does it?”



She looked at him with teary eyes and he winced instantly. “My country almost fell in ruin because of what I did!” She threw her hooves into the air as the words left her mouth, visibly forcing the tears to stay in her eyes. “My… my parents… they completely ignored their affairs… and… a-and it’s my fault...” She allowed her head to drop, deeply in shame, as a few of her tears began falling, dripping like clockwork on the dried up leaves.



Shining quietly tightened his embrace and stroke her mane gently, patting her back shortly after. “L-let them fall…” He whispered into her ear, his voice like a soothing stream to her at this moment. Nodding slowly and letting out a sniffle, she sobbed deeply on his shoulder, her eyes pressed agonisingly against his shoulder plate as their ears were both drowned in her sorrow.







“...do you feel better now?” Cadance could only muster a sniffle, with Shining feeling the brushing of her mane up and down his own neck. He nodded and gently brought her forehead up to meet his muzzle, giving it a small peck as he stroke her mane. She allowed a weak smile to surface on her face, bringing her muzzle against his neck in return.



“Thank you Shining.” She smiled more warmly as she faced him, upon which he returned the smile with a nod and a smile of his own. His face glowed just a little more than hers did at that moment.



“You’re being silly now. This is, like, my job. As much… no, more so than my job as captain.” He saw her wincing at his words and felt his stomach sink. He looked deeply into her eyes with regret as he saw her eyes fill with tears again.



“I’m sorry if I had ever made you feel otherwise...”



He felt a soft hoof brush against his cheek and turned to her, his expression now a mix of expectation and shock.



“It’s… it’s not that…” She frowned deeply, her eyes now narrowed onto the ground as her trademark lour reappeared. Shining shivered at the sight of it and had a fleeting thought about when he had been told that her headache removal spells “didn’t work that way,” as she had put it.



Her mouth opened a little, leaving it gaping before she closed it again. He sighed and nudged her gently with his muzzle.



“It’s okay.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “Go on...”



She looked at him tentatively and let out one last sigh. Nodding slowly, she took in the last deep breath she could handle for the past hour or so before she began talking.








“...oh...” Shining Armor nodded slowly, frowning slightly at what he had just heard.



“Yeah… oh...” Cadance looked away very awkwardly, giving off just as much pain as he was showing to her then.



“So… you sneaked into your parents’ library?”



“Yes.” She nodded, her head dropping in shame.



“And you studied up an archaic spell that could bring ponies back together?”



She bit her lip and nodded again.



“You used it on your parents, but dismissed the words that said that they would completely ignore anything else?”



A frown slowly bore itself on her face. “Yes.”



“And-”



She groaned a little and placed her right hoof on his mouth. “Yes. Everything’s a yes.”



“Even if I had said you lived with siblings?”



She stared at him incredulously before giving him a very dark face, smirking slightly in the midst of it. “Of course...” She rolled her eyes as she said this and Shining plainly nodded, zipping his mouth quickly with his hoof before waving his front hooves to her.



“...they took me away.” Shining’s flailing stopped very quickly as he slowly lowered his hooves to the ground, giving her a confused look.



“...a republic.” She said, a weak smile now forming on his face. “There was a rebellion after my parents neglected the nation-”



“-and they arranged for you to stay here instead until they solved the mess that they couldn’t up till-”



“Don’t remind me.” Her words were almost sharp on arrival, prompting Shining to gulp visibly.



He sighed again and brought her into another embrace, using his hooves to stroke her mane and ears gently. Squirming a little in his grip, she let out a few groans before her body softened considerably, letting out a few tears as she returned the embrace.



“I’m sorry… here I am sobbing when I’m supposed to be moral support...” Shining shook his head at her and continued stroking her head.



“There you are being silly again.” Cadance pulled away from him abruptly and scowled at him briefly.



“Not, I’m not. You’re here on business, doing your royal duties and I’m just being lazy in the castle because of my magical abilities...” He frowned slightly at her words, tapping his chin a little as he stared at her. A glower began to appear on her face and it grew into a torn glare.



“...did it say anything about how it got to the number? I mean… it sounds oddly specific to have it be at the 4,904th time that the spell would be affected in the same way as the first.”



Cadance looked down to the ground thoughtfully and shook her head. “Actually… I don’t think it specified it very well. It was said that the most times the spell was used was up to the 4,856th time. It was something that was theorised by Doctor Pharms, who studied in these types of spells extensively.”



Shining smiled weakly at her and nudged her gently. “Well, even if you know a lot, you can still be wrong, can’t you?” She looked at him weakly and frowned slightly, shaking her head at him.



“Twily’s a smart pony, but she couldn’t have been right about everything.” She looked at him confusingly and he chuckled weakly, a faint blush on his cheeks.



“She talked to me last year about all her adventures in Ponyville after… well, all that happened.” Her eyes widened at his words and he gave the shift in mood rapt attention.



“Something wrong, honey?” She stifled a laugh well as she shook her head.



“It’s okay.” She nudged him again. “Please go on.”



He chuckled and nodded slowly, wrapping his hoof around her. “One of the things she told me was about how she had been wrong to assume that her friend’s mythical signals were all false when they proved to be right consistently.”



She nodded to him and urged him to continue.



“So she accepted that she was wrong to have assumed that.” He smiled weakly at her. “Maybe yours… is the same thing?”



Cadance looked down and stared at the city bustling about in front of them thoughtfully, imagining the scenario he had just told her with a soft giggle. “That does sound like her...” She mumbled almost affectionately, turning to give Shining a broader smile, her expression still laced with uncertainty.



“Maybe.”



Shining Armor nodded simply and stood back up, holding his left hoof out to her. Accepting it with her right, she pushed herself back up and grinned a little to him, wrapping her wing around him again as they made the final bit of their trek down to civilisation.



Their hooves seized all movement at the gate.



Cadance’s eyes focused deeply on the now bustling street.







“The race...”



Her eyes glazed up to the noon sun and she laughed softly, giving a very mood-torn smile.



“The race! I’m almost going to miss it!” In an instant, she teleported Shining Armor and herself to the top of another balcony, sticking her left eye into the telescope, it’s legs attached to the floor firmly as she brought it into focus on a shimmering tree-like castle, the glimmer shining towards the eyepiece slightly as the rest of the town drowned in its allure. The telescope’s plastic coat was frantically twisted about its axis as Cadance began searching for any signs of seemingly dead trees.



She felt a slight jab at her side and she turned to him with a grin. “The Running of the Leaves!”



He blinked at her blankly and frowned slightly. He felt a slight headache invade his brain. “Uh huh…?”



“No time to explain.” She swayed the telescope about in an increasingly slower motion, her entire body swaying along with it, right until her right eye caught sight of a plain beige banner, dotted with autumn leaves lining its edges.



Cadance tilted the telescope downwards ever so slightly. Almost shockingly so that it had gone unnoticed to all but herself, she had nonetheless let out a sigh of relief as she saw all the ponies had gotten into a readying position just behind a wide white line situated just below the banner itself.



Shining Armor smiled weakly and let out a heave in relief, setting his haunches on the floor as he stared at her. He took a right hoof and rubbed his forehead gently.



“And… go!”



His smile held as he got up and trotted off back into the castle.



Immediately after Shining’s tail had vanished behind the doors behind her, the telescope began swooping itself in varying degrees, Cadance’s right hoof jerking its frame all over the place in a frantic pace. Her heart raced like a trembling wreck, climbing up into a familiar surge of energy as she continued her crazed movements, wondering onto whom she would chance upon.



Upon the first sight of some mesh of colours other than the cool autumn leaves or that of the bark, her horn burst into a vivid flash as this flash’s brightness enveloped most of her eyesight for an infinitesimal moment.



A faint zip shot from her horn to the spell’s targets.



Cadance’s eyes widened at this display and began to sweat slightly, feeling tiny beads all over her forehead as she broke her contact with the telescope. Hurriedly, she began to do a mental check of her past experiences with using the exact spell she had, recounting all the moments of hearts fluttering out of her horn.



“...oh no...”



A pair of zips hit her gently on the forehead and her mind conjured up the very faint image of two mares. She felt her sweating grow excessive as her eyes filled with shades of purple and orange, her knees knocking visibly as she snatched the handle back into her hoof, swooping the telescope over the trail for the race.



Her lips quivering, she saw a purple alicorn and an orange earth pony giving an almost affectionate look to each other after they had collided. Just as they went out of focus, she noticed the other racers galloping along as well, forcing herself from the telescope by that time. She stared blankly at the view eyepiece and let herself go silent as the sound of her hooves clopping on the floor remained.



Cadance felt herself stay in this mentality for the longest time that she possibly could. The weight of the possible consequences of her routine fell onto her like a giant brick.



“What… what did I just do?!”



At this point, her emotions ran so deep and so high that her horn smashed into pieces rather figuratively. Letting out a tiny whimper, she allowed her entire body to go limp and fell straight onto the cold marble floor, her head still dancing with the imagery of a blossoming romance crushing friendships.



And dooming Equestria in the process.
      

      
   
      Equestrian Diplomacy


      

      
      
         “What do you know about other dragons in Equestria?”



Twilight froze. She’d been having a nice enough day to this point; the library was in good order, she was up to date on her studies, and the weather was going to be perfect for stargazing tonight. In the remaining few hours before sunset, she had been considering going for a walk. A little time alone was overdue, and it was just the right time of year for an evening stroll through the Whitetail Woods. Then, Spike just had to ask that question.



