
      Noblesse Oblige


      

      
      
         Author's note: While sexual acts—and discussions of sexual acts—play a prominent role in this story, per Writeoff rules, there are no depictions of those acts.



Slouching over a cream-colored velvet sofa in the reception parlor of Prince Blueblood's office, I did my best to appear unconcerned. After all, why should I care about the five other sturdy white unicorn stallions with blonde manes who were lounging indolently across the rest of the room's furniture? They meant nothing to me, and as near as I could tell, they were each trying just as hard as I was to remain outwardly oblivious to their environs.



Still, the pungency of our collective nervousness tickled my nostrils like the aroma of fresh paint. And I do mean fresh: my careful non-looking was quickly leading me to believe that I was the oldest member of our little convocation, and I'd only just passed my twentieth birthday.



Now, a more discerning pony might've begun wondering what a well-known degenerate like Prince Blueblood had in mind for six stallions who looked like he himself must've looked five or six decades in the past. But then if I'd been a more discerning pony, I probably wouldn't've gotten myself kicked from every home I'd ever been offered until I'd "aged out" of the Canterlot foster family system and found my pert and pearly haunches sitting bereft upon the street.



All right, that's a bit melodramatic. In truth, the orphanage had arranged to get me a job as an usher at the Music Center downtown, and my salary there paid for the one room, fifth-floor, walk-up apartment I'd called home for more than two years. I'd been told often enough that I was handsome to look at, and many a panting mare had declared her appreciation for the way I deployed the skills I'd honed since puberty. So all in all it wasn't a bad life.



Much like I myself, I suppose: not bad, but not much of anything else, either. More and more of late, I'd taken to glaring at my compass rose cutie mark in the bathroom mirror after dragging my flanks out of bed at the crack of noon. What in the wide, wide world of Equestria was a mark like that supposed to mean to a pony like me? I didn't have clue one as to the direction destiny meant me to be taking!



And then two days ago the engraved invitation had arrived. Eleven AM, it had said with this day and this address.  It had also enclosed a bank draft for a thousand bits and a promise of another similar bank draft should I show up at the aforementioned time and place bearing the small included card with the number four printed on it. In my non-looking, I'd noticed my associates glancing at their own small cards tucked into shirts, vests, or jackets, and I could only assume that they held the numbers one, two, three, five, and six.



We all continued pretending that we weren't paying close and exacting attention to the studied burps and yawns and stretches of our surrounding doppelgangers until the timepiece over the mantel of the unlit fireplace began chiming. As soon as the eleventh bell had sounded, a door opened among the bookshelves at the far end of the room, and a fully armored member of the Royal Guard stepped out with Prince Blueblood himself close behind.



That the old reprobate's coat was still white, his mane still blonde, and the single gold leaf of his cutie mark still shiny was likely more due to chemistry than anything else. Though I supposed one couldn't rule out magic for the one and only Prince of Equestria, our dear immortal princess's single living relative. Not that anypony had ever quite worked out when or how the Blueblood family had branched off from Princess Celestia's tree, but if only half the stories I'd heard about his wild and profligate ways were true, then his lack of any jail time alone proved that he had some strong connection to the crown.



Leaving his guard beside the door, His Highness glided forward, everything about him as clean and pressed as a freshly laundered linen napkin. His understated elegance showed clearly that a life of crime paid handsomely if one had enough money, and while he glanced around at the bunch of us with his eyes half closed, I found myself thinking that whatever sordid thing he might have in mind might just be worth it if I could grab an ashtray or a book to pawn afterwards.



"Good morning," he said in the rich baritone I'd heard rolling across the Music Center lobby on multiple occasions—though here and now he didn't appear for once to be drunk. "I'm sure the money's the reason you're all here, so I shan't insult you by thanking you for coming. I shall instead congratulate you on making a wise business decision and shall ask number one to join me in my inner sanctum."



