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         Blueblood decided he was having a good day. The Canterlot gardens were buzzing with activity, and most of it was swirling all around him, just as it should be. Ponies filled the garden nearly to the brim, enjoying the gentle yellow lanterns swathed in Neighponese paper designs that cast eerily beautiful shadows on the cobblestone paths twisting through the trees. Above them loomed the castle, the warm lights from its windows giving the night a serene yellow hue. He passed by many faces he only vaguely remembered for how much worth they were to the infrastructure of Equestria and, more importantly, his own personal coffers. He rather enjoyed the way smiles stretched the lips of every pony he passed—or how they hid their faces with a bow if they did not—there was something satisfying about making a pony look happy to see you regardless of how they felt. There was Winning Streak, who did something about cloud maintenance, here was Golden Locks who was important because she was a well-known investor in airship manufacturing. Here was another menagerie of different colored coats and manes, assortments of cutie marks that he only guessed the purpose of, ponies who in spite of all their riches never matched the magnitude of his presence. All of them smiled and bowed and self-consciously picked at their mane styles and vest collars, wondering if they were presentable to meet a prince as grand as he.



None of them really were, of course, but he appreciated the effort nonetheless.



“Your lordship,” said a grey earth pony mare with a gaudy mane that seemed to be curls piled up on top of each other, “I must thank you profusely for the hospitality of your house. It is an honor to be company with royalty, even if the Princesses did not attend.”



Blueblood smirked, though her lilting voice and the way she rolled her r’s made him inwardly cringe.



“Oh yes, but it is quite trying being the proverbial shield for my dear aunties at these social functions. They must find some way to mingle with the ‘common’ folk, after all!”



They all tittered at his clever sarcasm, because of course nopony here was ‘common,’ just slightly beneath him, which put them all leagues above the peasantry. He was about to move on when the curly-maned mare spoke again. He resisted the urge to give her the cold shoulder: Celestia would pull his ear if he snubbed too many guests.



“Oh, but if your lordship is so kind, there is the matter of the royal investitures; there’s much to be said about the candidates—!”



Ah, well, that was perfectly all right to shrug off. He didn’t know the candidates for whatever royal office needed filling and didn’t care to; all he needed to do was put the stamp of approval or failure down. He still didn’t know which stamp he liked more.



“All in good time, all in good time,” he said with princely grace, “the Princesses have it well in hoof.”



The mare gave him a plastic smile and let him leave first before turning away.



He passed the rest of them with his own fake smile carved by self-confidence. He knew most of them had an opinion of him as high as his horn—impressive though it may be—was wide. But the important thing was he knew they all tried to fool each other, and more importantly, him, into thinking they thought the world of him. Their poison laced grins could wheedle him all they wanted; it made no difference as long as they acknowledged he was their better.



After all, it was only proper. He wasn’t called Prince Blueblood so he could show how humble he was.



At least he could indulge the adulation from the mare who walked next to him, properly and demurely silent for most of the evening. Her fur was a creamy yellow, her mane as ivory white as the foam atop a cresting wave, and her long white dress flowed delicately around her voluptuous curves, hugging her flanks with chivalrous adoration as it trailed like a marriage gown. Her doey green eyes were ever on him and every blink was slow and methodical, like she was trying to delay the moments when he’d be out of her sight. Ah, he’d never tire of that fawning, star-struck look young mares whenever they looked at him, how their eyes spoke of dreams carefully cultivated for years in the virgin gardens of their cloistered imaginations.



He was pretty sure her name had something to do with fruit.



“It’s such a lovely night, isn’t it, Prince Blueblood?” she simpered.



“Of course,” he replied with flawless dignity, keeping his chin up. “My dear aunties really went all out for this party.”



He didn’t even remember what it was for. But what did it matter? The Princesses were the fulcrum on which all of Equestria balanced, and he merely sit in his appointed spot and stay happy and content.



“Of course,” the mare said, batting her eyelashes, “it’s not nearly as lovely as the time I’ve already spent with you.”



“No,” Blueblood said with an easy laugh, “it’s really not.”



She seemed to take it as a compliment and smiled. Blueblood turned to hear something some unimportant pony said, listening only because it contained a veiled reference to his private derby project, but the mare at his side gave him a nudge on the shoulder. His ears flattened.



“So tell me,” she said in that coquettish voice mares used when they were working up some nerve, “how is it a Prince like you stays so... composed when you’re surrounded by so many flatterers? I doubt I’d be able to handle it.”



“It comes with the title, which was mine by right before I was even a twinkle in my parents’ eyes,” Blueblood replied with a toss of his mane. “We royals are born with all our gifts fully formed the moment we come into the world. One is not simply given this position. They are a kind of pony as unique as the Princesses themselves! I am descended from the very first unicorns to come from the Old Kingdoms, who laid the first stone in Canterlot before the Princesses ever came to Equestria. Composure and decorum is in my blood.”