“I mean, there have to be some, right?”



Twilight turned stiffly to face her charge, an unconvincing smile plastered on her face. “Sure, Spike. You remember when we had to tell one to move so his smoke wouldn’t bother anypony, and there was that one you found the night you ran off.”



“Not those,” Spike said, waving a claw dismissively. “I mean dragons that live with ponies.”



Twilight had known what he meant, of course. She’d had the same question, once. As was her way, she’d researched the topic extensively. Her findings were not encouraging. Initial panic eventually gave way to a growing hope that she’d be gone before Spike ever thought to question his relationship to equine society.



So much for that.



“Well there, um, aren’t any. Aside from you, I mean,” Twilight stammered. 



“Huh.” Spike said. He sat down on the floor, adopting an expression of deep thought. “Why?”



Twilight didn’t want to lie to Spike, and she was a poor enough liar that it probably wouldn’t be a good idea anyway. There was an alternative, though, one that didn’t involve disclosing all the grisly details of Tremor the Mad’s sad story: Spike’s attention span was not yet capable of standing up to a proper Twilight Sparkle lecture, to say nothing of his vocabulary.



“Well, pony societies -- like Equestria -- are based fundamentally on our species’ biological imperatives; we’re a social race, and our culture shows that at every level. Familial structures, governmental organizations, the standards of all interpersonal interaction -- they all reflect the fact that ponies have always relied on the herd to survive.”



Spike’s eyelids began to sag. Encouraged, Twilight continued.



“Dragons are different -- they’re solitary creatures, and what social structure they have is much less involved than that of ponies. They don’t maintain relationships they way we do, and this results in a profound psychological -- and possibly neurological -- divide between our two species. What evidence we have suggests that dragons are not well suited to sustained equine-level social behavior.”



“Okay.” Spike said slowly, clearly not fully understanding. “Well that makes sense I guess.”



Twilight breathed a silent sigh of relief. It appeared that he was going to let it go at that. “I’m going to go for a walk,” she announced, hoping the change in subject would derail any ongoing ponderings in the dragon’s mind. “I’ll be back before dark.”



Spike grunted a distracted acknowledgement as Twilight trotted over to the shelf where she kept her saddlebags and their most frequent contents. She’d almost made it out the door when he spoke up again.



“Twilight,” he called.



“Yes?” She answered apprehensively.



“What makes me different?”



Nothing, as far as I know, Twilight thought. “Well, everyone is unique, Spike,” she said instead.



Spike gave her a sour look. It was becoming more and more difficult to placate him with such vague assurances, and while Twilight was proud of his intellectual growth, it did make him much more difficult to manage.



“Will I be able to stay with you when I grow up?”



“I’ll be dead long before you even approach adulthood,” Twilight didn’t say. Nor did she expound upon the practical difficulties of housing a fully grown dragon in an area populated by ponies. She certainly didn’t share her speculations regarding how everypony else might feel about such an arrangement.



“That’s a long way off. You may not even want to, by that time,” she replied eventually. “I wish I could give you a simple answer, but I’m not a fortune teller. All I can promise you is that I’ll be your friend for as long as I’m around.”



Spike scowled in distaste at the answer. Aside from her failure to provide anything concrete regarding his actual question, he never liked it when she made reference to her comparatively short lifespan.



She smiled apologetically. “Well, I have to get going or I’m going to run out of sunlight. Don’t think too hard about this, okay?”



“Yeah, whatever,” he grumbled. “Have a nice walk.”



A nice walk turned out to be impossible; the best Twilight could manage was a dejected shuffle. Despite her best efforts to push the conversation from her mind, her thoughts circled endlessly around visions of Spike’s future. A sample size of one was hardly basis for a definitive conclusion, she told herself. Maybe Spike wouldn’t have any of issues she feared. She didn’t believe it for a second. In the end, she was left with the empty consolation of her own mortality; she wouldn’t live long enough to truly experience the folly in raising a dragon as a pony. 



It had been dark for hours by the time Twilight found herself back at the library.



“Where have you been?” Spike asked as she entered. “I was starting to get worried.”



“Oh.” Twilight replied blankly. “Well, um, it’s just so nice outside, so…”



“Whatever,” Spike said, gesturing towards to kitchen area. “I made dinner. It’s cold now.”



The dragon appeared to have moved on from their earlier conversation much more easily than Twilight.



“Thank you, Spike.”



“Don’t mention it. I’m gonna turn in -- see you tomorrow.”



“Good night, Spike.”








Celestia had to give them credit for audacity, if nothing more.



“Just out of curiosity, how long were you expecting a spell like this to hold us?” She asked the Canidan leader in an almost disinterested tone.



“Oh, I don’t think you’ll try to escape,” Alpha confided with a smile. “The spell is nothing compared to your power, I’ll admit,” he continued, glancing briefly at the dozen entranced unicorns he’d hired from every corner of the world to enact his plan. “But it’s strong enough that if you break it, not much will be left of Mare-is.”



It was an interesting tactic, one Celestia doubted the Prench had agreed to when they’d offered up their capital as a neutral ground for the negotiations. Beside her, Luna stifled a yawn.



“Very inventive,” Luna admitted. “But aside from opening negotiations on a particularly sour note, I don’t see what you’ve accomplished here.”



“Negotiations?” Alpha scoffed. “Don’t tell me you still think this is about negotiations. With the two of you trapped, Equestria will be ours for the taking!”



The royal sisters glanced at one another with expressions of grim amusement.



“I see,” Celestia said flatly. “I suppose we’ll just wait here, then.”



Alpha was not completely blind to their lack of concern. “You don’t think we pose any threat, even without your intervention, but Canida has grown strong since last you knew us! With our gryphon allies controlling the skies, the meager forces of Equestria will fall in short order.”



Luna raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Gryphon allies? I’m not sure I’ve ever heard those words together before.”



“Quip all you like -- that’s all you can do now,” Alpha taunted. “Soon, I’ll--”



He was interrupted by a rumbling vibration in the cavernous hall’s floor. Half a second later, another followed.



“Ah,” he said, his manner brightening. “I think it’s time for you to meet one of my newest friends. He made all of this possible, in a way.”



Celestia felt the slightest hint of worry as the thunderous footsteps continued. After another minute, the dragon’s mountainous form lumbered into view.



“Your highnesses,” Alpha addressed them mockingly, “allow me to introduce--”



“Princess Celestia,” Spike’s rumbling voice interrupted. “Princess Luna.” He squinted at their containment area for a moment before his eyes shifted to Alpha. “Alpha, I never believed the stories about defective canid intellect,” he said, almost consolingly.



“Well, of course not,” Alpha replied uncertainly.



“I trusted that any adult canid could count to three, for example,” Spike continued.



“Count to three?” Alpha asked, confused.



“Yes!” Spike roared, his sudden exhalation making the room uncomfortably warm. “Three! Three princesses of Equestria!”



“I-- Well…” The canid sputtered. “Only two came to meet us. What was I supposed to do?”



“You make a good point!” Spike exclaimed, a manic grin appearing on his enormous face. “Why not spring the trap when it will serve absolutely no purpose?” The dragon’s oddly shrill laughter echoed through the hall.



“We have two of them,” Alpha said defensively, having regained some part of his composure. “Alone, the last won’t be able to stand against our forces.”



Spike shook his head, chuckling, then in a deceptively casual motion scooped Alpha off the floor with one of his massive claws. Before Celestia realized what was happening, the dragon squeezed. The former canid didn’t even have time to scream.



“Wow, that was violent,” Luna remarked, sounding genuinely surprised.



	Spike seemed to whisper to himself for a moment, eyes unfocused, as liquefied Alpha seeped from between his clawed fingers. Finally, he appeared to return to the moment.



“You!” He pointed a dripping finger at one of Alpha’s aides. “You’re Alpha now. Take your servants outside and await word of your failed invasion.”



The canids stared, still frozen by the shock of their leader’s sudden death.



“Go!” Spike roared.



Belatedly, the pack sprinted towards the hall’s distant exit. Satisfied, Spike turned his attention back to the captive alicorns.



“So,” he said warmly. “How have you been?”








Twilight Sparkle was exhausted and ill-tempered as she set down gently on a Mare-is rooftop. It was now sixteen hours since she’d heard from Celestia or Luna, and four since she’d repelled the last of the invaders. She surveyed the city carefully from her perch, alert for signs of conflict, but to all appearances it was just a quiet afternoon in the Prench capital.



She fixed her gaze on the Great Hall, which dominated the skyline. It was the crown jewel of Prench architecture, and it rivaled Canterlot Palace in scale, if not in craftsmanship. The negotiations were supposed to take place there, but as far as Twilight knew, they never had. Disturbed by the lack of visible activity, she leapt from the rooftop and glided closer, eventually circling the immense structure while eyeing it carefully.



After three orbits, she decided she would have to venture inside. Before she could, a pillar of fire burst through the rooftop and engulfed her. She weathered the attack without significant effort, and looked down again. A satisfied-looking Spike had appeared next to the flaming hole on the Great Hall’s roof. When she landed in front of him, her mane and tail were still flaming, though by no doing of his.



“Hey Twilight,” he greeted. “Pretty good sneak attack, right?”



Twilight did not respond.



