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         It was a humble job, Spot Shine knew, yet somepony had to do it...and there was pride, to, in being one of the palace maids. Her days were filled largely with dusting, mopping, and tidying, but every so often there was excitement which inevitably resulted in some horrific mess to clean up. Like the Gala, this year! Everypony might have eventually grown fond of the Smooze, but they didn’t have to clean up after him.



Still, she wouldn’t want to work anywhere else. All the stress, all the snooty nobles ignoring her, everypony who didn’t realize how hard the staff worked to keep the palace humming? In the end, it was all worth it for one thing, those little smiles from Princess Celestia that radiated approval of work well-done.



After all, life in the palace revolved around the Princess. Technically, it was Princesses now, but these past few years had not yet been enough time for everypony to truly adjust to Luna’s return. A thousand years of entrenched tradition could not simply be swept away, even when it was Celestia trying to hold the broom.



And Luna...Luna was just not the same as Celestia. She tried, she really did, but it wasn’t the same. Luna didn’t have Celestia’s grace, didn’t have Celestia’s eye to detail. And she certainly did NOT have Celestia’s sense of cleanliness. The one time Spot Shine had tried cleaning Luna’s rooms...she would not say the Lunar Princess was a slob. Far from it! But it was impossible to clean a room when the floor was half scattered texts, the tables covered in every sort of modern knick-knack anypony could conceive of! Then there was her refusal to ever open her curtains in daytime, the fact she slept during daytime, ultimately it had been agreed it was best for everypony if Luna handled her own cleaning.



Today, Spot Shine had just finished wiping down an ornamental suit of armor when Celestia emerged from the nearby meeting room. “Oh! Hello, Princess! How was your meeting?”



Celestia shook her head and sighed slightly. “It was passable, I suppose. Normally Warm Heart is always eager to talk about his newest plan to improve city services, but today he just did not seem interested. He was oddly focused on simply reminiscing with me, and while I may think of them fondly…” Celestia’s ear twitched, and her muzzle furrowed. “I am sorry, Spot Shine. It is always a pleasure to see you, but I must be going. He’s still inside, but I don’t think he would mind if you got started. Be well, my little pony.”



Spot Shine gave the Princess one last cheery smile, and then after inspecting the suit of armor for any last blemishes, she trotted right for the meeting room.



She looks a bit peaky… she thought. Maybe I’ll get a chance to cheer her up later. Yet for now, work beckoned! “Hello!” she called out brightly. “Warm Heart, right? I’m just going to -” The door clicked shut behind her, and the halls were silent once more.




Aegis took pride in his position. What pony wouldn’t? The Royal Guard was far from easy to get into, and yet he’d passed the entrance exams with flying colors. He’d excelled in basic training. By the time he’d earned his commission, he’d already gained a commendation for valor when a training exercise nearly ended in disaster after an unfortunate weather mishap. The smiles of his parents as he formally entered the ranks of the Royal Guard were only exceeded by Celestia herself personally honoring him for his deeds.



Ever since that day, he knew where he wanted to be. The Palace may be quiet, but the treasure it held was the most valuable in all of Equestria. Yes, he knew, Celestia could care for herself. His job wasn’t truly to keep her safe from external threats, but rather to help calm her life in any way possible.



Even so, his pride had been wounded the numerous times Equestria had been threatened and he had failed. The day she and Luna disappeared, Tirek, the Changelings...the last particularly rankled, as their swarm seemed endless, and it didn’t matter how many he’d taken down. In the end, he’d been captured. Helpless. And Celestia had fallen.



She’d passed into her chambers a short time ago, and he stood vigilant at her door with his partner, Swift Spear. Though all was silent, still they remained vigilant, for the guard took pride in its stoicism, in its ability to maintain poise and decorum for hours, even when the only eyes to witness any slip were there own. That was enough; he would not slack in his duty. He would stand firm. He would - hoofsteps!



“Hello!”



“Good day, Spot Shine,” he replied politely. “What brings you here?”



“Just going in to clean the Princess’s study. You don’t mind, do you?”



Aegis shook his head. “I suppose not. I believe she is simply going through her correspondence, and - well, I don’t need to be telling you how to behave.”