The mare’s lips made an exaggerated ‘o’ shape. “Is that so? Such a grand lineage, I had no idea your family went so far back!”



Blueblood put a hoof on his chest. “Just one of my many points of pride.”



“Can nopony achieve greatness if they are not like you?”



“Only if they are destined to. Of course I am, and always have been, a great pony. Apart from the Princesses, nopony is like me.”



The mare’s ear flicked back down the path they had come from, peering over her shoulder at one of the many grand fountains most of the party had congregated around.



“It seems some would take dispute with that,” said the mare, squinting to look through the veritable sea of powdered manes and beribboned dresses. A voice called out from amidst the masses—a voice Blueblood knew all too well.



“Ladies and gentleponies, may I present to you the guests of honor at tonight’s soiree, the heroes of our great nation, the mares to whom we owe our lives many times over: the bearers of the Elements of Harmony!”



Blueblood spun around, struck by a lightning bolt of sharp realization. “What?! How dare he—!”



“The Elements of Harmony are here?!” the mare next to him squealed. Her hoof flew to her lips. “Oh my, it’s too early! Is my dress straight? I have to get a glimpse of them!”



Blueblood’s nostrils flared. It was too early. “Out of my way!” he demanded, shoving in front of the mare more to vent his frustration at being shown-up than because he needed any room on the wide path. He broke into a cold sweat as he pondered all the possible ways he would be reprimanded for this level of royal neglect. And to top it all off, a pony he loathed quite particularly had stolen his thunder.



Hayseeds, Blueblood, you had one job! Granted, it wasn’t a job fitting your royal person, but if Celestia finds out... never mind! Time to deal with an upstart.



“Fancypants!” he roared over the dignified cheers of the crowd. He bull-rushed them, desperate to get through and use them as cover before he caught the eye of a certain purple-maned terror.



“Out of my way you common piles of peasantry!” he snapped at their bewildered faces, using his large-but-perfectly-proportioned figure to heave them aside. All of a sudden it became easier as they parted like the very gates of Canterlot, very nearly making him trip over his own hooves in his haste. His blood froze in his veins as he found himself alone and exposed in the middle of the pathway, and six mares he wanted to avoid like the plague were suddenly right there, arrayed in an impenetrable line and walking straight towards him. Panic almost gripped him. Almost. A real prince didn’t panic; that’s what they had commoners for.



“Curses!” Blueblood hissed, skidding his hooves as he turned on a dime and slithered behind a nearby row of bushes just in time to avoid the procession. He couldn’t afford to be spotted by them, and especially not by her so soon into the evening. He watched them go by, all dressed in resplendent finery no doubt designed by that alabaster harridan on the right. Look at her, soaking up all the attention that should be on him! Her eyes were closed as she basked in the cheers and well-wishes of the crowd, no doubt the only reason she hadn’t spotted him. She was so close he could see her curly mane bouncing daintily with each step, and resisted the urge to stick out a hoof and trip her in the middle of her triumph.



Patience, he told himself. Correct Fancypants now. Revenge later.



Carefully avoiding every twig, bramble and branch, he slid out behind them and aimed straight for the stallion who trailed behind them.



“Fancypants!” he growled through gritted teeth, grabbing the stallion by the tail with his magic and yanking him down a side path, out of sight and earshot of most of the others. “What do you think you’re doing?”



Fancypants was nonplussed, straightening out his tail and top hat. He replaced his monocle, which had fallen off after Blueblood snatched him, and shrugged.



“Oh, well it seems to me I’m doing your job, your highness,” he said with such imperial condescension that Blueblood was almost impressed by his audacity. “I do believe your role was to welcome our esteemed guests to their party, but you weren’t at the door, and I was, and, well, here we both are. Don’t tell me you forgot?”



“You cad! You insufferable insignificant stallion!” Blueblood raged. “That was my royal duty! You can’t just swoop in and steal my moment in the spotlight. You’re not even of proper blood!”



Fancypants smiled. It looked far too much like one of Blueblood’s own smiles. The prince felt an inexplicable chill run down his spine.



“My dear, dear boy. You haven’t the slightest idea what you’re on about, do you? Even if you stood at the door at the appointed time, said your lines perfectly and escorted those lovely fillies all the way down the walkway... you would be in their shadow. Where unimportant stallions like you and I deserve to be.”



Blueblood gaped and boggled at Fancypants’ outright insubordination. “I... no! I am not unimportant! I am a Prince and I will not be talked down to like that!”