“I bet you’re in a pretty bad mood, huh?” He asked. “Sorry about that. I thought you’d be here, you know. Made sure they invited you specifically and everything, but leave it to you three to play it safe.” He rolled his eyes theatrically. “I had this great plan worked out -- I was going to have you destroy Mare-is. Would have turned all the other equine nations against you, along with the gryphons and the canids, and a few of the others I’d already linked up. Then we’d have a fight on our hands!”



His eyes lit up with an enthusiasm that faded as quickly as it appeared. He shrugged. “Not happening now, though.”



 “Why?” Twilight asked, in a low, calm voice.



“Because they messed up the trap,” Spike complained. “Wrecked the whole plan.”



Twilight’s only response was the continuation of her cold stare.



“You mean why the whole war thing, I guess,” Spike realized belatedly, with an unsettling laugh. “To tell you the truth, I don’t remember. It seemed like a really good idea like a hundred years ago, so I started putting together the pieces. Hadn’t talked to you in a while, so I figured I should send you a letter, or try to destroy your kingdom, or something like that. Probably?”



He was lost to mostly-silent musings for a few moments before he looked down at Twilight again. “You know, you’ve been spending way too much time with Celestia. I really have no idea what you’re thinking when I look at you these days. You’d almost think we weren’t friends anymore.”



	He waited for some reply, but none was forthcoming.



“So what did you want to do now?” He asked. Bored, he swiped at her playfully with a claw. It bounced forcefully off of an invisible shield several meters from Twilight herself, just as he’d expected. “Are you gonna give me the lecture about how disappointed you are?”



“No,” Twilight said. “I’m not going to do that.”



“Well, do something,” Spike demanded, his cheerful manner abruptly vanishing.



“Alright,” Twilight agreed. A hint of grief snuck through her mask of cold indifference as she spoke.








Celestia and Luna were asleep when Twilight checked on them. She wasn’t surprised that they’d managed to sleep through the confrontation; their confinement had presented their first opportunity at a guilt-free nap in centuries. It suited her well enough -- she didn’t feel like talking to anypony, and probably wouldn’t for some time. Safely ending the containment spell was simple enough, from the outside. When they woke, the princesses would be free to go, though Twilight imagined they would stay long enough to speak to the Prench guardsponies and officials that were now swarming toward the building.



In terms of political relations, it would probably be considered uncouth to leave a giant decaying corpse on the roof of the nation’s most notable landmark. Twilight couldn’t bring herself to care at the moment. The only question in her mind was that of how much information to give her fellow princesses.



After some thought, she decided on a minimalist approach.



Celestia & Luna



Situation resolved. Going to be away for a while. Good luck.



Yours,

Twilight Sparkle.



She wedged the scroll under Celestia’s forehoof, and, nodding as if to reassure herself, disappeared.
      

      
   
      Naval Gazing


      

      
      
         “Wow, this is a good show!” Twilight Sparkle said.



A half dozen pirates charged out of the lobby, one of them levitating a large treasure chest ahead of him. The rest swung their swords around and broke through the line of guards wearing brightly shining breastplates, each with the casino’s logo etched into it, of course: “Dressage Casino, Las Pegasus.” But the guards played their parts well and succumbed one by one to the brigands’ fierce determination.



The sound of metal clanging against metal rang out over the crowd, and the last few guards massed together for one last try to prevent grand theft. The pirates, however had gathered on the gangplank to their airship, blades bristling from their tight formation. And then, with a gleam in his eye, the captain raised a hoof high above his head.



“Oh, this is the part I like!” Rarity said. She bounced back and forth on her hooves. “Cover your ears, girls!”



They all did so, except Fluttershy, who was already huddled in a ball on the ground anyway, and a cheer went up from the crowd as the pirate captain flicked his outstretched hoof toward the building. Immediately, a full broadside fired from the airship’s cannons, the echo rebounding off all the nearby buildings. The fountains surged higher, colored vivid yellows and oranges by the wall of flame behind them, and a steady salvo of fireworks shot into the evening sky. Reds and blues, purples and greens, all exploding like flowers over the city. The pirate captain waved his hat in the air and followed his men up to the ship while the guards slowly stirred.



“See, I told you it would be fun!” Rarity said.



Applejack shrugged and poked a hoof at Fluttershy’s quaking shoulder. “It’s over, sugarcube.”



“Not bad,” Rainbow Dash admitted, “but is that it? I wanna go hit the blackjack tables. I got a system…”



“Oh, this should be good,” Twilight said with a roll of her eyes. “So what’s your system?”



Rainbow glanced back and forth, then leaned into the group and draped her foreleg over Twilight’s shoulder. “I figure counting cards is an egghead thing. You’ll make me a bunch of dough!”



Twilight brushed the hoof off her. “Rainbow Dash, I am not helping you gamble.”



“Aw, come on!” Rainbow’s puppy-dog eyes glistened in the neon lights, but Twilight’s face never lost its stony stillness. “Fine. You don’t get to share my winnings. Can somepony loan me a hundred bits?”



“I can, I can!” Pinkie barked, but the longer she dug through her saddlebag, the more her face fell. “Oh, it’s Tuesday, isn’t it? Sorry, today I have a hundred grits.”



Applejack’s eyebrows shot up. “Like… hominy grits? I might could take those off your hooves, what with all the uppity, fancy eatin’ on the buffets.”



“I’m sorry as well, dear,” Rarity said, “but I have my own appointment for some baccarat.”



“Leave it to you to find something involving shoes!” With a huge grin, Twilight surveyed her friends’ faces, but they only squinted at her. “See, in baccarat—”



“Ooh, baklava? Count me in!” Pinkie shouted.



Twilight ran a hoof down her muzzle. “No, Pinkie, just… never mind.” She started to head back inside, in case she might find a quiet place to read, maybe the pool, when a few more pirates came dashing out of the casino. “Heh. Guess a few ponies got left behind.” She didn’t like the way they quickly started up an animated discussion with the guards, though.



“Is something wrong?” she asked as she approached the closest group of them. The guard had already gotten halfway through making a dismissive wave when he noticed her wings and horn.



“Uh… uh, yes, Princess.” He pointed at the airship, now lifting away. “Those are pirates!”



“Yes, I was impressed. I certainly understand that you have to add some amount of flair and showponyship, but you kept it pretty accurate to the Great Casino Heist of eighty-three years ago.” She smiled and watched the ship drift lazily away… Well, not so lazily. They’d kicked the engines into high gear and were actually flying pretty quickly.



“No, no, real pirates!” the guard shouted. “These guys—” he cocked his head toward the peglegged stallion next to him “—are the actors. Those pirates just made off with a couple million bits!”



A fire lit behind Twilight’s eyes, and her horn glowed purple, but the charge dissipated as she felt a hoof on her shoulder. “Let us handle this,” a pony in a police uniform said. She held a hoof to her mouth and whistled sharply. Five or six more police pegasi popped up from the crowd and gathered by the mare.



“Are you sure?” Twilight glanced in the sky again, the airship just a speck now. “They’re getting away! I can help.”



“You really think that bulky thing can outrun a pegasus?” the mare said—a sergeant, judging by her uniform.



Twilight pursed her lips. “I guess not.”



The sergeant circled a hoof above her head. “Move out!” she cried, and a line of pegasi shot into the sky after the retreating ship.



“Ooh, how exciting!” Rarity said, trotting over. “A new addition to the show?”



“I… I don’t think so.”



Rarity frowned. “Oh. Well, I guess they have it in hoof?” Twilight nodded in reply, and Rarity turned to resume her trip inside, but after a few steps, she stopped. “I wonder where Sweetie Belle’s gone off to.”








“I can’t believe everypony just watched while those pirates walked right out with the treasure!” Scootaloo said with a shake of her head.



Sweetie Belle fidgeted while she watched out the window, the casino fading away into the distance. “Um, I don’t know, maybe because it’s part of the show!”



“How do you know?” Scootaloo shot back.



“Rarity told me! Weeks ago!”



“Then why were they dressed like pirates?”



“Part of the show!”



They grumbled at each other until Apple Bloom stepped between them. “Let’s just go out there and ask ’em,” she suggested. The other two didn’t answer, but at least they didn’t disagree. With her, anyway. So she headed for the door that led out on deck.



“Wait… is that a good idea?” Scootaloo said.



“As good as your idea to watch the show from up here…” Sweetie Belle remarked.



“It isn’t a show!”



“Girls.” Apple Bloom held up a hoof. “I’ll ask them, and we can get this all cleared up, lickety split.”



“What’s that even mean?” Scootaloo asked Sweetie Belle.



With a sigh, Apple Bloom pushed the door open and strode out on deck. All around her, ponies in hats and headscarves and tunics danced, sang, banged together tin cups and refilled them from bottles. But as each one noticed her, they stopped and stared. The revelry died down until she stood there in silence, under the captain’s steely gaze.



“Yar, now what have we here,” he said softly, his deep voice rumbling through his beard.



“I was wondering.” Apple Bloom gave him a sharp nod. “Are you real pirates?”



A cricket chirped, one who would soon find himself as utterly confused as Apple Bloom with regard to where he was.



“And what if we are?” he said with a toothy grin.



“Well…” Apple Bloom glanced back toward the cabin and saw three—four blue dots approaching from behind the ship. Five dots. “I’d say you’re in for some trouble.” Six dots.



“In trouble, she says!” The captain threw his head back as he laughed, and the crew soon joined in.