Spot Shine laughed, and shook her head. “Of course not! I shouldn’t be too long, you know how the Princess is.”



Aegis gave her a nod, and together with Sharp Spear, he stood aside to let Spot Shine pass. She emerged some twenty minutes later, and a frown was etched on her face.



“The Princess has a headache,” she announced. “She’s asked me to go speak with Raven to see about re-arranging her schedule for the day, but she’s also due for a meeting downstairs. Would one of you please go tell the occupant she’s sorry, but will need to reschedule?”



    Aegis shared a brief glance with Sharp Spear. Words passed unsaid between them before he turned back to Spot Shine and dipped his spear. “I will go. I hope her highness feels better soon.”



    “I’m sure she will!” Spot Shine returned. “She probably just needs a bit of rest. Thank you, Aegis.”



    “It is our honor to serve.” The halls echoed with his hoofsteps as he set off. It was surely nothing, but even then, he did not like to hear Celestia felt off at all. Nonetheless, duty beckoned.



    “Oh, Sharp Spear, that reminds me,” was the last he heard before he turned the corner.




To most ponies, the Princess was untouchable, so far above them as to seem divine. To Equestria at large, she was perfect, and even her missteps were forgiven as mere accidents, or as fate conspiring against her. Not even the last few years had damaged her image. After all, in the end, it had all turned out okay! It was just part of the plan, wasn’t it?



Raven knew better. To her, the Princess sometimes acted a giant foal, denied what was right before her eyes. Years of working closely with Celestia had banished childish notions of royal perfection, enabled her to see that no matter how much she tried to play the perfect Princess, Celestia was at heart just a pony. One incredibly long-lived and knowledgeable, but a pony just the same. One with fears, one with desires, one with needs...and one with the occasional stubborn refusal admit to the obvious.



“She said it was just a headache!” Raven complained. “A headache! Princess, this is far more than a headache!” When she’d come in, Celestia had been slumped over her desk. A careless hoof had spilled ink all over parchment, and the Princess had been staring blearily at it when Raven cleared her throat to announce her presence.



    “It was just a bit of clumsiness. I am fine, really. I do thank you for your concern, but -”



    “You do not ‘but’ me, Princess! Everypony else, perhaps, but I know you all too well. You are going to bed, now, and getting some rest! The kingdom will keep for a few hours, or a day, or however long it takes you to feel better!”



    “Raven…” Celestia began, “Please. All I need is a cup of tea, and while I may not hold court, I can at least make headway on these proposals.”



    Raven snorted. Wordlessly, she lifted a hoof and pointed. “Bags under your eyes. Your mane is listless. Your wings are drooping. And most importantly? You cannot keep up the act with me. Maybe when I had just started in your service, but the entire reason you hired me was you knew I would be willing to tell you ‘no’. And I am doing that right now! You will rest! End of story. What even happened?!”



    Celestia glanced at the spilled ink, but Raven added, “I’ll make sure it’s cleaned up, and salvaged as much as possible.” Her last objection defeated before she could voice it, Celestia rose to her hooves, and slowly made her way to her bed. 



    It wasn’t until she was in bed that Raven finally relaxed. She made her way close, and she abandoned matron for mother. “You take a nap. I’ll make sure your schedule is taken care of, and we’ll get this straightened out. What do you remember after she left, anyway?”



    “Nothing out of the ordinary. Aegis came in to talk. I suppose he just wanted to remind me of when we first met. I…” Celestia smiled. “He was so proud, then. And he should have been.” She yawned widely, and turned to her side, laying her head down upon her pillow. “I’m sorry. It must have been after he left, I believe I simply lost track of my thoughts.”



    Raven sighed quietly. “Rest, Princess. It won’t hurt Equestria if you take a day off. I’ll go speak with him, make sure you are not further disturbed.” Celestia sleepily murmured her thanks, and Raven took a moment to pause. Celestia may drive her crazy from time to time, yet she was privy to a side of her few saw. A relationship she took pride in. Celestia relied on her, and she would not let her down. She spent some minutes tidying scattered papers, and when she was done, she realized the Princess was asleep. Raven smiled fondly. Moments like these? That was why she did her job. To do what Celestia would not. Celestia would give of herself until there was nothing left.



