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		Chapter One: Wanderlust



The life of a wanderer is never easy. The very landscape itself becomes an obstacle. And while Alabaster and Little Whisper have been through the thick-and-thin of most of them, the dry badlands outside Dodge Junction offered a unique kind of punishment for their trip from the east coast. 
The cloudless sky displayed a white knuckle sun in all its furious glory. Dehydration was more than a risk at this point of their journey, but a near certainty. Their canteens, those long time friends, had been left by mistake on the ship they sailed in on.
“How much farther can this place be?” Alabaster groaned. He was drenched in enough sweat to turn his white coat grey.    
His companion smiled sweetly. “Don’t worry, Al, it can't be more than an hour or so away. Heck, you can already see the town from here!”
Sure enough, off on the horizon was the heat blurred, unfocused, and blotchy silhouette of a small western town. Sadly though, Little Whisper's estimation would be off by two hours. Well, isn’t dehydration great, Alabaster thought with bitter amusement. All the joy of a hangover without the booze.
He glanced at his earthpony companion. It came as no surprise to see that her dark blue coat and white braided mane were completely free of perspiration.
It wasn’t Whisper's unrelenting optimism that bugged Alabaster in these trying times, but the fact that nothing seemed to faze her. Not the humid jungles with flesh eating flies, not the tropical storm that almost sank their boat, and not even the miles of wear and tear they were putting on their hooves. Instead, she hummed through the heavy humidity, made friends with the flies, and practically had a ball on the swaying ship as if it were a rollercoaster. But he figured that was just Little Whisper.
“I can see it just fine,” Alabaster said,  “But the damn place is further than it looks, I just know it…” Feeling that old twinge of temper rising up, he hung his head and gritted his teeth.
“You say it’s an hour away, but we both now you’re just being optimistic.... Sheesh! At this rate, I’m gonna have some fierce arthritis. The pony body was only meant to take so much, damn it!” Little Whisper couldn't help but to chuckle.
“You’re too young to be talking like that,” she said, nuzzling his shoulder. “Besides, aren't you built like a tank? Better not be wussing out on me now.” 
Alabaster grinned. It was the closest thing to a smile that he had shown since they started their journey. It might have been a bit sly and competitive, but Little Whisper was happy to see it all the same.
“Oh, you know I am. No doubt about it! Still... even a tank needs a bit of maintence from time to time.”
“That’s true, I guess.”
Little Whisper’s smile lingered for a moment longer before it disappeared. She glanced into the flat, drylands around them. Chewing her lower lip, she contemplated a way of bringing up an idea to Alabaster. Then, like a hollow log floating to the surface of a lake, her kind smile returned.
“You know, the rest of this trip doesn’t have to take hours, Al. If you would let me-”
Alabaster stopped dead in his tracks. "No." He had been anticipating this subject for quite awhile, but had hoped it wouldn't rear it's ugly head.
Little Whisper felt her stomach lurch when she saw that his gaze had darkened. She never liked making anyone upset. Especially if that someone was Alabaster. Before Whisper could even open her mouth, she was quickly cut off again.
“I said no, Whisper! I know it looks pretty barren out here, but what if some cowpoke on a long drive was to see you… change? It's not out of the realm of possibility, you know? We are in cattle country. Then you'll have to change back when we get closer to town. And with the stories going around... just, no. We can’t take the risk.”
Whisper would have been fine dropping the subject, but she saw how the beads of sweat poured from Alabaster’s brow in a steady stream. The stout pegasis could handle pretty much anything life had to throw at him. Even in the Dragonlands Alabaster had handled the scorching summer with far better grace. But here, in the southern reaches of Equestria, the heat seemed different than in their homeland. It seemed... almost alive. Whisper thought the idea was silly, but she could see the demanding toll it was taking on her friend. It was as if the desert had a stranglehold on him.
“Al, just think about it a moment, okay? I… I can change and we can fly high enough to-”
“Damn it, Wisp, I said no!”
It was only when his voice cracked that Alabaster realized he was yelling. Although Little Whisper looked at him in an amiable manner, he could not help but see a slight sliver of hurt in her violet eyes. Way to play it cool, idiot.
“Believe me when I say that it’s for the best, Wisp,” Alabaster said, looking anywhere except at Whisper. “I know you’re worried. I can see it in the way you look at me... but I promise you that if the stupid shit I’ve pulled before hasn’t killed me, than this little flash won’t either.”
It was the closest thing to an apology he could muster without revealing the cold stab of guilt in his gut. Little Whisper simply gave a short nod, her smile appearing weak and strained.
As they resumed their push west, Alabaster felt his emotions weigh upon him a bit heavier than usual. Although Little Whisper carried on by his side with an almost sulky pluckiness, it wasn't long before the shadow over her face lifted and she was looking out at the world with wide-eyed fascination again. She would even begin to hum a little tune. It was one he knew well, though had never heard it from anyone else but her. Soon the tension dissipated like a wisp of smoke on cool, autumn breeze, and everything felt just about the way it was before his outburst.
And Alabaster was completely fine with that.
***

As the sun made its final plunge towards the horizon, the ponies clogging the arteries of Dodge Junction moved with all the enthusiasm and haste of slugs. Their jagged breaths, weak legs, and mopping wet brows were clear signs of a hard day’s labor. Most of these ponies would either flee to the cool comforts of their homes, or, if they were feeling a bit parched, to the local saloon.
By the City Hall, a flustered mare with a lemon colored mane and peach coat came strolling up to the side of a grey stallion who was eyeballing the batwing doors of said saloon lustfully. She pushed back the brim of her hat and waited for the buck to acknowledge her. When he failed to do so, she cleared her throat. The stallion awoke from his daze with a start. His glazed eyes twitching one way and then the other. It was as if he had gotten drunk from just staring at the saloon.
“Didn’t ya tell that pretty wife of yer’s that you’d steer clear of that place,” the mare asked, smiling deviously. “Because I hope that habit isn’t calling ya back now. You wouldn’t want it to make a liar out of ya, riiight?” Her drawl extended the last word, turning it into juicy morsel. 
The stallion's eyes seemed to sober as they focused on the mare. After a moment’s consideration, he returned her smile timidly.
“Oh, hehe… Hey, Dusty. Yeah, guess I just got to thinkin’ about how nice and cool it must be in there. Thought maybe I’d pop in for a second, just to… you know, sit and say ‘hello’ to the fellas.” 
Dusty gave him a sharp poke with her hoof, making him wince.
“Well, if ya’ wanta’ get cool then just go home! There’s no need to tempt yourself.” 
The stallion pondered this for a moment before nodding. “I guess you’re right. I mean, the way ponies gab in this town, somepony would probably start runnin’ their mouth, talkin’ as if I went in there to get hammered. Thanks, Dusty.” 
Dusty smiled and was about to say something else when a scream rolled over the town like a thunderclap, ripping the dead air from her mouth.
“Thank the motherly stars, I’m going to live!”
Everyone in the street froze, petrified with fear and confusion. A couple of pony heads peeked cautiously from the windows above the main street, their large eyes silently speaking the fears that no one else dared to mutter. After a few moments, the grey stallion standing next to Dusty managed to be the first to work back his courage.
“Um… Did that sound like it come from your farm, Dusty?” he asked, barely above a whisper. 
Dusty’s ears immediately fell flat against her skull. She glanced tentatively about. Some part of her was almost afraid that she would see a deranged pony stumbling down the street, glaring at them with a rage reserved for only raving lunatics.
“I reckon it d-did, didn’t it? G-guess I need to g-go check on that... make everythings ok." 
Dusty dashed off, leaving a trail of swirling dust in her wake. The stallion could only stare after her.
***

Little Whisper raised an eyebrow as she watched her friend delight himself. Alabaster stood on his hind legs and was neck deep in the cool waters of a metal trough. It would be some time before he reemerged.
“Don’t you think this is a little unethical?” Whisper asked, voice raised. 
The thickheaded stallion was already hard of hearing without having his head submerging beneath gallons of water. Without warning, Alabaster’s came rearing up and out of the water with a dramatic sploosh. Whisper recoiled a few paces back, avoiding the light shower flung her way. Afterwards, the only response she received from Alabaster was a deafening belch.
“Holy hell!” Alabaster exclaimed, brushing back his ashy mane, “That was exactly what the doctor ordered!” 
When Whisper was confident that the threat of getting wet had passed, she saddled up next to him. “Hey, Al, can we please leave now?”
“What, are you crazy?” Alabaster beamed at her with manic joy. “I think I could drink another gallon, maybe two!” 
A hint of color started to burn on Whisper’s cheeks. “That’s nice and all, but you do realize that we are trespassing, right?” 
Alabaster just shrugged and readied himself for another dive into the trough.
“Alright…” Whisper sighed. “Do you also know you’re drinking water from a cow trough?” 
Alabaster froze, brow furrowed.
“What the hell?” Alabaster exclaimed, finally noticing the two dozen cows gathered around him. They glared daggers at the two miscreants. How could I have missed that?
“Welp, guess that explains the smell.”
“Excuse me...” A particularly sassy speckled cow strolled up to the two, her wide rear end practically swaying with each stride. “...But that there water is reserved for us working gals. We would very much appreciate it if you two deviants would go elsewhere for refreshments and stop soiling our only source of water!”
Alabaster grimaced. The bovine’s shrill voice drove a nail into his skull, making his tail twitch and his eardrums ache. The cow reminded Alabaster of an old mare he knew from his old tribe. Although, this cow seemed far less foul mouthed and brash than that crotchety old bitch. What a wonderful day it was when that old crone took her little dirt nap.
“Go bugger off, heifer,” Alabaster growled. “I’m as dehydrated as a strip of jerky, and as ill as a caged naga. So don’t think for a second that I won’t string you all up by your udders and buck your faces in like piñatas.”  
As if Alabaster had lit a match, the cow’s eyes flashed with hostility. Her nostrils flared and one of her front hooves pawed at the ground. For a moment, it seemed as if she was about to charge Alabaster. Alabaster dropped back to all fours, hunkered down, and unfurled his wings.
“Come give me a try then, ya old Besse. It’ll be the biggest mistake of your life!”
The scene was close to escalating even further when Little Whisper intervened.  
“Wait, Madame!” Whisper inserted herself between the two combatants. “You must excuse my friend. He is clearly not in his right mind! I mean, he was drinking from your trough. A trough! The sun's done made him delusional. Why don't we just let bygones be bygones, and go our separate ways? I can take my friend and get him back in his right mind.” 
A warm smile and kind words had defused many situations like this back in their homeland. Whisper just hoped the same would be true for Equestria.  
The bovine stared sourly at Little Whisper, considering the mare for a moment or two.
"Fine!" The cow said with a final shake of her head. "But I suggest keeping that brute on a shorter leash from now on, Missy, for he’s liable to get the both of you in a heap of trouble around these parts!"  
With that, she spun around and tromped back to her herd. They had watched the scene unfold with mounting terror. Whisper waited for the herd to begin moving off before allowing herself to feel relief. 
For a second there, I thought Al might turn this little prairie into a slaughter house!
Turning back around, Little Whisper realized that Alabaster was no longer with her. She found him staring off at the stocky buildings standing a quarter of a mile away from where they were. It was hard for her to believe that just a few hours ago the town had been nothing more than a blurry speck on the horizon.
Brushing a few stray braids of mane aside from her face, Whisper hurried to Alabaster’s side. There were quiet for a time. Alabaster awkwardly adjusted the worn saddlebag on his back. It had been pinching him something fierce ever since he stood up to drink from the trough. Yeah, never doing that again, he thought.
As the basked in the glow of the waning day, Alabaster thought he felt Little Whisper’s gaze upon him. Not just her gaze, but ‘the look.' Little Whisper gave Alabaster 'the look' whenever he needed her to bail him out of trouble. 
He always wished ‘the look’ was a simple expression of anger or exasperation. Alabaster could live with a little resentment thrown his way. Hell, hadn’t he spent most of his childhood awash with the anger and ire of his fellow tribe mates? But no, it could not be that easy. Little Whisper was too good of a friend to do that. Therefore, ‘the look’ would contain a soft frown and teary concern in those round eyes of her’s. Those big, big eyes…. 
Why am I such a numbskull?
Alabaster studied the purple brush strokes against the evening sky as he waited for Whisper to say something. Anything. When the words never came, Alabaster gave her a furtive glance. Turns out she wasn't even paying attention at him. Feeling a little relieved, Alabaster watched the rays from the sun’s dying light paint the blue pony’s coat an odd shade of gold. A small smile was just visible on the corner of her lips.
Whisper thought the town looked quite cozy with its sleepy, country charm. She then caught site of the railroad. Those train tracks were almost a heavenly sight, cutting through the land before and reaching out towards an entire kingdom. That strip of steel meant that hoofing it would be a thing of the past. As happy as she was at the sight of them, Whisper figured that Alabaster was probably even happier.
“We're one step closer, aren’t we?” The joy welling up in Whisper voice brought a lump to Alabaster's throat.
“I sure hope so,” he replied, trying to answer as levelly as he could. “Won’t be too long till we find a job and maybe start putting some more bits back on the table. Heaven knows it's about time for our luck to change.” 
Whisper nodded slowly.
“I know it will, Al. Soon it’ll be nothing but feather beds, air conditioning, and indoor plumbing.”
He couldn’t help but agree. Much to his dismay, Alabaster found Whisper’s glee infectious. Soon they were both grinning like a couple of stoned buffoons as they watched the dying rays of light bath the countryside in its warm glow. To them, it seemed like a good omen for their new lives in Equestria. And though it may not have anything to do with the town, Alabaster felt hopeful that they might finally have a better life ahead for them.
***