His voice deepened on those last words, and with a waggling of eyebrows, he marched back into the room from which he'd just emerged, his guard following.



One of my stalwart companions gave a shrug that I believe was supposed to look careless but which instead made me think of somepony who'd gotten a bee caught in his jacket. He toddled over, passed through the doorway, and golden armor flashed as the door closed behind him.



No scream rang out as I'd half expected, and in fact, the silence that settled over the remaining five of us seemed quieter than the silence of the previous few minutes. Not that it was actually silent, of course, with the tick-tick-tick of the clock above the mantelpiece seeming to rattle the whole room. Trying not to let my imagination swoop off into mad conjectures of what might be happening behind that door, I began counting the ticks in my head. Two of my twins started fidgeting, one of them openly sweating, and before I'd reached thirty in my tick tracking, the door opened again.



Mine weren't the only ears that perked, nor were they the only ones that fell when nopony but the guard emerged. "Number two!" he called in a voice that was more a bark than anything else.



The sweating fidgeter leaped to his hooves, wheeled toward the door we'd all entered by, and ran as if every hound of Tartarus was on his tail.



The guard just blinked. "Number three!" he called.



Another of my fellows lurched upward and swaggered through the office door, and I went back to my counting. A mere twenty seconds elapsed this time, the guard reappearing with a call of "Number four!"



For an instant, I'll admit, I considered following number two's example. But while a part of my brain registered that I'd just been summoned to enter a room into which two ponies of similar size, build, and age had stepped mere instants ago and possibly vanished, well, I'd long ago stopped paying a great deal of attention to that part of my brain. Through this same door, after all, lay the promise of another thousand bits, the first thousand of which I'd already spent on the blue and white silk blazer I was wearing and a variety of the bejeweled accessories that looked so very pretty when adorning the mares who consented to join me for a delicious bit of a tryst in the lounge I'd set up in a disused janitor's closet down one of the Music Center's back hallways.



Which is to say that I stood, brushed the stray strand of mane from my eyes, flashed the guard my best and most engaging smile, and slipped past him into the room.



A second gleam of armor showed me another guard beside another door in the wall to my left. The first door behind me closed with a barely audible click, and I turned my attention to the prince, seated at his desk a few paces away. A quill pen danced in the glow of his horn, his gaze focused on whatever he was writing. "Straight to it," he said, not looking up from his work. "Jonquil there has your second bank draft for a thousand bits." He waved a hoof vaguely at the second guard. "But there's a third thousand bit draft in it for you if you'll sashay on over here, drop to your knees, and give me a blowjob. Yes or no?"



Several more parts of my brain became very active all at once. The correct answer obviously wasn't "yes," or my predecessors along this route would still be at work down under the desk, and I couldn't believe they'd both said, "no," not with a third thousand bits at stake.



So instead of taking the proffered options, I gave a snort. "Make it ten thousand," I said, "and we might have a basis upon which to begin negotiations."



His quill pen scratched messily to a halt along the parchment, and he looked up with the expression of a stallion who'd heard the sweet call of a meadowlark when he'd been expecting the bray of a donkey. Which is to say he blinked three times and then smiled, but putting it that way lacks a certain panache.



I remained standing with head held high, with eyes partially lidded, and with absolutely no idea what I was going to do if he called my bluff. The best course, I decided, would be to keep raising the bid till he got either wise or tired and dismissed me.



Instead of speaking, though, His Highness rose to his hooves and began to circumnavigate me, his gaze so sharp and focused, I swear I could feel it comb across my hide. When he vanished around my south pole, I half expected to hear him command that my tail be switched aside so he could "view the goods" or some equally grotesque sort of cliché. But he completed his circuit in silence, not even the ticking of a clock here to keep me company.



Still, I'd already lasted longer than the others who'd taken this journey so far this morning. Whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, however, I had no idea.