“Nopony need try and do that, Blueblood. You’ve made yourself small enough that it just comes naturally.” Fancypants wiggled his moustache. “Perhaps the presence of those fine mares inspires me, along with the many shots of whiskey I’ve had to gather the courage to do this, but... Prince Blueblood, you ceased being important a long time ago.”



“You stole my spot!”



“And nopony seemed to care, old bean, because they had eyes only for the truly great ponies here. You’re a prince without a kingdom. You know the only thing sadder than a pony who isn’t important? One who thinks he still is.”



Blueblood wilted, sputtering for something, anything to strike the fear of Celestia into this common-born rich pony’s heart. “I’ll... I’ll have you thrown in the dungeon for those words!”



“Just try, my boy. Just try.”



Fancypants marched off without another word. Blueblood dropped onto his haunches, his mouth hanging open. In the space of one arrival and a few choice words, his special night had been utterly ruined. Again. By those silly, ridiculous mares who had power they didn’t deserve in the slightest.



And yet, Fancypants’ words rang true. He watched as pony after pony passed him by, eager to be in the train of those six mares who had stumbled into their heroism. In an instant every eye had gone from him to them, like some kind of pony in a booth turned all their heads with a crank of a wheel and stolen away his attention. Blueblood felt very much unbalanced, almost as if a rug had been swept out from underneath him. He staggered back to his hooves, watching a gay young couple laugh and titter as they hurried to meet their heroes. The Elements of Harmony had stopped at one of the open areas, shaking hooves and schmoozing like they had done it all their lives, save for that one shy little pegasus he never bothered to get the name of. Shutterfree or something like that.



Peering around a tree, he felt something in him snap. Too many parties had gone just like this. Too many days watching his royal house slip away into obscurity as Celestia’s favored pet and her silly, rude, obnoxious friends had gone off and just become household names, sweeping Equestria off its hooves. It was easy for them. Too easy. Only he deserved to pick up heroism like that!



Something simply had to be done.








He barely slept a wink last night, even though he’d gone home from the party early. Not that anypony cared. The next morning, as bright and cheerful as it was, only served as a horrible, impertient contrast to his dour mood. He wasn’t having a good day at all, why should everypony else? At least he had an authority to go to whenever his plans fell apart.



The door to Celestia’s chambers swung open easier than Blueblood thought they would.



“Auntie!” he roared, his voice ringing like a bell. If Fancypants could suddenly bend the rules and treat royalty like any other pony, why couldn’t he do it too?



Celestia, lounging on a pile of floor pillows, didn’t even look up from her paperwork. “Yes, Blueblood, dear?”



“I have decided something!” Blueblood declared, striding grandly into the room.



“Oh my,” she replied in her ethereally calm voice that he knew she only used just for him, “sounds serious.”



Blueblood went to her window and looked down on Canterlot’s skyline. He used to enjoy imagining that everything really did look as small as it did from here, whenever the Princesses chased him off or the castle staff wouldn’t obey his every command. Nopony would have an excuse to ignore him if he was really that huge. “It is, auntie! I’ve come to the conclusion that nopony is prepared to give me the royal accolades that I deserve anymore!”



“Oh, don’t be silly, Blueblood. You’re a Prince, and everypony knows it. You hardly let them forget it,” she said with a laugh in her voice.



“This is no joke!” Blueblood snapped, stamping his hoof. “I need to do something! I must become as the Elements of Harmony are! I must do something that will put me back in Equestria’s good graces and be the prince that those...” He stuck his tongue out. “That those commoners seem to demand.”



“My my,” said Celestia as she scribbled down something that looked like a royal decree, “I’ve rarely seen you this passionate, Blueblood.”



“You’re not even looking at me!” he whined.



Celestia sighed, placing her quill in its inkwell. “Blueblood, do you even have an idea of what kind of things you’re going to do to perform the feat you’ve just described?”



Blueblood sniffed. She didn’t have to make it sound impossible; after all, what was for a prince of his stature? He jutted out his chest and raised his chin. “I’m going to have an adventure and become a hero!”



There was a long moment of painfully awkward silence. Blueblood looked at Celestia, who looked at him.



She blinked, somehow making the gesture look elegant and royal.



“... Just like that?”



“Yes like that!” Blueblood huffed. “Now then. I need you to tell me about any and all ongoing international disputes between us and our barbaric neighbors! Then, I should like you to send me off to resolve them instead of those brutish country ponies you keep dragging out. With luck, I’ll be back in a week or two and my latest shipment of fine wines will have aged perfectly so we can celebrate. So, quickly now! Are the griffons preparing for war? Changelings inserting themselves into our government? Evil beings that need dispelling?”



