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        Princess Luna felt more than a little antsy, barely able to keep her hooves under control as they beat a fierce tapping rhythm on the ground in anticipation.

        The first delegation of the morning were due to arrive very soon. They’d chosen to travel through the deepest darkness, during the earliest hours of the morning, in an expression of reverence for her, the Queen of the Moon. She was very much grateful for that, but having to wait outside the gates of the city, in the cool midnight air...she couldn’t help but shiver, even wrapped up as she was, and the dead silence of the world around her as it stood still was eerie. Almost unnerving.

        The twinkling stars in the night sky high above her head captured her attention. They served as a faithful reminder of why she couldn’t spent her days lazing around her rooms, doing nothing, but sometimes she couldn’t help but wish they’d leave her alone. Tonight was one of those nights, and their unflappable joy was beginning to get on her last nerves.

        Boredom had settled itself in her mind earlier on, boredom and an insatiable desire for a late night snack, but she had brought nothing to alleviate either, and pinging blasts of magical energy at flies, buzzing their careless way through the evening air, could only really amuse the absent-minded princess for so long.

        “Where are they?” She sighed, trailing off. The sky above shook ever so slightly, moon and stars tittering with mirth, and she silenced them with a glare.

        Luna was not in the mood for japery. Not tonight.

        She had been told to expect a distinguished envoy from the northern kingdoms, and that worried her. With some wrangling of the court schedule (and a hefty bribe for her sister’s administrators), she had found time to catch up with modern geopolitics, and what she’d learned of the Northern Lights, as they had been called in her day, made her nervous.

        The Northern Lights were ancient remnants of her domain, the legendary Sky Chambers. At the peaks of the highest mountain ranges in the world were staircases of natural light, commonly referred to as auroras, which all creatures could ascend in order to reach the sky, and confer with its celestial bodies. She had, long ago, held a unified court there, for all creatures to voice their concerns, and in so doing, there had been a comfortable peace, born from communication and understanding.

        The Northern Lights themselves, sadly, rested in the capital cities of three distinct kingdoms, two of which were highly unfriendly to the ponies of Equestria she so loved.

The smallest of the three mountain ranges, Narcissus, circled the impenetrable fortress-cities of Caninada, home to the barbaric wolves. Polar wolves, forest wolves, Diamond Dogs, any vicious, ugly, smelly, overgrown canine Luna could name that wasn’t a dog of some form hailed from there. Carnivores, the lot of them, disgusting mongrels she wished she could wash her hooves of. Why they chose to worship her, she would never know. She had only allowed a select few to enter her court, and the rest had been barred from her presence without opportunity for appeal. Had her hatred of them earned her some twisted form of love in return?

The other mountain range, only slightly larger than Narcissus, she had affectionately deemed Wastes. No one else found it so hilarious as she, and the fact that the name had stuck, at her urging, was her personal finest prank, to this day. Wastes bordered the oceans, and was lush with vibrant winter plant-life. Dotted across its ridges were diverse settlements of all kinds, some of which made Canterlot look small, and millions of foreign creatures, not the least of which were ponies, chose to call the hills home, dedicated to preserving the last remaining aurora under the watchful eyes of their nomadic gryphon guardians.

Without her maintenance, most of the world’s intrinsic astral magic had fallen apart; now she could begin to repair them, but that one had been cared for by dedicated teams of magicians from every corner of the planet, and she could not bear to take the work of generations away. Everything about Wastes was contrary, and she took pride in the fact that for once, something of hers had defied the strange magic of the fateful name.

The last of the Skytops had terrified her when she was a filly. The centre of her court, the seat of her majesty, and the pillar upon which the moon itself rested, Yggdrasil (named long before she had discovered it) carried her wisdom like fruit, apples she would learn to bequeath upon others when she finally came of age.

And, to her lamentations, protected at the base by a race of fierce, mighty lizards, that called themselves the Nidhoggr.

Or, in the language of ponies, dragons.

Luna had never been too fond of dragons. Their bellicose nature, unrivaled magical abilities, nigh-invincibility and excessively long lifespans made each practically a god unto itself, and far too arrogant to serve a frail, gentle-looking alicorn. The kings of the dragons were even worse, akin to stars, fiercely loyal to their people and isolationist to the core. They had jealously guarded Yggdrasil in the days of her reign, content to deny all passage to anyone not of Drakish blood, and she hadn’t had the courage to stop them.

“Obviously that means I’m happy to sit back and let you bully my little ponies into submission,” she muttered under her breath, eyes still trained on the long road that wound away into the distance, far out of her sight. “I’m really only their patron deity, feel free to eat and enslave them as much as you like! Jerks.”

She couldn’t help but spit. It was a disgusting habit, to be sure, and certainly one unbefitting of a princess, but she’d stopped caring about royal appearances long beforehand. In the middle of her own night, if she wanted to be a boor, she had every right to be!

Above her, the stars shifted, as if to make way for the moon as it passed through their ranks. The soft glow of moonlight, a reflection bounced off a shimmering scale in the distance, caught Luna’s attention, jumping back into awareness.

A dragon, gigantic and proud, approached from the distance, flanked by an entourage of wolves, gryphons, ponies, and numerous other strange creatures from the cold north. Behind them, a flock of smaller dragons followed, a dazzling array of multi-hued, chromatic monsters that made her gasp in awe. Even in the low light, they were magnificent, and her eyes followed their movements with diligent attention, carefully drinking in the sights.

For all their faults, dragons were hers, through and through, each a star in the planet’s sky, and she couldn’t help but love them as though they were her own children.

As they drew nearer, Luna blanched. She hadn’t thought of anything meaningful to introduce herself with, though obviously they knew who she was. In fact, anything resembling a coherent thought had been chased out of her mind by shock, and now she had nothing save a mouthful of tongue and a head full of empty.

“Fantastic,” the alicorn sighed, drawing herself up to her full height. She didn’t have an impressive stature like her sister, but she’d still show these northerners a thing or two about dignity. And poise. And all that other malarkey she hadn’t taken the time to remember.

With a skip in her step, Luna trotted towards the envoy, ready to take on all comers.

“Good evening, sir dragon and company!” she called out into the night, smiling as brightly as she could. The envoy stopped dead, every last member silent as the void, save one fluttering dragonling that couldn’t seem to sit still, perched upon the lead dragon’s head.

“Who goes?” cried the wolf stood on its hind legs, next to the lead dragon, in a shaky, stuttering voice. “Show yourself! The great Duke Shortspine demands it!”

Such rudeness! Luna couldn’t help but fume. Still uncouth, wolves, though the peculiar tone of fear in the speaker’s voice seemed heavily out of place.

“Calm yourself, Harley,” the leader rumbled, a deep baritone that soothed Luna’s spirits and seemed to do the same for the rest of the group. “Surely we are being greeted by an emissary of the Moon Goddess. There is naught to fear.” The dragon stepped forward alone, raising a single great paw, as if in offering. “Ho there, mighty pony, servant of the illustrious Divine of the Night! I am Shortspine, of the Lunar Clan. These,” he continued, sweeping his arm in the direction of the group accompanying him, “are my vassals, loyal children of the Lunar Clan. We come to pay respects to the great one.”

Luna couldn’t help but titter. Could they not see her in the darkness? “Oh, Shortspine, of the Lunar Clan, how age has stricken you! Once so proud, have the years taken their toll too early?”

Confusion registered quickly on the faces of most of the envoy, the wolf Harley in particular struggling to contain some sort of impotent rage. Luna understood the feeling. She was the same, to anyone who spoke foully of her sister.

“Milord,” Harley stuttered again, “this is unacceptable! Who dares speak so rudely to you? Do they not know their place? Have these ponies not been taught to show respect for their betters?”

“We are all equals in the eyes of the Divine,” Shortspine laughed back, a clarity in his eyes and a smile on his face that Luna knew meant understand. “Though I did not expect those eyes to be cast upon us so soon.”

“What are you talkin’ about, papa?” the high-pitched chirp of the young dragon awkwardly sat in between Shortspine’s titanic horns made everyone giggle, including the Princess. A baby, no doubt, probably around Spike’s age. “You said we was gonna meet the Princess! Where is she?”

Around the dragon, others chimed in, a low cacophony of mixed sounds that slowly rose in volume until Luna could barely make heads or tails of her own thoughts.

“Silence, please,” Shortspine rumbled again, voice tinged with a slight edge, and with a few squawks of dissent, the group eventually quietened. A pall of fear and anticipation had fallen over the envoy, very much a reflection of her earlier mood, and now she couldn’t help but bask in the delicious irony of the reversal.

“Shortspine, you haven’t changed,” Luna chuckled, slipping into a more relaxed tone. Summoning rays of moonlight to illuminate the world around her, she appeared, bursting into a shower of glorious, silvery light. The envoy looked on in awe.

The elder dragon bowed, snout practically touching the earth. “It is a pleasant surprise that you remember me, my queen,” he sniffed, raising a paw to pluck the youngest of the group from her perch on his head. “It does my heart a world of good to see that you are well.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Luna couldn’t help but laugh at that, too. “You know the years can’t touch me. When you’re bones, I’ll still be beautiful!”

“As you were so wont to remind me, in my golden years,” came the reply, light and jovial. Luna couldn’t help but enjoy the company. It had been so long since she’d last seen a familiar face, and much as she wanted to get to know the new world better, her memories often came and stole her away, back to the past.

Shortspine had been an important part of that past. A thousand years had flown by in the blink of an eye, but despite the age in his eyes and the dull, matte colour of his once-brilliant brown scales, he felt the same, full of vibrant joy and good humour. As one of the stewards of the dragon kingdom, and one of her closest aides, they had been inseparable friends throughout his youth; now he had grown up, into a powerful, wizened snake, with a child all of his own.