As Alabaster and Little Whisper strolled down the main street of Dodge Junction, they were given something of a wide berth from the ponies out and about. A group of mares with manes done up in tight buns whispered eagerly to one another behind their hooves as the two past by. One proper looking fellow with a large top hat fondled his slick, greasy handlebar mustache as he studied the duo with hawkish eyes. Alabaster did his best to ignore all these dirty looks, but they seemed to gnaw at his fur like gnats. Among the many things he already hated, being stared at was one. This is not the place to cause a scene though, you stupid pony. Gotta keep that temper of yours under control, the stallion thought to himself, almost chanting it. He was all but certain that a fight with one of these country bumpkins would surely mean a brawl with their siblings and cousins too. You have to love small communities. The word ‘stranger’ has probably never even touched most of these ponies’ lips before.
The town only had about four major businesses, the two biggest being a trading outpost (also the train station) and a cherry farm, but it was the battered saloon that drew the interest of the thirsty Alabaster. After they passed what looked to be a tailor’s shop, Alabaster came to a screeching halt, almost skidding on his hooves. Little Whisper was about to ask if something was wrong when she followed his gaze. Her stomach dropped a bit at the sight of the weathered wooden cutout of a crazed pony reared up on its hind legs with a pint in its extended right hoof. Alabaster always seemed to gravitate towards the drink.
“Want me to get ya something cool to drink, Wisp?” Alabaster asked with a sly smile. Whisper only glared back.
“Oh wow, Al, that’s just hysterical. I even forgot to laugh.” 
His smile turned into a snarky grin.
“I thought you’d like that,” he said before heading up the steps to the saloon with Whisper in tow. Before he even pushed through the batwing doors to enter, Little Whisper felt a spark of excitement that tingled from the crown of her head to the tips of her hooves. She had heard stories about southern Equestria and that a few of the towns in the region almost seemed to be living decades within the past. Though what she craved to see most was the hustle and bustle of the large cities like Manehatten or Fillydelphia, Whisper could not help but to jitter at the portrait already painted in her head of the old cliché saloon scene that had frequented many of the cowpony romance novels she had read many of late nights. Nights when Alabaster was drunk and not easily disturbed by low, guttural noises. 
Much to Whisper’s relief, the novels had not led her wrong.
It was every bit what she was expecting it to be: a parlor like area that smelt of aging wood, musky cologne, and strong drinks. A few tables were seemingly scattered about, unused and unwanted. To the far wall in the back lay an abandoned pool table with a freshly raked set of billiard balls waiting for the next players to step up. Most importantly, to the right of the entrance was a polished bar that stretched the length of seven barstools. Just like a I've read, Whisper thought with glee.
As Little Whisper took in her surroundings with wide eyed curiosity, Alabaster’s attention was elsewhere. Shelves upon shelves of glistening bottles seemed to be beckoning to him from behind the bar. ‘High spirits for a low soul’, as Alabaster always said. Taking the first stool he came to, he noticed someone else sitting at the other end of the bar. Ironically, he probably would not have noticed the fellow if it were not for his odd appearance. The lean stallion had sharp, feline like features and a coat as black as a manticore's heart. The stranger’s mane hung down in long dark strands as his pale blue eyes stared at the bottled between his hooves.
Alabaster gave Little Whisper a prod and motioned towards the other fellow. “See that guy over there?” He asked in a low whisper. Whisper, having taken up the seat to Alabaster’s right, leaned forward against the bar for a better view. She grinned widely as her eyes went straight to the worn and dusty saddle bag he wore.
“He’s a traveler like us!”
“Quiet!” Alabaster hissed. Whisper’s gaze quickly averted to the shelves in front of her. The pegasus sighed and turned to face the stranger, an apology already on the tip of his tongue. Strange how suddenly the roles of the couple can be reversed.
“Look, don’t mind-” That was as far as he got before the words died out. The stranger was still staring at his drink. Alabaster gave shrug before looking forward once more. Whatever…
After a minute or two, a broad stallion wearing a faded bowtie and a bowler hat approached Little Whisper and Alabaster from the opposite side of the bar top. His dull eyes met them with the same trepidation that they had received earlier in the street.
“Can I get ya’ll something?” He asked, giving his fuzzy handlebar mustache a quick stroke. You mean besides some service? Alabaster was doing his best not to scowl. He had made a promise to behave and he aimed to keep it. Little Whisper, however, almost seemed to beam at the barman. He was the finishing touch to complete the rustic portrait.
“Yeah, how about a shot of rum?” Alabaster answered. “That seems like a good place as any to start.” The pale stallion had had his mouth set for that stiff Eastern Import since they first got to Equestria.
He complains all day about the scorching heat, then he wants to drink that crap? Whisper mused, shaking her head. There’s just some things I’ll never get.
“Sorry, lad, but we don’t sell the hard stuff here.” Little Whisper felt her breath catch. Oh dear, she thought. This can’t end well! 
Alabaster chuckled lightly and scratched his chin with the tip of his hoof. “I’m sorry, pal, but I think I misheard you. Cause for a minute, it sounded like you said that you don’t sell liquor.”
“Ya heard me right, lad. We don’t sell that hard stuff here.” A heavy hoof slammed down onto the bar top, josseling the bottles behind the barpony. Alabaster’s muzzle was mere inches from his now. From farther down the bar, the stranger stirred from the seclusion of his thoughts. He spared the two stallions a warily glance before returning his gaze to the bottle before him.
“Are you kidding me!” He growling, his pupils became flaming pinpricks. “What kind of lousy bar doesn't sell liquor!” The stallion acknowledged Alabaster with a contemptuous scowl.
“Ya’ll can still buy a bottle of cider for a bit if yer looking for a buzz, but no saloon in Equestria sells liquor. It was banned almost five years ago, something to do with a wild night at the Gala in Canterlot. Apparently them nobles can’t hold their liquor. Nearly burnt the whole darn city down, or so I heard.” Little Whisper could have sworn that she felt the temperature rise a few degrees when Alabaster slunk back in his seat.
“Fine,” Alabaster hissed, left eye twitching slightly. “Give me a bottle of cider then, or whatever it is. Just something with alcohol in!” He reaching into the saddle and pulled out a shiny bit before smacking it down on the bar.
“And stop calling me lad!” The bartender took the bit without another word, completely unperturbed by his newest patron’s outburst. Alabaster rested his head on the bar and stared tearfully at the glorious shelves of bottle before him. What’s the point of even having that shit on display if you’re not going to sell it? A complete and utter tease, that’s what it is! With another hearty sigh, Alabaster decided that living in Equestria was going to suck.
***

The sun had finally fallen below the horizon when Alabaster, now on his third bottle of cider, began to reconsider his decision that living in Equestria would suck. The sweet beverage nowhere near quenched his thirst for the burn, but the taste was fantastic and his head was already beginning to swim.
“Yeeep,” He sighed, lowering the bottle from his lips and following it with a low belch. “I think I could get use to this.” But Little Whisper’s attention was elsewhere.
Across the room, a cute young mare pushed a few strands of her fiery red mane from her eyes as she snuggled close to a smiling stallion. Occasionally the stallion would whisper something to the mare, nuzzling her gently. The mare would giggle in response and then whisper something back. Little Whisper watched the two with a mixed feeling of hunger and envy. Alabaster gave her a sideways glance when she never made to reply. It didn’t take him long to figure out what, or who, held her attention.
“It’s impolite to stare, Wisp,” he said, quickly turning back to his drink. “Someone may get the wrong impression about you.”
“I don’t care.” Her voice was a hollow reflection of her usually happy demeanor. “It’s so beautiful to see such affection, and out in the open too. I don’t think anyone in the Dragon Lands was so public about their feelings for another. If the rest of Equestria is like this, then I might not have to scrounge off of you for food anymore.” Alabaster peered at the  bartender, his nerves twitching with fright. The lovable lunk seemed to be busying himself with the stock, and thus wasn’t paying a lick of attention to the two travelers.
“I know I’m not one to be saying this kinda thing, but you really shouldn't be talking like that, not here anyways. If anyone was to hear you-.”
For the first time in a long while, Little Whisper looked at him crossly.
“Believe me, Al, I understand the consequences of being discovered, but I can’t survive off of scraps forever.” This time, Alabaster was able to combat the guilt with a long hard swallow from the bottle. As awful as it made him feel when she referred to it as ‘scraps’, he knew there was no better word to call it. Scraps of a love long last...
The silence between them stretched into minutes, and soon half an hour had rolled by. The third bottle of cider had been replaced with a fourth which was now half gone. Little Whisper had given up studying the couple and instead residing to brooding. Her verdian eyes flicked across the shelved bottles. It was not long after that when two chairs slide noisily across the wooden floor. Whisper’s ears twitched restlessly as she listened to the couple make their across the saloon. The exited through the swinging doors with one last fit of giggles. With a huff, she slid down from the stool and made her way to the entrance as well. Alabaster felt a flicker of anxiety.
Swallowing the mouthful of cider, Alabaster quickly asked, “Where are you off to?” To the pegasus’s credit, he did his best to conceal the tinge of worry in his voice. His best was not enough, however.
Little Whisper only paused for moment, one hoof raised to the doors, to answer with, “I’m not going to sit in here like a lump and watch you drink away your share of the bits... again.” With that, she left.
Alabaster tried, but could not find the words to keep Whisper from leaving. He did not know if he had been mentally disarmed by the unfamiliar coldness in her voice or by all the alcohol he had consumed (It was more than likely the later). She does seem to get pretty testy whenever I drink, doesn't she. Maybe there’s a correlation between the two, Alabaster pondered. Maybe I should think about qui- Alabaster shook the thought from his head. He wasn’t about to put down one of the few things that helped him bear the burdens of vagabond just because Whisper thought it was a wasteful habit. Besides, that is why they started dividing their bits in the first place. Ten percent for Alabaster, ten percent for Whisper, and eighty percent for travel expenses. Everyone is happy. 
She isn’t.
Alabaster found the silence uncomfortably heavy without Whisper at his side. For a moment, he even entertained the thought of leaving and trying to catch up with Little Whisper. However, his pride kept him anchored to the barstool. How could Alabaster still be the fearless leader of their shotty duet if he went running and groveling to Whisper every time he made her unhappy? The answer is he couldn't. They wouldn’t be able to get anywhere.
Instead, Alabaster took a long pull from his bottle and just about drained it dry. It suddenly dawned on him that he wasn't actually alone in the saloon. A quick sideways glance showed him that the dark stranger and his untouched drink had not moved an inch. Well pal, I guess it’s just you, me, and the bartender. The bartender suddenly disappeared behind a door beside the long shelves. More than likely that was the stockroom. Well then... It’s you and me. Hope you’re ready to make a new friend, ‘cause ready or not, here he comes.
Alabaster had always savored barroom talk --especially when he had managed to put a few drinks back-- and he desperately wished to rid this painful silence (he wasn’t the kind of guy to be a brooding drinker). Drinkers who brooded were the kinds of ponies with problems, and he didn’t have any problems. So he thinks, anyway.  
Alabaster willed up his words and managed to put them together in coherent sentences. “Hey buddy, how’s it going?”
***

Midnight Dreary had been staring at the same drink for what felt like hours. Occasionally he would prod it, as if expecting it to do something besides look back at him. Instead, he only felt the drink gradually grow warmer. By the time Little Whisper had departed, the cider had become an unpleasant lukewarm. Completely undrinkable by most ponies’s standards.
This was completely fine by him. The drink didn’t much appealed to Midnight. However, he was pondering the conundrum of why he even purchased the drink at all. It seemed like a good idea at first; doing as the locals do by having a drink at the local saloon and acting as if he belonged. The problem with this plan, however, is that he could not bring himself to even take a sip from the sweet smelling bottle. So now, would I not be drawing attention for just sitting here and staring at the blasted thing? He massaged his temples, a migraine beginning to throb beneath the tips of his hooves.
“Hey buddy, how’s it going?” 
Startled from his thoughts, Midnight had to give a brief glance around to make sure the question was directed towards him. Shifting to the voice, he found a pale stallion looking him inquisitively. Isn’t that the guy who punch the bar? Midnight Dreary studied him warily. A bottle was sitting between the pegasus’s hooves. However, Midnight noted that the fellow definitely was not just staring at it.
“Um…I am fine,” Midnight began rather awkwardly, his words feeling like rocks rolling around his mouth. “And you?”
Alabaster raised an eyebrow.
“Doing good, I guess,” He answered with shrug. “Got a drink and some shade, what more could I ask for, right?”
Midnight gave him a practiced smile which seemed to convey some amount of interest, because the tipsy patron began to ramble.
“You know,” Alabaster started again. “That drink of yours looks pretty lonely, pal. Don’t think I've ever known a traveling fella who’d ignore a perfectly good drink that he’s paid for. And you are a traveling kind of fella, aren't you?”
Midnight looked back down to the bottle before him and thought for moment. He had made a note to avoid as many unnecessary conversations as possible. Yet, he could not help but feel drawn to this stranger. There was something about him that seemed to contrast perfectly the colorful and cheery ponies he has encountered thus far. It was enough to urge Midnight to keep the conversation alive long enough to satisfy his curiosity.
“You could say that,” Midnight said. There was a bleak shadow cast across his sad, blue eyes. Alabaster’s ears twitched with interest.
“I've been drifting for as long as I can remember. ‘From one road to the next’, as I always say.” The drinking stallion took a long swallow. “Anyway, you been roaming around here any, stranger? Around Equestria I mean?” 
Midnight shook his head. “No…. I haven't been here too long actually. I probably couldn't even show you up from down in this odd country.” Alabaster gave a quite ‘hear hear’ to that.
“Fancy that, though!” Alabaster exclaimed. “Who would've thunk that we’d come across another wanderer?” Midnight’s expression turned timid and his voice grew low.
“We?”
Alabaster seemed to beam in drunken pride.
“Yeah, me and Little Whisper! We've been hitting the trails together since….” His eyes lazily drifted to the left before snapping back on Midnight. “A couple of years now!” No response was met from Midnight, and the silence that followed unsettled the pale stallion. So instead of bearing it, he did his best to keep the ball rolling between the two.
“So if you’re not from Equestria, then where did you come from? I know you didn't drift in over from the Dragon Lands. I'm more than sure I'd have remembered your face on that tiny ass boat!”
Midnight felt his heart flutter at the sound of that word. From. The truth is that besides some horrid nightmares, he really had no clue where he was ‘from’. His short life had been nothing but an obscene blur until just a few days ago. I think that farmer called it amnesia. No matter how long Midnight brooded on the subject, he never gained anything but a massive headache and a dry mouth.
“Well,” Midnight began carefully. “I’m-”
Just as the conversation between Midnight Dreary and Alabaster was reaching its climax, the swinging doors slammed inward with a thunderous bang! Standing in the threshold of the saloon was the peach colored mare named Dusty. Her Stetson hat cast a shadow over her face like an ominous vial with only her eyes visible. Eyes that practically glowed with venomous rage. The bartender’s head poked out of the backroom.
“Dusty!” he yelled. “What in tarnation’s got you slammin my doors?”
With wide eyed wonder, Alabaster and Midnight watched as she marched up to the bar in long strides. She jumped up on a stool between the two of them.
“I just don’t believe it, Tap!” she exclaimed, slamming her hat down on the counter. “Some jackass went butting heads with my head cow and scared the rest of the herd half to death! Know she’s madder than a hornet and the rest are near ‘bout inconsolable! Might take days before I get them settled down enough to give me some milk.”
“What kind of idiot butts heads with a cow?” Tap asked on his way to the bar.
“I don’t know!” She screamed.
To say that Alabaster was beginning to feel a bit anxious would be an understatement. The temperature within the room had risen until it felt like the midday sun had decided to peek in on them. Me and my damnable temper,Alabaster thought. He could already hear Whisper’s sigh of disbelief. The time to leave had come and Alabaster knew it. That stupid cow had probably described him to the enraged mare, but she was too blinded by fury to notice him. For now at least.
Leaning back a little, he gave a small wave to Midnight Dreary. Apparently he must have been looking for some kind of signal, because it did not even take a second to grab the dark stallion’s attention.  Alabaster pointed over to the door and then back to the fuming mare between them. Midnight gave a quick nod and, within the moment, understood completely. And even though they had just became acquainted, Midnight would sooner risk the company of the friendly drunk than the raging mare.
Without raising alarm from the mare, the two fellows carefully climbed down from the stools to exit. What little noise they made fell on deaf ears. Alabaster, feeling as if he were trying to trot on eggshells, tiptoed to the exit as quickly as he could. Midnight Dreary on the other hand could have probable galloped around the saloon with a grin on his face, and neither Dusty nor Tap would have ever taken any notice of him.
“Did yer girl tell you what the varmint looked like?” Tap inquired while pulling out a complimentary bottle of cider.
“Yeah, some whitish looking fellow. Had a pink rose on his flank.”
“You mean like that guy over there?”
Dusty’s head spun like top just as Alabaster had pushed open the doors, Midnight just ahead of him.
“You!” Her roar was almost deafening. The bottles on Tap’s shelves tinkled and shivered, as if frightened. With his heart tap-dancing like a lunatic across his ribcage, Alabaster slowly turned to face the crazed mare. An apologetic smile was scrawled across his lips like a poorly written letter.
“L-look,” he stuttered, “Maybe w-we discuss this over l-like civil ponies?”
There were very few times Alabaster had ever been caught off guard. A life of adventuring and wandering requires lightning fast reflexes. Sometimes those reflexes were even the deciding factor of whether you lived or died. But Alabaster’s ladened catlike reflexes, lethargic from the bottles of cider, would never have predicted that the mare would rocket towards him at pegasus like speed with a heavy hoof aimed right at his kisser.
Alabaster would only remember a blur before his brain was sent rocking back into the wall of his skull. A moment later, his eyes opened up to find that himself sprawled out on the dusty road in which he entered town on. Wait a minute.. He felt something lumpy underneath him.
“Ooowwww,” Midnight’s moaned, face down in the dirt, “I think I pulled something…” Alabaster only gurgled stupidly in response.
Dusty stood atop the saloon steps with her head held high and a champion’s smile stretched across her lips. Her hat still lay on the bar, long forgotten. Instead her mane now fell down to her shoulders in cute little ringlets. The mare’s malicious eyes surveyed the tangled heap of the stallions with vindictive glee. But it seemed it might be short lived.
“What the hay is going on here?” 
Like moths drawn to a flame, a small number of nosy onlookers had begun to form a semicircle around the two. The speaker, who pushed his way through this tiny crowd, was a tall, tan earth pony with a thick beard and steely eyes that sunk deep into their sockets. He wore a thick vest and adorned upon it chest like a trophy was a star shaped badge that read “Sheriff”.
“Sheriff Rhinestone!” Dusty cleared the steps in a bound and trotted up to him, smiling fiercely.
“Arrest these two!” she yelled, pointing an accusing hoof at the stallions. He looked at her with utter disbelief.
“For what, girl!?”
Suddenly, Alabaster slowly slid to the ground in a rag doll fashion as Midnight Dreary forced himself to his hooves. Quietly dusting himself off, the dark stallion looked up to find all eyes staring carefully at him. That was when Midnight realized he hated crowds.
“Well,” Dusty began, biting her lower lip, “I don’t really know what that dark fella done... but he was sneaking out with that other one, so he can’t be up to any good!”
“And what makes you say that?” The sheriff asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Because that winged fella there trespassed on my farm and fooled with my cattle!”
All eyes then shifted to Alabaster who was still laying in the dust, twitching like a dying insect. The last time he received such a blow was when he had spat in a diamond dogs beer, though, he might not remember that little fight after this particular incident.
“H-he did what?”
Dusty nodded vigorously. “You heard me, sheriff. He came onto my land,  threatened my head bessie, and then scared the rest of the herd out of their wits. You should see them! They’re all afraid that some deranged pony is going to come at night and beat ‘em up! It’s going to be a week before any of them let me get any milk!”
Hushed whispers were exchanged between the watching townponies. The one thing that Dodge Junction prided itself on was self reliance. With many of the necessities the average pony would need being produced by intown businesses, there was little need for any imports from cities like Detrot or Manehatten. The three major establishments being the Jubilee’s cherry farm, Horace’s forge, and Dusty’s dairy farm.
“Well,” Rhinestone said thoughtfully, “Did you think to ask him why he was there in the first place?” Dusty scrunched her nose at the thought.
“Because he was drinking from the cow trough.”
The ‘EWW’ that sang forth from the crowd was almost harmonious. Whoever did not have a look of complete disgust were instead snickering.
“Oh, screw you, guys!” Everyone in the half circle of bodies started at the sound of Alabaster’s voice. He was pushing himself up on wobbly knees with a scowl painted across his face. It was not a moment later that Midnight offered a helping hoof, which Alabaster graciously accepted.
“You’d all be surprised how thirsty one could get from walking for a day and a half in this sweltering place you call home, especially if you left your damn canteens on the boat you sailed in on. Yeah, I’d like to see you make the trek from the coast with water. Do that, then come and bitch at me!”
The sheriff’s mouth dropped and his eyes went wide.
“Wait a minute. Are you fellas-”
“And you!!” Alabaster’s left leg was wrapped around Midnight’s neck, but the other pointed accusingly at Dusty. “I wouldn’t have said all that crap if that one heifer hadn’t acted like such a biddy. She’s lucky that I didn’t skin her and make some nice booties out of her hide.”
Dusty snorted like an angry bull ready to charge. She probably would have too if the sheriff had not stuck out a leg to restrain her. Dusty looked up at him as if she was ready to claw his eyes out. However, her expression quickly melted when she saw the grim look on his face.. Even Alabaster felt his own fury die down when he met the sheriff’s icy glare.
The sheriff then spoke in a low voice, “Are you sayin’ that you fellas are outlanders?”
The silence was deadly, almost as deadly as the glares from every pony around the two. Midnight felt his heart flutter when he noticed movement from the corner of his eye. Within seconds, the semicircle had become a whole circle. Alabaster heaved a sigh and squeezed his eyes shut. Whisper’s not going to be happy.
***