Standing almost nose-to-nose with me now, Prince Blueblood showed his age. Not that I had any idea what that age was, but he'd been the prince for my entire lifetime, and this close to him, I could plainly see the gray roots at the base of his blonde mane as well as the powder vainly attempting to fill the wrinkles that lined his cheeks and forehead.



The continued sharpness of his gaze, though, made me think of nothing but daggers. "You're the usher from the Music Center," he said after what seemed to me like half-an-hour of him looking at me and me trying not to shiver.



That he knew who I was forced the shiver out onto the surface, but I managed to turn it into a tossing of my mane. "I prefer to think of myself as a willing servant of the arts," I replied, somehow keeping my voice from shivering as well.



His smile broadened, and again, I had no idea what that might portend. "I thought you showed promise," he said, "the way you're so often escorting mares both young and not-so-young back to that little love nest of yours."



That he knew about my hobby made all sorts of reactions want to break out over, under, and through me. But since he seemingly approved—or at least hadn't so far ratted me out to management—I found it a bit easier to dredge up a smile to show him. "Love," I said with a theatrical sigh. "It makes the world go 'round, I'm led to understand."



One of his eyebrows arched. "If by that you mean round and firm and fully-packed, then I'd say we're in agreement." His horn sprang to life, and I couldn't help tensing.



All that happened, though, was a drawer springing open on the other side of his desk and a small piece of paper drifting upward. "As I said," he went on, "Jonquil there has your thousand bits, but there'll be a draft for five thousand here tomorrow morning at eleven if you'll show up bearing this upon your large and lovely person." The paper wafted toward me, and when I caught it in my own magic, I saw that it bore a single golden star. "And don't worry," he was saying. "There'll be a great deal more money awaiting you even if you fail tomorrow's tests. And if you pass?"



This time, his smile not only widened but deepened as well. The perverse leer I'd seen so often while guiding the prince and his various companions to his private box at the Music Center vanished completely, and I could only stare at the expression of actual happiness that appeared on his face.



But then he shook himself, and the leer was back. "Just be here," he said, his words suddenly rough. "But for now, take your thousand and get out of my sight."



I didn't need to be told twice.  Scooting past the guard, I snatched the bank draft from the feathers of his wing and trotted along the corridor beyond till I reached the street.



That thousand went quickly toward a large lunch for myself and the other lucky patrons who happened to be dining at Semolina's Bistro downtown, and the remainder bought some lovely trinkets for a few of my own favorite companions each of whom squealed in appreciation in their assorted boudoirs during the rest of that long and luscious afternoon. I stopped by my dingy flat long enough to change into my usher's uniform and grab a few of the brooches left over from the first thousand this little venture had so far brought my way, and I managed to make two new friends that evening, one a maiden attending her very first opera and the other a matron whom I'd noticed noticing me all season long but whose curvaceous figure and sweet face I'd been wanting to save for a special occasion.



It was rather a personal best for me, that day and the sheer volume of mutual pleasure I'd been party to, and as I clomped, tired but oh so satisfied, up the stairs to the only bed I'd ever used simply for sleeping, I experienced a sensation I couldn't remember ever experiencing before.



For the first time in my life, I knew what my future held.



Rising early the next morning, I washed, combed, and spritzed myself with just the proper amount of the gardenia scent an admirer had gifted to me a few months before. The blazer was still eminently presentable, and with my gold star tucked safely within, I made my way in a leisurely fashion to the west end of the Canterlot Tower district where Prince Blueblood kept his offices. With careful steps, I followed the same path I'd taken the day before, but this time I made sure I was applying my magic to the doorknob just as the clock within was striking eleven.



One mustn't appear too eager, after all. Especially when one had no idea how many bits more than the promised five thousand might be forthcoming.



With a slightly come-hither smile, I stepped into the reception parlor—



And very nearly stumbled over my own hooves to see another of my doubles settled in there as if he owned the place.