They shared an embrace, if only for a moment. As they parted, the child flew down to meet her, crushing her in an iron grip.

“Hi, Princess!” the dragon crooned. Her scales were brown too, almost identical to her father’s, but her tiny shape and girlish glee said enough. “Papa told me all about you! He said you were like his mommy! Does that make you my grandma?”

“His mommy?” That was a little perplexing. The age gap made sense, she’d known Shortspine since his birth, but she’d never mothered him. At least not any more than anyone else. “I think I’m a bit too young to be your grandmother, honey, but I can try,” she crooned back, unable to halt the spread of a wide grin across her face.

The little dragon brightened up, and immediately settled itself on Luna’s back, arms wrapped around her neck. It made her feel fuzzy inside. It’d been so long since anyone had treated her the way she’d once been so used to.

“I have been told your leave of absence was the fault of the ponies that ignored your beloved night,” Shortspine said, as the other members of the envoy moved forward. Twelve in all, counting the young dragoness and the elder dragon. Three gryphons, two wolves, seven dragons. Quite the group. “The Lunar Clan has done as much as it can to uphold the sanctity of your domain in the time you have spent...” There was an awkward pause in Shortspine’s speech for a moment, as though he was struggling to find the right words, before he continued. “Away.”

Luna shrugged her withers as best she could, carrying a weight. “A lot has happened, but I’m feeling much better now.”

“Magnificent! Then allow me to be the first of the Lunar Clan, and the Nidhoggr, to welcome you back.”

Behind the brown dragon, the rest of the envoy bowed deeply, though none so deeply as the wolf Harley, whose remorse she could practically feel radiating from her blushing face.

“Thank you,” Luna whispered. She could feel the tears welling up in her eyes. “What can I say, it’s good to be back. Though I can’t say I approve of what you’ve been doing since I was banished.”

“My lady,” Shortspine said, pacing back a few steps. Luna moved forward to match, glaring into the dragon’s eyes as her mouth contorted into a fierce snarl.

“Killing ponies for sport? Enslaving smaller races? Burning nations to the ground? I leave for a thousand years and I come back to this?”

“My queen,” Shortspine stammered, raising both paws in a gesture of submission, “I promise you the Lunar Clan has not involved itself in the secular affairs of lesser-”

“Not involved itself?” Now the blue alicorn was livid, eyes aflame with rage as she flapped her wings and rose into the air, now eye level and matched with the dragon. He shrank under her gaze. “Wolves, dragons, gryphons, you were bad enough when I left, now I come back and all I hear are horror stories! What have you been doing, not involving yourself? I left you with a duty to the world I created!”

“Divine Queen Luna,” the wolf Harley interjected, placing herself between the dragon and the enraged pony, “I promise you we’ve been doing everything we can-”

“Oh? Really?” Now she dropped, falling to the floor in order to meet Harley eye to eye. The wolf practically melted under her gaze. “Now you’re telling me wolves are righteous moral crusaders? I don’t believe it! You were the worst of the lot!”

Now the three gryphons stepped forward, accompanied by a penitent-looking wolf. Luna didn’t give them a chance to interrupt.

“I’m happy to be back,” she growled, “but I’m not happy about the way you’ve been leaving everyone to their own devices. I wanted to fix things when I became Nightmare Moon!” All twelve of them, dragons, gryphons, wolves and all, lowered their heads at that, out of shame. Luna hoped they carried on feeling that shame for the rest of their lives. Perfect comeuppance for shirking their duties to the Lunar Clan! “Eternal night would have meant the Lunar Clan wouldn’t have to compete with the Solar Clan. We could have made the world a better place! But here I am, listening to excuses!”

With no warning, Luna deflated, falling to the ground in a heap.

“But the ponies are no better,” she mumbled, raising a hoof to her eyes to wipe away the beginnings of tears. Shortspine, above her, did the same. He seemed on the verge of a breakdown. “No one cares any more. It’s all about me, me, me. Celestia tries to fix things, but she can’t. Her influence has kept the world stable, but she can’t just change creatures’ hearts.”

“No one can,” Harley supplied, crouching next to her to wipe away beads of sweat from her brow. Luna stopped to take a good look at the wolf. A polar wolf, with unusually white fur, and pretty teal dragon’s eyes. Very much the spitting image of the priestesses of the Lunar Clan from a millennium before. “The Lunar Clan has done its best to keep the world safe, but no one wants us any more. Religion has been left in the past.”

“As it should be,” Shortspine sighed, carefully reaching down to lift Luna to her feet. Grumpily she nodded at him in thanks. “Dogma serves its purpose and dies when it is done. That was always the rule, was it not, Princess?”

“It was,” Luna said, turning away to begin her trot back to the castle. “That, and ‘everyone’s a jerk’.”

With a harrumph, Shortspine paced after her, the rest of the envoy in tow.




        “A thousand years of skyward exile is enough to make anyone go mad,” Luna groused, sipping daintily from a fine china cup gripped in the air by her magic. The fierce, midnight-blue glow that surrounded the cup, emanating from the Princess’ horn, was bright enough to illuminate the balcony on which the group sat; Shortspine looked more than a little nervous. Such casual expense of power was a quick and easy way to remind everyone of your deific nature.

        “You lived on the moon, Princess?” With the way her baby teeth had grown in, the young dragoness (whose name was Snagglefang, she’d learned) had difficulty speaking, even in Drakish. Her words came out twisted, ‘rolling r’ sounds turning into ‘double-us’ and even amongst her other speech difficulties, her sibilant noises, the trademark of all Drakish creatures, were thick and muffled. A lisping dragon? The thought warmed Luna’s heart. “That’s amazing! What did you even do up there?”

        “Slept, mostly,” the alicorn answered, dredging up what few memories she could recall from her short stint on a gigantic slab of rock floating through space. “When I was awake, I told myself stories. I imagined entire worlds, all my own personal playgrounds, and with my magic, I brought them to life.”

        “Wow!” Snaggle looked stupefied, a wide grin fixed onto her face. “What were they like? Did you fight crime? Slay monsters? Make it big as a musician? Find cures for diseases? Write books? Dance? Sing?”

        “Calm down, my dearest,” Shortspine chuckled, petting his daughter on the top of her head. She gave him a petulant frown, crossing her arms, but relented. Her list must have run out of items to rattle off, Luna thought.

        But it was an important question. She couldn’t remember much of her time on the moon. A mixture of incandescent fury, blind envy and immeasurable regret had frozen her in a single point in time for so long: the moment in which Celestia had finally unleashed the absolute power of the Elements of Harmony against her. Her defeat. Her loss. Her suffering. Sorrows innumerable, impossible to be rid of. She’d spent a great deal of time enacting her revenge in her thoughts, and plotting her eventual return. All ultimately pointless, but it had helped pass the time.

        When she hadn’t been ruled by rage, or simply too tired to stay awake, she’d spent her time in dreams. Often she’d dreamed of romance. Finding the perfect stallion, or the perfect mare, and living comfortably together...journeying across the uncharted frontiers of the planet with a partner, loyal, handsome and true...being swept off her feet at her debutante ball...so many fancies, illusions gone by in moments that had kept her entertained. Whether Nightmare Moon or Princess Luna, she was still a pony, if not a mortal one. She had hopes, dreams, wishes, none of which were appropriate to share with a child who hadn’t yet learned that boys didn’t have cooties.

        “I dreamed of many things,” she cooed, horn glowing ever so slightly. The youthful dragoness yawned, blearily blinking the dust out of her eyes, and Luna upped the ante ever so slightly. “But to dream, I had to sleep, and it’s time for you to do the same, little Snagglefang.”

        With that, the dragon girl fell into a dead faint, thin, tiny body rising and falling with the rhythm of her breathing. Luna felt a genuine smile etch itself on her face, and in front of her, Shortspine wrapped a gauntleted paw gently around the child.

        “It’s early,” the elderly dragon sighed. “The rest of the delegates shall be arriving soon, no doubt.”

        “Looking forward to it,” Luna said, magically conjuring a brush and mirror for her mane. “I won’t be doing much, but I’m expecting today to go off with a bang.”

        “Foresight?”

        “A little,” the Princess answered, smirking, “and a little bit of my sister’s tales. Now off with you.”

And with that, she ushered the two dragons off the balcony, closing the doors behind them.

“Show-off,” Shortspine muttered, stalking away with his child in hand.




        Hours later, at the other end of the castle, a white alicorn was jerked from her slumber by a sudden ringing in her head. Fumbling with the objects on her bedside dresser, eventually she wrapped her hoof around a spherical, golden locket, and with as much magical force as she could exert with a migraine that could kill an Ursa Major and enough fatigue to stop the Equestrian economy dead, managed to get it to shut up.

        Princess Celestia had not been having the easiest sleep. It had been many a year since she’d last summoned the many ambassadors of the numerous foreign states, nations, principalities, and empires of the earth to a proper political summit. With her mind preoccupied by her sister’s sudden return, amongst many other, much less appropriate thoughts, she couldn’t help but be distracted; distraction had led to mistakes, enough that the nobles of the Upper Quarter were calling for a blanket ban on all red crayons. Regardless of composition! It infuriated her that so many foals and artists would lose out because of one silly drunkard.

        Well, one drunkard and thirteen battalions of royal guardsponies, but she couldn’t afford to focus on the administrative errors. Not with the threat of political fallout looming grim on the horizon.

        Late to bed, early to rise. The same routine for longer than she could remember. She didn’t need sleep, but she’d become reliant on it for the opportunity to escape her duties to the everyday world. Waking up was always a challenge.

        With a small flourish, Princess Celestia sprang from her bed, ready to start the new day.

        Then she promptly collapsed.

        Two minutes later, after a short struggle to draw breath, she’d mustered up what little willpower she could, and tried again, lifting herself from the floor.