Little Whisper had always adored the night. It made her feel safe and unseen, much like a child snuggled up beneath the covers of a blanket.
As she drifted from one dimly lit streetlamp to another, she could not help but feel like she was in some elaborate game of peek-a-boo. The same eyes that had followed her and Alabaster earlier were now seemed to harmlessly glance off her, never truly registering the mares presence. The country ponies either lingered around the doorways of buildings or sat in their rocking chairs, all of them cradling their full bellies and talking about how pleasant supper had been. Occasionally a fit of laughter would ring through the sweet night air as a few farm ponies remembered an old joke.
Whisper, still incognito, studied each pony she came across with hungry and needful eyes. Her gaze only remained for a second or two before moving on to the next.  Alabaster had often called this habit ‘creeping’, and had scorned her many times for doing it. But such a thing was part of her nature. How could she resist it?
Within those moments, she drank in more information about these country folks than they would have ever shared with an outsider. Whisper singled out a burgundy colored stallion with a short, cropped mane and a dusty tail who stood laughing with a group dirty, haggard looking ponies. She watched as he would occasionally give a quick lick of his chapped lips, followed with a rub from his fore hoof. It immediately became clear to her that he was a drinker. The stallion shared a few of the same tell-tale signs of the habit as Alabaster.
Whisper frowned at the thought of her closest friend’s vice. It wasn't always a problem, not from Alabaster’s perspective anyway. She didn’t mind that he spent his share of the money on something so wasteful, but it bothered her that he often teetered on the line of moderation. Whisper couldn’t count all the times she had to drag his mangy carcass away from an inn or a tavern, always reeking as if someone had tried to drown him in a rum bottle.
Little Whisper had lost herself to those worrying thoughts when a small colt came bounding up to the group of ponies she had been spying on.
“Papa!” the colt called out, panting like a dog. He must have ran the entire way there.
“There’s a fight goin’ on at the saloon! It’s Miss Dusty and some odd lookin’ fella!”
That tore Whisper from her thoughts real quickly. The farm ponies were suddenly at attention and flocking around the colt. The burgundy pony was front and center, towering over the foal. The taller stallion was almost looking down at a tiny replica of himself.
“The sheriff’s there too, Papa,” the colt continued, shrinking under the gaze of his father. “And he seems to be really mad! He was shouting something at them when I ran off.”
The father simply nodded, regarding everything his son had said with a stoic expression.
“Run on home, son,” the father said, “And be sure to stay there.”
The colt squeaked a small ‘yes sir’ before rocketing off down the street. In his absence, the farm ponies began to chatter restlessly to one another. They almost seemed to be gauging each other's reactions.
“Oak, you don’t think that could be the same jimmy who scared the hay out of our stock earlier, do ya?” It was a mare who spoke. Her coat was a dirty brown and her auburn mane was pulled back into a tight ponytail.
The red stallion only gave her a glance before turning towards the direction of the saloon.
“There’s only one way to find out,” he said before heading off, the rest of the farm ponies quickly following in tow.
It felt as if Little Whisper’s stomach had been sent into a somersault. The duo had only been in Dodge Junction for a few short hours and there was already a lynch mob in the making. Still hidden under the cover of the growing shadows, Whisper began to retrace her steps back to the saloon; praying in silence that this won’t turn into another one of Alabaster’s frenzied fiascos.
Please, whoever it may be watching over us, just don’t let him kill anyone!
***

“I asked you a question, boy. Are you an outlander!” Sheriff Rhinestone’s change of demeanor was drastic. What was once a passive peacekeeper had transformed into a vindictive inquisitor. Alabaster even felt the onlookers become more than simple spectators. All of their eyes reflected the sparks of hostility rising like loaves of bread in the Sheriff’s eyes.
Alabaster met Sheriff Rhinestone’s glare with as much composure as he could muster. He was trotting on thin ice, and he knew it. I can smell a lynch mob in the making.
“What if I am?” Alabaster began, trying his best not to speak for Midnight either. He figured the poor guy was in enough trouble just by association.
“Unless something drastic has changed with your society, I don’t believe being an outlander infringes on any laws or anything.”
Rhinestone’s hooves dug into the ground, as if to ready himself for a charge at the pale stallion.
“I reckon it doesn’t, but you’d have to be dumb if you think I’ll just let your kind parade around in my town.” The sheriff spoke barely above a low growl. Alabaster’s brow furrowed, there was obviously something he had missed on this rapid spiral downward.
“What in the hell are you talking about?”
Rhinestone flinched, as if the word ‘hell’ physically lashed out at him. Great, Alabaster thought, now I have to worry about being politically correct.
“I’m talking about all the damage you outlanders have done to this country!” Rhinestone roared. “It’s because of you that Equestria was nearly destroyed!”
It took a moment for Alabaster’s mind to catch with what the sheriff was saying. Sure, he had screwed up a few ponies lives before, but he couldn’t recollect anything that would have been so astronomical that it would have earned him hate from across seas. 
Then it hit him.
He remembered hearing about some crazy things happening in Equestria a few months back. Some demon had stolen all the magic in the country and threatened to take over the world. Well, that’s how the drunk ponies in taverns would tell it. Alabaster had simply thought it was a tale those homeless drunks were spreading just so that they had something to gab about over drinks.
Living in the planes of the Dragons Lands is a very isolated and lonesome existence, so it came as no surprise to Alabaster that his homelands could be completely oblivious of such a crisis. With the constant warring between dragon clans and the parties of headhunters pouring out of the Free Pony Cities, pony settlements have loads more to worry about than the troubles of the motherland.
“Look pal, I just got to Equestria. Whatever happened to you guys has nothing to do with me or my own. We passed through here to rest up and maybe look for work. However, it looks like you guys don’t much care for our company. So I promise you, we will be on the next train out of here.” To assure the lawpony, Alabaster even crossed his heart on it.
Alabaster couldn’t help but feel a little proud of himself. He was never good at the whole negotiation tactic, especially when he had done nothing wrong. Eat your heart out, Wisp.
“Well, you and your own can keep on moving right outta Dodge. I want you lot out of my town now!”
“You can’t be serious,” Alabaster scoffed indignantly. “We don’t even have the supplies we-”
“I don’t care!” Sheriff Rhinestone advanced upon Alabaster like a stalking predator until finally their faces were inches apart.
The pale stallion quickly averted his gaze. Not because he was intimidated by the aging lawpony, which is what Rhinestone took the gesture as, but because Alabaster was afraid that he might just beat the stallion to death if their eyes should meet. His teeth ground together like sandpaper as he worked to stuff his brewing rage back into the mental lockbox he kept it in. He created this metaphoric device at Whisper’s command, both of them hoping it would help tame his erratic temper.
Just think about Wisp. Think about how disappointed she would be if you killed another lawpony.
Rhinestone’s breath was uncomfortably warm against Alabaster’s muzzle. It smelled of cigars and apple cider.
“You’re going to put Dodge Junction to yer rear, boy, and never look back, ya hear?” Rhinestone barely spoke above a whisper. “Because if you tarry a moment longer, there’ll be heck to pay. Everypony here already wants a piece of yer hide, and I have half a mind to let them have at ya.”
Alabaster gave no rise to Rhinestone’s threat. He continued to stare at the ground apathetically, his eyes hidden by strands of mane that had dropped down.
“Are we clear, boy!” Rhinestone would not have satisfaction easily. Why should he? He lost something very valuable during the chaotic reign of Lord Tirek. Something he considered more valuable than life itself. Something he considered worth every bit of hate he felt for this young stallion.
Alabaster’s head slowly, his eyes level with Rhinestone’s once more. However, the pale stallion did not wear the defeated expression that the sheriff had been hoping for. The pale stranger’s lips had curled upward into a snarling smile that revealed a row of dagger like teeth --how easy would it be for those sharp looking chompers to tear out Rhinestone’s throat? Eyes that were once a beautiful shade of yellow had transformed into the menacing gaze of a heartless predator with slits for pupils and crimson fire for irises.
The change was almost deathly. Every ounce of rage-fueled courage Rhinestone held began to slip from his grasp like a fleeting breeze. For the first time since the great tragedies of Tirek’s bout for power, he felt true and utter fear. The creature before him was not a pony. How could he be? He was monster straight from a child’s storybook
Alabaster turned away from the now petrified Sheriff and trotted over to Midnight’s side. He quickly whispered in Midnight’s ear, “Sorry about this, mate, but we need to make tracks before these bastards bring out their pitchforks.” Midnight nodded.
“This small town atmosphere isn’t really my taste anyway.” It made Alabaster feel a little better hearing him say that. Just a little though.
And so, like two exiles fresh from the stockade, they began to walk. The ring of angered ponies parted for them, their eyes still flashing with animosity as they watched the two carefully. Only the Sheriff remained unmoving. The horror in his eyes followed the stallion’s as they departed. Alabaster could almost taste the townsfolk’s desire for violence. And it tastes horribly like ignorance and prejudicism. However, if the things that happened were really as bad as the sheriff let on, then he couldn’t really blame them for being overly cautious. But still….
Alabaster and Midnight had only walked a few feet before they both looked back to find the whole congregation almost on top of their heels.
“What the hell!” Alabaster yelled back. “Mind giving us some freaking room?”
“Ya’ll will find plenty of room outside of town!” Yelled a mare wearing a white and black checkered bonnet.
Alabaster had to bite down on his tongue to keep from retorting. His cheeks flushed as he looked forward again and did his best to ignore the parade of angry ponies tailing them.
Hell of a way to send a guy off.
The thought had just crossed Alabaster’s mind when a new party emerged. A dozen or so farm ponies, lead by a tall red stallion, stood dead center in the road. There would be no other way but to go through them.
“You guys are kind of blocking the road,” Alabaster said to the lead pony, his annoyance only seconds from blooming into violence. “And I don’t think this parade has any breaks. Best move before we make you move.”
The lead pony eyes flickered scrutinously over the mouthy pegasus. “You the fella fighting with Miss Dusty?” Alabaster’s mouth opened to say something, but was cut off by the sudden reemergence of that damned mare herself.
“Don’t you worry about that varmint, Oaky,” She said with a saucy flip of her mane. “The sheriff has done put him straight and sent him on his way.”
Oak gave her a polite nod before turning back to Alabaster. He now held the same hateful expression as everyone else around them.
“You better not come back stranger,” he growled. “Or you’ll have more to deal with than the law. We country folk stick by our own.” Unaffected by threats, Alabaster stood his ground.
“If you and your pals will move, then you won’t ever have to worry about seeing me in this chicken-shit town again.”
They stared each other down for a few seconds longer, both searching for any signs of give. Midnight watched the two stallions in trembling trepidation, waiting for something to happen. He was very much afraid that things were only a breath’s length away from escalating into an all out brawl. However, Oak seemed to have ignored Alabaster words entirely.
Seemingly satisfied with his mental assessment  of the outsider, Oak walked over and stood with his boss, Dusty. The rest of his posse followed suit, although rather reluctantly. Even though their hearts had been dead set on a fight, they wouldn’t do anything to make Dusty or Oak look bad.
With the path cleared once more, the parade continued.
They marched onward for about a minute or so before another face appeared, this time emerging from the shadows like a bad dream. It was Little Whisper, much to Alabaster’s dismay. She came trotting to Alabaster’s left side, her ivory braids flailing all over.
“What the heck is going on?” Like she has to even ask, Alabaster thought.
“Just fall in line, Wisp,” he answered without breaking stride. “I’ll explain everything once we are clear of this damn town.”
Whisper, walking backwards to keep pace, looked from Alabaster to the herd of angry ponies that flocked behind them. Sighing, she turned and joined the trudge as well.
“I can’t believe you,” she murmured crossly. “We were only here for a few hours. I mean, this has to be new record or somethi-” She lost her words as she finally noticed the dark stallion on the other side of Alabaster. Whisper sighed again and resigned herself to silence.
Alabaster spared her a quick, pain filled glance. That age-old stab to his heart returned. Here they were, in a new country and in a new life, still getting run out of towns. All he wanted to do was provide the two of them with some kind of security, something neither of them have ever really had. However, it seemed like life had its own agenda for the battered wayfarers.
Yep, living in Equestria is definitely going to suck.