“Yeah!” Apple Bloom squinted at him. “’Cause those policeponies wouldn’t like it much.”



“Yar, we be corsairs alright.” He took a step toward her, but she backed off, so he simply shrugged and took another swig of his drink, straight from the bottle.



She could hear wingbeats now, and the first pegasus settled on the deck next to her. So why didn’t the captain look scared?



“These pirates giving you a hard time, little filly?” the officer asked, putting a hoof on her shoulder. Apple Bloom nodded curtly. “How about it, Jolly Roger? What do you have to say for yourself?”



“I say if you want to give her part o’ your share, that’s your business, Mainsail, but you stand to make more if you go ahead and pitch her over the side,” he answered, angling his head toward the railing.



The rest of the pegasi had landed, and they tossed their hats and shirts aside, then grabbed a few of the spare cups and helped themselves to some of the drink. All except Mainsail, whose grip on Apple Bloom tightened. “Well, we can’t have that now, can we?”



“Yar!” Jolly Roger roared. “We be havin’ a good old-fashioned game of Walk the Plank, me hearties!” A cheer went up from the crew, and Apple Bloom gulped. She had plenty of planks underhoof already, but she didn’t imagine the one they wanted to use went anywhere nice.



She quickly twisted out of Mainsail’s hold and dashed back for the cabin, slamming the door shut once through. Then she threw the bolt and yanked a crate over to shove it against the door.



“So, how’d it go?” Sweetie Belle asked. Somehow, she endured Apple Bloom’s withering gaze, but she had more important matters than to stare at her friends. “We gotta hide!”



The door latch jiggled, and Apple Bloom went into panic mode. Too small! Nowhere to hide in here! She checked the boxes and barrels, underneath canvas sheets, anywhere, but it wouldn’t take them more than a minute to search the room anyway.



The other two must have caught on that standing around wouldn’t accomplish anything, because they started picking through all the junk, too, but did they even know what to look for? A heavy thud came at the door now, and part of the jamb near the bolt splintered.



By the look on her face, Scootaloo finally realized the gravity of the situation. And speaking of gravity…



“How about this way?” she hissed, leaning out the window.



“Yeah, the pirates already suggested that one,” Apple Bloom replied, her lip curled into a half-sneer. “I didn’t like it any more when they said it.”



“No, C’mon!” Scootaloo scrambled out the porthole, leaving Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle to grit their teeth and count the seconds until they heard a splash or a dull thump or something. But a moment later, she poked her head back in. “I said c’mon! There’s a ledge out here!”



Another heavy bang at the door, and all three clambered out. Some of the ropes from the air bag thingy came down here, enough that they could work their way along to the back of the ship. As long as they didn’t look down…



Too much time, though. Those pirates must have looked in every nook and cranny of that room, and they’d have a look outside soon. So Apple Bloom poked Scootaloo in the back and cocked her head toward another window. “Back in there. Then we can find somewhere else to hide.”



Scootaloo nodded, and they all tumbled into a room with a large bed and some charts spread out across a table. A couple of brass lamps cast wicked shadows past the ceiling beams, and under the bed, another case of those bottles, with a few missing. From over in the corner, Apple Bloom heard the hum of a refrigerator. She held a hoof to her lips and cracked the door. “Clear!” she whispered.



And with her next breath, she slipped out into the hallway. Anywhere. Any turn, any way up or down, as long as it took them further from where they’d started out. Left, left, down a ladder, stop and hold her breath until the voices around the corner passed. Then down again, left, across a big room with lots of boxes. A bunch of barrels stood in the corner—plenty of spaces for them to squeeze between and duck down.



Only then did she glance back to make sure the other two girls had followed, but there they were, right with her. Apple Bloom pointed toward the barrels and mimed scrunching her body down. Scootaloo just shrugged, and Sweetie Belle squinted in the dim light. So Apple Bloom tried again.



“You want us to do somersaults?” Scootaloo asked.



Apple Bloom sighed. “Let’s hide here.”








Apple Bloom didn’t know how many hours they’d stayed huddled there, but for the first time, she heard approaching hoofsteps. The ponies came maybe halfway across the room, and she was sure they’d hear her heart pounding. But they stayed where they were.



“Boss wants us on guard here. They ain’t found the filly yet, but she’ll get hungry sometime. Gotta come here to do somethin’ about it.”



“Might as well grab a snack ourselves.”



“Ye be new, huh? Roger’ll keelhaul us if he catches us pilferin’.”



“He says that, but really, what would keelhauling do to you on an airship? Might even get a nice view.”



“Bah!” The first one muttered. “City folk! Look, just leave the food be, y’hear me?”



Why did he have to say that word? She didn’t want to think about it! Apple Bloom’s stomach growled.



“You hear that?” the city one asked.



“That part where I told ye I’d run ye through if ye ate more’n your ration o’ food?”



Growl.



“There it is again. Lemme try it. Food!”



Growl.



“Must be a frog in the bilge,” the first one said.



“See, that’s another thing. What purpose does a bilge serve on an airship?”



A long sigh sounded. “Look, I’ll stay here. You head to the mess and get some food.”



Growl.



One set of hoofsteps receded, but the other just shuffled around. Apple Bloom tried to crane her neck to see if she could spot him or the other girls, but she didn’t dare move too much. But then a voice sounded right near her.



“Food.”



Growl.



“I thought so.” The pirate shoved a few barrels aside and exposed Apple Bloom’s hiding place. She could only gape up at him, a big, strong… Actually, he was pretty short. And covered in scars. Kind of a goatee thing going on there, too. But no time! Before he could react, she rushed him, knocking him back.



Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo dashed out after her, and the pirate’s jaw dropped. “Three!?” But he recovered way too quickly, before they could get past him to the door. With his mouth, he drew a blade from his sash, and they backed away from him slowly.



“Careful!” Scootaloo said. “He’s got that… pointy thing!”



“That be a cutlass,” he mumbled over the weapon’s handle. “And you’re about to find out how it works.”



“Oh, thank goodness!” Sweetie Belle said, drawing a hoof across her forehead. “He had me worried there. Must be dull or something.”



“Wha—?” Apple Bloom nearly fell on her haunches. What were they thinking? They needed to run!



Sweetie Belle wore a self-satisfied smile. “Didn’t you hear him? He said it cuts less.”



The pirate groaned and wiped a hoof down his muzzle. “No, a—never mind.” He took a swing with the sword and sliced the top off one of the smaller crates, right through the wood. Apple Bloom retreated a bit more, until—



A couple of crackers fell out of the hole in the crate. “Ooh, the butter kind! You got any mayonnaise?”



A sudden cough nearly made him drop his cuts-less. “Mayonnaise? On crackers? Ye be daft, lass.” No fair bugging her for that, but… He advanced on them again, with his… cuts-more, she guessed.



And all three of them resumed backing away from him.








Scootaloo ran a tin cup along the bars of the cage that pirate had put them in, the short one. “The brig,” he’d called it. And he’d said his name was Mizzen, but nothing else. In fact, after only an hour of Scootaloo’s banging, he’d left altogether, and now Mainsail sat in a chair a few hooves away and stared them down.



“Don’t figure I could get any ransom for you,” she remarked.



Apple Bloom shrugged. At least they hadn’t thrown her overboard yet. “Naw. I don’t know anypony important. Just my sister.”



“Didn’t think so.”



Now the cup-banging was even starting to get on Apple Bloom’s nerves. “Sis owns one o’ the biggest farms in Equestria. Her sister—” she pointed at Sweetie Belle “—sells Gala dresses to the folks in Canterlot, and her… kinda sister—” her hoof shook toward Scootaloo “—knows the Wonderbolts. Any o’ them important?”



Scootaloo glared back. “You bet they are.”



Mainsail sat up and opened her eyes wider. “Um… I’ll be right back.” She hustled out of the room with a purpose.



Raising an eyebrow, Apple Bloom said, “Wonder what she was on about.”



“Maybe she wanted to ask if the Wonderbolts were important?” Sweetie Belle asked, which got her a punch on the shoulder from Scootaloo.



They sat in silence a little while longer, until Apple Bloom’s stomach growled. She never did get anything to eat. But soon enough, Mainsail returned. She didn’t look happy.



“Good news is that we’ll ransom you. So no—” She whistled a falling note as she mimed a splat on the floor. “Bad news is Cap’n says I have to watch you.”



“Oh. Well, can we get somethin’ to eat? I never did get my crackers and mayonnaise.”



Mainsail grimaced. “Mayonnaise? On crackers!?”



“And something to drink!” Scootaloo chimed in. “Whaddya got?”



Holding a hoof to her chin, Mainsail rolled her eyes up at the ceiling. “Uh… rum and… Rum. Just rum. Unless we—no, just rum.”



“Where do you even get that?” Apple Bloom said.



“We have a guy. Not too smart. Sad story, really. He lives out in the streets, and he has an old injury that made him lose feeling in his leg. But he has his connections. See—” Mainsail dug through her saddlebag and pulled out a ledger “—I keep everything tallied in here.”



A glint ran through Apple Bloom’s eye. “So, that’s the rum sum some dumb numb bum runs?”



Three pairs of eyes stared back at her, and three mouths gaped open. “Pappy pony picked a pluck of prickly pluffnuggets,” she added. Mainsail shook her head and rubbed between her eyes.



“What?” Apple Bloom said to Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle. They exchanged a quick glance. “Babs would have understood,” she muttered.