        No luck. Down for the count. Her legs were simply unable to hold her up.

        “That isn’t good,” Celestia mumbled, focusing on casting a spell. From her awkward position on the floor, it was difficult to get a good bead on the sun, but eventually she managed to set it on its course and get it rolling, ready to start the new day.

        “What is wrong with me today?”

        Unable to answer that difficult question, she popped off another quick cantrip, one she hoped would alert her sister to her situation.




        “Good morning, Twilight!”

        The sudden splotch of pink that plastered itself across the lavender unicorn’s blurry, waking vision heaved her from the bed, and with a loud thump, she landed on the floor. Dazed and confused, not a good start to Twilight’s day if ever there was one.

        “Morning, Pinkie,” she grumbled, grabbing onto the side of her bed with her hooves and slowly pulling herself up.

        Yesterday had been a long day. The trip to Canterlot wouldn’t usually have been an issue, courtesy of the hot air balloon, but with a group of seven ponies (well, six ponies and a dragon) that was simply far too large for one trip by air, they’d been forced into travelling on foot. The journey was always gruelling. She’d done it once before, when she’d had no other option, to make her fortnightly visit to her parents; that had led to her spending the entire time in bed, recovering...this was worse, simply because she wouldn’t have that luxury. Sleep wasn’t something she could afford on such a big day.

        The Princesses had been in some sort of crazed frenzy when she’d seen them last. Of course, compared to anyone else that meant “complete, idyllic calm”, but a lifetime of experience had taught her to see when Celestia was worried. Luna, on the other hand, made it obvious. She had been uptight the entire time, snappy and cold, and when she’d shattered a steel mug of ice-water with her magic, entirely accidentally, spraying everyone with chilled liquid, Twilight had given in and gone off to bed.

        It wasn’t that she didn’t care, but she’d been irritable herself, and Luna clearly needed rest. If she was in a better mood today, Twilight would be able to congratulate herself on a job well done.

        “What are you doing, sleeping in so late? Everyone else is already awake and ready to party, silly!”

        “Party?” Twilight couldn’t help but groan. “What time is it?”

        “That’s a good question!” The excitable ball of energy that was Pinkie Pie crossed her forelegs, falling back into a sitting position. One that looked excruciatingly uncomfortable for anyone who wasn’t Lyra, at least. “There aren’t any clocks in here. I wonder why? Are the ponies in the castle afraid of time? Oooh, maybe they’re angry at the people who make the clocks for some reason! Or maybe it’s a conspiracy to stop the flow of time-”

        “Pinkie.” The unicorn held a hoof to her face, and sighed. “This is a guest room. There should be a clock right outside. Can you check while I get up?”

        “Of course, Twilight!” The pink earth pony bounced straight out of the door, a literal spring in her step. Twilight had to admire her ingenuity.

        In the meantime, with a quick burst of spells, she made herself presentable. Hair brushed and cleaned, coat shined, formal attire donned. By the time Pinkie had made it back (carrying the clock in her mouth, nearly giving Twilight a heart attack) she was pretty much ready to take the day on.

        “Sorry it took me so long, Twilight!” Pinkie said, spitting out the clock. Twilight watched it intently, horror slowly creeping into her eyes as it rolled around on the floor, eventually settling down in between them. “I couldn’t work the screws because I’m not a unicorn and I don’t have any ultra-cool magic, so I had to rip it off! I hope you don’t mind!”

        “What...”

        “What is it, Twilight? Is everything okay? You wanted a clock, right?”

        The lavender unicorn couldn’t work her head around it. How could she possibly be so dense? 

She gave up. Too early in the morning to think about existential questions.

        “I just wanted the time, Pinkie!”

        “And now you have it! Job well done, everybody go home!” And with that, Pinkie pranced out, still wearing the same goofy grin she’d had on ever since she’d assaulted Twilight in her bed.

        Twilight’s horn glowed as she propelled the clock at the door, hoping to catch Pinkie on the back of the head on her way out. No luck. With a pronounced sigh and a glare at the spot where the pink earth pony had stood a few moments prior, she pulled it back, glancing at its face.

        Seven thirty. Later than she’d have liked, but early enough to avoid a tongue-lashing. The merchants would be setting up their stalls outside, in the castle gardens, and the first delegation, from the mythical Solar Clan of the Southern Reaches, wouldn’t be around until midday. She had time.

        Trotting over to the window of her room, she opened the latch, throwing it open. She could stand to get some fresh air into the room, and it looked like a bright, sunny day, as usual. The pegasi had started their work very early, and some were still visible in the skies above, darting through the slowly-dispersing cloud cover as they worked their weather magic.

        All in all, things looked to be going well.

        Several stories below, she spotted the first of the stalls coming to life in the palace garden. A unicorn, accompanied by two towering gryphons, was carefully setting up an array of unusual bottles and beakers, full of brightly-coloured liquids of all kinds. Some she recognised. She’d played around with extract of dragonfruit in the past, and the crushed sapphire paste was an important reagent in several of her more powerful spells. The trader even had a barrel of Toxic Kick, which was a shock. She’d been fairly certain any Toxic brews had been banned and criminalised in Equestria for nearly four years. She’d have to go and get some later. Otherwise, much of it was new, exciting and bizarre, and the studious young mare made a mental note to go and check the stall later, perhaps speak to the apothecary.

        Others were beginning to seat themselves across the gardens as well. Little wooden stalls staffed by the intelligent crows and ravens from the oceans of the far east, carrying bits and bobs of all kinds that looked more like tourist souvenirs than anything of substance. Gigantic magical affairs woven from steel and stone, surrounded by the deer and rams of the far south. Even a zebra or two had travelled across the world to be at Canterlot, apparently, considering the hut that had just popped up out of nothingness by the central fountains.

        An ethnic affair if ever there was one, Twilight thought. She’d have a lot to learn today about the many different cultures of the world, if she had anything to stay about it. She refused to stay cooped up inside the castle, dealing with stuffy old dignitaries from the nearby pony nations. Today was her day to be edified!

        Deciding to take a trip down to the courtyard, Twilight winked out of the room with as much precision as she could manage.




        Celestia was not in the right mood for a crisis at all.

        Neither was Luna.

        After a quick consultation with the younger Princess, Celestia had come to several conclusions. The first was the one she couldn’t deal with most of all. During a particularly lucid dream sequence in the night before, possibly the product of a tired mind and more likely just some freak occurrence caused by her subconscious desire to be anywhere but in Canterlot today, her magic had gone haywire, sapping her of her energy. A thousand years of pure, constant exertion had been challenging enough, but now the last reserves of strength she’d been relying on were completely gone.

        “The perfect day for a national emergency,” Luna sighed, carefully raising a dry woollen cloth to Celestia’s sweat-sodden brow. The elder sister groaned, grateful for the comfort.

        “I feel terrible, Luna,” was the response, quiet and remorseful. The blue alicorn sighed.

        “You work hard enough, Cel,” she chastised as best she could, wiping away more droplets of sweat as they cascaded down the white alicorn’s face. Her sister liked to play jokes, but this felt like the worst sort of prank had been played on her; confined to her bed with a fever like a child, useless at the worst of times. Sickening in the literal sense. “Just stay here for a while. I’m sure Twilight and I can handle a few foreigners.”

        “Can you?” Celestia coughed, then sneezed, then choked, all in quick succession, barely able to cover her mouth with her hooves in time. “I’m putting you in such a difficult position, Luna. I only wish I could be of more help.”

        “What do you want me to do, sister, drag you to the throne room?” Luna tittered a little at the thought. “I could hang you from the ceiling by some ropes, turn you into a little puppet. Dance, oh mighty Queen of the Sun! Dance for the lesser critters! Put on a show!”
        
        Frantically waving her forelegs in the air, Luna summoned a tiny apparition of a puppet Celestia, and made it dance. The elder sister couldn’t help but laugh quietly, throat hoarse and head fuzzy.

        “I don’t think I would put on the best of performances.” Luna passed her a glass of water, which she greedily gulped down. “You are welcome to try, of course, dear sister, but I highly doubt the Solar Clan would be happy about it.”

        “Stuffy old stiffs would probably go mad,” Luna mumbled, gently easing the glass from Celestia’s hooves and refilling it. Her sister would probably be in for a long, rough day, did she need to have it any worse, constantly worrying about the foreign dignitaries? The Lunar Clan had kept the global peace for long enough in her day, she could handle it again now. “I promise, sister, everything will be fine.”

        “I trust you, Luna,” Celestia smiled weakly, “and I have faith in my little ponies. It’s chance I don’t trust.”

        Luna couldn’t argue with that.




        Things were not going well in the courtyard. Barely two hours since the crack of dawn and Twilight was already having to deal with an enraged ape merchant and an enraged apple merchant. She couldn’t help but obsess over how the addition of two extra letters could cause such a great schism, but here it was, right in her face, and Applejack was doing very little to help.

        “Shucks, I’m sorry, sugarcube, but this here feller’s startin’ to grate on my last nerve!” Twilight had never noticed before, but Applejack’s accent thickened ever so slightly when she allowed herself to get worked up. It was almost funny. On the other hand, she was not in the mood for laughing. The day had already begun piling stress on her aching withers, and things looked to be on the road to even further disaster.

        Twilight, on some level, did sympathise with the ape. He looked like he’d had a far worse time of it than her earth pony friend. His fur was twisted and matted, covered in soot, his eyes ringed with bags and bloodshot...probably hadn’t slept in days, trying to get everything sorted. This would be a big day for anyone intending to make money. Unfortunately for him, she knew for a fact that Applejack had laid a stake on this plot weeks beforehand, and anyway, apes didn’t sit right with her. Call it prejudice, but they reminded her too much of the creatures from the storybooks she’d read as a child, that spoke of strange, eldritch beasts from far in the past, that terrorised all the world’s indigenous creatures with their magical powers and genius intellects. Nightmare material.