			Author's Notes: 
This is the revised version. Please notify me of any typos (because I'm positive they're still some around in there).
Anyway, I hope you enjoyed this first chapter and decide to stick around for some more.
~Ending theme, I guess...
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3pHQuCezmLE


	
		Chapter Two: Another Day



	Dodge Junction was a good quarter mile behind the trio before the party finally stopped. Little Whisper, a couple of steps ahead of Alabaster and Midnight Dreary, spun around and faced the two. Her eyes were alight with a fury that seemed not quite her own.
“Care to explain what that was all-” The words, along with her angry expression, died like an extinguished flame.
Alabaster was bent forward with his chest pressed close to the dusty ground and his flank raised high on outstretched hind legs, presenting a rather generous view to the town of Dodge Junction. Then, as if he wasn’t acting crude enough, he gave his flank a quick wiggle followed with a smack from a free hoof.
“That’s right, you country yokels!” Alabaster yelled. “Get a good look! Get a good luck, and PUCKER UP!”
He gave a few more jiggles before he felt satisfied with his little ‘tantrum’ and pushed himself back up on all fours. The pale stallion showed not an ounce of shame or guilt as he faced his companions, only untarnished composure.
“Did you say something, Whisper?” The silence that preceded was sharp and painful as they stared at each other; Alabaster with a raised eyebrow and Whisper with a scowl. Midnight’s gaze began to lift skyward as his cheeks turned a shade of crimson.
“Are you kidding me?” she barked. “What the heck, Al!” Alabaster grinned sheepishly.
“I know I have a weird way of expressing myself, but trust me when I say that it was completely called for.” Whisper face-hoofed.
“Dang it, Al,” she sighed. “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about how we just got run out of another town!”
Alabaster’s grin slowly dropped. Whisper hardly ever got mad. Most of the times when he screwed up, she would just smile that damned smile and tell him that it was ‘all good’. It was the smile that really drove the guilt home. Almost like a loving scold, if such a thing really exists.
“Okay,” he began. “Do you remember that snobby cow from earlier today; the one who tried to start something with me over drinking their water?” Whisper nodded.
“Well, it turns out that she is the lead Bessie for some neurotic dairy farmer-” Alabaster then told Little Whisper his side of the whole ordeal, making sure to leave out as little as possible. From the violence-bound mare named Dusty, to the point where Sheriff Rhinestone accused all outlanders of being the bane of the nation and ordering them out of Dodge Junction. However, he did leave out the part where he scared the sheriff witless. He figured that bit might not work in his favor.
The story only took a couple of minutes to tell. Little Whisper listened in mute attendance, almost appearing to mentally measure every word he said like grains of sand on a scale. Once he finished, the silence that followed was almost stifling. Whisper’s brow furrowed as her gaze fell from Alabaster. She seemed to be studying her dirty and dusty hooves, but in truth, a torrent of thoughts were swirling around behind those soft eyes of hers.
“So, we weren’t thrown out because of what happened with the cows?” she asked herself, a bit bemused. “But because we were outlanders?”
“Yeah,” he said. “I guess it would have been better if we had just kept walking.”
“Al, do you think everyone in Equestria will be like that? That they will run us off like some kind of mangy stray?” Whisper’s eyes were beginning to brim with tears. It was hard enough that they were unwanted in the Dragon Land; now they would almost be akin to fugitives.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Alabaster dashed to her side, wrapped his leg around her neck. “You’re getting WAY ahead of yourself, Wisp. We may have just gotten a bad first impression, that’s all!”
“I hope you're right,” she sniffled, wiping her eyes before she could cry. Whisper was beginning to feel a little better until she felt him shrug.
“Even if I’m wrong, it won’t make much of a difference. It’s not like we can just get a refund on our tickets and sail back, not that I would if I could.”
“Gee, thanks, Al.” Whisper frowned. “You sure know what to say to lift a mare’s spirits.”
Alabaster had no response. Certainties were not something they could afford, and both were well aware of this. However, that did nothing to settle the knot that was forming in Whisper’s gut. The duo had not only traded away their tired past lives, but also most of the bits they had managed to scrounge together the last few months. What was left in their saddlebags would only carry them so far.
Little Whisper and Alabaster quietly brooded together; their only solace was the warmth of their embrace. To them the silence was like a cool rain bringing a brief reprieve from the summer heat. Midnight Dreary, however, found the calm to be stifling. Watching the two friends in each other’s grasp made him feel weird, like a stranger on the outside looking in. He was beginning to shrink away when Whisper finally noticed the odd stallion.
“I’m terribly sorry!” she exclaimed, pulling free from Alabaster. “With all of this excitement I didn’t even notice you. You must think we’re horribly rude.”
Midnight shook his head and gave her an awkward smile. “It’s completely fine. Things did seem to get a bit heated back there, so there’s no harm done.”
Even though Little Whisper returned his smile, she couldn’t help but eye him carefully. She wasn’t sure what qualified as an average-looking pony in Equestria, but she had the notion that the black stallion didn’t qualify as one. Partly because of his sharp—almost feminine—features, which Little Whisper actually found rather attractive. The last odd bit was the completely blank spot on the sides of his flanks. She pondered it only for a second.
“My name is Little Whisper, by the way,” she said warmly. “And I’m guessing you met Al already?”
“Call me Alabaster,” the pale pony interrupted. “Only Wisp here gets to call me Al.” There was no hostility in his words, only a hint of playfulness. Midnight simply nodded in return.
“I am Midnight Dreary. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
Little Whisper’s smile stretched a bit wider as she weighed his name in her head. Alabaster had been her only companion through most her travels, and though she loved the poor bloke like a brother, his company could at times be a bit strenuous—especially if it was a day where his temper got the best of him.
However, this fellow seemed to be made of completely different material than Alabaster. From the way he spoke and composed himself, Whisper could tell that Midnight was of a calm and gentle nature.
What Little Whisper failed to realize was that she had been “creeping” again. An uncomfortable silence had stretched on for a few seconds as she continued to measure the pony up. Whisper’s gaze felt like a spotlight to Midnight. He gave a fidgety glance to Alabaster, almost pleading for him to do something.
“All right,” Alabaster began. “Maybe we could resume this awkward silence a little farther away from the town that wanted to see us beaten to a pulp? I know that would make me feel better.” Bright crimson roses bloomed upon Whisper’s cheeks as her eyes shot around wildly, looking for someplace to focus on except for the two stallions.
“Y-yeah, that does sound smart, doesn’t it?” She didn’t wait for an answer; instead she started into a brisk trot. Alabaster and Midnight stared after her for a moment, one with an expression of confusion and the other with annoyance.
Crazy mare, Alabaster thought as he rushed to catch up with her. At least she isn’t mad at me or anything. Well, not yet anyway. It's never too late to piss someone off...
Midnight Dreary followed close behind him, although with seemingly less vigor. He still didn’t know what to make of this whole predicament, but he assumed that things could be worse. Maybe if he was lucky, the two would let him tag along. The thought of traversing the arid countryside without either direction or company did not appeal to him at all. Besides, traveling with them might help joggle something in his cloudy memory.
***

The lights of Dodge Junction had become a twinkle on the dark horizon. The light from the moon shone down in precious rays just bright enough that the trio could make out the map of Equestria that lay stretched out before them.
“So that’s where we’re going?” Alabaster asked, his eyes squinting to better see the names of the surrounding towns. “Appleloosa? Damn these Equestrians and their weird names. Maybe this is why no one respects them in the Dragon Lands.” Whisper looked up at him with a half-smile.
“And the names of places back there were so much better? Ashe-town, Smokeburge, Skull Mountain—or my favorite—Fried Hide Crossing.” Alabaster chuckled at that.
“I guess when you put it that way, Appleloosa doesn’t sound too bad. At least it’s safe to assume they will have some of that apple cider stuff.”
Alabaster paused for a moment at the thought of a nice cold drink. The pale stallion, who had the rather strange ability of burning alcohol off rather quickly, was already coming down from his buzz and preparing for another “take off”.
“That cider is a piss poor comparison to rum, but it sure as heck will do nicely.”
Little Whisper rolled her eyes as she folded up the map and set it back in her saddle bag.
“It’s going to be close to a day’s journey if we keep up a good pace,” she said with a [click] from her saddle’s buckle. Alabaster scratched his chin with the tip of his hoof as he began adding figures up in his head.
“It’s going to be rough,” he concluded, “especially since we don’t have any blasted canteens.”
Midnight’s ears perked at this. It seemed the opportunity to find his way into their group without coming right out and asking had finally presented itself.
“If it helps, I have a canteen on me that we could share…” Alabaster and Whisper could have received whiplash for how quickly their gazes shot to Midnight. They looked as if they had just noticed him for the first time.
“A full canteen?” Alabaster asked. Midnight nodded a bit timidly.
“Well hell, we’ve made do with worse than that before,” the pale stallion said with a grin. “If I was a dumb pony, I’d say that you being run out with us was a good thing!”
“Speaking of which, how were you involved with that mess exactly?” Little Whisper asked sympathetically. It ate at her that they had caused someone who they had just met so much trouble, especially since it was a particularly handsome someone.
Midnight was hesitant to respond. Everything had happened so fast, it almost seemed like a blur to think back upon it.
“Well,” Alabaster interjected, “it was kind of a guilty by association ordeal, Wisp. They all saw him with me and assumed he was traveling with us…” He paused for a moment.
“Sorry about that, by the way,” he added. “You might have been able to skirt through that blasted town if we hadn’t ran into each other.” Alabaster’s apology was met with a shrug.
“There was no guarantee of that. We all saw how paranoid they were. There’s a good chance someone else would have singled me out eventually. Besides, it will be nice to finally have some direction,” Midnight concluded thoughtfully.
Midnight’s eyes then began to glaze over for a second as he thought about his life as a whole. It didn’t take too long since his memory only went back to a few days earlier.
Little Whisper and Alabaster watched him inquisitively, wondering if he actually heard what he just said.
“Hmmmm, there’s definitely a story there. I can smell it.” As if to punctuate the remark, Alabaster flared his nostrils and sniffed loudly.
“What? No!” Midnight protested innocently. “I was just thinking aloud!”
“No use in denying it. I’ve been in and out of taverns for most of my life. And if all that time around drunken travelers and bards taught me anything, it’s how to pick out a pony with a juicy story. It’s almost like a sixth sense.”
“He’s not lying,” Whisper chirped in. “Give Al enough time and alcohol, and he’ll fish out something worth talking about… over and over again...” Alabaster gave an annoyed flick of his tail at her flank.
“Seriously though, out with it. I haven’t heard anything interesting in a while!”
Little Whisper usually didn’t mind Alabaster’s banter, but she saw the unease painted across Midnight’s face. It was obvious to her that this was a pony who stayed a bit on the timid side. Not necessarily a bad thing in all honesty. Whisper gave him a subtle kick in the leg.
“Ouch!” Alabaster hopped back, wings flaring out. “What was that for?”
“You’re not making a good impression,” she muttered.
“Oh? Sorry, I must have gotten carried away.” He laughed, hoping it would relieve how awkward he suddenly felt.
“It is completely fine,” Midnight assured him, showing a weak smile to prove it. “It’s just… I don’t…” Words eluded Midnight like a shadow leaping from a flame. Finally, he steadied himself and began again.
“I don’t think either of you two would believe me if I told you.”
Whisper and Alabaster seemed like nice ponies, and Midnight could see himself coming to like them. Not only that, he wanted to talk about his condition. Maybe sharing it would help him feel less anxious about everything.
However, he did his best not to remain too hopeful. Nothing was certain to him, and he doubted if it ever would be.
The duo glanced at each other before sharing a knowing smile. The dark stallion felt his heart quicken.
“D-did I say something funny?” Midnight asked, almost in hysteria.
“No, it’s nothing like that,” Alabaster said good-heartedly. “Really more of an inside joke between the two of us.” Midnight raised an eyebrow, hoping that they would fill him in on whatever had just transpired.
Whisper smiled. “Look, just trust us when we say that there isn’t really anything too farfetched for us to believe in. Okay?”
Midnight nodded, not sure he could believe her or not. Oh well, he thought. It’s not like I have much to lose. It took a few moments to compose his thoughts, and only a little longer to tell his narrative. He began with how he woke up on some rock farm, not too far away, with no idea who he was or what he was supposed to be doing. That seemed like a good enough place to start.
The family who owned the farm, a quirky couple with a few daughters, had apparently found him sprawled out in the dirt on that scorching afternoon. It had given them quite the scare, for most of them thought that poor Midnight Dreary was likely a sun-stroked desperado that had been migrating from the north. If it wasn’t for the big heart and persuasive tongue of the Mother, then Midnight probably would have been food for the buzzards. However, they learned quickly how harmless he was once he awoke.
For about three weeks the days seemed to roll by like tear drops. He was almost in a constant state of gloom and confusion, which could be quite expected of one who had been cast aside like a piece from a jigsaw puzzle. It was during the fourth week when he finally found the desire to venture forth into Equestria, maybe in the hopes of finding some kind of clue as to who he was.
The family was all too willing to help. Apparently the couple was quite sympathetic since they had a daughter who had wandered out into the world much like himself, though he seriously believed that she struck out on much better terms. Midnight rode with the father into Dodge Junction one early morning on a wagon that would later be filled with stock and supplies for the farm. The strange and quirky family left him with a parting gift; a canteen, a few loaves of bread, and enough money to make sure he wouldn’t go hungry for a bit. Midnight did not ask for more, nor did he want to. They had done enough for him already.
Midnight felt awkward recounting the tale, but he could almost feel a weight lift from his shoulders.
“Amnesia? That’s what you thought we wouldn’t believe?” Midnight blinked at Alabaster’s response.
“Yeah,” Whisper said. “That isn’t really unbelievable, Midnight.”
“Hell, I remember a time back in Ashe-town when I knocked this one guy out. When he came to, he had forgotten everything that had happened in the last few hours. The bastard didn’t even remember meeting me!” Alabaster laughed as he thought back on that particular gem. He had bought the guy a cold one and convinced him that they were cousins. Good times.
“Anyway,” Whisper sighed. “What I’m curious about is how do you have a name if you couldn’t remember who you are?”
“One of the farmer’s daughters,” he answered with a small smile. “She named me that. She said that I looked like some character that was illustrated in a book of folk stories.”
The mare nodded, one question answered, but quickly followed up with another.
“What about your cognitive abilities? You don’t have any problems with that?”
Midnight shook his head.
“No, I am able to speak and think just fine. I even know how to read and write. The only thing that’s missing is who I am.”
She contemplated this for a few seconds, thinking back upon when she used to accompany a medicine mare back in the Dragon Lands. They had seen many odd cases together, but nothing quite like what Midnight described.
“And that’s all there is? Nothing else that might be strange?”
“Not at all,” Midnight lied.
There were in fact some things that he thought would be better left unsaid. Like the weird dreams and the waking visions.
-and the voices-