Scootaloo walked to the farthest corner of the brig from Apple Bloom. “So, rum it is.”



“Yeah,” Mainsail answered, her eyes still covered. “I can cut it with some water for you.”



Sweetie Belle coughed. “Wait, you have water?”








Apple Bloom awoke to the smell of something charred. Maybe like one of those fancy restaurants where they burn the food on purpose. Either that, or Sweetie Belle was cooking. Yep, here she came with Mainsail shoving her from behind.



“How do you keep getting out!?” Mainsail tossed another bobby pin on the pile. A pile that’d already grown larger than Sweetie Belle’s head. “I mean, I keep taking those things from you. How many are in there? How do you even fit them all in!?”



Sweetie Belle shrugged. “You don’t know my sister. She has to get my mane just right, and it can take a few dozen packages.”



Mainsail pushed her back into the brig, plopped onto the floor with her back against the bars, and buried her face in her hooves. “And please stop cooking. You’re not helping.”



“Awwww.” They sat in silence for a while. Well, near silence. The only sounds were Apple Bloom munching on her mayonnaise-less crackers and Scootaloo nursing her rum. Cut with water. A lot of water. Actually, it was just water.



Sweetie Belle reached between the bars and started running a hoof through Mainsail’s mane, but the mare jerked away. “Kid, if you do to manes what you do to oatmeal…”



Scootaloo waved a hoof. “No, she’s actually pretty good at it.”



For a minute, Mainsail kept a wary eye on her. “For real? Like good good?” Apple Bloom nodded. “Would you eat her cooking?”



Apple Bloom and Scootaloo both grimaced and shook their heads.



“Well… okay.” Mainsail leaned back again, and her shoulders gradually relaxed as Sweetie Belle got to work untangling. “That does feel kinda nice.”



“I really like her mane,” Sweetie Belle squeaked to Scootaloo.



“I do, too,” Mainsail said, her eyes drifting closed. “I’ve always liked the color.”



Sweetie Belle squinted at her. “Then why would you sell it? It’s not like you’re some dumb bum r-running—”



Mainsail jammed a wingtip against Sweetie Belle’s mouth. “Don’t.” When Sweetie Belle finally nodded, Mainsail folded up her wing again.



“It-it’s your name, though,” Sweetie Belle continued. “Mane-sell.”



The mare returned to rubbing her eyes. “No. No, look, just—it’s pronounced like ‘main sell,’ but it’s spelled like ‘main sail.’ You know, like a sailing ship.”



Scratching her head, Apple Bloom chimed in, “But airships don’t use sails, do they?”



“Yes, if they need extra speed under the right conditions, they can,” Mainsail grumbled, “but it’s a throwback to the old days of sailing vessels.”



“Why don’t they just spell it the way it sounds? Or the other way around,” Scootaloo said, crisscrossing her forelegs.



Mainsail took up massaging her temples instead. “Lots of nautical terms are like that. You know those little walls up near the front?” She craned her neck back to see them nod. “Gunwales. You say it like ‘gunnels,’ but it looks like you’d say ‘gun whales.’”



Gasping, Sweetie Belle held a hoof to her mouth. “Who’d give a gun to a whale?”



“Can you even shoot one underwater?” Scootaloo asked.



“A whale or a gun?” Apple Bloom replied.



Scootaloo frowned. “Either, I guess.”



“Miss Mainsail, is it a nautical thing not to spell things like you say them?” Sweetie Belle said. “Like, how do you spell ‘ship’?”



Mainsail let out a loud sigh. “S-H-I-P.”



“Well, that’s not very imaginative,” Scootaloo muttered.



“Maybe you give a gun to a whale if you’re a… What did the captain call y’all?” Apple Bloom narrowed her eyes and poked Mainsail’s shoulder.



“Corsairs.”



Sweetie Belle scrunched up her face. “I don’t know why he said that. You actually have very fine hair. Nice and soft.”



“No, corsairs! Corsairs!” Mainsail said, grinding her teeth.



“Okay.” Sweetie Belle gave her a dismissive shrug. “Suit yourself. Your secret’s safe with me.”



Over the sound of her own crunching, Apple Bloom might have heard soft crying.








“So,” Jolly Roger said, “how much scratch you figure we be garnerin’ for the lot o’ ye? A thousand bits? More?” He had a fresh sparkle to his eye, at least after Mainsail had quieted down the girls’ argument about whether they could get a hostage cutie mark. For Apple Bloom’s part, she didn’t see how somepony could earn a living at that, but sometimes her friends wouldn’t stick to logic. Clearly, their future lay in marketing crackers and mayonnaise. Too many ponies had never tried it before.



Apple Bloom finally looked up at him. “I dunno. Applejack will never let me see her checkbook. She gives me five bits a week in allowance, so she must make about the same herself.”



“Rarity can probably find enough gems to pay whatever,” Sweetie Belle said.



Jolly Roger’s eyes glimmered even more. “Now ye be talkin’. Arrr.”



“That your favorite letter or something?” Scootaloo asked. Cowering away from the glare she got in return, she mumbled, “Around here, you probably spell that with a ‘V.’”



Apple Bloom leaned over and whispered in Scootaloo’s ear. “Not very jolly, is he?”



“Tell me more about these… gems,” Jolly Roger said, his lips drawing back to reveal a broad smile full of gold teeth.



“Um… whatever kinds she wants. It’s her special talent. She has three diamonds for her cutie mark!” Sweetie Belle cocked her head and grinned.



For a moment, Roger rubbed a hoof at his chin. “Like a saddlebag full? Less?”



Sweetie Belle flicked a hoof at him. “Heh. No, on a single trip, she might come back with a few boxes.”



“What’re you doin’?” Apple Bloom hissed. “You’re gonna drive the price up!”



Sweetie Belle merely held a hoof to her chest and looked down her nose. “I certainly think we’re worth it. Don’t you?”



“You wanna cook ’em breakfast, and now you wanna make ’em rich. Whose side are you on?” Apple Bloom grumbled. If an Apple hated one thing in the world, it was paying more than they had to for something.



“Oh, they can just sign autographs at the next Summer Sun Celebration,” Scootaloo said with a smirk. “You know how much a complete set of the Elements of Harmony would sell for? They’d make it all back in an hour.”



Jolly Roger’s face immediately fell. “Elements…?”



Still with her snout in the air, Sweetie Belle proclaimed, “Yes, my sister, Rarity, is the Element of Generosity.”



“Honesty for Applejack,” Apple Bloom hastily added. No way she’d let Sweetie Belle put on airs like that.



“And Loyalty for Rainbow Dash!” Scootaloo buzzed her wings until she bumped her head on the top of the cage.



Jolly Roger hooked a foreleg around Mainsail’s neck and pulled her to the opposite side of the room, where they had a hushed but animated conversation. After a few minutes, he returned, rubbing the back of his neck and wearing a sheepish grin. “Um, ye wouldn’t be friends o’ the Princesses now, would ye?”



Sweetie Belle opened her mouth to answer, but Apple Bloom jumped in before she could. “Yeah, Princess Twilight Sparkle is an Element, too, and she lives right near us! We have regular lessons with her, and she’s taught us so much!”



“A-and Princess Cadence,” Scootaloo said. “We were the flower fillies at her wedding!”



Jolly Roger winced.



“Princess Luna visits in my dreams sometimes, and she helped me with a problem I had,” Sweetie Belle added. If she turned her nose up any higher, she’d be able to smell the back of her own neck.



“Me too!” Scootaloo chimed in.



“And we’ve met Princess Celestia a bunch o’ times, though we’re not exactly on a first-name basis with her,” Apple Bloom finished.



The silence hung thick about them like molasses. Nice, gooey molasses on a buttermilk biscuit…



Growl.



For some reason, Jolly Roger’s face had gone white as a sheet. A white sheet, needless to say. But not his beard. “Um… if we be promisin’ to give the loot back and let ye go—” he gulped and tapped his forehooves together “—ye think ye might put in a good word for us?”



Sweetie Belle stamped a hoof. “Wait, I go from thousands of bits to free?”



“Might have to misspell that good word to say it right,” Scootaloo said under her breath.



Jolly Roger took off his hat and ran a hoof through his mane. “Shiver me timbers,” he whispered. “Look, our ancestors pulled off a similar job years back, and we be honorin’ them with this here heist. They also foalnapped somepony close to Princess Celestia for ransom, and…”



He sniffed and looked to the side. Mainsail patted him on the back. “Well, it didn’t turn out too nice-like, and… long story short, we’d rather avoid that.”



“Aw, c’mon!” Sweetie Belle said. “Can’t you at least get a thousand bits for me?”



With a sigh, Apple Bloom rolled her eyes. Good thing she didn’t have enough room to swoon in here. “Yeah, we’ll tell Princess Celestia that we had a good time with you.”



“Good… good.” Jolly Roger jerked his head toward the door. “Uh, let them out, Mainsail. And get them something to eat.”



“Any more crackers?” Apple Bloom asked.



Jolly Roger nodded. “Yarrr. There be a jar o’ mayonnaise in the fridge in me cabin, too.”



Mainsail could only shake her head.








“So, it was our own fault we got caught aboard their ship, and they’ve promised to return the money they stole,” Apple Bloom said. She hung her head but rolled her eyes up at Princess Celestia.



The princess gave a slight nod. “They did not mistreat you?”