        “I not find that be to amuserating in the leastest! Tell why you take paid-for spot, now, earthen horsie!” Twilight had difficulty making heads or tails of what the ape meant through his accent, an unintelligible mishmash of inappropriate emphases, incorrect words, and garbled gibberish. The language barrier was difficult enough for the poor thing, but his anger was clearly making it even worse; luckily for everyone involved, she was something of an omniglot. Twilight Sparkle, here to save the day!

        “Good day, sir,” she said, tongue slowly coaxing the words out of her mouth. Foreign languages were challenging, considering she’d rarely ever had opportunity to actually use them in conversation, but with some effort she recalled the proper speech patterns, though they still didn’t make much sense to her. Apes spoke brutishly, a mixture of slurred words, loud yelps and clacking, chattering sounds that her jaw simply did not feel made for. He probably had difficulty understanding anything. “I’m not quite understanding this problem. Would you mind explaining for me?”

        “Uh, Twi,” Applejack chimed in, confused, “what in tarnation are you saying?”

        “Quiet, Applejack,” the purple mare shot back, eyes still trained warily on the ape. “Speaking in Apesque is hard. I need full concentration for this.”

        “Twilight, sugar,” Applejack sighed, as though she was talking to a foal, “he’s a gosh-darned foreigner, and he speaks Equestrian. Why go through all that bother?”

        Twilight’s jaw dropped.

        “Seriously, Applejack?”

        “Yeah, I’m serious!” Applejack stomped her hooves on the ground, and snorted. Twilight still couldn’t close her mouth. The shock was simply too much. “He comes here, from his high-falutin’ foreign joint, all the way outta Equestria, and has the buck to tell me the spot I paid for with the bits I earned in a year’s back-breakin’ work belongs to him? Horse-feathers!”

“Applejack, I’m surprised at you!” Now Twilight was livid. “I’m sure this is all just a misunderstanding! I expected better from the Element of Honesty and my most dependable friend!”

“I’m bein’ honest,” she sniffed, eyes downcast as she glared at the ground. “Don’t like apes. They’re weird. Granny Smith used to tell us tales about ‘em. That they eat foals, ‘n’ they kill other creatures for sport.”

“Still here, I stand!” The ape screeched in a whining, nasal tone, flailing his elongated arms around wildly in the air-

        No, Twilight, the voice in the back of her mind that just barely counted as a conscience chastised her, you’re letting your internal narration turn specist. Stop it.

        “I’m so sorry, sir,” the unicorn replied, unable to stop the slow spread of a blush across her cheeks. “My friend isn’t the most tactful of ponies-”

        “Now who are you goin’ and callin’ not tactful?” Applejack looked even angrier at that, almost like she’d been betrayed. “I got all the tact I need when I ain’t dealin’ with no’ lyin’, stinkin’ ape!”

        “Lying! Stinking! Ape! You offend with sharpier tongue! Ponies all ingrates! Rude! Vile! Incorrigatible!” At that point, the ape’s diatribe had degenerated into a long string of the most horrific slurs Twilight had ever heard. Now Applejack and the ape were screaming at each other, locked in a death-match, and Twilight couldn’t help but back away out of fear.

        Things were beginning to get hectic. A small crowd of creatures had gathered to watch the show, and at their front sat Pinkie Pie, in a convenient deckchair, munching on a mouthful of popcorn. Next to her, Rainbow Dash had perched herself on the floor, and had her hooves wrapped around a bag, mouth buried deep inside.

        On Pinkie’s other side, Fluttershy was watching in speechless awe.

        “Now you listen here, ‘cause I’m only sayin’ this once more before I buck you right on out o’ this here garden!” Applejack stood face to face with the ape, who had crouched in order to look her in the eye. Twilight’s stomach dropped, and she could practically feel the colour draining from her face. What to do, what to do?

        “Woohoo, you tell him, AJ!” Rainbow Dash hollered from what could ostensibly called the stands. Fluttershy looked like she wanted to intervene, eyes drawn into a narrow glare, but she sat still, as frozen by the anger as Twilight was. The rest of the crowd were in mixed states of approval, some outright cheering, others fuming with barely-concealed disapproval. Only Pinkie looked neutral, thoughtful as she eyed the two fighters.

        “This is my stall, I paid for it! It’s mine!” Applejack was practically pouting. For all her strength, Twilight couldn’t help but see a small, weak mare pitting itself against an imposing, terrifying monster, and with that image burned into her subconscious, her horn began to flare, sparks flying from her mane and tail, fur slowly changing to an ashen white.

        She stepped forward, empowered by the high of a smoldering rage.

        “Pony listen, hear well my speak!” The ape was jeering, one thick finger pointed directly at the space between the orange earth pony’s eyes. “Papers clear, this my stall! I work here and you go! Go!” A pronounced sweep of the ape’s arm very nearly caught Applejack, but she jumped back, wary.

        “Oh yeah?” Now she was smirking. “Prove it! Show me them papers an’ I’ll be right out of your hair! Or can you even read ‘em?”

        “Here, rude pony, here!” The ape clicked his fingers, and a thick sheaf of documents materialised in his hand. Ape magic was certainly impressive. “You look, you see, you know! Then you apologise courteouslately and proper for my time! Sun is risen, work to do!”

        “Yeah, yeah, don’t we all,” Applejack muttered, shuffling through the sheets of paper. The moments that followed were filled by a pregnant pause as the entire courtyard unknowingly held its breath; after a few seconds had passed, the orange earth pony sighed dramatically, passing the papers back with a begrudging hoof. “Well, darn it all, looks like you were right and all. I guess I’m sorry. But my papers say the same thing!”

        Pulling a stack of paper from her own saddlebags, Applejack handed them over to the ape, who read over the entire thing in the blink of an eye.

        “Clerical error,” he mumbled, snapping his fingers again. Twilight caught the sudden drop in Applejack’s posture. Had he used his magic to put them back? Ingenious. She’d have to grill someone about ape mysticism later on.

        Gradually, the rage released its grip on her, and she returned to normal as she casually strode over to rejoin the two merchants. Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy and Pinkie Pie followed behind, the former slightly disgruntled even as the latter two beamed.

        “Aw, jeez,” the rainbow-maned pegasus sighed, “I wanted to see a fight! I thought you were going to go all ‘bucking bronco’ on him, AJ, show him what a real Iron Pony can do!”

        “Iron Pony?” the ape looked quizzical at that. “Ponies not made of marshmallow?”

        “Nope!” Pinkie Pie laughed. The rest of the group simply groaned. Apes. “We’re just like you guys! We’re all meat and bones and other icky disgusting goop!”

        “I’m sorry about all that stuff I said,” Applejack said. The contrite expression on her face said enough for Twilight, but the poor ape had taken quite the mockery. Apes were supposed to be used to that sort of thing, from her research. Hated the world over for some mysterious, incomprehensible reasoning, but she’d always believed it was simply superstition. To have one of her friends so strongly react to what most ponies considered a scary bedtime story...that was pretty scary stuff itself, to her. “I had no business goin’ off like that. I’ll move, as soon as possible.”

        For a moment, the ape looked thoughtful.

        “Very old, I am,” he began, eyes glimmering with the beginnings of tears. “My people, much sufferings. Many sorrows in my travels. To come here, expecting acceptance immediatately...” Twilight looked up into the ape’s eyes, the rest of her friends doing the same. He seemed sad, wise beyond his visible years. Someone to respect, not to attack. “Silly. Apes feared by creatures. Even dragons. But never...never apologised to before.”

        To see such a tall creature, from a race so proud and majestic, reduce itself to a pony’s height as it crouched, almost kneeling in prostration, was a sight Twilight vowed never to forget. A pony’s obstinacy, ignorance, even its mulish nature, could be the key to ruining a potential friendship, but more than that, their ability to ask for forgiveness, to be forgiven, and to forgive...that could save one. Applejack was evidence enough of that.

        “Well, golly,” the earth pony in question stammered, “I, uh, you don’t have to kneel, I can-”

        “Pony, I apologise,” the ape said, a low, guttural growl that felt almost like a roar. “Augustus.”

        “Uh, what now?”

        Silently, Twilight voiced her agreement, fairly certain her other friends were doing the same.

        “Augustus,” he rumbled, standing again. At his full height, the ape merchant looked almost menacing, almost twice the height of the ponies. “My name.”

        “Oh!” With that realisation, Applejack quickly recovered, grabbing one of the ape’s gigantic hands in both her hooves and shaking it vigorously. The ape looked almost amused. “Well, howdy, Augustus! I’m Applejack, and these’re my friends!”

        “Twilight Sparkle,” the lavender unicorn said, smiling as she took his hand in her hooves. She felt small as he grasped her, but his touch was surprisingly gentle for such a massive beast, and when he released her, it was with a pleasant smile of his own.

        “I’m Rainbow Dash, fastest flier in Equestria!” Striking the air with a powerful hoof pump, Rainbow Dash soared above them for a moment before diving back down, swooping into an aggressive position above the ape’s head before she grabbed his hand with her hoof. “I was totally going to step in and break you two up! I’m not afraid of a fight!”

        “Ah, young one, such empty courage,” the ape mused. “There is much strength in you, more than I have ever seen in any creature before. Why hide it behind false bravado?”

        Twilight understood the meaning, though some of the words had been lost in translation. The rest of the group simply looked puzzled, save Pinkie Pie, who, for just a moment, had held a serene expression so wise Twilight could have mistaken her for Princess Celestia. Then it disappeared, replaced by a goofy grin as she pulled Fluttershy forward.