It took a great deal of effort not to glare—and even more effort to look as if I wasn't making any sort of effort. I stepped in, nodded to the fellow, and draped myself over a sofa as if I hadn't a care in the world. The initial shock was fading quickly, and I could see that the interloper was either number five or number six from yesterday, one of the two I'd left behind when I'd entered His Highness's office.



His jacket was different from the one I'd seen him in then, and while stylish enough, it was nowhere near as au courant as my blazer. He was a bit larger around the barrel than I, I had to admit, but shorter, too, stockier, not as streamlined. I wouldn't've called him handsome, but then I was already taking a dislike to him, and his snow globe cutie mark was so common among ponies with white coats, it was nearly a stereotype. I could only guess that he'd answered the prince's question correctly too and been called back for a second round the same way I had.



My musings were cut short by the office door opening, the guard tromping out with Prince Blueblood close behind. "Excellent!" he more purred than said, his horn crackling with light. The flap of the guard's saddlebag rose as did two slips of paper. "Five thousands bits, gentlecolts, as you were told." An oily grin oozed over his face. "There are further riches yet to come, of course, but you may take your draft and go right now if you'd like, no questions asked." The pale yellow waver of his magic rustled the slips toward us.



I intercepted mine and tucked it into my inner pocket, and my rival did the same. But other than that, neither of us moved.



After all, his Highness had already paid me seven thousand bits just to stroll into two rooms. Honestly, my only thought at that moment was to squeeze every last drop out of the situation while trying my utmost to skate out ahead of its inevitable collapse.



Prince Blueblood's smile flickered the way it had yesterday: for the briefest of instants, it became an actual smile before squirming back into something much more serpentine. "Excellent," he said again, and he turned with a flip of his tail. "We'll go in reverse order today, so come along, whichever of you has the two gold stars."



Two? I glanced at my not-quite-mirror-image, and the haughtiness in the glance he was giving me was almost more than I could bear. I somehow kept myself from sending a bit of magic out to tangle his hooves and make him trip as he sauntered into the office, then the door closed, and I began counting clock ticks.



Sixty made a minute, and another sixty made the minute after that. Tests, the prince had mentioned in passing yesterday, tests that a pony could pass or fail, and for the first time, it occurred to me to wonder just what exactly was going on in this place.



His Highness was evidently looking for something quite particular, a pony who resembled himself not just physically but also in attitude. So was he looking for an heir? He'd certainly never married, and none of the numerous sex scandals I could recall over the years had mentioned a resulting foal. Perhaps he felt the sudden need for some likely youngster to debauch before he died, somepony to keep the name of Blueblood burning like a dumpster fire into the next generation.



I had to stifle a few more shivers. It made as much sense as anything else, and I entertained myself for some time after that with fantasies about how I would spend my time were I to become Prince Blueblood.



They were surprisingly tame fantasies, I have to admit, especially when I found myself recalling some of the Blueblood-related gossip I'd heard the matrons at the orphanage muttering to each other over the years.



Which led me to wonder what these tests might consist of. Would I be given a whip and told to apply it to the flank of some dew-eyed young mare? Would I have to burn my initials into the side of some priceless piece of Equestrian antiquity?



With the sudden sensation of ants scurrying across my hide, I almost leaped to my hooves. But I forced myself to remain relaxed and lolling in case the prince might have his agents watching me.



It was a near thing, though. For the entirety of my life, Prince Blueblood had always been held up as an example of how not to live. If this whole process in which I'd become enmeshed was truly designed to find the pony he wanted as his heir—



Was that something I wanted?



The rattling of a doorknob roused my from my reverie, and I stole a quick glance at the clock. Forty-five minutes had gone by somehow, and I smoothed my expression into something that I hoped would suggest amused boredom rather than any sort of unhappiness or impatience.



The guard opened the door, and Prince Blueblood glided through, his expression suggesting nothing whatsoever. "So," he said. "We come to you." He turned, headed back in, and I—



Well, I'd like to say that I surged upright and demanded to know what was going on. I'd like to say that I refused to have anything more to do with this peculiar set-up and simply would not budge until and unless I got a few answers.