He waited. The silence dragged on. His eyes were closed to complete the image of a proud, capable prince, but eventually he had to slide one lid open and peek at Celestia.



The Princess of the Sun was giggling behind her hoof.



“Auntie!” he gasped. “How could you? I’m being serious!”



“No, no, my dear Blueblood! Please understand. It’s just that there aren’t any disputes at all!”



Blueblood almost fell over his own hooves. His carefully laid plans were unraveling right in front of his face and he hadn’t even gotten started. His ears went down to half-mast.



“Wh... what? That’s impossible! What about the griffons?”



Celestia smiled lazily, looking out the same window Blueblood had peered from with that maddeningly patient and loving gaze of hers. “They’ve been our friends for ages. The last thing they’d do is go on some meat-eating, warlike rampage. They’re really quite friendly once you get to know them.”



Blueblood’s ears went all the way down. “Changelings?”



“Resolved entirely and in perpetuity when Chrysalis was ejected from Canterlot. My sister and I took measures to ensure they never plague us again.”



Blueblood groveled on the floor. “Ancient evil spirits?” he squeaked out.



“Absolutely none that I am aware of. And pardon me, Blueblood, but you wouldn’t last a moment against any of the ones that I know of. Pray you never meet the ones that I don’t.”



Blueblood raised his hoof meekly, like a schoolcolt answering a question nopony else wanted to field. “But... but I heard Discord was back! Maybe if I could just-”



“Oh, the last time he caused trouble was months ago. I believe you were getting a pony pedi that day, my dear. He was returned to stone and then I decided to give him a rehabilitation.”



“... Oh. Perhaps you could allow me to—”



“I let Fluttershy handle the rest.”



He slammed the door on the way out, making a beeline for the guard quarters.








“So let me get this straight,” said Shining Armor, “you need me to lend you an entire battalion of guardponies so you can ride off into the sunset, correct all the wrongs you find within Equestria’s borders, and become a hero?”



Blueblood slammed his hooves down on the Guard Captain’s desk. Just because he was a Prince in name didn’t make him an equal by any means, and his original job title still held true, which made him thoroughly beneath Blueblood.



“Yes! I don’t see why that’s so hard to grasp for anypony around here!”



Shining Armor rubbed his chin. “Well... you see, the thing is, generally you aren’t supposed to bring an army of well armed, well trained guards along with you when you go on an adventure. They don’t exactly work like that.”



“Oh, what do you know!” Blueblood hissed. “I’m Prince Blueblood and I demand that you give me the proper protection whilst I patrol Equestria’s core regions and seek out injustice and maleficence wherever it may hide.”



Shining Armor rubbed his temples and let out a groan that Blueblood could only believe was his inability to comprehend that such a stunningly amazing and handsome pony like himself was in his office.



“Do you even know how many ponies are in a battalion, Blueblood?”



“That’s Prince Blueblood, and I don’t even care! Give me a battalion of ponies that I may not suffer some untimely end whilst I am on my glorious pilgrimage of triumph!”



“You can have two.”



Blueblood’s eyes widened; was the lowborn Guard Captain finally seeing reason?



“Two whole battalions?”



“Two ponies.”



Blueblood let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding.



“They’re off duty right now. I’ll need them back by tonight for the Night Guard.”



Blueblood’s jaw dropped. It was amazing how often it did that in the presence of these silly peasants. Perhaps their slack-jawed idiocy was catching. “Off duty?! Back by tonight?! Do you want me to get killed out there?”



Shining Armor opened his mouth. His eyes rolled to the side as he seemed to mull something over in his head. He shut his mouth again.



“Just take them. With my blessing.”



Blueblood got the distinct feeling he was being made fun of, but he couldn’t put his hoof on it, so he decided to change the subject.



“Look, if you’re going to be so monumentally unhelpful when it comes to defending your liege, then at least tell me where there are problems that need a prince’s touch to resolve! If there are no disputes across the seas for somepony of my stature to resolve, then I will simply have to find some here.”



“There are... none. None that a prince of your stature should be involved in, anyway.”



There was that feeling again. Blueblood waggled his hoof. “Well, That’s what your little sister did, isn’t it? Do those silly little everyday things that bring about true harmony or whatever it is she does and now everypony respects her?”



The Guard Captain narrowed his eyes. Blueblood took a step back. “Her name is Twilight Sparkle, and she’s twice the stallion you’ll ever be.”



“But she’s a mare!”



“Exactly.”



Blueblood slammed the door on the way out, making a beeline for the royal archives.








“I’m sorry, my lord, but there simply aren’t any entries that match the description you give.”



Blueblood’s cheeks puffed out as he struggled to hold back words that were unseemly for a pony of his position. The royal archivist in front of him was nonplussed.