“They wouldn’t let me cook,” Sweetie Belle grumbled. Scootaloo gave her a shove.



Apple Bloom tried to bow a little lower to make up for her friends’ disrespect. “They fed us, too. I got butter crackers. With mayonnaise!”



“On crackers?” Celestia screwed up her face, and Luna wrinkled her brow.



If only to spread the word about that particular taste treat, she had to save Jolly Roger. She glanced over at the dozen or so crewmembers. Mainsail, Mizzen, and a bunch of others whose names she’d never learned, with a line of palace guards behind them all. “Yes’m. Could you please show them mercy? It’d mean a lot to us.”



“And pay them a thousand bits for me,” Sweetie Belle added.



Celestia raised an eyebrow. “Why would I pay…?”



“Don’t ask,” Apple Bloom said, narrowing her eyes at Sweetie Belle. “So… what do you think?”



For several agonizing minutes, Celestia stared back and forth between the pirates and the Cutie Mark Crusaders. Luna leaned over to whisper something in her ear. “Are you sure?” Celestia finally said.



Jolly Roger, who knew good food when he saw it, Mizzen, who used a dull, foal-friendly weapon, Mainsail, who shouldn’t have to sell her hair and who needed to learn to spell. Yeah. “Yes, Princess.”



“Very well. I will let them go.”



The entire pirate crew exhaled as one.



“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” Apple Bloom gushed, and she hugged her friends. All three dashed from the open floor in front of the throne and over to their families in the crowd.



Conversations started, and many ponies cheered, the pirate crew most of all. With all the commotion, nopony noticed that Celestia had beckoned her court reporter over. Luna joined them as well.



“I’ll let them go, alright,” Celestia muttered under her breath. “After fifteen to twenty.”



Princess Luna snorted loudly and burst out laughing.
      

      
   
      Ἐλπίς


      

      
      
         She flew on in the unending twilight. Beneath her was purple. She could say little more than that. It was impossible to say exactly what it was, or how far below her, or how far it stretched in every direction, for there were no landmarks, no boundaries, no shadows. Just a hypnotic slow rippling. Only by the speed or slowness of its motion could one guess whether what looked like a wave was a ripple close up, or a far-off ocean swell. Several times she had thought she was high above the ooze, and only a lucky glimpse of a ball of white—her own blurred reflection—saved her from flying right into it.



Some unmeasurable time ago, she had grown too weary to hold up the sun. He had sunk into the ocean of slime with a burning hiss, and when the tower of steam cleared, he had left an immeasurable black crater behind. For a few bright seconds she thought he might have caused the stuff some harm. But the wound closed in on itself with a loud plopping sound, leaving behind only a slick black spiral smear on the surface.



Just—two colors, dim blue above, a purple welt below, and one line between them infinitely far away in all directions.



It was not a true purple, but a sickly blue-and-red-tinged mixture of every color, swirled together, stirring slowly into infinitely fine vortices and spirals. Equestria, absorbed and averaged together. The laws of optics were unjust, to make so many bright things cancel each other out into dull gray.



It was quiet, as apocalypses went. Not so silent that it sucked the breath out of you, like the gray cinder worlds whose ashes she had trodden, worlds too spent to raise even the wind to blow a puff of ash away. Not raging, like the worlds that had ended in fiery fields of lava, belching sulfur. Not hissing and biting, like the wind across infinite plains of snow broken here and there by ghoulish ice statues. Just a gentle, persistent sucking sound, like an ocean sloshing against the bottom of an endless pier.



As she flew, she replayed the final centuries in her mind over and over again. She tried to search for warnings she could have heeded earlier, precautions she could have taken. But there was no obvious turning point that could have prevented This without causing That. It was as if the universe hated harmony, and pushed back harder the closer it came to it. Even reifying it into its component elements had only made the final fall harder and faster. The power needed to hold a world together in harmony could also send it flying apart.



No revelations came. All that came to her, over and over, were the faces and the voices.



The only mark of the passage of time was a dimming of the light, and a settling of the ocean as the purple mass consumed itself, squandering the fruits of ten thousand years of life in confused and conflicting waves, defecating heavy black tendrils into itself that sank beneath the waves.



How long did it take?



Long.



How far did she fly?



Far.



How tired was she?



The world beneath her shrank as it cooled and solidified, drawing itself together until the dark curve of its horizon was visible. By then the only light was the glow of the mare herself, which pulsed cool blue from her body and hot yellow from the tip of her horn. She touched down on the featureless black surface. Only then did she allow herself to think on how tired her wings were, and the moment she did, they dried up into gossamer gray cobwebs and crumbled into dust, leaving a bare smooth patch behind her shoulders.



The Butler waited there. That was how she thought of him. He had four legs and a tail this time, but was tall and dark and wispy as always, like the shadow of the smoke of a fire. She trotted toward him. When she drew near, he looked at her calmly, with eyes incapable of surprise or expectation.



He held out a sharp dark spike, so hard and bright-pointed that the hand or hoof holding it was too insubstantial by comparison to be seen. It was more like a slashing interruption of space than an object one might idly toss or spin on the basis of no higher authority than the laws of physics. Nonetheless she took it between her teeth and gripped it like a bit.



The Butler did not quite nod in response, but his eyebrows may have momentarily raised a hair’s width in acknowledgement. He turned his head slightly to the left, directing her attention. Before them stretched the Road.



It was black, slick, and every bit as hard as the bit of un-space she clenched between her teeth. It would have been as frictionless as theory, if not for the rows of short grooves etched lengthwise on its surface. Each groove was a little over an inch long, with dozens of parallel grooves per row.



She began to walk, and the Butler followed after.



“Walk” is a brisk word for their movement. She took a deep breath before each step. The grooves in the Road seemed not merely to stop her from sliding, but to pull at her and drag her to a halt. With every step she stopped and stared at one or another of the countless scratches, as if trying to remember something. Some her eyes passed over with a shudder; others, she gazed at for a long time. Behind her, when she moved on, each thin groove glistened with a ribbon of white light.



By the time they had gone a mile, her glow was noticeably dimmer. Or perhaps the darkness was darker. The landscape around them seemed too worn-down to present any definitive shape or silhouette, too tired to catch the light and reflect it properly.



She was limping now, stepping very gingerly and grimacing each time she set a hoof down. It was hard to see in the dim light, but a darker liquid dripped behind her now, coalescing into blobs and skittering off the road into the darkness. Her limp seemed off, even for a limp, and strangely quiet.



Her hooves were too short. The soles of her hooves had worn away. The Butler looked down at the bloody pads exposed underneath, and his brows narrowed and his eyes flicked upwards by the tiniest angle, as if he were severely put upon by this foolishness.



Several times she shuddered and almost fell, but caught herself. The Butler expressed eloquently with his eyelids his commendation of her for avoiding making such a scene.



After they had gone another mile, her steps resounded with hoof-like clicks again, for she had worn through the fatty pad, down to the toe’s coffin bone. Trailing away to the horizon behind them, the narrow grooves glistened with the slivers of herself she had left behind, body and soul.



Another mile on, she screamed and fell for the first time. The Butler actually raised an eyebrow. She struggled to her feet and continued.



There are nerves inside a horse’s hoof, solid though it seems. They are buried deep within its center. You can find out what it feels like to touch a nerve, if you like, the next time your dentist drills out a cavity.



The second time she fell, she lay sprawled on the black surface, gasping and trembling. The light within her dimmed to a cold sapphire glow. Her skin clung to the Road beneath her.



The Butler knelt on all fours beside her. He slowly stretched out one shadowy limb towards the dark spike between her teeth, gently, like one offering to take a heavy load.



She jerked her head away, and began to crawl.



The grooves sucked and pulled at her like leeches as she dragged herself across them. They seemed now to drain every part of her equally. Her horn slowly shrivelled and cracked. Her ears sagged and then hung limp like a dog’s. Her legs dwindled to short, boneless noodles flapping ahead of and behind her.



The Butler stood behind her, with an air of infinite patience, moving each foot one step forward every time she managed to wriggle, snake-like, another body length forward. Her light dimmed like a fire burning down to the coals.



An observer might have said that this went on for a long time. But there was no standard by which to measure time other than the mind of the Butler, who was indifferent to it, and whatever mind remained in the ichorous pale serpent, which was enveloped in a fog of pain and concentration no longer anchored to the world of seconds and inches. It slinked forward with a mad stare on what was left of its face. Its horn had crumbled away, its skin faded to translucent, and its limbs been absorbed into its body, or into the Road. Still it slithered onward, now only a dimly phosphorescent slug leaving a glistening trail behind.



The slug quivered. Its nose, which had melted away and was now merely two vertical gelatinous slits above its mouth, slowly bent down and touched the Road before it.



One final line of grooves went halfway across the Road, and then stopped. Beyond, it was virgin, uncut, featureless and black.



The slug reached its head sideways and out, lowering the sharp end of the spike to the smooth surface just beyond the last groove. Then it contracted its body, pulling its head back towards itself, dragging the end of the spike across the surface of the Road. As it did, it remembered. As it remembered, the memories flowed into the spike, heating it red-hot, and sparked and burned themselves into the surface of the road.