I'd like to say that. But what happened was: I rose and followed him.



Inside, the office looked exactly the same. Well, except for the way that Princess Celestia was sitting at the prince's desk, a quill pen wrapped in her magic and her attention turned toward the parchment upon which she was writing.



That I froze in the doorway is understandable, I hope, and my eyes went so wide, I'm surprised they didn't drop out onto the floor. I'd seen Her Highness from a distance many times over the years, but being in the same room as her was nothing I'd ever thought I'd experience: the fresh rainwater scent of her; the flannel-blanket-on-a-cold-night warmth she exuded; the slight stirring of the air from the breeze constantly caressing her mane; her sheer physicality—as if everything else I'd ever seen in my life till now had been a crudely rendered cartoon, and here for the first time, I was seeing what roundness and depth truly looked like.



So, yes. I froze in the doorway.



Her Highness continued writing for another moment, then she looked up, her gaze nearly knocking me over backwards. "Come in," she said, and the way her words nestled gently into my ears, I couldn't've disobeyed even if I'd wanted to.



How I took those two steps forward without collapsing, I'll never know. I did bow, though, all the way down to the ground and would've gone further if the carpeting hadn't been there to stop me.



When I straightened up, the princess had returned her attention to her paperwork. "Now," she said. "I'll be offering you two more opportunities to leave. The first comes right now. You can go with Jonquil, receive another bank draft for ten thousand bits, and Dr. Pineal in the next room will remove all memory of you having seen me here. Blueblood will never bother you again, and you'll have seventeen thousand bits for your trouble." Her head came up, and what I perceived  in her face, I simply don't have the words for. She was calm, of course, was in control, of course, but—



She wanted something. The only alicorn in the known world, the sole monarchy and undying Sun Princess of Equestria, she wanted something. From me. I could smell it more than see it, could taste it when I inhaled the breath she'd just exhaled.



I had no idea what that something might be.



But I knew I could never live with myself if I didn't find out.



"Your Highness," I said, displaying my most fetching smile. "You seem to have gone to a great deal of effort if your aim was merely to send me away. So I'll thank you for your kind offer, but I fear I must decline." I bowed again, and when I straightened up this time, she and I were alone in the room.



Or rather, we were alone in a completely different room, a larger one and more shadowy, too. She was still at the desk, but that was really all I could make out despite the glow that seemed to radiate from her. "Thank you," she said, and while her voice sounded the same, the way it settled over me made the fine hairs along the base of my mane stand up. "I'll now explain to you what's going to happen next. Once I've done explaining it, you'll have one last opportunity to leave before we get started. If you take that opportunity, I'll send you back to Blueblood's office where Dr. Pineal will do her work. The only memory you'll retain of this day is of you coming to see Blueblood, of him giving you a bank draft for one hundred thousand bits, and you leaving."



As hard as I was trying to retain the air of cool detachment that had gotten me through this thing so far, I couldn't help gasping, "One hundred thousand?"



"Yes," she said simply. A smile pulled at her mouth, and the aromas I caught this time made me think of thunderstorms in the distance. "For your troubles," she added.



My head and chest seemed to be full of whirling wind. I forced my breathing to slow, bowed in order to once more break eye contact with her, and managed to squeak out, "What trouble could possibly come from meeting the beloved princess of Equestria?" I swallowed to clear my throat, raised my head slowly—



And this time the desk had vanished, Princess Celestia standing massive and majestic in the light she herself was casting. "We will be playing a scene, you and I." Her voice seemed tighter, her whole body more solid as if she'd become a marble statue of herself. Her mane still flowed, however, her chest still expanding and contracting. "You will be playing Prince Blueblood, my nephew." Her tongue darted out to touch the center of her upper lip. "The scene will end in only one of two ways. Either I'll tell you it's over, whereupon you will go back to Blueblood's office to receive Pineal's ministrations and a bank draft for two hundred thousand bits. Or—" She took a deep breath, and behind her, part of a wall faded into view, something on the floor against it, something large and round and slightly lumpy.