“But... but there has to be at least one!” Blueblood exploded. “Where else would a pony get their inspiration for grand adventure but where all the greatest secrets in Canterlot are kept? Even Twilight Sparkle broke in here once!”



“My lord, I’m afraid you’re going to have to be a little more specific.”



Blueblood waved his hooves in the air. “How can I get more specific than ‘secrets of the ancients?’ What else do you ponies keep in here?!”



“Just about everything, my lord. But our shelves are full of wisdom passed down from the Princesses and beyond, not stuffed with random arcane knowledge.”



Blueblood was about to tell the stuffy, snot-nosed little that called himself a pony where he could stuff some arcane knowledge when he heard the sound of clopping hooves behind him. He turned to see two guardponies, both pegasi, trotting towards him. They looked extraordinarily unhappy, but Blueblood knew that was only because they shared his misery that they weren’t going to join their fellows in a grand, adventurous journey with a prince.



“Your lordship, you requested that we meet you here?” said the one on the right. “My name is Wind Shear, and this is Thunder-”



“Yes, yes,” said Blueblood, “all very well and good. Now listen, my first task for you both is to search these archives up and down for any hint of troubles that might be returning from ancient times to plague Equestria!”



The guards looked at each other. They looked up at the imposingly gigantic hallways of shelves full of books that loomed over them. They looked at Blueblood.



“Now?” asked Thunder Something.



“Yes, now!” squealed Blueblood, who took a moment to straighten out his mane and regain control of his voice. He hadn’t had time to go through his morning routine ever since he got up from bed, he was in such a tizzy! “I want every inch of this room searched. Every single time I’ve heard about this kind of thing, it’s always been some random book in the middle of a library that starts it. This little pissant,” he said with a toss of his glorious mane in the archivist’s direction, “is obviously hiding something to protect my innocent royal mind from the ancient secrets of my ancestors. So you two are going to find it for me, and when we discover the undoubtedly jaw-dropping and terrifying nature of this dilemma, you’re going to help me solve it!”



Both guards kept their expressions impassive. The archivist stood around like the idiot he was. Blueblood felt his patience fray to the breaking point.



“Well don’t just stand there! Get to work! Your prince commands it!”



He stormed out and slammed the door without waiting for them to obey.



Once he got out of that infernally dusty place, he took a moment to calm himself down. So far nothing was going to plan. Nothing was even going at all. He’d had to adjust to every single impediment on the fly, and he hadn’t even made it outside of Canterlot. Perhaps if those silly guards he’d been assigned couldn’t help, then he’d just have to do some of this detective work himself!



Blueblood left the archivist and his guardponies behind, heading into another section of the royal library. Books upon books glared down at him. He barely even knew where to begin.



“Your highness?” a perky, cheerful voice next to him said.



“Not now, I’m busy!” he snapped, and then realized that just because he was in a bad mood didn’t mean he should chase off ponies willing to throw themselves at his hooves like proper subjects. He dragged a hoof over his face and turned around.



“Ah, my royal apologies,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—”



Twilight Sparkle stood there, eyes wide with concern.



They both stuttered over each other.



“I was just—”



“I’m so sorry, I—”



They went quiet again. Twilight found her words first, which he found mildly irksome. Was he really that upset over all these roadblocks in his way?



“My friends and I are staying at Canterlot for the week! I... came here for some peace and quiet after all the excitement in the party.”



Blueblood blinked. “... Oh.”



Twilight seemed bothered by something, rubbing one leg over the other and biting her lip, her eyes searching the shelves anxiously. Perhaps that purple-maned fiend she called a friend had slandered him to Twilight’s face. It wouldn’t surprise him.



“I didn’t expect to find you here!” she blurted out without warning, and then clapped her hoof to her lips. “I’m so sorry, that came out wrong! I didn’t mean it like... you don’t like libraries. I’m sure you’re very literate! I mean, oh!” The flustered unicorn buried her face in her hooves, mumbling to herself about how she must be under the influence of all the cider she drank last night, making her trip over her words.



Meanwhile, Blueblood was almost flabbergasted, leaning back and raising a hoof in preparation to flee. This was Celestia’s pupil, the most powerful unicorn in the land? The one who brought back Princess Luna and defeated Discord, god of chaos? Who foiled the plans of changelings and commanded the greatest artifact known to ponydom? He wasn’t sure what to think. She looked lost, vulnerable even, sitting there with her cheeks red and her violet eyes twitching back and forth to find an excuse for herself, her slim shoulders hunched down humbly.



It was almost cute. Perhaps she wasn’t the stuck-up, jumped-up girl he’d thought she was. Perhaps, just perhaps, a little conversation with her wouldn’t hurt at all. It’d certainly make up for his abominable day so far.