        “Hi there!” the pink earth pony sang, dragging the yellow pegasus behind her. Fluttershy was entranced by the ape, unable to take her eyes off him, the same way she had been with Spike, but this time, her fear of the oversized creature was radiating off her in waves. Anyone taking a passing glance could tell. “I’m Pinkie Pie! Peace! It’s awful nice to meet you, I didn’t think I’d make any new friends today because of all the hard work Twilight and the Princesses said we’d have to do! But then I thought, maybe a party might be a great way to make new friends, and then I realised that a party is always a great way to make new friends, so let’s throw a party! But after that I realised that there was too much to do, and I had to wake Twilight up, and Fluttershy needed to go and tend to the animals but she didn’t want to talk to the gardener because she thinks she offended him last time she was here, and Rainbow Dash wanted to practice her awesome flight tricks...”

        She hadn’t taken a breath throughout her spiel, Twilight noted, but what was even more horrifying was that the ape hadn’t missed a beat either, nodding along and drinking the entire thing in. And Pinkie spoke Apesque? That was a shocker.

        “Yes, madam, I am also a veterinarian! I adore animals!” Twilight had lost track of the conversation a short ways back, but it seemed that even without her help, Fluttershy had quickly acclimatised to the experience, happily, if quietly, chatting away to Augustus. Pinkie was somehow acting as their translator. Twilight couldn’t contain her incredulity at that.

        “Excuse me, sir Caesar,” she interrupted, “I was wondering what exactly it is you sell?”

        “Twilight, that’s kind of rude, you know!” Pinkie, surprisingly, looked a little miffed. “Fluttershy was talking to Augustus! Couldn’t you have just waited a little while?” Next to the pink pony, Fluttershy shrank back, looking slightly abashed. Augustus laughed again, a low, resounding chuckle that permeated the air and made her innards vibrate ever so slightly.

        “Sorry, Pinkie,” Twilight said sheepishly, “I didn’t realise. And since when do you speak Apesque?”

        “Oh, it’s a long story,” Pinkie replied, casually brushing the question off. “It’s how I got my Cutie Mark!”

        “...what?” Fluttershy piped up, confusedly staring at Pinkie. “Pinkie, umm, I don’t mean to say that you’re lying or anything, but, well,” the yellow pegasus trailed off for a second before resuming with new courage, “didn’t you say you got your Cutie Mark when you fought that dragon in a swordfight on top of the mountains in Caninada?”

        “...what?” Now Rainbow Dash looked perplexed herself. “Pinkie, you told me you got your Cutie Mark when you saw my Sonic Rainboom, climbing the Aurora in the Wastes! I thought that was so cool, why would you make something like that up?”

        “Kinda answers itself, sugarcube,” Applejack chimed in, sighing. “Anyway, don’t you all know Pinkie Pie found her Cutie Mark diggin’ for oil in the Western Deserts? A real plumb haul too, set ‘er up for life! Everyone in Ponyville knows that story!”

        “Pinkie,” Twilight grumbled, pulling the pink earth pony aside, “you told me you grew up on a rock farm and got your Cutie Mark when the Sonic Rainboom taught you how to party. Don’t tell me you’ve been lying.”

        “No, silly!” With a laugh and a hug, Pinkie danced around Twilight, returning to Augustus’ side. “They’re all true! I got my Cutie Mark when I learned to enjoy life and take things as they come!”

        Twilight couldn’t argue with that. Considering she’d known of parasprites even when Princess Celestia had been ignorant (whether truthfully or not), and her incredible Pinkie Sense, the pink earth pony could have done anything in her crazy lifetime and none of them would ever have a clue as to the real, honest-to-goodness truth.

        “Dilemma,” Augustus said, raising a hand to scratch his scalp. “Knowledge keyed, and yet hidden. No answers to questions.”

        “Looks like the rest of the Apple family are about ready to set up shop,” muttered Applejack, raising a hoof to wave at Big MacIntosh, Apple Fritter and Apple Strudel. “‘bout time we get this show on the road! See you gals later, and you, Augustus, ya big lug.” With a nod and a smile, Applejack turned away.

        “Wait!” The sound of Augustus’ voice, at a volume high enough to shake the earth around them, made Applejack jump, but she turned, one hoof holding onto her heart as she hyperventilated.

        “Don’t be a baby, AJ,” Rainbow Dash grinned, slowly taking her hooves away from her ears. Fluttershy giggled slightly at that.

        “Earth pony Applejack,” Augustus began, “you, your friends, shown me much kindness. Please, stall is yours.”

        “Oh, no, you don’t!” The group found themselves caught off guard by Applejack’s sudden yelling. “I treated you like dirt! Nopony, and I mean nopony, gets away with bein’ like that to a fellow creature! I certainly don’t deserve a reward for my behaviour!”

        Augustus leaned down and whispered something into Pinkie Pie’s ear. The pink earth pony shot up upon hearing it.

        “You’ve done really nice things already for Auggie, Applejack!”

        “Now that ain’t true!” Applejack was beginning to turn red-faced, which made Twilight uncomfortable. She understood exactly how the poor earth pony was feeling. “I made a right fool outta both o’ us and I said some horrible things that I’m gonna regret for the rest of my days. That don’t mean I should get a nice pat on the head. I gotta pay for my mistakes, and I’m doin’ this even if it means I have to turn down a favour! So sorry, Augustus, but I got a stall to run and I’m gonna run it in the darkest, dankest, loneliest corner of this courtyard if it so kills me!”

        Applejack turned, intending to stroll away, but a hoof on her back made her stop. Pinkie had somehow crossed the distance between the orange pony and the ape faster than she could blink, and was now giving her a hard stare. Not a Stare, not enough to make Applejack fear for her very soul, but easily enough to make her draw back in fright.

        “AJ, you silly pony,” the pink earth pony giggled, grinning like a maniac, “Auggie wants to share the stall so you can both get your money’s worth! It’s easily big enough for both of you!”

        At that, Applejack froze. Behind her, Rainbow Dash sidled up next to Twilight, Fluttershy falling into line after her; the three of them watched in awe as Applejack slowly crumbled under the pressure.

        After a few more seconds, the dam broke, and she rushed to the ape, falling prostrate at his feet in tears.

        “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” The sobbing was a little distracting. “I thought I’d never get a chance to sell my apples at the castle ever again! This is everythin’ I’ve been dreamin’ about! Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

        The ape simply leaned over and patted Applejack on the head, before turning away and strolling towards the stall. Pinkie Pie bounced along after him, followed by Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy, the latter casting a cursory glance around her before waving back at Twilight.

        “Well, that ended a lot better than it started,” Twilight sighed, helping Applejack to her hooves. Wrapping a foreleg around her friend’s neck, she gave up on standing, resting all her weight on the other, stronger pony.

        “As my brother’d say, eeyup,” Applejack said, tone slightly dazed. “Now I best get to movin’ all my stocks on up here. I’m runnin’ mighty late. Sorry, Twi, I gotta scoot.”

        “Alright, Applejack, I’ll see you when I see you,” the unicorn replied, but by then Applejack was already off in her own little world, prancing down the paved pathways of the courtyard towards the gates. Already the lanes and alleys around the hedgerows and foliage were being filled up by numerous different stalls, each manned by exotic creatures from across the world; Twilight could barely contain her excitement at having opportunity to meet them all. Maybe she’d even encounter a few more apes while she was at it!

        She had a good few hours until the arrival of the first delegation, surely she had time. And Rarity wouldn’t be set up until later in the evening, when she’d put on her fashion show with Canterlot’s top models, surely she’d be fine on her own until then?

        Reluctantly Twilight started making her way towards the gates herself. Not going to visit Rarity would invariably end up being something she’d never get to live down, and despite her desire to learn of all these new creatures and places, she knew her obligations to her friends came first.

        At least, that was what she told herself, though she couldn’t keep her eyes off the fetishes on one zebra stall, or the unusual staves concealed behind a thin tarp in a stall manned by a lone vulture-

        Wait. A vulture?

        Twilight backed up for a moment, eying the vulture warily. How could a non-sapient creature manage a stall? That couldn’t be right.

        As she headed towards it, unable to fight the siren call of knowledge, a stocky white pegasus in a suit of glittering golden armor ploughed into her side like a ton of bricks falling from a tall tower.

        What a terrible simile, Twilight thought, as consciousness escaped her.
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        “Spike, my darling little helper, would you care to pass me a pin?”

        The young purple dragon nodded, yanking a pin from the pincushion the white unicorn had made out of his tail and lifting it up into the air. The telltale embers of levitation magic, a softly glowing blue aura, surrounded the pin and pulled it away, and he watched it soar towards the spot where the spellcaster sat, poring over a blueprint covered from top to bottom in rough sketches.

        “Oh, the galleria will be simply stunned! Crowella will be delighted with the ensemble, and surely shower me with exotic gifts from abroad! Don’t you agree, Spike?”

Spike wasn’t quite listening, as always, hearts virtually dancing in his eyes as he nodded dumbly in her direction.

Rarity couldn’t help but sigh. The little dragon was a treasure, one of the most important gems in her hoard, but his behaviour had been simply atrocious, even for a devoted member of her entourage. Burning Ravenous’ tail with his magical breath had been the first of many straws to wither and die inside her that day, and combined with his constant inability to focus for longer than ten seconds, there had been little for him to make himself useful doing besides being a personal stooge. Crass, inarguably, and very much below his capabilities if not her sophisticated stature, and yet something of a regrettable necessity.

Still, she supposed things could have gone worse. A young dragon was a creature worthy of respect in the eyes of most, and to have one serving her made her a valuable ally. It had certainly helped in her negotiations with the merchants of the Eastern Perches. Without Spike’s fearsome flames of fury (or, to put it more appropriately, disgusting sneezing habit, a dreadful faux pas in any other social situation) her delicate diplomacy would have fallen on deaf ears. Crows drove a hard bargain, certainly, nearly unmatched in their tireless dedication to the currency of currency; though Rarity had no respect for their money-grubbing avarice, she grudgingly admired their wiles and cunning. Useful skills in any respect.