"Or you and I will have sex," she finished, and I realized I was looking at her bed, piled with white satin pillows and covered with gold-embroidered blankets.



Now, perhaps I'd been wandering through this entire scenario so far with a child's naiveté, but this revelation of hers came as a complete shock to me. Even as I stood there gaping, though, the part of my mind that devoted itself to my little hobby sprang joyfully to life, taking everything I knew about Princess Celestia as well as everything I'd learned in the last two days and collating it all into a profile of what she was likely to enjoy and what she was likely not to enjoy.



The princess began speaking again, and the useful bit of my brain drank deeply of the information while the rest of my consciousness flailed and sputtered in incomprehension. "With this scene," she said, "there will be no stops, no breaks, no safe words. I've done this sort of thing hundreds of thousands of times over the past ten centuries, so I know your capabilities more thoroughly than you do yourself. No shame will accrue should you wish to end the scene now before it begins or if I should end the scene at some point prematurely. Playing the role of my nephew can be daunting, but you've been highly recommended by the pony currently bearing the Blueblood name." Her tongue darted out to touch her upper lip again. "And I very much like what I've seen of you so far."



"Your Highness is too kind," I heard a voice that sounded somewhat like mine say, but when her lips tightened and her nostrils flared, I put that particular phrase on my list of things to avoid.



"So." Whatever annoyance she'd felt didn't come out in her tone at all. "If you'd like to leave, tell me now. Otherwise, the scene will begin."



My mind spun with inferences and leaped to conclusions. The original Blueblood a millennium or so ago: her actual nephew and a bit of a bad boy? She'd been attracted to this bad boy, and whatever had happened between them way back then, she'd been recruiting unicorn stallions to recreate some version of that long-dead relationship ever since. This didn't strike me as particularly healthy, but, well, I couldn't help her with her problem if I wasn't here, could I?



So I looked up at the pony about whom I'd had my first sexual fantasy—a pony who, I daresay, had played a featured role in a fair percentage of such fantasies throughout the length and breadth of Equestria—squared my shoulders, put on a rakish grin, and said, "Really, now, Auntie: I don't see what all the fuss is about."



The stomp of her hoof shook the room, and the Princess Celestia I'd known my entire life—the sweet, wise, gentle, all-knowing and all-loving ruler—vanished without a trace. "You dare?" she bellowed, fire blazing from the corners of her eyes and her wings flaring open more like the bared claws of some predator than anything else. "Chambermaids are not objects for your perverse pleasures, Blueblood! They are ponies with thoughts and feelings, and you will treat them with the respect they deserve!"



About ninety-five percent of me wanted to shriek in terror and fall cowering to the floor. But that wasn't what she wanted, the other five percent of me knew, and it was that five percent that I trusted to arrange matters whenever I found myself in a mare's bedroom. So I rolled my eyes and lied: "Chambermaids are always so melodramatic, wailing and protesting and whatnot. But once you pin them to a bed, I've found, they become nicely tractable."



"You filth!" she roared. A sizzling ball of flame burst from her horn, seized me about the middle, and hauled me roughly into the air; spinning, I came to a halt dangling before her narrow and fiery eyes, her lips pulled back from gritted teeth. "I've warned you again and again, and yet you choose not to listen!"



The breath I pulled in smelled of burning forests, but I refused to let my voice waver. "Shall I tell you what I hear, Auntie?" I couldn't free my forehooves to tap the tip of her nose, so I leaned forward instead, touched my muzzle to hers, and whispered, "Jealousy."



The explosion she gave off then catapulted me backwards, whirling away from her. But a force more solid than any iron or steel quickly grabbed me and slung me in another direction. Light and darkness smeared across my gaze until I collided with something soft and yielding, the white satin pillows and gold-embroidered coverlets I'd noticed earlier now surrounding me.