“It’s just, Rarity’s said a lot about you...”



Or maybe it would be akin to shoving a hoofful of razor blades down his throat.



“I just wasn’t really sure what to expect—no, that came out wrong too!”



“Miss Sparkle,” he said in his best ‘I’m tired and humoring you’ voice, “really, I’m here to find some books. That’s all. I wasn’t here to terrorize you.”



Twilight’s eyes widened, along with a smile that spread with alarming, mercury-like quickness over her face. Blueblood’s eye twitched as the corners of her lips seemed to actually touch her ears.



“Oh, books? I know all about books, your highness! Just tell me what you’re looking for... I know this place like the back of my hoof!”



Well, then... maybe she had her uses after all. And the way she jumped up at the first opportunity to assist him was quite fetching.



“Well,” he said with a laugh and an easy smile, “I happen to be looking for adventure.”







Two hours later, Blueblood stood at the gates of Canterlot Castle, tapping his hoof impatiently. His loyal guardponies were late! Late! As if they had anything better to do. Shining Armor had even said they were off duty, and they actually found time to be lazy though they were being commanded by a prince. Perhaps he should have them both dismissed. That would show them.



He didn’t like the looks other ponies were throwing him either. Instead of shooing them away like the cads they were, though, he let them have their gawking time at his wonderfully rugged attire and handsomely mussed mane. He wondered if it was part of the effect that those silly old books described. He took out the one Twilight had recommended to him (such a helpful filly, if rather chatty): a strange old novel titled The Lost World by Sir Arthur Conan Dole. He’d barely read more than a paragraph before he’d excused himself from Twilight’s incessant talking about this, that, and the other book. Still, it turned out to be a helpful, if unexpected guide. He must remember to thank her later. Perhaps he could make her blush again.



The ponies therein were, dare he say it, very common. Only one or two had titles to their names and they didn’t seem to do anything of particular importance besides, well, go on an adventure! It seemed royalty didn’t really get to have adventures unless they became common first or disguised themselves as such, which didn’t strike him as making a bit of sense. But most importantly, they all had a common theme: none of them were afraid of getting dirty, and all of their equipment was described to a tee as rough and travel ready. Rolling around in the training circles of the guard barracks had been disgusting, but it was worth it to complete the look of a weathered traveler. He was brown with dirt and smelled a little bit of sweat (even if it wasn’t his own) and the earth, and had even managed to swipe a second-hoof set of guard armor from the quartermaster, along with an entire cart full of provisions, weaponry, and maps of Equestria and beyond. Strangely enough the quartermaster was—apart from Twilight—the most helpful pony today! Why, the way he practically shoved everything into Blueblood’s hooves and told him to leave as soon as possible was almost flattering.



So here he was, finally ready to go out and find some trouble as the lower born heroes did it in those silly foal’s books. It was astonishing, really, how the others in the castle had refused to tell him how great and amazing he was for even deigning to step from his throne and improve the lives of everypony beneath him.



He looked up at the sky. A cloudy day over Canterlot was being slowly broken up by the clouds. Celestia’s sun shone through a patchwork of bulging grey shapes, peering curiously at him and bathing him in gentle, searching rays of sunlight that played over the polished breastplate of his armor. Who are you? it seemed to ask. Where are you going?



He was Prince Blueblood, and whatever anypony else said, he was ready to make his mark on the world.



He scratched at his flank. This armor was amazingly itchy.



“We’re here, your lordship.”



Blueblood turned to see Wind Shear and Thunder Whatever coming towards him with their requisite blank expressions. “Splendid, splendid! My boys, this is going to be an adventure the likes of which you have never seen before. We’re going to head down...”



Pause for effect.



“Beyond the gates of the castle!”



The guards stared. Blueblood waved his hoof. “Into the city! Beyond our cloistered existence and into the rough and tumble, don’t you get it?!”



“Sir,” said Wind Shear, “I go outside the castle on a weekly basis. I live in the city. Not much goes on there.”



Blueblood blew a mighty raspberry. “Don’t be such a coward, Wind Shear! I’m sure you never found excitement because you never bothered to go looking for it. ”



“I don’t, your lordship. I report for duty every day at five AM sharp and do not move for the next seven hours.”



Blueblood blinked at him. “Well, then! Today is your lucky day, my fine fellows! We’re off to see if Canterlot is in need of good ponies like us. Perhaps we shall rescue a damsel from a mugging. Perhaps we shall meet a rich pony who would like us to find his long-lost scion. Or perhaps!”



He held The Lost World aloft.



“We shall find an eccentric pony who just needs one or two strong young lads like ourselves to help them on their daring mission into the unknown!”