On the other hoof, her mane had suffered terribly under the harsh pressures of their negotiations. An entire sleepless night, spent in the throes of heated conversation, conducted in harsh whispers and irate shouts! The sort of thing she had someday dreamed of doing when she’d first set out to become a merchant of the finest finery. Now it haunted her, her eyes sunken and bloodshot, complexion oily and wrinkled, drowning in lethargy and fatigue.

She had to keep working. Nothing could halt her entry to the global fashion scene! She’d be setting trends across the world yet! Positively rolling in riches, gifted to her by fond admirers, auspicious patrons and desirable suitors across the globe!

“Nothing so vulgar, of course,” she mumbled, carefully threading a thin string of silk through the eye of a floating needle, suspended in the air by a glowing, cloudy mist.

She couldn’t focus. The needle kept shaking in mid-air, and the thread itself refused to bend to her will, despite her most careful ministrations. Around her the ground had begun to quake, backlashes of unrestrained magical energy hammering dents into the cracks of the floor; the mare bit her tongue, closing one eye as she narrowed the other in furious concentration.

“Just a tad further...” The thread slunk forward as the world around Rarity seemed to still in anticipation. With a slight jerkiness, the needle flew towards the thread, in perfect alignment. “Almost have it...”

A loud snort and a tongue of fiery green flame jolted Rarity out of balance, and both the needle and the bolt of silk fell to the floor.

“Sorry, Twilight,” Spike groaned, haphazardly waving one arm in the air. It took all of Rarity’s patience, and a relaxing inner mantra, to hold back a scream. “I...promise...I’ll replace it...”

Another snort, a powerful yawn followed by a jet of flame that shook the room around the young dragon, and then he returned to peaceful slumber, a contented smile on his face as he snored away.

Behind him, the frazzled unicorn chomped down on her tongue, desperately willing herself to a better mentality.

Why, oh, why, did she have to put up with such interminable fuss? Would it be so much to ask, to have one day in her career without some sort of dreadful setback?

Idly she wondered whether Twilight had awoken from her slumber. She could use someone to pawn Spike off onto, in no uncertain terms, while she dealt with the complex part of her craft, and she knew where Twilight would be so early in the morning.

Tired, flustered, and deep in thought, Rarity didn’t notice the sound of the bell at the door of her magically-constructed workshop jangling, a telltale sign of a visitor, until a voice rang out loudly from behind her, piercing the dawn-time air.

“Hey, Rare, you still up?”

The sudden sound made Rarity jump, practically out of her skin. Spike wasn’t fazed, still snoring heavily, a tiny bubble forming at the edge of his lips and popping with every breath.

“Rainbow Dash, the nerve! Knock and announce yourself before you intrude in a dignified lady’s household!” Brushing her mane down as best she could with her hooves, the white unicorn turned her nose up at the blue pegasus.

She looked simply too dashing this morning, for lack of a better term. Rarity had spent every day of her life since meeting her idolising Dash’s natural beauty, something she envied the pegasus for capturing so easily when she found it so difficult to work towards, and her state could only amplify the gap between them. Dash’s rosy, wide-eyed stare, full of shock and disbelief, seemed put on, as though she was mocking her for not having such gorgeous eyes. Her rainbow mane taunted her, unkempt as always, and yet so thick and luscious, shiny and colourful in ways no-

“No!” Rarity took a deep breath. The other mare simply looked puzzled. “No, Rainbow Dash, I will not spend another moment of the greatest day of my life envying your natural beauty. I am simply too exhausted to think straight, that is all.”

“Natural beauty? Huh?” Cocking her head in surprise, the pegasus took a wary step forward. “You okay, Rare? I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

“Of course you are, Rainbow, but I suppose I will have to live with the interruption.” Uneasily the white unicorn clambered to her hooves. She’d stopped focusing on her work for a moment and the adrenaline had fled her body, leaving her a weak, shattered mess of fatigue and wild neuroses. Dash’s intrusion had come at the worst possible time. “What is it? What do you need, dear?”

“Nothin’,” Rainbow said, smiling at her with kind eyes. “I came to check on you, make sure you’re all right. Uh...” Taking a quick inventory of the room, Dash was momentarily silent, stunned. “You are all right, right? No big explosions or crazy schemes or anything?”

“Fortunately, there has been very little in the way of accidental damage so far,” Rarity sighed back, sitting back on her hind legs. Her forehooves grasped her hair, sweeping it back down her neck and quickly styling it into a loose braid. Dash’s awed expression at her finesse and grace was priceless. “Aside from a few tricky situations involving my delightful assistant, things have progressed mostly smoothly.” She paused to scoff miserably, sighing at the pegasus. “Until shortly before your timely arrival, when I hit a complete snag. Oh, Dash, you simply must help me!”

“What? Help?” Once again Dash cocked her head, confused. “How? I’m just a weather pony, Rare.”

“A weather pony who has shown stunning design sense in the past!” Rarity managed to bite back the addendum of ‘stunningly awful’, albeit with some difficulty. So much so that her teeth had clamped down on her lower lip, now chewing it up with gusto out of nervousness. “Why, it isn’t even design I need from you! Simply a small sum of money for-”

“Whoa, wait a sec there,” Dash cut in, narrowing an eye as she raised a warning hoof. Rarity could feel her last vestiges of hope slipping out of her hooves like grains of sand. “My mom used to say ‘neither a borrower nor a lender be’, Rare, or something like that.”

“Your mother was an aficionado of Shakesteed?” That was a little perplexing. How could someone so rough and uncultured as Dash spring from such noble stock? At least it explained her strong morality, as best such a strange beast could ever hope to be.

“Not the time, Rare!”

Rarity harrumphed grumpily at that, but waved for the blue pegasus to continue.

“Anyway, she told me that money just makes things difficult, and you’re never supposed to give it away because it sours friendships. But it’s good to help your friends in other ways. I never really understood how that worked.”

“So you won’t help me?”

“Of course I’ll help, Rare!” Dash looked appalled at the mere thought of leaving her to her own devices. At least there was that. “What is it you even need anyway? I’m the best around, I bet I can have it done in ten seconds flat!”

“Oh, Rainbow, darling, you’re always so supportive,” the white unicorn sighed, dramatically heaving a heavy breath. “I intended to employ a delightful young group of foreign ponies that have been loitering around aimlessly for the past few hours, bring a few extra hooves into this ever-so-complex operation. Perhaps a horn or two if I am so lucky. But without the funding I find myself overwhelmed by the demands of high society fashionistas! Oh, the horror!”

Lifting a limp hoof to her brow, Rarity leaned back, paling. Dash lurched forward as though to catch her, but the white unicorn steadied herself, panting ever so slightly.

“Dash, my most loyal friend,” the white unicorn sobbed, “won’t you help me? I need these workers! I must, must, must have their assistance if I am to accomplish my dreams!”

“Uh,” mumbled the pegasus.

“Was that a yes?” Rarity exclaimed, bouncing to her hooves to stare her friend in the eyes with vigour.
        “I...” Dash was completely stupefied. What could she possibly say to that?

        Rarity’s lower lip wobbled a bit, quivering as tears welled up around her eyes.

        “...fine,” Rainbow sighed, eyes narrowed as she glared unamusedly at the now-smiling white unicorn. Rarity bounced to her feet, squealing with unrestrained glee; Dash watched her work her magic around the room, setting things in order as, completely without warning, a line of ponies flooded in from all corners of the room.

        “Ah, there you are, fillies, gentlecolts,” she sang, clearing a small space on her desk to accommodate the sheets of blueprints she was laying down. “No, no, Frederico, please let’s not start that fuss again. Oh, dear, Espada, you look particularly glum, has something happened to the missus again?” Dash couldn’t help but grimace as she watched her friend scoot around the room, hurriedly fussing over the ponies that swarmed around her like flies, buzzing in languages the rainbow-maned pegasus couldn’t place. “Simple Sail, please be careful, I don’t want another broken vase-”

        Smash. The sound of shattering glass hit her ears with force, and as it tinkled into silence, Dash groaned, hanging her head. Next to her, the young dragon roused, stretching his stubby arms behind his head to scratch the back of his neck.

        “This is gonna cost me, isn’t it,” she sighed.

        “Yep,” came Spike’s reply.




        Meanwhile, in the gardens, a youthful yellow pegasus tended to a small flock of sheep, shepherd behind them chewing on a stalk of discoloured hay.

        “Oh, I don’t suppose you’d happen to have any more of that delicious sautéed grass, would you?” One of the sheep had taken to asking her that question every couple of minutes, seeming to forget the answer every time; Fluttershy was grateful for her easygoing nature, because she was sure that by that point, any other pony would have lost her temper. She only sighed, smiling benignly at the creature whose upturned eyes gazed into her own.

        “I’m sorry,” she said, carefully manoeuvring the sheep towards their pen. “Maybe I can bring you some more later on?”

        “That would be most delightful, miss...” the sheep’s look turned from pleased to confused, as it struggled to find her name. Fluttershy couldn’t help the giggles that rose in the back of her throat. “Miss...”

        “Fluttershy,” she cooed back, laughing.

        “Yes!” The sheep grinned. “Miss...Shutterfly, was it? It would be most delightful, most delightful indeed!”

        With that, the small crowd of sheep gathered close together, huddled up inside their pen, and Fluttershy shut the door behind them. They, much like the rest of the castle garden’s residents (livestock, she reminded herself grimly), were eager to avoid the chaos and confusion that had settled itself over Canterlot. Leagues beneath their feet, Bottomtown’s residents had just begun to stir, whether in the outdoor shanties or the subterranean slums, and with them came the sounds of life and cheer that usually buzzed around Canterlot in the daytime. Next the middle rings would come to life, and then Topside City last of all - the castle itself, stretching base to peak through each section of the city, never really slept. A pony at its foot could rise to its tallest tower in the space of a single day and never find a moment to catch her breath.