    And Raven would be there to make sure she was stopped from doing just that. Her horn glowed gently to silently open the door. “She’s sleeping, Aegis. Could you help -” The door slid shut, and Celestia slumbered alone.




    Quick Check knew he was one of the best physicians in all of Canterlot. So many doctors were still too content to rely upon outdated methods rather than tried and true research results. So many were afraid of change, so many refused to update with the times, so many...no matter. They would learn, given time. He would continue to shine, and illuminate the path for the others to follow. Right now, though? He was annoyed.



    “How did you not come and fetch me earlier? I should have been here as soon as she developed a fever!” He glared at Raven, who did not flinch before him.



    “I had no reason to suspect it was anything more than a seasonal illness. These things happen, sometimes. She has always recovered within a day or two. This is merely a little longer than normal.”



    He stamped a hoof on the tile. “It is not a little longer! She has been out of commission for three days and shows no signs of improvement! I must insist from this moment forward she have no visitors apart from myself and my nurse. And no, you may not countermand this. I have spoken with Princess Luna and she has given me full authority to treat my patient as I see fit. Celestia is to need concern herself with nothing but her recovery! Any and all work that cannot be delegated will be brought to Luna. That is final.”



    Raven stood her ground and for a short time, Quick Check thought she would refuse to obey. Her muscles were taut under her throat, and her jaw worked back and forth as her teeth ground. Yet, in the end, she bowed her head. “Very well. No visitors. I will make sure it is known.”



    Quick Check nodded his head and said curtly. “I am glad you could see reason, Miss Raven. Rest assured, she is in fully capable hooves, and will be back to her normal duties in no time, I am certain!”



    “You may be right, Doctor,” Raven said quietly. “Yet I do not believe quarantining her is the right solution. The Princess should be with those she cares about. Who better to cheer her up than those she loves?”



    “Love may cure all in stories, Miss Raven, but in reality we practice medicine. I shall certainly take it under advisement, but right now it is my educated opinion that what Princess Celestia needs is treatment of her symptoms. This is likely an infection of some form, and as soon as I complete her examination, I shall know just how to proceed. Likely, a few healing draughts, some fluids, and that will be that.”



    Raven shook her head. “As you wish, Doctor. I apologize if I seem confrontational.”



    “Think nothing of it, my dear! I shall tell you what! Nurse Chantry and I shall be isolated with our patient for the next day or two, but once I see signs of improvement, it would be my pleasure to take you to dinner. If, that is, you would like that.”



    Raven smiled. A genuine one, this time. “I believe I would like that very much, Doctor.”



    “Splendid! We shall talk then! For now, it is time to practice medicine!”




    “That doctor is a QUACK!” Luna blurted in exasperation. There was a slight clatter as she set a tray at Celestia’s bedside. Soup, bread, a few pills. Her horn glimmered, and she threw open the curtains, letting daylight spill into her sister’s chamber. “Why would he change his course of treatment so suddenly? You were improving, sister!”



    “Luna, please, I am sure he is only doing what he thinks best.” Celestia turned a sallow gaze on her sister. “He must have had a good reason.”



    Luna snorted. “A good reason? Praytell, Tia, what would that be? ‘Oh, I shall stop doing what was working in favor of bleeding my patient’.” She shook her head. “He has been dismissed. I consulted with three separate experts, and all agreed such methods were archaic a century ago!” Luna sat down beside her sister, and levitated the bowl of soup before her. The spoon dipped inside, and she held it out to Celestia. “If I must play nursemaid to you myself, then I shall. Equestria may burn for all I care, for my sister comes first.”



    Celestia struggled to lift her head off the pillow, and slurped as she drained the spoon. She fell back, and said softly, “The sun…”

    “Is well under control, sister, worry not. It is a heavy burden, but you raised the moon for a thousand years when I was, well, indisposed. What is a week or two compared to that?”



    Celestia shifted, drew a foreleg free of her bedsheets. It wavered as she rose it to her siblings cheek, and the brief contact was enough to elicit a weary smile from Luna. “I do not deny it fatigues me, Celestia, and my sleep has suffered. It is a small price to pay to let you rest. You need not worry about Equestria at large, either. Twilight Sparkle has come to Canterlot, and I daresay by the time you recover you will find she has rearranged half the government for the better.”