Which was about all I was able to see before she was upon me, swooping down and striking like a hawk after a mouse. The whole bed shuddered under the impact, but so precise was her control, I only felt a surge of blanket beneath me and the slightest tap of one hoof where it came to rest in the center of my chest. The careful flow of her pastel rainbow mane had come completely undone, the colors sticking up in a shamble from the back of her head, and with her eyes wide and her lips drawn back in a hideous grin, her face resembled a skull more than anything else.



"Pinned to a bed, I think you said?" she asked, and the low, maniacal giggle that followed made goosebumps stand up all over me. Of course, her long, large body settling down along mine was causing other parts of me to stand up as well, a process she appeared to be encouraging by the motion of her hips.



And while fear and desire both warred for my attention, I knew that neither of those was the reaction she wanted. Mustering all the outrage I could, I clenched my own teeth and exclaimed, "You wouldn't!"



She did, however.



How long I lay there breathing afterwards before I managed to locate my eyelids, I have no idea. It then took me some few moments to recall how to operate them properly, but once I did, I saw the ruler of all Equestria sweetly sprawled beside me, her mane flowing as it should, her own eyes closed and one wing draped over my side softer than the finest blanket I'd ever touched. "Two more points," she said then, her voice as warm and smooth as hot fudge. "In your role as Prince Blueblood, you will commit a regular series of small scandals amongst the populace. You will, however, cause nopony harm, nor will you break any of the more serious laws."



Her eyes came open, and for all that I wanted to lose myself in the beauty of them, the hard kernel at their center demonstrated the folly of that idea. "For instance," she went on, "this scenario we just played with you forcing your attention upon unwilling ponies, that would be completely unacceptable. Is that understood?"



I nodded, not quite trusting my brain or throat to form coherent words quite yet.



"Good." Relaxation spread across her features again, her head lolling forward so her horn stroked mine. "Secondly, this time immediately post-coital is the only time we will ever address each other as ourselves. From now on, you will be Blueblood every hour of every day of every week of every year, but here—and only here—will we speak freely. Understand this, though." A slight crease formed along her forehead, a slight frown touching her lips. "If you insist on extolling my imaginary virtues or rhapsodizing upon the alleged wonders of being in my presence, these moments will grow shorter and shorter till they vanish from our lives completely."



Another vital piece of information, that. I clamped my teeth against the admiratory sentiments that had been forming for some moments along the back of my tongue and swallowed them down as sharp and pungent as a mouthful of pine needles.



The princess's eyes opened again, and this time, they were sheer, unadulterated beauty to the very core and depth of them. "Still, welcome." She shifted slightly, a hoof coming up to stroke my hair. "I look forward to our working together." Her smile became a bit more mischievous. 

"Now, have you recovered enough to ask your first question?"



Another test, that quiet, observant part of my brain whispered, and lying there next to the most powerful being in the entire cosmos, I drew a breath and hoped that my confounded brain was correct. "Yes, as a matter of fact, Your Highness. I'd like to ask about my pay."



She raised her head, her expression completely blank: eyes wide, nostrils flared, mouth a straight, flat slit across her muzzle. "Excuse me?" she asked.



"Well?" I scooted myself closer to her, reached up to make little massaging motions along her shoulders, and deployed the dimples and twinkling eyes that I kept ready for such occasions. "Is not the plowhorse worth his hire? I mean, surely you don't expect me to maintain myself upon gossamer and moonbeams?"



For an instant, I thought my brain had failed me, that I'd gotten everything completely wrong, had misread her and the situation, had let the most precious treasure I would ever know slip from my fumbling hooves mere moments after finding it.



But then she smiled. "Oh, really?" she purred. Her hoof came up again, planted itself in the center of my chest, and pushed me over onto my back. "Perhaps you do need a bit more training..."