It remembered being one white speck among the vast green swells of microscopic life, drifting peacefully as they fed from the sun. It remembered growing, slowly, an inch a year, absorbing minerals from a rock, leading a sluggish but tough army of lichens and fungi from the ocean and across the barren, rocky land. It remembered leading the first school of mudskippers, flipping and hopping desperately between evaporating puddles, from the rivers to uninhabited inland pools. It remembered the sudden explosion of shapes and forms. It remembered being a her instead of an it. It remembered the first small furry creature that, when she pointed up, looked up at the sky in wonder instead of at her paw.



It remembered the ponies. All of them, one by one, from the first to the last. No judgement or self-recriminations now; just a meticulous, impartial re-imaging of every foal’s first step and first fall, every love, every fight, every dream, every final breath.



When it had finished, there was one more shallow groove cut into the surface of the Road.



The Butler reached out his hand again, and this time, the slug-thing let him take the spike from its mouth. He wiped it off fastidiously with a black handkerchief, and it disappeared into his smoky folds of skin or clothing or nothingness.



The ground shuddered. The world groaned, creaking and croaking, a low tired sound.



The Butler wavered slightly on his four legs, and the slug’s body rippled in waves, as the exhausted world hunched its shoulders and began to curl in on itself in the darkness around them. There was a slow rumbling tearing sound, like a god ripping off a Band-Aid, as the world contracted and tore away from the Road. The blackness off to either side became deeper and blacker as the land fell away and in on itself.



This, too, might have been said to have gone on for a long time, if anyone with an interest in such details had been there to measure it.



When it was over, the world lay huddled together in a cold, dark ball, there at the end of the Road. The only light left in the universe was a cold, faint, purple light, deep inside the translucent belly of the slug. If it went out there was nothing, anywhere, that could ever reignite it again.



The Butler looked at the world, then turned down towards the slug, and tilted his head.



A butler is a creature that rarely expresses an opinion, but when it does, can give a soliloquy in the alteration of one syllable, and a complete dissertation in the elevation of an eyebrow. The turning and the tilting of the Butler’s head was now the only possible salient stimulus in the universe. Technically, it lasted for an infinite length of time, as there was no other movement to time it by. Here is a brief summary of what it said:



See, it is finished. All is one again. Show wisdom. Have mercy. Let it have its well-earned sleep. Let its disassembled souls rest in peace. Do not ask them to try again. Do not put them through the humiliation of failing one more time. No more suffering. No more indignities. Sleep. Rest. Peace. Dignity. For ever and ever.



The slug’s inner fire dimmed and dimmed, and all around them the darkness held its breath in anticipation.



The slug spilled back towards the last groove it had carved in the road, and reached out a thin tendril of a pseudopod that seeped into it, filling it. It waited, feeling that scar in the Road as if listening for a pulse, or an answer.



A light flickered at the tips of that tendril.



Then the slug raised itself up to its full height, opened its wreck of a mouth, and took a breath.



“Et’s shry diss unn more time,” it slurred, and reached out with one burning finger to touch the world.
      

      
   
      Memories of a Star


      

      
      
         “Trixie will not pay that much for this crumbling piece of paper. Take the ten bits or Trixie leaves.”



The shopkeeper at the “Treasures of Old: Second Hand Books” looked from the scroll to the blue magician, a drop of sweat sliding down his gray face. “It’s worth more than this. It could be centuries old —”



“And how long did it sit on that shelf gathering dust?” Trixie shot a casual glance at the scroll. “Well, if it’s that old and never sold, it must be worthless. Keep your scroll, Trixie is leaving.”



“Fine, fine,” the shopkeeper almost growled, “it’s yours for ten bits.”



The golden coins floated from Trixie’s saddlebags and landed on the counter, the scroll taking their place. “It was a pleasure doing business with you,” said Trixie with an enigmatic smile, already turning to leave.



The shopkeeper mumbled something behind her, but Trixie didn’t notice, focused as she was on just walking out of the shop and the alley it was located at, towards one of the main thoroughfares of Canterlot. She spied back at the now out of earshot store, glanced at the starburst emblem drawn at the top of the scroll, and…



“Ha! Trixie prevails again! An original scroll from a fireworks master, for the price of a lowly copy! Let’s see what is inside this rarity…”



“Beg pardon?”



Trixie looked back, at a white unicorn mare with an impeccable purple mane, who was looking at Trixie, head tilted.



“You are… Rarity, aren’t you? From Ponyville?”



“Indeed.” Rarity lowered her bags, bolts of fabric jutting from them. “Didn’t you just call me?”



Trixie let out a laughter. “Oh. Trixie was just thinking aloud.” She opened the scroll she was holding in her magic, providing Rarity a good look. “This is a scroll penned by Evening Stardust, one of the greatest fireworks masters in Equestria’s history. It’s a true rarity. He,” Trixie looked around and lowered her voice, “he is even greater than Trixie.”



“Wait, Evening Stardust?” Rarity took a step closer to the scroll, staring intently.



“You know of him?”



“Why, yes.” Rarity’s eyes seemed to sparkle. “He inspired fashion for a whole season a few centuries ago, with just a fireworks display. I do so wish I could see it…”



“Luna’s Lullaby.” Trixie looked up, longing in her eyes. “It is said Celestia herself shed tears. It is one of the most famous fireworks displays ever created, but few records remain. Only Celestia know how it was.”



Rarity pointed at the scroll. “Is this related?”



Trixie quickly scanned the scroll. “Yes, but it’s only a minor part. It’s the schematic of the Wind Rocket, which represents the wishes of the ponies that love Princess Luna ascending —” Trixie glanced at Rarity, who was peering intently at the back of the scroll. “Is there something wrong?”



“I think you will want to hold the scroll against the light.”



“What is…” Trixie’s voice trailed, her jaw slack. After a few moments, she completed, “A map! But…”



Scanning the area around, Trixie set after a table from a nearby cafe, touching the horn to it. When the table started to glow softly, Trixie set the scroll down, and soon started to speak excitedly “A map to Evening Stardust’s lost workshop! According to the map it’s close by, to the west.” She lifted the scroll, looking hungrily at the large, flat surface of the table. “But how is Trixie supposed to consult the map on the way?”



Rarity arrived, trotting calmly and trailing her bags. “I think I can help,” she said, picking a piece of paper with a mannequin printed from one of her bags. Turning it over, Rarity started to copy the map. “Oh, and what do you mean by lost?”



“Evening Stardust was a loner. He set his workshop away from everything, more than safety demanded, and never received his clients there. After he was gone, nopony ever found it.” She glanced at Rarity. “Trixie… I…”



Trixie paused, drawing Rarity’s gaze. “Thank you for helping me. Even though I never had the chance to ask for forgiveness after I forced you to do all those banners.”



“Banners?” Rarity giggled. “Don’t fret, darling. My customers ask much harsher tasks. But,” Rarity glared at Trixie, “messing with my mane, and putting me in that horrible muddy brown dress, are another thing.”



Trixie swallowed hard. “Then why are you helping me after that?”



“What is Rarity if not generous? Besides,” the glare disappeared, leaving a smile in its wake, “if Twilight could forgive you after what you did to her, I can forgive too. But may I ask something in return?”



Trixie looked uncertain. “Well, certainly. Trixie still owes you an apology.”



“You are going to this workshop, right? Might I come with you?”



“Well, I am, as soon as I can. And of course you can go. But why?” Trixie peered more closely at Rarity. “I remember you hate dirt, don’t you? It’s in the middle of nowhere, and I don’t even know what will be there.”



“Oh, well, I don’t know much about that Evening Stardust pony, but I did read that he jotted everything that inspired him on a notebook, and most of his writings were never recovered; if that workshop was never found, perhaps his notebooks are inside, and if I can find what inspired him this little trip will be absolutely worth it. Some things are worth getting dirty for.” Rarity lifted her head, a smirk in her face. “Not many, but some are.”








“And after that display Evening was rarely seen again. He did some smaller presentations and came to the city for supplies, but even that stopped after a few years.” Trixie looked at her companion, who was wearing a pink and yellow safari suit, complete with a matching pith helmet. “Anything else you want to know?”



Rarity looked at Trixie’s hooded figure amid the trees. “So let me get this straight. This pony went through school and beyond with no friends, rarely talked with anypony else, and never talked about his family, but became the greatest fireworks maker of his time?”



Trixie winced. “Fireworks master. Or pyrotechnician, if you want the fancy word. But yes, that was him.”



“Well, seems like it’s a good thing we don’t need to befriend —” Rarity yelped, as Trixie tugged her tail. “Ouch! What are you doing?”



“Trixie is saving your life. This is not the everfree, but there is still some danger if you don’t look where you are going.”



Rarity took her eyes from Trixie and towards the ravine she almost fell inside, flanked by tall grass on both sides, and the collapsed rope bridge at the other side. “Oh, thank you! But now how do we pass? If only we had Rainbow Dash here to help repair the bridge…”



“Rainbow Dash is that hotheaded pegasus friend of yours, isn’t he?” Trixie lifted a hoof to her chin. “Perhaps now is the time to do better than a different friend of yours.”



Rarity glared at Trixie. “Whatever do you mean?”



“Trixie did not mean that as an insult,” said Trixie, waving a hoof in front of her. “You did turn one of my stage’s curtains into a dress when we first met, didn’t you? Can you create some rope, enough to reach the other side, perhaps using my travel cloak?”



“I think I can do better.” Rarity turned to the tall grass and alighted her horn, picking and weaving the blades of grass; before long she threw a coil of rope at Trixie’s hooves. “And done. It won’t last long, but should hold for a while. What now?”