        The beautiful yellow pegasus herself wasn’t quite sure what she wanted to do with her day. The persistent, nagging curiosity she’d been feeling towards the foreign visitors that would be living in the castle for the day was the only reason she’d decided to hang around, but even that had fled her by then, a careful sort of retreat that left her feeling nothing but a roiling sense of dread in the pit of her stomach. Certainly nothing nice, and not something she wanted to put herself through any longer than she needed to.

The sun was beginning to rise above her head, a quick, jagged movement markedly unlike its usual smooth motion. She couldn’t help but wonder why.

        “Thanks again for your help, missy,” the old colt wheezed, smiling. She still couldn’t quite place his thick accent, but she smiled back nonetheless, bobbing her head ever so slightly. Then she turned, flapped her wings, and flew away, out of sight.

        Returning to the train of thought she’d been distracted from, her eyes caught the sun again. It had stilled, mostly, slowly edging towards its apex through the morning clouds, but the way it burned so cruelly was a little scary. Well, a lot scary, but she’d resolved to make herself less fearful after the whole business with Discord, and she meant to keep that promise.

        A nearby sundial read seven twenty three, which meant Twilight would probably be up. Fluttershy missed her friend a little. It had only been a day, but they’d separated in the late evening to chase up their own business, and she’d been stuck on her own in the big city, paralyzed by her own fear. She wanted to find a familiar face.

        Walking through the palace gardens, she couldn’t help but stop and examine the statues she found there. One was Victory, the most ancient and venerated symbol of ponies: a legendary heroine that had struck out against Discord and helped defeat his awful regime, thousands upon thousands of years ago. It was claimed by some more knowledgeable ponies that she was mother to the Twins, the gods that had felled the tyrant at his greatest. Fluttershy didn’t know what to think of that, she was no historian, but the look of sorrow in her eyes, tempered by a fierce determination, told her that, if not a mother to the Princesses, Victory had been a mother to someone. She recognised that look from her own mother.

        Next came Pride, far out of the way of the labyrinth in which they’d been defeated by Discord, the one that still gave her nightmares. Fluttershy didn’t know how to feel about Pride. He had been the first pony to rise up against Discord, but not out of any great love for others; no, Pride had been driven only by narcissism, a deep, primal urge to prove himself the greatest creature of all. He had slain creatures great and small, saved countless lives, and brought his battle to Discord himself, very nearly winning against the chaotic spirit’s greatest lieutenant at the Everfree Forest, but it had all come to naught. In the end, he had been beaten by his own arrogance. With nary a true friend in the world and naught but his own strength to rely on, Pride had fallen, and in honour of him, they had raised a great statue and a cautionary tale, an adage that spoke of none falling harder than giants.

        It was all very deep. Fluttershy preferred to think of it as just being one pony needing to be a bit nicer to others. Apparently, Pride had been very much a horrid little worm.

        Then came the Three Brothers, Pizazz, Panache and Flair - each had strove to outdo the others, and each had risen and fallen higher than the last, mercurial creatures whose feats had made them worthy of preservation and immortalisation forever in the gardens of the Princesses. A ways beyond, she found the intertwined statues of the Pretenders, Solaris and Lunes, both of whom were covered in the accumulated mess of thousands of years of bird droppings, the only statues not cared for. Some said Celestia and Luna had sealed them together forever in a passionate embrace, brothers who dared profane their sacred names; others said Solaris and Lunes were the true gods, who had known the truth of the Princesses’ existences and sought to root them out. For their troubles, they had been branded as traitors. Shortly after them, around a corner and hidden in the shadow of a tall, gnarled oak tree, whose flowering branches stretched out towards Fluttershy like fingers, hid the Strange: no one knew anything about the Strange, but someday it had simply appeared in the castle, a welcome addition to the ornamentation. Around its feet spread tendrils of woven gold, poking through the crevices in the dried, cracked ground. Some called it Midas, though Fluttershy didn’t know why.

        She kept finding herself being reminded that what she knew, she knew because of Twilight’s lectures and a few encounters with other avid scholars in the castles. She wanted to learn more, but lacked the means. It was quite sad, in truth.

        Others, some she recognised, some she did not, passed her in a whirl of sights and sounds. Birds chirping, flowers blooming, the wind blowing, and above it all, the indistinct, ambient chatter of a world coming to life in the morning. It soothed her, just a little bit.

        “Hey, Fluttershy!” A voice cried behind her, and along came her pink pony pal, tackling her with a great big hug that brought her peace and quiet crashing down.

        The pink-maned pegasus didn’t mind, though. She preferred Pinkie’s brand of silence anyway.




        “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,” came the castellan’s voice, high-pitched and squeaky. “I don’t quite know how to react, Princess Luna. You say the Princess Celestia is ill?”

        “We do,” Luna groused, silently wishing to herself that this doddering old fool would run along and do whatever it was he intended to do to fix the situation. A thousand years ago the castle’s administrator had been an imposing pony, resourceful, cunning and quick; he had cut a sharp figure, one she had respected immensely, that never failed to get the job done. All in all, he’d been worthy of his position among his great forebears.

        In the time since, it seemed, Celestia had taken to running things herself, and employing others based purely on meretricious things like appearance. This old pony, clad in a frayed tweed robe and thick, horn-rimmed glasses, fogged with mist, looked absolutely nothing like the ponies that had guarded her in her day. Instead he seemed more fit to run a library in the middle of nowhere.

        Inwardly she longed for Twilight Sparkle, who would have had no difficulty dealing with the situation. Aside from her neuroses, of course, she added to herself, chuckling.

        “And you say that she will not recover until the day is out?”

        “Her Grace shall remain bedridden until we see fit to release her,” she replied, biting back scathing words. She’d lost her patience long ago.

        “And you say that-”

        “We say,” came the voice of the younger Princess, in the traditional booming Canterlot manner, “that it is time you left us to our royal devices.” She was seething inside. Who was this inept, useless husk of a pony to question her, she wondered as he fled the room, barely able to keep himself from ruining his lovely tweed robe. “And perhaps you should consider wearing undergarments to match that finery of yours in future, if you are so intent on soiling them.”

        There would be no audiences from within Equestria that day, thankfully. The only audience Luna would take would be a great gathering of creatures from across the globe, all of whom only wished to hear the Princesses speak. They would not have that unless things turned for the better, sadly, but the least she could do would be to give them the reception they deserved.

        “Oh, Luna, what have you gotten yourself into?” her eyes, half-lidded in dismay, scanned the throne room around her. Celestia’s personal audience chamber, decorated in the garish whites, yellows and reds so favoured by the Sunlight Of The World, and it felt alien to her. She hoped it didn’t show in her face.

        She would have much preferred a few muted blues here and there, maybe a black, some purple if they had any dye on hand. But, alas, on such short notice such things could not be sent for without causing alarm, and she didn’t wish to put any undue stress on her castle’s staff. Most of them looked like they couldn’t handle any more. Half had already snapped.

        Tap, tap, tap, sounded the rhythmic beating of hooves on the marbled floors of the audience chamber, and Luna rose to her feet, eyes immediately honing in on the source.

        At the entrance to the room, a zebra leaned on the wall, smirking with unreserved confidence as she tapped out a melody. Luna recognised her from somewhere, and then her eyes widened as realisation hit her.

        “Zecora!” she cried, leaping from her cold, iron throne on the dais, down the steps, towards the zebra that practically exuded a cocksure sort of comfort. Luna had never been more pleased to see a friendly face as she threw her forelegs around the zebra’s withers. “It’s so good to see you again!”

        “Ahem,” a voice coughed behind her, clearing its throat, and she quickly drew back, reeling.

        “Ah, we mean,” she stuttered, but the voice behind her was laughing too, now, and Zecora herself couldn’t have looked any more amused if she tried, struggling to hold back her own laughter. Luna shut her eyes, and sighed, entirely unhappy. “We mean that it is a pleasure to once more share your company. Come, sit with us.”

        “The majestic plural, you need not use,” Zecora said, stepping forward and shedding the roughspun brown cloak she’d been wearing. Behind her, two guards fought to catch it and take it, eyes both firmly glued to the zebra. Luna envied her good looks. “Or your temper, you are sure to lose.”

        “Don’t I know it,” she muttered in a huff, teleporting in a flash of sparks to stand beside the pony who, moments beforehand, had stood behind her.

        Madeleine Mare, more commonly known as Mayor, had been a long-standing servant of Celestia, leading the small, rural town of Ponyville ever towards a brighter day even through some of the greatest crises the world had ever faced. Apparently, Celestia had chosen and nominated her to a position of power in that backwater little hole in order to bring about a great destiny that laid dormant there, perhaps the greatest destiny Equestria had ever known, and had not disappointed - the Elements of Harmony had united there, as prophecy foretold, and in doing so, the greatest magic of all had been restored to full, glorious power. Now her role was slowly diminishing to make way for a new era of democratic elections, and she was preparing for a comfortable retirement as learned vizier and counsel to the Princesses. Few had quite so broad an understanding of Equestrian politics or law, and even fewer had her storied history.

        Zecora, on the other hand, had been an entirely unexpected factor, but not unwanted, not at all. No, Luna thought to herself, she is perhaps the most valuable ally we have.

        Luna had been extremely shocked to find a descendant of the First Druids in the middle of the Everfree Forest, the first time she’d truly had opportunity to explore, and further investigation had only deepened the mystery. Nothing she learned made sense, and even less fit the puzzle that had been put in front of her; all she knew was that there was something about Zecora, something old, grand, and wise, that cloaked her in shadowy secrecy even her own magic could not pierce.