She did like the bad boy, after all, and since she appeared to despise the loving accolades heaped upon her by the public at large, well, despite my heart yearning to expound at length upon her perfection, it seemed that my role was to be that of Scoffer in Chief.



Of course, since we spent the next half hour reaching a veritable cornucopia of personal bests, I certainly had nothing to complain about. And judging from her reactions to my devoted attention to detail, neither did the princess.



Our second moment of afterglow proved to be every bit as fleeting as the first, but for a much less satisfying reason. "I've got to get back to work," she said with a sigh. She bent her silken and graceful neck to plant a chaste little kiss upon my snout, and I was still so wrung-out, I couldn't even think unchaste thoughts about it.



For my part, I wanted nothing more out of life than to remain lying there with our arms and legs gently entangled. But I had a part to play; pushing myself as upright as I could manage, I bowed my head. "My Lady, I hereby promise that, for as long as I'm able to do so, I will give you whatever it is you need." Not wanting to get too sincere, I gave a bit of a shrug. "It may not necessarily be what you think you need, but, well, who are we going to trust in such matters? The mare with a thousand years of experience, or the now unemployed theater usher?"



With a roll of her eyes, she managed to make the act of crawling out of bed look like sunlight shimmering across a pond. "On your hooves, mister," she said. "You've appointments to keep as well, you know."



"Have I?" The way I gained the floor would've made an amateur ice-skater look professional. "I hope there'll be a tailor involved." I brushed at the remains of my poor tattered blazer.



At her laugh, my heart skittered around inside me, and I vowed silently that I would make it my job to cause that sound to occur as often as possible from now on. Then she was turning, her horn flaring, my field of vision flashing, and Prince Blueblood's office forming itself around me.



His Highness was seated at his desk, a bottle of some amber liquid holding pride of place on his blotter pad. One empty tumbler glass stood beside the bottle, and he was sipping from a much-fuller tumbler floating in the shimmer of his magic. His gaze snapped over to meet mine, and he swigged back a double gulping swallow of the stuff before his hornglow took the bottle and poured a good deal more than a splash from it into the empty tumbler. Without a word, he nodded to the tumbler and took another mouthful from his.



I nodded in return, stepped up, took the glass, and emptied half its contents down my gullet. It felt like I was drinking a burning tree branch, and it was just damp enough for me to realize how dry I was inside. As if every drop of fluid within me had recently been evacuated in some way...



Draining the tumbler didn't help in most ways but oddly did help in others, and I turned my slightly shaky attention toward the prince. "Now what?" I asked.



He was pouring himself another glass. "Now I adopt you," he said. "You take the townhouse, the title, the office here, and the yoke, and I try not to think about how I'll never touch her again." He held up a hoof before I'd done more than draw in a breath. "Spare me, all right? This day's been rushing toward me for decades, and I've made as much peace with it as I plan to." He tipped the tumbler back, and his throat quivered and jerked as he sucked it all in.



The glass drifted to the desktop, and something almost peaceful came over his face. "You'll be good for her," he muttered. "Better than I was, I hope. She's—" His head wobbled around on his neck till he was looking in my general direction. "Complicated."



"So I'm beginning to gather." Behind the pleasant and incipient alcohol buzz, that oh so useful part of my brain gave a little twitch, and I blinked at the thought of perhaps giving the old timer and the princess he'd served so well a bit of a going away present. I slammed my tumbler onto the desk and gestured to the door. "Well, then, dear Pater. What say we show this town what two Bluebloods can to do to it when they're in a celebratory mood?"



A smile wriggled across his snout, and he leaped to his hooves.



Our spree would lead, I was certain, to property damage at the very least followed by a joint admonitory session with the princess and the opportunity for the two of them to say good-bye in the only way they knew how. After that, of course, my true work would begin, and I swore as I charged out of that office at the side of my predecessor that I would cure my princess of whatever romantic disorder afflicted her before my decades had played themselves out.



Ah, the strenuous life of an Equestrian prince...
      

      
   