Midnight decided to write them off as a few odd quirks, mainly because he didn’t want to frighten away two possible companions.
“What do you think about that, Al?” Whisper asked with a sideways glance. Alabaster frowned and gave a shrug.
“What the hell would it matter? I’m neither a doctor nor a counselor. Last time I checked, I’m better at causing problems than solving them… sorry, pal,” he added quickly with an earnest smile.
The dark stallion nodded, understanding that Alabaster meant no harm. However, his posture seemed to droop in a sulky matter, much like a wilting flower. It wasn’t out of sadness that he did this, but instead it was a habit for whenever begun to think deeply. A rather bad one in fact, as it was easy for others around him to mistake the gesture. Just like Whisper and Alabaster at that very moment.
Her eyes flashed pleadingly to Alabaster, begging him to say something. His hoof pressed lightly on his temple and he made sure to think hard this time about what he was to say.
“Look, Midnight,” he paused. “It was Midnight right? I’m not getting that wrong?”
There was a small nod from the other stallion before softly adding, “Midnight Dreary.”
“Oh, that’s right. Look, don’t get too down about it. There’s no use in getting upset about something that you can’t change. And believe me, there’s not a lot you will be able to change out here in the middle of nowhere-”
Midnight looked up and met Alabaster’s gaze. There was something very strange about the stallion that Alabaster couldn’t understand. It wasn’t anything bad, or he didn’t think it was at least.
“-Why don’t you put off giving this whole ordeal some thought until we get to Appaloosa, huh? Then you can do all the pondering you want on a nice, comfy bed.”
“You mean,”—Midnight’s eyes began to widen—“you don’t mind me traveling with you two?”
“Of course not!” Alabaster looked at him as he had just grown a third eyeball. “Why would I care about you coming with us?” A shrug was all Midnight could answer with.
“Besides,” Alabaster continued, “it’s the least we could do since it’s kind of our fault you’re out here.”
And because you’re the only guy within the immediate area that has water to share.
That part was better left within Alabaster’s mind. It would have earned a good thump to the back of the head from Whisper.
For what may have been the first time since he departed from the rock farm, the edges of Midnight’s mouth lifted into a genuine smile. Sweet relief would have been a good start to describe the sensation that he was feeling.
This did not go unnoticed by Little Whisper. She saw the earnestness in his face and felt a surging wave of fondness for the dark pony. Midnight had managed to tug upon the strings of her heart, for Whisper and Alabaster both had been where he was now, in one way or another.
Although she wasn’t sure what lay ahead for any of them, she found herself looking forward with renewed enthusiasm. Whisper quickly reasoned this was because she had made a new friend, which wasn’t something that happened every day.
With overly long introductions out of the way, Alabaster suggested that they move on ahead for a bit to set up camp for the night. The idea of trudging through the night in that dusty countryside when they were already tired sounded atrocious. Besides, sleep was one of the few things free in the world. Why not enjoy it?
Little Whisper and Midnight Dreary thought it was a good notion as well and agreed quite eagerly.
***

The trio’s “camp” consisted of three bedrolls stretched out on the ground. It wasn’t much, but it sure did beat nothing. There were some nights where Alabaster and Whisper had nothing, and they were quite glad that wasn’t the case anymore.
Midnight divvied some of the water in his canteen to Alabaster, but was quite surprised when Whisper turned the offer down.
“Are you sure?” Midnight asked. “You said that you lost your canteens earlier. If you have been traveling all day in the heat without them, then you should really have something to drink.” He held out the canteen as if to punctuate his point.
Whisper felt touched by his concern, but she also knew that they were now treading down a slippery slope. This was a roadblock that she had danced around many times. However, that didn’t make it easier.
“I guess you’re right,” she conceded, catching Alabaster throwing a glance their way as he straightened his bedroll. “I just wanted to make sure we had enough to last tomorrow.”
“It’ll be fine. Besides, you said it will only take half a day. We should have enough if we are careful.” Midnight was very adamant that she have something to drink. He didn’t want either of his new companions becoming dehydrated on the coming trek.
Whisper smiled weakly as she took the canteen from him and brought it up to her lips. It was a quick swig, but it would look real enough. She used her tongue to stop up the hole and keep any of the water from entering her mouth.
The water was foul to her, almost like what she thought sulfur should taste like. It took every bit of willpower to keep herself from gagging, but nonetheless, she completed the façade with a smile on her face.
“Thank you,” she beamed. “Sometimes I forget I’m just as much pony as everyone else.” Midnight nodded and replaced the canteen back into his saddle. This earned a little sigh of relief from Alabaster that went unnoticed by the other two.
That’s my girl.
It didn’t take them too much longer to settle down after that. The day behind them, along with the journey ahead, weighed down upon the trio like lead weight. They surely didn’t need any help falling asleep. Well, Whisper and Alabaster didn’t.
Midnight was just about to crawl within the depths of his bedroll, when something Whisper was doing caught his eye. She was already snuggled into her own bedroll, but had her hoof buried into the saddlebag that lay next to her.
He almost asked her what she was looking for when she withdrew a battered-looking stuffed pony. A wide grin tipped the sides of her mouth as she brought the plush toy into what looked like a monstrous bear hug.
“You carry a toy with you?” Midnight asked. Whisper looked up to him, still wearing her smile, and nodded.
“His name is Mr. Smiles! I’ve had him since I was just a little filly.” Whisper paused to nuzzle the toy affectionately.
“Mr. Smiles here has watched over me while I slept for as long as I can remember, always protecting me from the dark!” Midnight raised an eyebrow.
“Why do you call him Mr. Smiles?” Whisper’s grin only grew that much more. She lifted him up for Midnight to see better. Mr. Smiles had a faded green coat, a light purple mane, two button eyes, and a smile stitched across his muzzle.
“Because no matter how many parts of him I’ve had to replace and get repaired, never once have I had to fix his smile!”
“Come on, guys!” Alabaster groaned from his roll. “I’m trying to sleep here!” Midnight shared Whisper’s smile for a moment before turning away to slide between the folds of his bedroll.
The party settled down fairly quickly. In only a few minutes, Alabaster’s breathing would become heavy as sleep took him in a firm grasp. Little Whisper would fidget for a bit, turning over a few times to get comfortable. Eventually sleep would seize her next with her face buried into Mr. Smiles’ soft mane.
However, as Alabaster and Whisper snoozed, Midnight laid wide-eyed and awake. Sleep would not come for him so easily... it never did. Instead he watched as the shadows of the night crept lazily across the dry earth, like fingers that were stretching outward to caress him.
Midnight screwed his eyes shut and did his best to think of something else. This did nothing to hinder what was to come.
The voices.
The stallion’s breaths became shallow as the shadows began to whisper quietly. At first they spoke in voices that he didn’t quite recognize. Their words were rushed in anger and were hard to understand. Eventually one voice flittered through the throng that seemed to stand apart from the rest.
“Those dang foreign bastards think they can just parade about like they own the place, scarin’ the heck out of anypony as they so please. That one fella is lucky that the Sheriff sent ‘em out before I could get my hooves on him…”
Midnight’s heart skipped a beat as he recognized that the voice belonged to the mare that attacked Alabaster. There was a muffled response to the mare that Midnight couldn’t quite make out.
“Oh, I don’t know, Oak. I guess I’m just a little worked up…. What? She paused for moment before laughing. Hmmm, that might make me feel better. Best keep it down though, we don’t want the others thinkin’ I’m soft on ya!”
A few brief moments later there was a fit of giggles and an odd slurping. Midnight’s cheeks reddened under his dark fur.
PLEASE STOP, PLEASE STOP, PLEASE STOP, PLEASE STOP, reverberated within his mind like an explosion. The carnal sounds, along with the other voices, slowly began to ebb away like a dying echo. Soon things were quiet for him once more.
However, Midnight knew that they were not gone. Not completely at least. He knew that the voices laid in wait, waiting for him to will them back. If he could find a way to describe the strange experience, he would say it was like using the radio that was on the rock farm. The shadows seemed to act like a transistor of sorts, picking up all sorts of conversations and secrets to share with him.
Midnight remembered sitting up most of the night, listening to the farmer’s daughters chatting and talking about ponies from the next town over. He didn’t really think much of it at the time; in fact he rather enjoyed it at first. Almost as if he was sitting in on the conversation too. That quickly changed, however, when they started talking about stallions… Among other things. From that point on, Midnight did his best to distance himself from the strange ability. It worked for the most part. He never heard anything from the shadows during the day, though he never really tried to listen out for them. It’s at night when they came the strongest. Unfortunately, he couldn't always just shoo them away like he did.
Midnight buried himself deeper into the cover of his bedroll, relishing the silence.
“That’s right…” Alabaster muttered in his sleep. “Make it a double… oh yeah… just leave the bottle...”
Well, it was silent enough for him. Midnight would brood upon his situation for only a little longer. Eventually, he too would succumb to exhaustion.
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		Chapter Three: From Dawn till Dusk



	Morning came early for Midnight Drearier, and it came in the form of a heated discussion.
"I'm telling you, Wisp, there won't be one this far south! Maybe we'll run into one when we start making our way towards Manehattan, but I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you." Alabaster's voice was hoarse, and it pained him to talk. The cruel desert air wasn't being kind to him at all.
"All right," Whisper sighed, sounding far better than her friend did, “but you have to promise me that we'll stop by one when we finally make it to the big city. I've always wanted to go to a coffee shop!"
"Er... fine," he grumbled. “But I still don’t understand why you want to go to a stupid coffee shop.”
Midnight's eyes slowly opened to the sound of his newfound company. The first thing he noticed was that the sky was still dark. Stars shone like needle-sized holes on a black canvas. It must have been an hour until sunrise. The second thing Midnight noticed was how his aching muscles screamed in anguish. For a split second, he wondered if that angry mob from Dodge Junction had returned and trampled him in his sleep.
"Rise and shine, what's your name!" Alabaster called when he noticed Midnight stirring. "We have a long day ahead of us!"
Whisper shot him a dirty look as she stuffed her bedroll back in her saddlebag.
"Don't be rude, Al. His name is Midnight Dreary." Alabaster rolled his eyes.
"Whatever you say, just get moving! We need to start out before daylight."
Midnight wiped away the sleep from his crusted eyes and slowly pulled himself from the embrace of his bedroll. He couldn't help groaning as his legs and thighs throbbed painfully.
"What's the problem, Midnight Weary?" Alabaster asked, giving him a once over. The dark stallion took a shaky breath before answering.
"No problem, I'm just sore. It feels like I slept in front of a stampede." The way he was feeling, Midnight began to wonder if that was really the case.
Alabaster smiled in silent understanding. There had been many mornings where he had awoken in quite the same manner. It takes a hell of a pony to get used to sleeping on the cold hard ground, bedroll or no.
"Don't worry about it," he said warmly. "You start walking for a bit and you'll feel right as rain."
Midnight sighed, already dreading what lay ahead. The day was shaping up to be quite the drag. However, he tried not to give any sign of his ill disposition, and went about rolling up his bedroll with as much optimism as he could muster.
Within five minutes or so, the party was saddled up and ready to roll.
"All right, skipper," Alabaster addressed Whisper, “Do we have our heading?" Whisper beamed with an ungodly amount of enthusiasm.
"Yes sir! We be heading thatta way!" To Alabaster's satisfaction, she pointed in the complete opposite direction of Dodge Junction.
"Great," he sighed. "Well, let's get to it then."
***

Time crept by at a snail's pace for the travelers, and it was only marked by the drastic changes in the desert around them. The night sky slowly began to melt away, giving way to the crimson shades of dawn. Even the cool temperature started to rise as the sun made its ascension.
Alabaster shuddered as he watched the world around him, preparing for the day ahead. It wouldn't be long until the heat would be hot enough to boil blood.
Well, he thought hopefully, at least I don't have black fur.
As if to confirm his thoughts, he glanced down at his own pale coat and then over to Midnight Dreary. He seemed fine now, but how would he stack up when the heat comes?
I seriously hope this greenhorn doesn't pass out on us. Today is going to be hell enough without me having to carry his ass.
Unbeknownst to Alabaster, he wasn't the only one thinking about Midnight. Little Whisper peeked around Alabaster's head every few minutes and studied Midnight curiously.  However, she wasn't worrying about him keeling over. Whisper's head swam with numerous questions that she almost ached to ask. It wasn’t every day that someone else traveled with them.
The early morning sky had turned into a blazing shade of gold when the silence between the three was finally broken.
"So Midnight," Whisper began, trying her best to contain herself. She absolutely loved getting to know people. "How did you get your name? You said that you were named after a storybook character, right? Did you get the chance to read that story?"
When Midnight didn't respond, Whisper started to wonder if she had said something that offended.
"No, I didn’t," he answered softly, much to Whisper's relief. “She wanted to show it to me, but the book had been lost a long time ago when she was a foal."
Whisper nodded slowly and remained silent for a while after that. No doubt biding her time until asking her next question. She definitely didn't want to ask him too much at once.
"Wait, you never read the story that you’re named after?" Alabaster chimed in. Midnight glanced at him before nodding his head.
"You should be careful then, my friend. This Midnight Dreary character could be quite the bad guy! For all you know, he's a rapist- argh!" Alabaster stumbled sideways a few steps as Whisper's hoof left an imprint on his white fur.
"What the hell did you hit me for!" he hissed.
"Because you're teasing him, Al!"
"Oh come on, you know I'm right! That girl could have easily named him after some Equestrian serial killer. I’m doing him a favor!"
Whisper squinted angrily at him, but he simply regarded her with a smirk. A smirk that quickly vanished once he noticed that she was readying herself to take another jab at him.
"Damn it, Wisp, you better stop- ARGH! That freakin hurts!" The desert air was filled with Alabaster's shrieks as the two ponies begin to tangle with each other.
What a great way to start the day.
***