The guards blinked up at the book. Thunder Something looked back at Blueblood.



“We’re going to follow the advice of a novel?” he wondered.



Blueblood rolled his eyes and took the book in both hooves, tapping the cover. “A novel recommended to me by the one and only Twilight Sparkle, pupil of Celestia! This is what ponies do, Thunder Whatsit! If I’m going to have an adventure and be a hero, I must do exactly as the books say. If that includes going down into Canterlot to find all the crazy ponies I can, then so be it!”



The guards rolled their eyes. Wind Shear looked up at the precariously teetering pile of essential travel equipment Blueblood had flung together on short notice.



“So who’s going to cart all of that?”



Blueblood scoffed. As if the question was ever in doubt! “You are, my loyal subjects! You will be my assistants on this journey and as such you will act as porters whilst I keep my weather eyes out for any damsels in distress or demons or whatever else we encounter out there. After all, I’m the one who’s supposed to get the lovely battle scars. Er, not too many of course. Or too deep. In fact, it might be better if I walk behind you two, seeing as the rear is a vulnerable place but seemingly less prone to scarring.”



The guards sighed in unison. Blueblood trotted out of the gate.





Canterlot was fairly buzzing with activity. Blueblood hurried along, snooping and sniffing every dark corner and random alleyway he could. According to the book, surprises came from around every corner, and adventure was found in unlikely places. After all, if a silly little news reporter could run into utterly random rich ponies who needed adventurous help, a prince should have absolutely no trouble!



“You there! I say, you there!” he called out to a nearby stallion. “Do you know where I can find some adventure?”



The pony gave him a strange look and walked on. Blueblood sputtered and pointed him out to his guards.



“Did you see that? That pony just ignored me! He ignored Prince Blueblood! I was right! Fancypants was right! I really am sliding into obscurity!”



“Maybe it’s because you look nothing like a prince?” Wind Shear suggested. “I mean, no offense your highness, but you’re covered in dirt and you smell kind of funky. Also, I didn’t know if you noticed before, but you’re wearing rusty armor.”



“... I just assumed it was bronze,” Blueblood muttered, poking at the rusty bits. Which were everywhere, now that he really looked at them. Now that he thought about it, he didn’t look very princely at all. But that was the idea, wasn’t it? He had to look the part, and apparently adventurers got very dirty, at least according to the description of the characters on page one hundred sixty-three.



And so, ignoring the looks of ignorant ponies who had no idea what kind of great future they were looking at, he wandered on, leading the two guards through the streets of Canterlot.



It wasn’t long before he found himself in one of the seedier areas of the city, and though rather perturbed by the lack of rich clothes on the populace (some of them were even going naked! How unfashionable!) and their yokel accents that completely lacked the sophistication of a pony in the jet set, he had meant to come here.



“Ah, this is where the low lifes thrive, is it?” he wondered to nopony in particular, taking a breath of the noxious fumes that permeated this part of the city and clung to the bodies of the poor-folk. Had none of these ponies even heard of the word ‘perfume?’



Thunder What’s-His-Name grunted. “Your highness, we’re one level away from Canterlot Castle. We’re not exactly in a den of thieves, here.”



“Nonsense!” exclaimed Blueblood. “You boys doubtlessly haven’t lived it rough enough to know a wretched hive of scum and villainy when you see it!”



He turned a corner and found a pub. Against the wishes of his loyal yet fearful guards who obviously weren’t as brave as he was, he went inside. It smelled of vomit inside and out. But doubtless this was a place to find some mysterious benefactor, wasn’t it? At least, the ponies in the book frequented a few pubs to gather more hooves for their journey. Shivering with anticipation, yet feeling strangely perturbed by something he couldn’t put his hoof on, he went inside. As expected, it was full of rowdy louts who were relaxing after a long day’s work.



Work that is doubtless concerned with shady deals and ideas that take ponies to far-off places! Blueblood thought, feeling giddy that he was even stepping hoof in a place like this.



A particularly loud crowd of ponies caught his attention.



“Halt!” he called out to his loyal guards, and ducked behind a nearby drunkard. The guards followed with less enthusiasm than he’d hoped for; what if those nasty ponies saw them first?



The ponies that surrounded the demure little more looked crude and low-class. One of them even spat on the ground. Blueblood shivered in repulsion. Were these really the kinds of ponies he was expected to tangle with? The mare in their midst (for even the other mares here weren’t very ladylike at all) was a far cry from them all, wearing a prim business suit, a thoroughly put out and pouty expression on her delicate features. The other ponies were laughing at her. Laughing like they hadn’t care in the world and she was nothing to them.



“They must be robbers!” Blueblood gasped.