A soft music began playing as Trixie’s horn started glowing, the rope stretching across the gap. “The same trick I used to defeat that Apple-something. Aha! Trixie prevails —” she noticed the flat stare Rarity was directing towards her and rubbed her neck. “I mean, I did it.”



Rarity looked at the rope, which was pulling the rope bridge back into shape, and then at Trixie, the stare gone and a smile in her face. “It’s not that I dislike you, darling, but you sometimes make it hard not to. Must you always be so boastful?”



“Trixie is as Trixie needs to be in her line of work.” She paused, doing a nearly imperceptible nod. “But I will keep that in mind.”



Rarity looked at the bridge that was back to spanning the gap, testing it with a hoof. “I suppose that will have to do. The workshop should be just at the foot of that cliff ahead, isn’t it?”



Trixie pulled the map from her cloak. “Yes. Let’s go.”



It took a few uneventful, silent minutes to reach the cliff, the two mares giving a sigh in relief as they both sighted a small, gray stone house against its base. They galloped the rest of the way — Rarity complaining half-heartedly how unladylike running like this was — and stopped a few yards before it.



It would be called a cabin if it was made of wood, so small it was. It had just a single, boarded, window on one side, and a large wooden door reinforced with metal dominating the front; the same starburst emblem from the scroll — this time in a faded, light pink — was proudly displayed in the door. The roof beams were still in place, but many of the blue tiles were gone.



“Well, this looks like the right place.” Trixie looked at Rarity. “Ready to enter?”



Rarity nodded, and the two mares entered the small house, which had a single room. Shafts of light entered from the missing tiles, allowing them to see a series of dark shapes amidst the dust motes. Only after their eyes got used to the relative darkness they started to discern the shapes; a large workbench, a small bed, a stove, and a few empty bookcases and cabinets. And everywhere, including atop and under the scarce furniture, scraps of thin wood and metal.



Trixie brought some of the pieces of metal under a light beam. “Those are scraps from constructing fireworks. Why are they here…” Trixie’s head dropped, looking at the empty bookcases. “Somepony must have been here before.”



Rarity paced among the room. “Oh, I don’t think so. There are too many things missing, things that nopony would take. Like the cooking implements, the bed covers, the mattress even.”



“Well, this was a waste of time,” said Trixie. “Don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.”



“Perhaps not.” Rarity lighted her horn, and with a bit of strain moved a bookcase, revealing another, sturdier door behind. “Now, where might this lead to?” With a start, Rarity pulled the door, which merely rattled. “Uh?”



“Let Trixie try.” The blue magician eyed the door, concentrating on the keyhole. In a few moments her horn was aglow, her face contorted in concentration, as something inside the keyhole emitted a matching glow and clicked. With a prideful smile, Trixie said, “Try now.”



Rarity sighed and opened the door, revealing a dark corridor cut into the stony cliff. The two mares looked at each other, nodded, lighted their horns and entered.



The smooth walls and floor of the corridor gave way to natural stone after a mere dozen paces, the darkness deepening ahead. In a few dozen more, the walls gave way to empty space, the mares’ horn light creating small circles around them.



“This is…” Trixie stopped to listen. “This cave is huge. There is no echo. It almost sounds as if we were in the open.”



Rarity looked around. “Why would Evening have a place like this at home?”



After a low whistle, Trixie answered, “A place to test his fireworks without having to wait for night, with no risk of being seen or causing damage. Wait.”



Trixie concentrated, a small ball of light leaving her horn. With a wave of her head Trixie sent the ball back in the direction of the tunnel they arrived by, turning it to the side to fly along the wall of the large chamber. Both mares kept looking, speechless, as the magical ball of light circled an area large enough to build a large mansion, but revealing nothing pony-made apart from a few supports added to the walls.



Redoubling her concentration, Trixie sent the ball of light towards the center of the chamber in an ever decreasing spiral, this time revealing a desk and a couple benches between the tunnel and the center, and a few large tubes — fireworks launchers, Trixie realized — at the very center. Trixie then sent the ball of light straight up, both mares watching it explode, almost as high as a tower from the Canterlot Castle, without revealing the ceiling.



Rarity let out a low whistle. “It’s larger than a dragon’s lair.”



“It could be,” said Trixie, in an uncertain voice.



“No, really. I have been to a dragon’s lair with my friends,“ said Rarity, walking towards the desk she saw earlier.



“Don’t tell me Twilight Sparkle vanquished a dragon too,” said Trixie, her eyes narrowed skeptically.



“Oh, don’t be silly, nopony can do that. Well, perhaps the princesses can, but that is it.” Rarity started to pick and read pages from a pile of crumbled paper. “Another friend of us stared it down.”



“Wait, somepony stared down a dragon? How —”



Rarity giggled. “I can tell it all later. But this is interesting, seems like Evening was writing the same letter over and over, asking somepony — wait, here he says ‘sister’ — to let him live with her. He says he is getting old and needs help.” Rarity tilted her head. “Why would he write so many drafts?”



“He was afraid to ask for help,” said Trixie, after a few moments, in a quiet voice.



“Why would he?” Rarity kept going through the papers.



“Some ponies spend so much time without relying on anyone that they become afraid of asking.” Trixie shook her head, her voice assuming its normal intensity. “But enough of this. Any indication of who he was writing to?”



“No,” said Rarity, shaking her head. “There are about a dozen variations of the same letter, but none has a name.”



“Then this was just a waste of time,” said Trixie, pulling the scroll that started this trip. “At least I still have this one schematic, so it was not...” Trixie noticed Rarity at her side, gawking at the scroll. “What is it this time?”



Rarity didn’t answer; instead, she started towards the tunnel at a gallop.



With a sigh, Trixie galloped after her. In short order she found Rarity outside the house, gawking at the pale pink starburst painted in the outermost door.



“Say, Trixie, do you think this emblem could have been purple when it was first painted?”



Trixie grimaced at the door. “Maybe. Why —” Her eyes went wide. “You think this is related to Twilight? But this is centuries old!”



“Oh, it’s not just Twilight that has this starburst on her cutie mark. Her brother, Shining Armor, has it too, and their uncle. It could be a family mark, like the Apples have.”



“Wait,” said Trixie, looking aghast at Rarity, “Shining Armor? As in, the Crystal Empire prince Shining Armor? He is Twilight’s brother?”



“You challenged her to a magical duel, tried to banish her from her village, and really didn’t know?” said Rarity, with a flat stare.



“Well, uh, the Great and Powerful Trixie didn’t need to know Twilight’s family tree,” said Trixie with a comically embarrassed frown.



“Perhaps it’s time for you to meet another branch of her family tree,” said Rarity with a giggle. “We have nothing to lose, and everything to gain.”








“Are you sure it would be okay for us to borrow all those notebooks and scrolls, madam?” Rarity looked at the light purple, nearly white unicorn mare that stood in front of Twilight’s old home.



“Please, call me Twilight. Or Velvet, if you don’t want to mix me up with my daughter.” Twilight Velvet looked around, smiling at Rarity. “Of course you can borrow them. I would have never found how important they are if you didn’t tell me.”



“Oh, thank you! We will give them back as soon as we copy them. Those notebooks will be a great help with my classic collections, and Trixie will certainly put those fireworks notes to good use.”



“About that…” Twilight Velvet gazed at Trixie, making her attempt to shrink behind the nearby tree she was under. “I heard about what you attempted to do to my daughter.”



“Well, Trixie…” the magician swallowed hard.



“You were under some kind of curse, I know. My daughter made sure I would remember, and made me promise to not hold a grudge against you. So I don’t.”



Trixie took an unsure step forward. “Uh, thank you?”



“But let me tell you, youngling. The next time you attempt to do something of that kind to my daughter, I will show you just what a retired lieutenant of the Solar Guard can do.” A long spear, made entirely of magic energy, briefly flashed behind Twilight Velvet. “ Are we clear?”



Trixie swallowed again. “Yes, ma’am.”



“Then off you go, I have much to do.” Twilight Velvet smiled sweetly towards the other two mares. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you two do with those dusty papers!”



Twilight Velvet went back inside, while Rarity and Trixie levitated a large box, full of notebooks and scrolls, between them.



“What was that last part about? For a moment you looked scared,” said Rarity, shooting a curious glance towards Trixie.



“Uh,” Trixie lowered her voice, “Trixie tangled with a lieutenant once. A long time ago. I… prefer not to talk about it.”



Trixie grimaced, waiting for a giggle or laughter from her companion, but nothing came. Raising an eyebrow, she asked, “Rarity?”



“This Evening Stardust.” Rarity looked to the notebooks inside the box. “He was just like Twilight before she went to Ponyville; no friends, afraid to even ask his family for help, just a driving obsession towards his research, his work. Do you think Twilight could have become like this, a recluse without friends, if she never met, well, us?”



“During school Trixie heard stories about Princess Celestia’s star pupil. An unicorn that only had her books for friends, that never failed, never had any need for others.” The blue mare looked down. “Even Trixie dealt more with other ponies. Trixie always thought that this ‘star pupil’ would become just a spoiled jerk, living alone with her books.”



Rarity lowered her eyebrows. “Trixie…”



“Trixie tells as Trixie sees. But Twilight didn’t turn that way, did she?” and in a lower voice, Trixie finished, “She is a mare Trixie would like to call friend.”



Rarity’s expression softened, a mysterious smile in her lips.
      

      
   