        Together they sat down together, at a table, to break the morning’s fast, sup on a light meal, and talk of tidings brought. Luna found herself in need of companionship, and her only regret was that she had not yet found time to call Twilight Sparkle to her side.




        In her bed, Princess Celestia tossed, turned, and dreamed of dreaming.

        Her mind was haunted by visions of a future she was sure they had managed to delay, if not outright deter. In every writhing flame, she saw the face of a foe they’d beaten and sealed, laughing the same maniacal laugh he had the first time they had met. Each inky black void captured her inside itself and twisted her into something new, horrific, dangerous, to join hooves and hearts with the corrupted monster they had defeated so long ago, with the mane of stars and the soul of ice. Spelled out in the cosmos, she could see a thousand more threats, each more dangerous and vicious than the last, named and unnamed alike. And behind it all, within and without, she felt the guiding hand of something so inexplicably vast and terrible that merely to ponder it was to cross the precipice of insanity, a brink she could not afford to leap.

        She awoke sweating, demons leaving her with a pounding headache, and she reached out with her magic, haphazardly grasping a nearby cup. The steel, specially reinforced to withstand excessive magical pressure, bent underneath the force, crushed into wrought iron. It seemed her magic was restoring itself far more quickly than she could have hoped.

        What were those dreams?

        She rested her head on the pillow, groaning. It wouldn’t do her any good to think overmuch while she laid sick in her bed, incapable of doing any good. Luna wouldn’t like that, and it’d just make things worse in the long run.

        But at the same time, how could she ignore what she had seen?

        A darkness so infinitely great and terrible that to know it was to know despair. A gaunt, malformed hand, wrapped in thin, weak flesh of peach tones, thick red blood coursing through pulsing blue veins. A smile, crooked white teeth bared like those of a wolf. And most of all, magic. The smell of magic, the scent of it overpoweringly sweet, sickly like a rotting corpse, crowded around one figure and draining away, as though the force of it were a sieve in the world’s fabric. What did it all mean?

        “Woona,” the white alicorn yawned, drool hanging from her mouth as she closed her eyes again. “Where are you, my Woona...”

On the nearby mantelpiece, the gem embedded in her torc blazed with light, glinting even in the shrouding darkness of the room...but Celestia never noticed, once more in the throes of a deep, now-dreamless sleep.




        Twilight awoke with a pounding migraine and a head full of stars. Above her, a small crowd of curious creatures milled about aimlessly, some carrying medical supplies, others straining their necks over the rest to see - Twilight couldn’t quite tell who was just rubbernecking and who was actually trying to help her, but honestly, it didn’t truly matter, in the end.

Her body ached incessantly, and every move she made ended with her nerves screaming for her to just stop bothering it, Celestia be damned, and lie still, for the rest of time if necessary. Her side in particular, where the pegasus had hit her, burned like a sun. An appropriate comparison if ever there was one, considering the morning sun’s rays were beating down on her like a pony’s kicks and no one had seen fit to move her into the shade.

        The pegasus responsible was nowhere to be seen, but she could feel something underneath her, desperately struggling to lift her into the air.

        “That hurts, you know,” she mumbled, horn flaring. “And I’m not that heavy.” Concentrating as best she could, in spite of the pain that wracked her body, she pulled herself up off the floor, magic beginning to knit her bones back together where she was sure they’d broken. The pain slowly dulled, eventually enough to let her stand unaided. By the time she was restored to full function, the pegasus that had been trying to lift her (the same one from earlier) had been thoroughly emasculated, standing on tip-hooves in apprehension as a crimson blush spread across his cheeks.

        “Dreadfully sorry, madam,” he said, wincing, and Twilight took a good, long look at him. Enough to make him retreat into himself in fear. 

As it turned out, he wasn’t so stocky after all. His armour was far too big for his frame, and it made him look bigger and stronger than he could possibly be. A gangly, long-limbed pony, with mismatched ears and a lazy eye, who shook every few seconds as though he couldn’t stop shivering in the cold weather. His armour was brass, totally unlike the rest of the guardsponies she had seen in Canterlot all her life, and it looked dented in places, scratched in others, as though forged by an incompetent and then put through its paces by somepony even more so.

        Most of all, his flank was entirely uncovered, and plastered on it like a rash Twilight could see a Cutie Mark that looked like a misshapen anvil and a broken hammer.

        She knew this pony. Too well.

        “Smithy Smith?” she asked, cocking her head to one side, and the pony brightened, standing at attention with a proud, if incorrectly executed, salute.

        “Sir, yes, sir!” he cried. Then he second-guessed himself. “Uh, I mean, ma’am! How may Smithy Smith assist you today?”

        “Smithy, it’s me, Twilight Sparkle,” she laughed, settling down on a nearby bench. The stall at which the vulture was perched, closely guarding it with a single, unmoving eye, was now being attended to by a donkey barely tall enough to reach the middle shelves. She could wait. “You remember me? We were in class together when I studied smithery.”

        “Ma’am!” he cried again, still rigidly frozen. “I am afraid I am at a disadvantage! I know no Twilight Sparkle!”

        “Oh, that’s right,” she replied, “Bronzeforge used to call me Sparky, didn’t he?”

        Moments passed in silence. Ponderously, the ugly pony’s expression transformed into one of realisation; he sat down on his hindquarters, rubbing at the side of his head with a shoed hoof.

        “Sparky?” His voice was hesitant, full of disbelief. She didn’t find it hard to see why. No one had known who she was when she’d sat in on the class of unicorns, earth ponies and pegasi learning the ways of the furnace - it had been a purely extracurricular pursuit, and Bronzeforge, the master of the classroom and one of the most celebrated blacksmiths in Canterlot, had been careful to be just as demeaning and cruel to her as he had been to the rest of the class. Or maybe not careful at all. The pony had always been something of a monster. “Is it really you?”

        “Of course it’s me, silly,” she laughed, giving him a kind look that she hoped he couldn’t tell was more appraising than caring. “Don’t you recognise my Cutie Mark?”

        “No,” the white pegasus sighed, “I don’t remember much these days. My memory’s failing me, for some reason. I don’t know why.”

        Twilight sighed at that. Back in the days of her youth, she’d saved Sparky from bullies once, and tried her best to protect him afterwards; in return he dogged her around constantly, a useless devotee she didn’t need. He’d always been useless, of course, it had been part of his destiny, but she couldn’t help the pity, the sympathy she had. What if she’d been in the same position?

        “What are you doing here, Sparky?” The purple unicorn was honestly curious.

        “Oh!” he cried, again, jumping to his hooves in panic. “That reminds me, I gotta go! Master Bronzeforge needs me on an errand!”

        That confused Twilight slightly, but by the time she raised a hoof to question further the pegasus had already zipped off, darting madly through a crowd of creatures at the foot of the steps, by the Royal Sisters Fountain. The crowd around her had dispersed a while ago, so she stood herself, trotting over to the stall she’d been so dedicated to checking out earlier.

        “Excuse me,” she said, and the donkey turned to her, smiling.

        “May I help you, madam?” was the response, spoken in the melodic tongue of the Far East. That explained the vulture, then - crows took a peculiar interest in raising other, less intelligent birds to positions of stature. If the vulture owned the donkey as a servant, or a slave, that would not honestly surprise her, though she took personal offence at the idea of slavery.

        “I was just curious about all these staves and robes you have here,” Twilight replied, deftly switching to his own natural language. It would make him more comfortable, and Twilight had no real issue speaking it - again, if anything, she were something of an omniglot. That had been part of why she was such a necessary ambassador. “They look so exotic. Can you-”

        “Hush, milady,” the donkey whispered softly in husky Equestrian, casting a trepidatious glance at the vulture a few metres up in the air. It didn’t seem interested in them, staring determinedly ahead at the zebras across the way; they were making faces and laughing, juggling fetishes around like toys. “My master, he is, how do you say, vindictive. If he is to hear what I am to tell, he will be most maddened indeed.”

        “Wow,” she said, stupid grin spreading across her face. He was even more exotic than the merchandise! She couldn’t help the tingle that spread through her chest at that. “Okay, what is it?”

        “All these items,” the donkey’s words were still eerily quiet, as he swept a foreleg across the shelves, “are fake. Frauds. Cheap imitations meant to scalp the unwary and the foolish. A beautiful mare such as yourself,” and then he knelt to kiss her hooves, which made her heart leap into her throat, “does not deserve such a fate.”

        “Oh! Oh. Oh,” was all she could think to say, unable to grasp any words more poignant or meaningful than ‘oh’. This dashing donkey had saved her purse from falling into the claws of a charlatan. Oh, what a gentlecolt!

        “You need not repay me,” he crooned, eyes still downcast in true gentlecolt’s fashion. “All I ask is a favour from milady. A boon, if you will.”

        Twilight was too busy being charmed (starstruck, even) to question this turn of events.

        “What is it? Anything, anything!”

        “Dine with me upon the evening’s tide.” That was enough to make the purple mare swoon. “Meet me tonight, at the Blue Sky’s Inn, at the marina on the riverfront. Bring nothing but your beauteous charms and a small token of respect for the innkeeper. There, we shall romance.”

        “Of course, of course!” This was enthusing. Who knew such a gallant young donkey would take interest in her? Perhaps this was to be her romantic adventure, like the ones Rarity so often jabbered on about!

        “Then I look forward,” he finished, bowing, “to our next meeting, beautiful lady.”

        And with a puff of smoke, he was gone, egressed elsewhere. The vulture next to her looked down bemusedly, and she stuck her tongue out at it as she walked away. No silly bird would get in the way of her love!

        Starcrossed lovers, she mused to herself in glee, as behind her, the stall folded away and disappeared.
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