“In broad daylight in a crowded pub?” Wind Shear asked. Blueblood growled.



“Or perhaps ponies come to collect the dues on a poor young thing like her. Why didn’t Shining Armor tell me we have ponies like this right here in Canterlot?”



“Maybe because—”



Thunder Thing was interrupted by another peal of laughter. The blushing mare hid her face in her hooves as her captors poked and prodded aggressively at her.



“Enough! I’ve seen enough!” Blueblood thundered, jumping to his hooves. “We have to stop this travesty! Obviously these cads are trying to bully that poor mare into revealing some kind of awful secret! We have to stop them and secure her financial aid for our journey!”



He saw Wind Shear’s eyes widen with the anxiety of a coming fight.



“Uh, wait, your highness, you don’t understand!”



“I understand plenty! Onward, loyal subjects!” Blueblood said, rearing up and charging into the fray. His heart pounded. His blood raced in his veins. The excitement could be held back no longer! These blackguards thought they could desecrate good ponies, who while totally beneath him in every way did not need cruel hooves trampling on their meager livelihoods? Not in the Canterlot that Blueblood was going to create! The adrenaline coursed through him, making him blind to everything else except his one, golden ideal. He’d be getting awards and parades and respect, now! Nopony was going to say he was a coward or a fool or obscure any longer!



He grinned as he saw nopony heard him coming over the drunken laughter of One of the ponies at the hole in the wall turned and saw him at the last moment.



And then he went down as Blueblood’s hoof connected with his broad square chin. The well-dressed mare screamed, doubtlessly terrified and struck by admiration for her rescuer.



“Hey!” shouted a formidable looking stallion. “Hey, nutjob! What’s the big idea? Look at me when I’m talking to you!”



He went down in a blaze of glory as Blueblood’s rear hooves connected with his nose. Blueblood laughed and went on to the next shocked pony, throwing him over a table with ease. He laughed. was invincible! He was unstoppable! He was—



“PRINCE BLUEBLOOD!”



Everything went silent as Princess Celestia herself burst through the door of the seedy establishment. A wave of commanding energy washed over the building, forcing even the clinking of bottles to go silent. Everypony dropped down to their hooves and bowed in sudden reverence, even the cads Blueblood had been fighting. Blueblood dropped the pony he’d been about to slam into a table and looked up at Celestia with a happy grin.



“Auntie! Look! I’ve apprehended these ne’er do wells—”



“They’re my friends, you idiot!” the mare yelled, red in the face.



Blueblood’s grin sloughed off his face. The realization of a horrible, horrible mistake cracked him right in the jaw like the punches he’d just been throwing. “Er, what?”



“My friends! My drinking buddies! They were just teasing me over a promotion I got earlier today! What is the matter with you?!”



Blueblood went cold as he looked up at Celestia’s glowering face. She looked at him like nopony had ever looked at him before. He turned around and saw everypony else staring at him in varying degrees of shock and terror.



“I’ve been looking everywhere for you! When I heard that you had abandoned Twilight in the library and ran off ranting about doing something great, I didn’t expect to see this,” the Princess of the Sun snapped at him. “My own royal nephew here in a bar, picking fights for absolutely no reason! Is that guard armor? Where did you even get all that?!”



Blueblood’s heart dropped into his stomach. He ripped the rusty guard helmet off his head like it was a carrier of the plague, looking down at his hooves in mute humiliation.



“I was... I thought I was... it was just... I wanted to do some good...”



Celestia shook her head, looking around with a sigh at the mess he’d made. She bent her head down and her horn glowed. Everypony Blueblood had decked was brought back to their hooves, dazed and confused.



Celestia turned back to Blueblood and stared at him with an emotion he’d never really seen before. She was pitying him.



“I didn’t think you were serious, Blueblood,” she whispered, seeming apologetic, but not enough. Something cracked in Blueblood’s chest.



“But I thought I was—”



“Go home, Blueblood.”



And that was that.



Blueblood trudged out of the building, looking up at the sky. The sun had already dropped below the top of the wall, hiding its face from him. It no longer searched for him with gentle golden rays.



He looked down the street, to the main gate of Canterlot that hung open. The world was out there, big and unusual and full of important things that went on with or without Blueblood’s permission or desire. He looked up at the cart full of supplies. Nopony was watching him anymore, instead listening to Celestia trying to explain his actions to them. Soon they’d forget about him. They’d pass him off. They’d see him as nothing but a lout and a ridiculous pony who didn’t know what he was doing.



I didn’t think you were serious.



The cart was untended. The gate was wide open. Nopony was watching.



It would be so easy.



Blueblood sighed miserably and hitched himself to the cart, beginning the long walk back to the castle.
      

      
   