
      Guilt Trip


      

      
      
         Sunset Shimmer stopped when she heard the soft sobs down the corridor. A door flung open and Luna stormed out. She slammed the door shut and rushed headlong towards Sunset, nearly crashing into her. ‘Oh!’, she blurted, freezing as she suddenly became aware of Sunset’s presence. She smiled tentatively. ‘Sorry, Sunset. Good morning!’ 



Sunset bowed a short curtsy. ‘Sire,’ she said. Then she nodded towards the door. ‘What tidings do you bring?’ she asked.



’None too bright,’ Luna answered.



’Has she fallen again?’ 



Luna nodded sombrely. ‘I can’t bear it any more, Sunset. I can’t bear this big dipper any more, ’tis too hard and my patience grows thin. If it goes on like this, I know I will break down and do something wicked. I can feel it. I’m putting all my might to resist, but I fear it is useless.’



Sunset took a step back. ‘You mean—’



‘Yeah, and I apologise, Sunset. Heaven knows I loathe burdening others with my woes, but in this case I fail to see any other way out,’ Luna said. She sighed. ‘Good luck, my lass!’ She stroked Sunset’s cheek with her head, walked past and vanished in the shadows.



Sunset sighed in turn and padded to the door. She knocked once. Twice. Thrice. Getting no response, she cracked the door open.



‘Your Majesty?… Celestia?’



She pushed the door wide and trod inside. Celestia had crumbled on her desk. Her body shook with every sob. The room reeked of brandy.



‘Please,’ Sunset pleaded, ‘your majesty. Stop this. Stop thinking you’re the only responsible for—‘



’But I’m the only one,’ Celestia unexpectedly blurted. ‘Whose other fault could it be. I failed them. I failed them all.’ 



‘You didn’t fail anyone, rather they failed you,’ Sunset replied.



‘No. Is not true. One may fail me. But so many? No, no. It is I who is unfit. Unfit to teach. Unfit to rule.’ Celestia head fell back on the table and another sobbing fit washed over her. 



‘They were simply unworthy of you, of your patience, of your warmness, of your kindness. They all lusted for power. They’ve used you to quench their thirst.’



‘If what you say is true Sunset, then I’m flawed nevertheless. How can I be so blind, again and again?’ 



Sunset bit her lips. ‘You’re simply the kindest and sweetest pony I’ve ever met,’ she said. ‘You always see the bright side in everypony. And you believe it’ll get the better of them in the end. Sometimes it does. Look at me. Sometimes, it does not, but don’t blame yourself for trying. You should be proud, on the contrary.’ 



‘How can I be proud of having nurtured ponies like Stardust Twinkle, who became one of Equestria’s most evil foes?’ Celestia bawled, and punched herself on the head.



‘Sombra was perverted by the discoveries he made and the experiments he conducted. This is none of your fault. It could’ve happened to anypony.’



‘I should have known, Sunset. I should have guessed. And now, because of me, thousands of ponies have died in pain and slavery and starvation. I will never forgive me for this.’



‘But you have brought up brilliant minds. Starswirl the be—’



‘Can that really offset all the evil I’ve done, if only vicariously?’ Celestia interrupted.



Sunset did not answer. She took a few steps in the room.



‘Sunset,’ Celestia suddenly whispered. Sunset turned round to face her. ‘Yes, master?’ 



‘You, at least, won’t betray me, will you?’ 



Sunset beamed. ‘Never, majesty,’ she replied. And after a few seconds, ‘Never,’ she finally added.
      

      
   
      Abdication


      

      
      
         From the comfort of one of her Canterlot boutique’s lounge chairs, Rarity scowled into a newspaper at the social page’s biggest headline:



Fashion Queen to Abdicate, Return to Ponyville Roots




‘Queen’ indeed. She snorted. It made her sound like one of the flamboyantly gay stallions on the Canterlot fashion scene. Oh, and they—whoever ‘they’ were, the author of this piece—absolutely chose that word on purpose, she was beyond sure of it. It could have read ‘Fashion Mogul’ or ‘Fashion Guru’ or maybe ‘Fashion Princess.’



But no. She was a ‘Queen.’



Rarity rolled her eyes. ‘Drama queen’ was what they really meant.



Still, it was hard to be surprised. These kinds of parting shots were par for the course, because it was implicit that there must be skullduggery going on. Why else would anypony ever want to exit the circles of Canterlot high society?



No, in their eyes, there was really only one explanation: those who departed had skeletons in their closet. Of course, everypony did, and everypony knew it—it was just that it was considered good etiquette to depart with dignity ahead of time when it happened, through whatever twist of capricious fate, that an uncloseting was believed to be imminent.



The superb irony here was that she was leaving for herself and there really were no such skeletons making the decision for her.



Other than, of course, the one in plain sight. Simply needing to leave Canterlot and not wanting to bare her private life by admitting to it being for her own mental health was scandal enough. It spoke of discontent, of unhappiness, of ingratitude, of something unsatisfactory about ‘the establishment’ and having ‘made it.’ The scandal of becoming a presumed outcast was a self-fulfilling prophecy, and now the gossip rag vultures would look for any rationale to make it into some sort of narrative of personal impurity, something broken inside her, instead of recognizing their own circular logic of presuming she must be leaving because she was a bad person and she must be a bad person because she was leaving.



It was all such insanity: tormented for staying, punished for making her escape.



Rarity tossed the paper down and hung her head in despair. When would it ever end?



Soon. Soon, she desperately hoped.








Her first commission after arriving back in Ponyville and resettling into the Carousel Boutique was a plain, simple summer sundress. The design was barely more than a bodice and a skirt in plain, light, floral-patterned cotton.