The sun's shining face beamed down upon the barren land, sending out waves of heat that made the dry desert air feel like the inside of an oven. It was a scene that Alabaster knew quite well, mainly because it was the same kind of hellish condition he faced just the day before. The only difference today was that now he nursed a few bruises on his side.
Giving his stomach a delicate rub, Alabaster gave Whisper the stink eye as they pushed on. Whether she didn't notice or simply didn't acknowledge it was up for debate. She hummed away with a giant smile across her face, seemingly oblivious to the malevolent thoughts that were rattling around in Alabaster's thick skull.
Midnight observed all of this with a reserved smile. It was pretty obvious that the two were close. He concluded that their relationship must be one that had been built upon years of struggling and surviving together. The more Midnight thought about this, the more he realized just how alone he was in this short life of his. He held on loosely to the hope that there was someone out there that might have known who he was, maybe even in the town they were headed to now, but Midnight found it very hard to be optimistic while caught within the grasp of the blistering desert heat.
Almost two hours passed before the silence between the trio would be broken again.
"How long have the two of you known each other?" Midnight asked, feeling a tad awkward as he did so. A part of him wondered if there was some kind of protocol to follow when getting to know someone. It would sure make him feel better if there was such a thing.
Alabaster tapped his chin with the tip of his hoof, digging deep within the recesses of his memory.
"Well, let me think," he said, more to himself than anyone else. "I had just been chased out of the Cross Bend trading camp, so I was headed into the Eastern Swamplands to lay low for a while—that's where I bumped into Whisper.... I'd have to say that was about three years ago. So yeah, three years now." Whisper's pleasant demeanor deflated like a dying balloon.
"It's four years, Al," she corrected with a frown. "We met each other four years ago." Alabaster looked at her as if she had just grown a third eyeball.
"Are you sure about that, Wisp? I could've sworn that-"
"Yes, I'm sure," she persisted. Whisper didn't know why, but she felt very aggravated at the fact that Alabaster would mistake something as important as that.
"Now wait a minute," Alabaster continued, much to Whisper's distress. "I need a little help here, because that means I'm missing a year."
"Do you really find it that surprising, Al? You spend all of your free time drinking. There's probably more gaps in your memory then there are potholes in Trading Route Six!"
"But a whole damn year!?"
"Four years, huh?" Alabaster and Whisper were snapped to their sense at the sound of Midnight's voice. "I guess I was thinking that the two of you had known each other a lot longer than that, the way you two seem so comfortable around each other."
Alabaster thought for a moment on that, and began to snicker.
“Well, sometimes it does feel longer than that. Don’t it, Wisp?” Whisper rolled her eyes, but quickly smiled.
“Look who’s talking,” she jested. “It gets pretty tiring when your best friend picks a fight in every barroom from here to the next country over!”
Alabaster laughed and swatted at her with his wing. Though Midnight smiled along with them, the expression in his eyes was almost envious. He tried his best to push back the jealously that welled up, for he knew it would not help him at all. However, an idea did dawn on him.
Inky, the little filly that saw fit to name him, had been borderline obsessed with fiction, especially adventure stories and epics. Midnight remembered how she went on and on about the current book she was reading (it was something along the lines of ‘Daring Do and the Forgotten Princess’). She had said that her favorite part of the book so far was when the main character, Daring Do, was sitting around a campfire with fellow travelers and telling them about all the spectacular things she had been through. She said that she liked it so much because it brought Daring Do closer to the other key characters in the story. Perhaps if he got Alabaster and Little Whisper to talk more about themselves, he wouldn’t feel so apprehensive around them. Worth a shot, he thought nervously. I at least want to feel like I can trust them.
“After traveling together for so long, I bet the two of you have quite the collection of stories, right?”
His question hung in the air for a few seconds before it received an answer. Whisper studied Alabaster, waiting to see how he would respond, while Alabaster bit his bottom lip as he thought. For second or two, Midnight thought he had done something wrong. Maybe I should have just let the idea slide.
“Stories,” the white stallion echoed, the hesitation on his face suddenly melting away into a smile. “Of course! With all the trouble that we find, you better believe it!” That helped to put Midnight to ease, but not his curiosity.
“Maybe you could tell a few then?” He asked politely. “It would probably help pass the time, and maybe even make this blasted heat more bearable.” As if to illustrate his point, a thick bead of sweat rolled right into his left eye. While Midnight cursed and rubbed at his stinging eye, Whisper stared a little harder at Alabaster.
“Yeah, Al,” she said with a hint of uncertainty. “Why not regale us a few tales of our glorious misadventures?” Alabaster glanced over and gave her a very toothy grin.
“Now don’t you worry your pretty little head, Wisp. I won’t tell anything too embarrassing.”
Midnight watched them inquisitively, not sure if there was something significant about the weird way they were looking at each other. It was almost as if they were trying to hide something. However, with a quick shake of his head, he put the thought out of his mind. If there was something that they didn’t want to talk about, then it wasn’t his place to pry. However, he would not soon forget it.
“But anyway.” Alabaster looked back to Midnight, smiling.  “Yeah, I guess telling a few stories wouldn’t hurt.”
Midnight nodded and stared at Alabaster eagerly. Biting his lower lip again, the stallion mulled over the last few years of his life, trying to remember his and Whisper’s more memorable exploits. In truth, it really shouldn’t have taken him so long. However, the heat made it rather hard to concentrate. Finally, after a minute or two, Alabaster was able to extract something from his thick head.
“All right, here’s a story for you, Twilight-”
“Midnight,” Whisper sighed.
“Whatever. So, this happened about a year ago… I think it was a year… anyway, that’s not important. But me and Whisper here are heading to a little traders’ post called Hobbletin. As we’re heading there, we kind of run into a snag-”
Thus began a vicious cycle. Alabaster had forgotten how much he relished any opportunity to talk about the things he’d seen and done. That may be because the only person he’d ever shared them with is Little Whisper, and they already knew everything about each other. It also helped that Midnight was an extremely good listener. He never said a word during Alabaster’s narration, save for the occasional question, and smiled politely whenever Alabaster would break out into laughter at a particularly funny part. Then again, that may be because Alabaster never really left room for another person when he spoke.
Once he finished one story, Alabaster would automatically be reminded of another one that was “even better!” Just as Midnight had said, time went by much faster. The hours were filled with tales of massive barroom brawls, angry landlords, vindictive poachers, and one overly curious transgender mare. Even the heat was kept at bay from Midnight’s and Alabaster’s minds.
However, out of all the stories that Alabaster would tell, he wouldn’t bring up the one that Midnight wanted to hear the most: how he and Little Whisper had met. A few times, when Alabaster was catching a quick breather, the dark stallion had come close to straight out asking about it. But every time he came close, he felt his courage fail him.
Eventually, he decided to just put the thought out of his mind. It wouldn’t really matter much once they got to Appleloosa. Alabaster and Whisper would probably be going their separate ways. For now, Midnight enjoyed their company, and that was enough for him.
 ***

The sun began nesting upon the western horizon as the day readied itself for a close. The long shadows that it cast made Appleloosa appear sleepy, as if it too was getting ready to make bed for the night.
Even though Appleloosa was very much a farm-oriented town like Dodge Junction, the two differed from each other for many reasons, the first reason being that Appleloosa was quite a bit bigger. Acres upon acres of tall apple trees stretched out to meet the setting sun. The supple farmland helped support a rather booming community that was double the size of Dodge Junction. The second reason was that Dodge Junction didn’t have a pony like Braeburn to greet all of their newcomers.
The enthusiastic farm pony grinned widely at the trio who had just been wandering into Appleloosa’s outskirts from the barren desert out beyond.
“Well howdy there, partners!” Braeburn beamed. “My name’s Braeburn, and welcome to Appleloosa-”
“Yeah, Braeburn,” Alabaster croaked, sweat gleaming down his matted fur. “Shut the hell up and get out of our way, please.” The words struck like a punch to the face, turning Braeburn’s smile completely upside down as the trio pushed past him.
“That wasn’t very nice, Al,” Little Whisper murmured, giving a cautious glance back to the shell shocked cow-pony. He was just staring after them, mouth agape.
“I did say please, didn’t I?” Alabaster was too tired and too irritated to add his usual sarcasm. He glanced over to his left, and saw Midnight staring blankly at his hooves as he walked. The dark stallion made a heavy wheezing sound that must have been his pathetic way of breathing.
“Yo, Midnight.” the sound of Alabaster’s voice stirred Midnight from his groggy stupor. “You gonna be okay there?”
“I’m going to be sick,” Midnight responded meekly, his gaze never lifting. Little Whisper, who seemed completely unfazed by the hell they had just left, peered over at her new friend.
“You think he’ll be fine?” she asked Alabaster with worried, motherly eyes. Alabaster answered her question with one of his own.
“Wisp, we were born in the Dragon Lands, right? The very birthplace of fire itself?” She raised an eyebrow at him.
“Well, the whole ‘birth of fire’ thing is technically a matter of opinion.”
“Damn it, Wisp, you know what I mean!”
“Yes,” she said flatly, “we were born in the Dragon Lands. Why are you asking?” Alabaster sighed.
“I’m just wondering how this place can be so freaking miserable!” Whisper tapped her chin and thought for a moment.
“Well, this place is dry. Like, REALLY dry. At least it rains occasionally in the Dragon Lands. I remember some of the sailors saying that Southern Equestria is prone to droughts and heatwaves.”
Alabaster shook his head and tried to let the topic slide. What really mattered now were the tall wooden buildings that laid only yards ahead. Even the shadows that were jutted out looked cool and inviting.
First order of business, he thought, some hot food to stuff my face with. His stomach growled in noisy agreement. He couldn’t help but smile. I know, buddy, I feel the same way.
It had been a long while since he ate a decent meal, but it had been even longer since he last took a bath. After fairing through a sea voyage and two desert treks, his once ivory coat was now masked by a light-brown layer of dirt, sweat, and other kinds of grime. It even obscured his cutie mark, making it appear more like a smudge on his rump. Thus, a bath would be his next target once his belly was full.
Much to Alabaster and Little Whisper’s relief, the streets of Appleloosa seemed fairly empty. The few signs of life, aside from them, were the occasional farm ponies that were either making their way home or going to the bar. A pair of foals came bounding by the party with wooden swords in their mouths, each shouting vows of destruction upon the other. Little Whisper watched them, almost longingly, until a tired-looking mare poked her head out of a nearby window and called the two foals in for dinner. Whisper seemed to deflate a bit after that.
Alabaster, however, had never even noticed the children. A few blocks ahead sat a weathered building with wide swinging doors. Just above the entrance was the silhouette of giant mug. Alabaster was instantly enthralled. Unfortunately for him, it didn’t take long for Whisper to follow his gaze. Not that he was being subtle about it.
“I don’t think so,” Whisper said sharply. “Not after what happened at the last town.” Alabaster went sheepish, like a child who had just been caught with his hoof in the cookie jar. Little Whisper was probably the only pony alive who could make him act in such a manner.
“Oh come on,” he laughed, almost nervously, “drinking wasn’t what got us in trouble last time.”
“No,” she agreed, “but you do attract a lot of attention to yourself whenever you drink, and we can’t really afford any attention right now, Al.” Reluctantly, he nodded. He knew she was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to keep walking once the bar was finally at their side.
“Besides,” Whisper continued, “you don’t need booze right now. You need substance!” Alabaster grumbled something too low for her to hear, but she didn’t pay any mind to it.
After a few minutes of walking, the trio eventually managed to find the town inn. It had been a while since Alabaster had been so glad to see such a rickety old building. The Happy Apple Inn was a longstanding part of Appleloosa, and one could tell from a single glance. However, despite how gruff and beaten the inn appeared, it had been built to last. And it did just that.
Alabaster was just making his way up the front steps to the inn when a voice suddenly called out to him.
“Whoa there, Sunny! Let me have a word with ya’ll before ya go in!” If it isn’t one thing, it’s another.
With an exasperated sigh, Alabaster turned alongside his companions. Behind them stood a stout stallion who, at first glance, appeared to be like every other cow-pony they had encountered. Alabaster regarded the stallion’s stereotypical handlebar mustache, oversized hat, and brown vest with a calculative flicker of his eyes. Then that’s when he noticed it, the glint of a tin star pinned to the stallion’s vest.
Oh, damn it all…
“What can we do for you, Sheriff?” Whisper asked with a politeness that Alabaster wouldn’t have been able to find. The law-pony looked her up and down, almost skeptically.
“Just want ya’ll to take a walk with me over to the jailhouse for a bit, so I can talk to ya’ll in private.” Digging his teeth into the tip of his tongue, Alabaster struggled to keep his mouth shut.
“I don’t understand, is something wrong?” The sheriff shook his head.
“No, nothing like that, little missy. Just want to properly greet Appleloosa’s newest visitors is all. Make sure ya get a good first impression.”
Right… and a jailhouse is the perfect place to make first impressions.
Whisper looked at Alabaster, her green eyes obviously pleading that he not do something stupid. It seemed that there was nothing to be done about it then. The thought of spending another day trudging through the scorching desert seemed a lot worse than humoring an authority figure.
But oh, how authority figures make me feel chafed, Alabaster thought with a glower.
***

