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         "Raven," Twilight called out from her office, "could you come in here, please?"



"Yes, Princess Twilight?" she answered, poking her head just through the doorway. "Do we need the paper bag again?"



Twilight's ears flattened. "No, I'm fine. I just want you to read this number out loud to me to make sure I'm not delirious or trapped in a horrible nightmare."



Inkwell trotted over to Twilight's desk. "The annual budget?" she asked, eyeing the paper stack on the desk.



"Last page, big red number. Lots of zeroes on the bad side of the decimal. Unless you don't see it, in which case I'm definitely hallucinating and I'll have to be medically sanctioned and tested for fitness to hold office and then Celestia and Luna will have to come back out of retirement only a year and—"



Raven levitated a paper bag over Twilight's muzzle. "Breathe, Princess. Let me see the report..." She let Twilight take over the breathing and skimmed through the papers until she got to the final page, whereupon she let out a slightly surprised hum.



"Well?" Twilight asked, having recovered her composure with a little help from her brown paper friend.



"I am pleased to inform Your Highness that she is not mentally unwell, and is indeed reading the final debt tally on this report as appropriately catastrophic." Raven straightened up the papers and laid them back on Twilight's desk.



"Great! Great. Next question I guess is where did this extra hundred million bit debt come from?!. We went through decades of tax records and policy history to lay the ground work for this year's budget and there wasn't anything to indicate we were in this much trouble!"



"Actually, this is my fault," Raven said. "Please continue breathing normally for a moment longer, Your Highness."



Twilight practiced her breathing exercises while Raven started digging through one of Celestia's old file cabinets, shoving papers aside and pulling out entire folders to reach some prize hidden underneath all the otherwise unremarkable paperwork.



"Here we are," Raven said, holding aloft a stack of whithered yellow forms. "Form PC: 1-G07-7h15, Federal Amicus Memorandum, Emergency Debt. We'll have to make new copies, eventually. This original batch is several centuries old."



Twilight snatched a sheet from the stack. "I've been studying Equestrian finance and tax laws for the last three months nonstop and I have never heard of this form." Her eyes swam across the page, only marginally slowed by the olden style of writing and the faded ink. "I, Princess Celestia, ruler of blah blah blah, titles and accolades, something about a plunger, for the livelihood and prosperity of Equestria, take upon my person a segment of the National Debt valuing Ten Thousand Bits, to be repaid in full to the Treasury upon such a time as it is fiscally stable to do so."



"A little interest adds up over the course of six hundred years or so, doesn't it? The current legal-speak is no less murky than it was six hundred years ago, too, but that's lawyers for you. Again, I apologize. Princess Celestia always attached a copy of the form to the budget resolutions herself—always quite insistent not too many ponies knew about it, I'm sure—so I hadn't thought of it at all." Inkwell tilted her head up in thought. "I'm surprised she didn't mention it to you."



Twilight gently bounced her head on and off the desk while massaging her temples with her wingtips.



"I'm not."
      

      
   