It was nothing like the intricate silk and satin cocktail dresses and ballgowns of Canterlot, and she had a whole two weeks to finish it, and those two weeks were a summertime dream.



In the mornings, she woke up to watch the sunrise and spent an hour just drinking tea and eating a leisurely breakfast while the flowers in the garden unfurled their petals to greet the day. Then once the morning sky was full and bright, she’d sit down at her sewing machine and work by natural light, next to a window, listening to birdsong. In the afternoons, she’d take a long break and sometimes a nap, simply because she could.



And over those two weeks, the sundress felt as if it made itself, all the patterning and cutting and each sewn seam happening on its own somehow, each part in its own time, without needing to be forced along at the frantic panicked pace that had insidiously become second-nature without realizing it until she didn’t have to keep up with it anymore.



It was the commission that made her fall back in love with making clothes.








When Ruby Brooch walked in the door of the Carousel Boutique, Rarity knew in an instant she wasn’t going to like the conversation the Canterlot noblemare was bringing in the door with her.



“When, Miss Rarity, is the Autumn line to be announced?” she demanded. “I know you. You’re cooking something, here in this peasant town, in secret, away from prying eyes. And I want the first serving of whatever it is!”



“There isn’t going to be any Autumn line,” Rarity responded coolly.



Ruby Brooch scowled. “Don’t be coy, Rarity,” she pressed. “I traveled here by train from Canterlot, you know.”



“I’m sorry if there’s been some misunderstanding,” Rarity responded. “But I’m serious.”



Eventually, finally convinced, Ruby stormed out, face as red as her namesake.



Two months ago, Rarity would have had a panic attack.



But now? Now…



She shrugged and went back to her tea.
      

      
   
      The Ionian Bewilderment


      

      
      
         Captain Jack Aubray of HMS Surmise chewed in silent meditation upon a mango, the deck rolling under his feet as the juice dripped to the freshly holystoned wooden planking. The Surmise was entirely shipshape, the crew had been tuned and spurred to function much like a well oiled machine.  In all the scene was one any sailor might count as well omened, the sea and sky smooth as glass and cloudless, twinned shades of deep blue, and the late afternoon sun shone on the broad backs of the hands as they went about their duties, reaving ropes, painting moving and immobile objects alike and recalibrating the marlinspikes. Still, Jack’s inner mood was not quite as calm as the broad expanse of sea.



Behind him came Jack’s personal friend, the ship’s doctor, Stephen Menorquín, his black pelt shaded and cooled by a bizarre geometric contrivance of white canvas and sticks that fell somewhere well outside strict naval regulations and somewhere within the modern conception of a dome tent. “Is not all well, brother? The miles fall away behind us, the weather is as beautiful as a Celestial mare could bestow upon us from afar, and our mission to the Ionian Consulate has every auspice of success.” 



Jack spat the mango pit over the rail; a nearby fruitshark made an unsuccessful leap for it as it fell. “I tell you, Stephen, it is nothing very definite, but I have some feeling that we are under pursuit… yes, yes I know,” he temporized as Stephen looked out over the featureless and shipless watery horizon. “We are quite far from the Horse Latitudes as you know, yet gossipy old mareners love than to weave tales to befuddle new hands and landsponies. Still, HMS Impertinence was sent through these Greecian waters three years back, and vanished utterly; whether she was assumed directly to the heavens or sent to the deeps one may only speculate, and some of the more superstitious ascribe the cause to the Sirens of myth…”



Stephen blinked. “The Sirens, the half-birds that called to Odysseus as he was tied to his ship?”



Jack nodded. “Aye, but many nowadays claim they are mares with fishy tails below…”



Stephen stroked his whiskered chin. “Speculation without facts is considered to be a capital error in reasoning,” he mused, “Even so, your own intuition is well-honed upon these matters and the fact that you are ill at ease must be tallied in the list. Should you like to mull it over with some toasted cheese and a duetto or two?”



Jack sighed and barked a crisp command at a work party that had painted several ropes so that they now adhered tightly to the mizzenmast. “I should indeed, let us attempt one of those pretty puzzles of Marlotti, so elegant but so far superior to my fiddle…”



As the two strolled to the Captain’s cabin, the Surmise sailed on in the moderate breeze, leaving behind it a smooth wake in a placid surface that seemed bereft of all but the ordinary sea life and one dejected-looking fruitshark. But things were quite different below the surface, where dark shapes darted under and around the hull of the ship as the afternoon sun gracefully descended towards the wide blue horizon.







That evening, in the Surmise’s wake, dead astern of her rudder, a small figure was bobbing in the waves as a stream of musical notes from cello and fiddle in the Captain’s cabin wafted out upon the sea breeze. A scale-skinned mare from the waist up, she kept herself close to the ship with steady flicks from her piscine tail. There was a ripple beside her as another popped up from the depths.



“Peisinoë,” exclaimed the newcomer, “Why the delay! Stop hippocamping and get some singing done! This ship is to be led onto the rocks!”



“Oh, Aglaope, I know but… that music is so enchanting… just listen to that violi player! Such passion, such fire… Wait, listen, they are replaying the third movement, hush now and hear that artful transition!” 



Aglaope pressed her hoof to her scaly face. “You seem to have lost track of who is supposed to be fascinating whom, here… But wait… oh, that cello player must have drunk of nectar from Olympus to be calling forth such honeyed tones!”



The two Sirens swam onward through the wake, bobbing their heads in rapt attention, as Jack and Stephen continued to intently work their way through Marlotti’s Sonata in D Minor for a Placid Sea…
      

      
   