The sheriff's office at the back of the jailhouse was hot, stuffy, and reeked of cigar smoke. Midnight Dreary felt as if he would choke on the air because it was so thick. It was a wonder how anyone could spend more than a few seconds in such a place, let alone work here. Yet the sheriff sat comfortably behind his desk as if he was right at home. A fat cigar hung between his lips, billowing out clouds of smoke that seemed to frame his chiseled face.
The sheriff surveyed the travelers each in turn, his gaze lingering the longest on Midnight’s blank flank. It was all Midnight could do not to shift under that steely gaze of his. He was thankful when the sheriff’s attention eventually moved over to Alabaster.
“Ya’ll can relax now. I said there wasn’t any trouble.” Though he spoke reassuringly, it did nothing to put anyone’s worries at ease. Alabaster was forcing back a scowl and Little Whisper’s smile was paper thin.
“Then do you mind telling us why we’re here?” Alabaster asking hotly, his eyes level with the sheriff’s. The sheriff exhaled, letting a puff of smoke roll out.
“Ya’ll the ones who drifted through Dodge Junction yesterday, aren’t cha? Them outlanders?” The question brought silence. Whisper’s smile fell and she felt butterflies tickle her stomach. Midnight began to shrink back, as if he was fearful that the sheriff’s words had poisoned the air. The only one undeterred was Alabaster.
“And why do you ask that, Sheriff?” The sheriff stared at him for moment before answered.
“Because yesterday, I got a message from the sheriff over there, tellin’ me to watch for some drifters that rolled in from the East. He said that they were up to no good, so he sent them on their way. Guess he thought I’d like to know in case they decided to come this way.” He paused to tap the cigar over a cracked ashtray.
“He also gave a pretty good description of them. Pretty good indeed.”
Alabaster ground his teeth in frustration, trying his best to keep composed. It seemed to him that they’d never be able to get ahead. They hadn’t even been in Appleloosa for twenty minutes before the law had come looking for them. How was someone supposed to start over when things like this kept happening?
“So,” Alabaster said venomously, no longer holding onto the hope of fooling the lawpony. “Where does that leave us then?” Much to his annoyance, the sheriff took his sweet time puffing on his cigar before he responded.
“It don’t really leave us anywhere. I honestly got no problem with yer kind passing through.” The look of bewilderment on the trio’s faces gave the sheriff no small amount of pleasure.
“W-wait a second,” Whisper stuttered. “Then why bring us to a jailhouse? We thought we were in trouble!” The expression of confusion was gone from Alabaster’s face, and instead it was replaced with anger.
“Yeah, I’m wondering the same damn thing.”
“Well,”—The sheriff began to smile.—“Part of it is because I can be a bit of a jerk at times. If ya couldn’t tell from the empty cells outside, Appleloosa is on the lackin’ side of criminals. Very rarely do I get the opportunity to hassle folks. It’s all in fun though, really.”
“And the other part?” The smile vanished as quickly as it came.
“Because had I to warn ya’ll, before ya went and did something foolish. Such as makin’ it known that yer not from… around.”
“About that,” Alabaster said hotly. “What the hell does everyone around here have against outlanders, anyway? When we started saving up to come over here, we were under the impression that Equestria was welcome to anyone!” The sheriff gave him a look that was almost empathetic.
“Ya’ll thought wrong, boy. Ever since that darn Tirek character tore Equestria a new one a few months ago, yer kind hasn’t been sittin’ well with anypony here in Equestria.”
“But why?” Alabaster didn’t like where this was going. “None of that crap had anything to do we us!”
“I’m afraid it does,” he sighed. “Has to do with him bein’ one too; an outlander that darn near destroyed the kingdom. It’s because of him that there’s a blight on this country, like a spot of dying grass in a pasture. You don’t know it, but there were many ponies that lost lives and livelihoods when that bastard tore through here…” 
He stopped for a moment to take a long drag from his cigar, the cherry glowing just a bit brighter. An overcast fell over his eyes, making them as dark and cloudy as the smoke that escaped his lips. Then, with an exhale that was more of a sigh, he gave a short narration of the horror that befall Equestria during Tirek’s short rule.
It took him only a few minutes to tell the story; although, almost all of it were bits and pieces that he had heard from others who had been passing through Appleloosa from the North. Horrible things of trains derailing when their conductors collapsed, taxis crashing everywhere in the busy cities, house fires that no one was able to extinguish in time, and other grisly accidents that left many ponies maimed or worse.
Once the sheriff finished, he snuffed the cigar out in the ashtray, almost abrasively. Emotions were rising in the aging stallion, and he was trying hard not to let it show. It wouldn’t do to have these strangers see him in such a manner. Whisper, who was now even more lost for words, saw this, but didn’t give any rise that she had.
“Look,” Alabaster started slowly, trying to sound as courteous as possible, “I’m sorry all that crap happened. Really, I am. It sounds downright disgusting. But I don’t see why that has anything to do with us.  I mean, it isn’t like we’re going around sucking people off and trying to score some soul juice!” Whisper’s cheeks went cherry red.
“That ain’t the point, boy! Because of him, almost everypony in Equestria thinks ya’ll outlanders are monster bent on destruction! And honestly… I don’t rightly blame ‘em. You outlanders are of a rare quantity. And I do mean [rare]. Heck, even the sailors and traders from out beyond don’t stay longer than they have to. Not anymore.” The sheriff began to lean forward, his brow creasing as he squinted at them.
“But you fellas—the ones lookin’ to settle here—ya’ll bring something that nopony in Equestria is ready for yet. And that’s uncertainty. Do ya’ll see what I’m getting at?” The trio shared a quick glance amongst themselves, but didn’t respond.
“Nopony in Equestria knows much about the lands that lay out beyond, or about the ponies who live there, except that they are dangerous. And why should they? We’ve been livin’ just fine without givin’ too much thought to what’s goin’ on out in the world. Well, that is… until recently…”
His words trailed off and a somber expression came over his face. Slowly, the sheriff sank back into his chair without another word. The room fell silent after that, and wasn’t lifted until after Whisper managed to find her voice.
“Why would you tell us all of this? Not that we aren’t grateful!” she added quickly. “It just seems that from what you’ve told us, no one else would do such a kind thing…”
“You’re right,” he answered wistfully. “They wouldn’t… tell me, how old are ya’ll? Ya seem pretty young. Not much more than yer mid-twenties, I’m guessin’.” As taken aback by the sudden question as they were, eventually Alabaster and Little Whisper nodded slowly. The question rolled past Midnight without any response, but if the sheriff noticed he didn’t show it.
“Yeah,” Alabaster said carefully, “I’m twenty-three and she’s twenty-two.”
“I thought as much.” the sheriff shifted in his seat as he spoke. “Ya’ll are about the same age as my daughter, Celestia bless her. That darn girl always had such a knack for healin’. Even studied up there at the School when she was a foal. It was always her dream to go out and help ponies in need…” That went over their heads completely, but none of them dared to interrupt him. The sheriff’s eyes went sorrowful once more, but now Whisper was not the only one to notice it.
“And right now, she’s more than likely stuffed under the deck of some blasted trading ship, probably not unlike the one ya’ll came over here on, off to the Dragon Lands… Darn girl thinks she can save the world.” Alabaster and Whisper’s eyes grew wide as they made the connection.
“S-she’s a Scholar going to help the tribes, isn’t she?” Whisper asked, already knowing the answer. “We noticed a number them, the last few months they were there. She’s very brave, sir, if you don’t mind me saying.” Alabaster nodded his head, slowly.
When dragon clans battled each other, nothing was safe. But right now, the dragon clans weren’t just fighting. They were at war. This was the main reason Whisper and Alabaster had tried so hard to leave the country. Every night the horizon would be set ablaze with dragon fire as the horrid beasts clashed in the distance, lighting up the night sky as if it were day. The wave of flames had already consumed most of the western lands, sending caravans and pony tribes alike fleeing for their lives. Sadly, few were fast enough to outrun the wrath of warring dragons.
“She is.” The sheriff’s eyes narrowed. “But as to yer question… I guess I’d like to think that there’s somepony out there who’ll look out for her, just as I’m lookin’ out for ya’ll now. Call it karma, I guess-”
“You don’t have to explain,” Whispered assured him, this time smiling earnestly. “And thank you, really.”
“Don’t be thankin’ me, missy. Ya’ll still might have a hard time yet, here in Appleloosa.” Alabaster squinted warily.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that I know ya’ll came to Appleloosa lookin’ for work. Only problem with that, there is none. If ya’ll had been here a few months ago or so, ya might have had a chance of workin’ at the apple farm. But right now the farm is about up to its ears with workers.”
“You’re absolutely sure?” Helplessness was a feeling that Alabaster was rarely familiar with, but at that moment, he knew it well. He knew that their savings could only take them so far, especially if they were staying in inns without bringing in any income.
“I ain’t lyin’, sunny.” Alabaster flinched at the name. “I’ve known everypony in this town since I was a little foal. I could even name them all if I had to, right down to their foals! And let me tell ya, there ain’t nopony lookin’ for an extra hoof right now. Nopony. With the new taxes those damn nobles have laid out, yer gonna be hard pressed to find anypony willin’ to spend more bits than they have to.” 
Damn it! It can never be simple, can it? As if the sheriff had read his thoughts, he gave the pegasus a sympathetic smile.
“But don’t worry, ya’ll wouldn’t want to work down here anyway. Smalltown folks ask a lot of questions when somepony lingers for too long, questions ya’ll would do well to steer clear from. Besides, there’s a place up a little north from here that I know will more than likely have somethin’ for ya, if yer willin to do some hard work.”
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		Chapter Four: A Friend of Mine



	The sun was nearly hidden under the horizon when the trio finally exited the jailhouse and trotted into an empty street. As the door closed behind Midnight, the sheriff could be seen in his office lighting up a fresh cigar. Alabaster had only made it a few steps out the door before Whisper was at his side.
“Not out here,” he said suddenly, before the mare had a chance to say anything. Troubled thoughts amassed in Whisper’s head like storm clouds, and he knew it. In all honesty, the encounter with the sheriff left him feeling none too different. Despite that, he did his best to give Whisper a reassuring smile.
“We’ll talk at the inn, all right?” Little Whisper nodded and smiled back. Even though the street seemed void of other life, Alabaster wouldn’t feel comfortable discussing the matter at hand without being behind a nice, locked door.
But first things first, he reminded himself, turning to face Midnight as he trotted up. Even though the dark stallion had actually been decent company, Alabaster knew that this moment had been coming all day. Amnesia or no, having him around was a variable that none of them could risk. Better do it now and get over with quickly.
“So… Midnight…” he started awkwardly. “We need to talk real quickly.”
Subtly didn’t suit Alabaster at all. Midnight Dreary knew very well what was coming next. The thought of their departure had not been far from his thoughts for most of the day. Now, in the heat of the moment, Midnight found himself feeling quite indifferent to the matter. It was an inevitability, he had reasoned. However, he knew that this would put him right back to square one. Which was nowhere.
Midnight Dreary wasn’t the only one who read Alabaster’s intentions. Whisper’s eyes widened and her heart vaulted for her throat.
“Look,” Alabaster continued, “I think it’s time-” The words turned into a loud grunt as Whisper shoved her shoulder into his side and sent him over a couple steps.
“Give us just a moment, Midnight!” Whisper called to a confused looking Midnight as she pushed Alabaster out of earshot.
“The hell’s your deal!” The words came out as a hiss as Alabaster glared down at her. “You hit me right where you left those freaking bruises!”
“Look, Al,” Whisper began, thinking carefully about what she would say, “I know what you’re about to do, but I have something to say first.” His brow furrowed and his eyes flickered over her suspiciously, yet he held his peace. She hoped that was a sign that he would listen. Maybe…
Biting the tip of her tongue, Whisper couldn’t quite find a good way to word what she needed to say. So, she quickly settled with the direct approach. Perhaps it would even catch Alabaster off guard.
“I think we should invite Midnight to travel with us,” she dropped the bomb as gently as she could. The look on Alabaster’s face was that of a person who had just succumbed to a stroke. Whisper was just about to check his pulse when he exploded.
“Are you serious?” he half whispered, half shouted. “Because you can’t possibly be serious! You must be having some kind of reaction to all that cigar smoke or something!”
“No, you have to listen to me, Al. Just for a- quit it!” Alabaster’s hooves had begun poking and prodding around the braids of her mane, feeling to see if her head had a soft spot.
“I’m perfectly fine, Al! Will you just hear me out?” He dropped back to all fours and stared confoundedly at her.
“Fine,” he grunted, “but I hope you start making sense pretty quickly, Wisp, and I do mean really quickly.”
“Okay.” The mare grudgingly adjusted her tangled braids as she spoke. “I know that it must sound crazy, but we can’t just leave that poor stallion all on his own.”
“Why not?” Alabaster asked curtly. Those green eyes began to burn into him like a spotlight.
“You heard his story. He doesn’t even know who he is! Could you possibly imagine what that’s like, to be lost in a country with no idea who you are or who to trust? At least we have each other, Al. He doesn’t have a thing in the world except for the saddlebag on his back.” She took a breath for dramatic effect. “If we leave him now, it would be just like leaving a little foal alone to fend for himself.”
“Yeah, I don’t think that guy is a foal, Wisp-” He was silenced by the look on Whisper’s face, which clearly said ‘stick a hoof in it!’ Somehow the tables had been turned, and now it was Alabaster’s turn to be the prey.
“L-look here, Wisp,” he stammered, wondering when and how Whisper had become the aggressor. “Y-you don’t even know this guy. For all we know, that tale about amnesia and junk was a bucket full of shit.”
“It wasn’t.” The tone in Whisper voice was definite and firm. “He’s lost, Al. I can take one look at him and see it.” Alabaster dared a squint at her.
“You were doing that 'creeping' thing again, weren’t you? I told you not to do that crap! It freaks me out…” Whisper sighed and rolled her eyes.
“That’s not the point! The point is that I refuse to let us abandon him, not when he has nowhere else to go. It. Isn’t. Right!”
“All right then… but why him? Of all the strays we’ve been in the mix with in the past, why are you pulling to take in this one?”
Whisper couldn’t quite put into words what it was she felt whenever she looked at Midnight. Most people were an open book to her and Midnight was no different. However, when she looked at his pages, she saw a story not too much unlike her own; she saw sorrow and confusion. Even when he smiled and conversed with them earlier, she noticed it still, like a dark cloud looming above his head.
“I guess because, when I look at him, I see myself… back when I still lived in the swamplands…”
Oh, damn. Though discussion of Whisper’s time in the swamplands was never brought up much, Alabaster knew well that it was a dark time for her. She had spent most of her childhood clinging to life in that dark and horrendous place, searching for the hive that had long left her to die. Mainly it was Alabaster who wouldn’t hear any talk about it. The thought of his only friend being marooned in that hellhole was too much for him.
“You really think he’s that bad off?” Whisper nodded earnestly. Alabaster ran a hoof through his mane and ground his teeth in frustration. It had been a long time since he had seen his friend so persistent about something. Can’t believe I’m even considering this…
“Fine,” he sighed, his will caving like a house of straw. “If you really think his situation is so dire and if he wants to tag along, I guess I’m fine with it… for now.” Whisper’s smile almost threatened to split her face in half.
“You mean it?” she blurted, no longer trying to maintain any level of subtlety. Alabaster nodded reluctantly.
“Oh, thank you, Al!” she squealed, pulling Alabaster into a neck-breaking bear hug. “I promise, you won’t regret this!” We’ll see about that…
“Just remember,” he wheezed as Whisper’s embrace crushed his windpipe, “he’s your responsibility. That means clean newspapers and fresh water every day.” Whisper laughed as she released Alabaster and turned to head back to Midnight, almost skipping along as she went.
Though the sight of Whisper’s joy pleased Alabaster more than he cared to admit, he couldn’t help but feel troubled as he watched after her. His thoughts churned in his head like a restless ocean and his stomach felt tight and cramped. Damn her, he thought. What exactly did she see in him that would make her act like this? The idea that she might not be telling him everything popped up, and Alabaster felt a twinge of shame when he did not immediately dismiss it.
Whisper knows what’s at stake, he concluded. For now, I’ll just let her have this and trust that she knows what she’s doing.
The pale stallion took a moment to scrounge up a smile that could just pass as sincere before following his overjoyed companion. 
***

Midnight watched listlessly as a grinning Whisper bounded to him with a not-quite-so-happy Alabaster in tow. Though the two had spoken in whispers from a distance, it had made little difference for the quiet stallion. The shadows spoke to him softly, and they spoke in the hushed voices of Little Whisper and Alabaster.
Truthfully, he had never intended to listen. Midnight screwed his eyes shut and tried to push the invading voices from his mind. However, the shadows proved to be as persistent as the gnats and flies that had pursued him all day.
“Midnight, we have something we’d like to ask you,” Whisper beamed, wasting no time at all.
“Something Whisper would like to ask you,” Alabaster corrected, his smile faltering for a moment. Midnight could tell that he was forcing his enthusiasm.
“Whatever,” she giggled, barely able to contain herself. “Anyway, we talked it over for a bit and decided that we’d like you travel with us for a bit longer. That’s if you want to, of course! We just thought that with your… condition, you might feel safer staying in a group for a while.” Little Whisper was almost bubbling over with excitement as she spoke.
For a moment, Midnight had no idea how to respond. If it wasn’t for the damnable shadows he might have actually been surprised. Almost timidly, Midnight looked to Alabaster and asked, “You both will have me?”
“Of course!” Alabaster answered hastily. “Leaving behind a guy who doesn’t even know who he is or anyone else would be like… abandoning a foal!”
That was not the tone you were singing a moment ago, Midnight thought glumly. He didn’t blame Alabaster in the least bit for that. The hotheaded stallion was simply looking out for his friend and himself.
It took only seconds for him to come to a decision. Midnight had only a meager amount of bits in his saddlebag and no one to turn to for help once that was gone. If he struck out on his own, then he would be no better than a tumbling leaf trapped in a rainstorm.
“Then yes,” he answered at last. “I would very much like to remain with the two of you… For as long as you’ll have me, at least-” A squeal of delight cut him short just as two powerful legs pulled him into a neck-breaking embrace that left him gasping for air like a beached fish.
“Yeah, she’s kind of clingy today,” Alabaster quipped. “Yo Whisper, I think he’s trying to say ‘uncle’! It wouldn’t do at all if you killed him before he realized what kind of mistake he’s made.”
“Oh!” Whisper exclaimed, her cheeks turning a light shade of crimson. “I’m so sorry! Guess I just got a little carried away…”
“It’s fine,” Midnight croaked, rubbing his throat. “You just caught me off guard is all.”
This time the smile that Alabaster wore was genuine, as was his laughter. “Oh, you two are just precious! But if you’re done strangling everyone, Wisp, I’d like to try going into the inn again before anyone else decides that they have business with us.”
The blooming blossoms on Whisper’s face deepened and her gaze grew sharp on her old friend, but she decided to remain silent as she fell in behind him. Midnight did the same, though he felt a little awkward doing so. He had been at their side all day, enduring the bitterness of the desert right along with them, but now he felt something that he had not before. He felt almost hopeful.
***