    Their shared laughter filled the room, Celestia’s a meek chuckle to Luna’s own hearty gales. Bit by bit, the soup found its way into Celestia’s stomach, until the bowl clattered as it was set once more upon the platter. The pills came next, gently levitated past Celestia’s lips, joined by a goblet moments after. “Drink,” Luna urged. “It is but water to help you swallow.”



    Celestia gulped, and a thin dribble of water ran down her cheek. “Thank you…” she whispered. Her head turned to the side, and drooping eyes lay upon the bread. “I do not quite feel up to finishing,” she whispered. “Will you be here when I wake?”



    Luna’s breath warmed Celestia’s throat as the younger sister lay her head down. She hugged herself close. “Always,” she murmured. “I shall never leave you, my beloved sister. There is nopony I love, or shall ever love, more than you.”



    Celestia’s lips curved up of their own accord. “I feel the same, Luna. I waited a thousand years for you, and I would wait a million more if I had to. I love you, little sister.”



    Luna’s lips brushed Celestia’s cheek. “Rest,” she urged, and once more the tray lifted into the air. “I shall be here when you awaken.”



    Celestia’s eyes fell closed, and she slept.




    How long had it been, exactly? She’d lost track of time. Surely no more than a few days...a week? It was so hard to focus. She was so tired now. The days and nights seemed to blend together. The light...when was it last light? She remembered the sun rising..no, was that? When was that?



    There was a clack, and the door opened. A shadowed figure stepped in. Spread wings. A horn. Luna. Little Sister. Caretaker. Yes. Celestia already felt better, and she smiled as Luna approached, as Luna carefully slid the tray off of her back and onto the table beside her.



    “Do you feel up to eating?” Luna intoned.



    Eating? Yes. Her stomach growled. Food would be nice. What was the word, again? It was right...ah, there it was. “Please,” Celestia whispered, “Please.” Luna would know. She always knew. The hilt of the spoon was in Luna’s lips, and then the warm liquid passed Celestia’s own. Some spilled, she knew, but no matter. Luna would clean her, or some other pony. They all cared. She loved them for their caring. She loved all of Equestria, truly, but...some more than others. That was not so wrong, was it? She could not love them all equally. She could not...the spoon, again.



    She slurped, the sound breaking the claustrophobic silence. For a moment, the musty smell of sweat and stale air hit her. Off. Open a window. Yes. That would fix it. She opened her mouth to ask and…



    “Would you like to hear a story, sister? I found an old book in your study, recently. One from our Foalhood, I imagine. How long have you kept that treasure hidden away, I wonder? Such precious memories it must carry. Listen…” The quiet scrape of ancient parchment, the low drone of Luna’s voice.



    She knew this one. The pony went into the woods, when she was not supposed to. But she was saved, in the end. There was a happy ending. But the monster...it had scared luna, long ago, hadn’t it? Or had it been Celestia who feared it? So hard to remember, exactly. So hard to keep anything straight. But Luna was there. Little sister. Warm. Beloved.



    Her eyes were so heavy, again. Luna was saying something about sleeping. It sounded nice. Luna was right, she needed her strength. Luna would be back. Celestia would be better soon.



    Luna kissed her cheek. “Rest, sister. Equestria awaits your recovery, and rest assured, all know that your love for them is boundless. I shall see you when you awaken.”



    Celestia let her eyes fall shut. Well, not quite. The faintest lifting of her eyelids, just enough to see the dark figure of her sister watching over her. Slow, steady breathing. Soft emerald light tinged the edges of her vision for a brief moment, and then Luna stepped away once more, the glow trailing in her wake. Ah, yes, the tray. Gentle humming in her ears. Who...it sounded like...a day. Just...it would be a new day soon. A perfect day, she was sure. She would be better. She would rise, and greet her little ponies. But not today. Today...rest.



    Celestia smiled as sleep swept her away once more. The room was still yet again, and outside, the palace lay lay silent, and dust accumulated upon untended tables.
      

      
   