When you’ve seen one inn, you’ve pretty much seen them all. Or at least, that was Alabaster’s opinion. As it turns out, the Happy Apple Inn was no different. The front door lead to a quaint little parlor that was nearly empty except for a dusty sofa propped up against the leftmost wall and a worn-out rug laid limp like a dead animal on the hardwood floor. Heavy drapes drooped over dirty windows, blotting out any light that would chance its way inside. Yep, Alabaster concluded. I’ve still seen them all. Go figure.
At the reception counter sat a portly little stallion that was nose deep in a magazine. A fat hoof scratched at his receded mane-line as his glazed eyes slowly scanned the magazine’s colorful pages, never once looking up to acknowledge the newly arrived ponies. As the party approached the counter, Alabaster glanced at the magazine and was just able to make out numerous images of a stocking clad mare that lounged seductively on a heart shaped bed. Good to see innkeepers don’t change that much either.
“Hey pal,” Alabaster said when the stallion failed to notice them. “We’d like a room, please.” The innkeeper looked up with a start, his brown eyes wide.
“W-what!? C-can I do something for ya, son?” Alabaster blinked, slightly taken back by his response.
“We’d like a room,” he repeated sharply.
“Oh, right! I do that, don’t I?” The question actually sounded sincere and it earned a raised eyebrow from Alabaster.
“Yeah buddy, you do… So, how much?” The fat pony studied him quizzically for a moment or two, almost as if Alabaster had just spoken in another language. Finally the question seemed to click.
“Oh! Well, that depends of what yer lookin for.”
“All right then… We just want the cheapest room you have with a bed and bath.”
“How long ya lookin at stayin?”
“Three nights.” The innkeeper nodded slowly as he tried to figure up the numbers in his head.
“That’ll be… uh… Fifteen bits? Yeah, fifteen bits.” Alabaster eyed him suspiciously. He wasn’t sure if he should trust this pony with his money or not.
“You sure it’s fifteen bits?” He asked. The innkeeper nodded again, this time quicker. Alabaster shrugged and pulled out the proper coinage from his saddlebag. It took the innkeeper a minute or two to count the pile of coins, but eventually he scooped them up and gave Alabaster a wide grin.
“Thanks fer chosen the Happy Apple, sir! Give me just a moment to grab the key.” He swung around in his chair and started shifting through a tangled group of keys that all hung from a single metal hook.
“Pleasure’s mine,” the pegasus said quietly, watching the innkeeper with a mixture of fascination and confusion. Then he remembered something. 
“One more thing, pal, do you know anyplace that sells cheap food?” The innkeeper spun back around, key in hoof, and stared blankly at Alabaster before answering.
“Oh, cheap food? Well, you could try goin’ to see old Sour Apple!” He then pointed somewhere off to Alabaster’s right. “She runs a little kitchen in the back of this place. Usually she just cooks fer ranchers who come in durin’ lunch, but I’m sure she won’t mind cookin’ fer you folk too.”
Alabaster followed his fat hoof and found an old wooden door that lead further into the bowels of the inn. Well, that’s mighty convenient.  He was rather relieved that they wouldn’t have to risk venturing the streets again.
“How late does she keep the kitchen open?” Alabaster pocketed the key as he spoke.
“Probably won’t be closin’ fer another hour or so… I think… Today’s Saturday, right?”
“Er… No, it’s Monday.”
“Oh that’s right! Then yeah, she’ll be closin in about an hour and a half.”
“Right… Well, thanks a lot, pal.” The innkeeper nodded just before diving back into the magazine once more. I hope everyone else in this town isn’t like this guy. Otherwise, stroking out in the desert may not be that bad of an alternative.
“Well,” Whisper said once Alabaster had rejoined the group. “That was… something else.” Midnight nodded, his deep blue eyes watching the oblivious innkeeper cautiously.
“You’re probably headed off to get some food, right?” Alabaster opened his mouth to answer her, but was cut off by a loud grumbling from his stomach. It sounded more like a growling bear.
Whisper giggled. “All right, I hear you! Just leave me the key before you go, please.”
“Sure thing, Wisp.” The keyring that Alabaster handed her had a white tag attached to it, the letter ‘eight’ scrawled upon it in large hoof-print. Midnight watched her begin to ascend the stairs with concern in his eyes.
“You’re not coming with us? Aren't you hungry?” Whisper froze in her tracks, hoof dangling inches from the next step. Her eyes went wide and fearful as she struggled to think of an alibi of some kind. However, the panic only lasted for the measure of a heartbeat. When she turned to Midnight, she did so with cool confidence.
“I am, but the heat has done quite a number on me –Woo!” She raised a hoof to her head and feigned faintness. “I just need to go up and lay down for a bit before I eat something. Besides, Al knows what I like. Isn’t that right?”
“That’s right,” Alabaster said in beat, smiling innocently. Midnight didn’t seem convinced though.
“Truly, I’ll be fine,” Whisper insisted as she shooed them away with a dainty hoof. “You two go on ahead.” With that, Whisper continued her climb until her rump finally vanished from view.
Alabaster nudged Midnight along when he noticed the dark stallion wasn’t moving. “Come on, Midnight, Let’s go get some eats.” Then he gave the innkeeper a furtive glance.
“And let us pray she isn’t as sodden headed as that poor bastard.” Midnight allowed himself to fall in line behind Alabaster, but not before casting one last glance at the stairs, solemnly.
***

Sour Apple’s little ‘make shift’ restaurant was scarcely bigger than the inn’s lobby. Five round tables were crammed into the room, all were empty save for one. The table in the far off corner seated three weary looking stallions who chatted away idly as they nibbled at their food.
“You two just gonna loaf around all evenin’, or are ya wantin’ some grub?” Toward the back of the room was a small service window that opened up to a hidden kitchen. Sticking out of the window was the head of a disgruntled mare that could easily have been three times Alabaster’s age. I take it that’s Sour Apple.
Drawing closer to the shouting mare, Alabaster put on a polite smile that quickly became a lopsided cringe of disgust. The old mare’s apple red mane and coat had long faded a few shades lighter. However, what had startled him was the fact that the mare had more wrinkles than a broken egg had cracks, each crease of her papery skin appearing as if it had been painted on by a heavy hoof. Good grief, the bags under her eyes look larger than my saddlebags!
“Ugh… hey…” Alabaster fought to stay focused, but the pure ugliness of the haggard mare distracted him like a light being shone in his eyes. “I’ll have-”
Sour Apple’s raspy voice cut in, “You’ll have whatever I’m cookin’, how’s about that? Just tell me how much ya want.” Alabaster found himself lost for words. Like a dying fish thrown from water, his mouth hung open and closed repeatedly. Before he could respond, Sour Apple’s bloodshot eyes moved to the stallion hiding behind Alabaster. Her lips parted and revealed a toothy grin.
“Hey there, cutie,” she said flirtatiously, batting her eyelashes. “Maybe I ought to be servin’ you up instead, as sweet as you look. Nay, I should just take ya home and keep ya all to myself. Why, I’d make a three course dinner out of ya! What do ya think about that?”
Midnight’s flesh began to crawl under the mare’s hungry gaze while Alabaster was trying to resist the urge to gag. The horrific images that flooded the pale stallion’s mind were not ones he ever wanted to revisit. Ever.
“I-I think we’ll j-just take three of whatever you’re cooking, m-ma’am.” Sour Apple looked back to Alabaster and gave a disappointed tsk.
“Today’s special is grilled cheese sandwiches, sonny. Ya still want three?” He nodded timidly. “All righty, then that’ll be three bits.” Well, the food is cheap at least. Alabaster deposited the bits and Sour Apple swiped them up with greedy hooves, as if expecting the traveler to change his mind. With coin in hoof, the old mare vanished behind the window, but not before giving a sly wink to Midnight. It was then Alabaster’s turn to squirm.
There was the loud clatter of cookware as Sour Apple set out to fill the traveler’s order. Seconds later, the hissing of a frying pan filled the air with the promises of food. Alabaster’s stomach rumbled and growled at the wonderful sound, demanding that it receive sustenance immediately. Shifting impatiently from hoof to hoof, he prayed that it wouldn’t take too long for the sandwiches to cook. A stallion’s ravenousness could only be contained for so long.
A few minutes had passed when he heard a loud click. The hissing ceased and Apple Sour returned to the window seconds later with a small takeout bag clutched between her teeth. Alabaster took a whiff of it and was greeted by the scent that could only have been described as celestial. A couple of times before in the past he had tried a few cheese sandwiches, but none had come close to smelling as good as the ones that Sour Apple had made. Then again, he was one really hungry pony.
“Here ya go,” she struggled to say, the bag almost slurring her speech. Well, damn it. With a stiff upper lip, Alabaster did his best to take the bag without making contact with the prune-y mare. With the bag merely inches under his nose, the delicious fumes radiating from the sandwiches made his head swim.
“Before ya go, sonny,” Sour Apple brushed back a few stray locks of mane seductively. “Tell that friend of yers not to be a stranger, ya hear? Sour Apple may be old, but she knows fixins to keep a young stallion satisfied.”
Alabaster couldn’t bring himself to respond, not without possibly killing his appetite. With a brisk nod, he turned around and discovered that his companion had traded his place in line for a seat at a table that nearly hugged the wall opposite of Alabaster. Can’t really say that I blame him. He trotted over and placed the bag in the middle of the table.
“Well buddy, time to eat up,” he said, sitting down in a rather rickety chair. “And as awkward as that was, I hope these damn things are worth it.” Inside the bag, the sandwiches were individually wrapped in large paper napkins that had become stained with hot butter and melted cheese. They each took one and tore into it. Although, Alabaster did most of the “tearing”. To both of their relief, the sandwiches were well worth the uncomfortable encounter with Sour Apple.
“Just so you know,” Alabaster said between mouthfuls, pausing to savor the taste of the gooey sharp cheddar. “If you’re going to be rolling with us, you’re going to have to pull your share of the weight. That’ll mean working whatever kind of job gets thrown our way.”
“Don’t worry, I am prepared to.” Midnight’s gaze remained down on his sandwich as he spoke. Alabaster studied him for moment, watching as Midnight took modest, almost dainty, bites from the corner of his sandwich.
“That’s good,” He said, nodding. “Because an extra set of hooves could really help us earn some extra bits. We’ll definitely need it with the extra mouth to feed.” Midnight stopped mid-bite and raised his head to look at Alabaster with unexpressive blue eyes.
“Are you worried that I won’t do my part in the group, Alabaster? Because I can assure you that I intend to do everything I possible can.” Alabaster shrugged and scratched the back of his neck.
“It’s not that I’m worried about you freeloading. We can just kick you to the road if it comes to that.” For some reason, that didn’t sound too comforting to Midnight. “It has more to do with the fact that our little motley crew now has a plus one. This may come as a bit of a shocker, but we don't exactly make new friends everyday, let alone have someone new join up with us. Heck, take what happened in Dodge Junction for example… Anyway, it was just something I felt needed to be said, so I said it.”
Unknowing of how to respond, Midnight resigned himself to return to nibbling at the sandwich. The cheese was already beginning to cool, becoming thicker and chewier than it had been a few moments ago. If he didn’t want a cold sandwich on his hooves, he would have to up his pace.
In truth, Midnight couldn’t blame Alabaster for being cautious. The world weary traveler was simply playing the protector, no doubt a role that he had become quite accustomed to. But there was something else too, something that was going unsaid. Midnight saw it in the quick glances that Alabaster and Little Whisper shared, a secret that flickered like a flash of a lit candle across their eyes. However, if Midnight’s suspicions were correct, then why did Little Whisper try so hard to persuade Alabaster to let him continue traveling with them? If there was an answer to this, Midnight could not see it. For now, though, he was content with knowing that he had found a small place for himself in this strange country, despite how risky it might turn out to be.
As the Midnight brooded, Alabaster’s ears prickled. The silence that followed their conversation amplified the heated words of the ranchers from across the room.
“I’m tellin ya, it was bandits,” he heard one of the ranchers say through a mouthful of grilled cheese.  “How else would ya explain two wagons full of cherries being turned over and burned up?”
“And I’m tellin ya, yer stupid,” the other second rancher hissed back, scowling as he leaned forward. “I hate to say it, but Jubilee’s boys are pullin’ the wool over her eyes if they sayin they were attacked!”
“That’s just it, they can’t find any of the fellers that were pullin’ the coaches! Four workin’ ponies just vanished, like a fart in the wind, and all that’s been found were those burnt wagons!” The second rancher’s expression turned wary.
“Then what the hay happened to the cherries? Jubilee’s wagons carries over a hundred thousand of them suckers. You can’t tell me them disappeared like a fart too!”
His friend nodded vigorously. “But they did! Nopony found as much as a cherry stem when they scrounged through the wreckage!”
“I hope yer just messin around,” the second rancher said dryly, sinking back into his seat. “It’s bad times when a farmer can’t even sell his own crops without havin’ to look over his shoulder.”
That was when the third rancher, a much older pony with snowy beard, decided to speak up. “Boy, you don’t know bad times. But give it a little while, and we all will.” The second rancher squinted at him.
“The hay you talkin about?”
“What I’m talkin about, youngin, is the trouble brewin up north that's spillin' down here. Yer sayin’ that Jubilee’s wagons couldn’t have been robbed, yet there’s plenty of wagons gettin’ knocked over up there around the Crystal Empire. Ya’ll would be surprised how plentiful robbers will become when ponies are put out of job and home. And them cities won’t hold ‘em forever, I tell ya, if ya could even say their doin' so now. Give it time, and we’re going to have more ter worry about than our wagons been knocked over.”
The second rancher scoffed. “Yer growing senile. Even if a lick of that were true, the Guard wouldn’t let that happen!”
“And yer growin’ deaf,” the elder shot back. “Don’t you ever pay attention to the news? There hardly is no more Guard left! Them and those Scholars have all had their wages cut to the point where most of them just straight up deserted. I don’t blame them either. Why risk a dagger in yer every day when it don’t even pay enough to put bread in yer family's stomachs?”
The two younger ranchers remained quiet for a long while after that, their expressions growing slightly gloomier the longer they sat. Convinced that the conversation was over, Alabaster turned his attention back to his sandwich. The cheese was cold and the bread had become chewy, but he barely noticed it. Well, it seems like Equestria just keeps getting more interesting by the minute.
***

Little Whisper had put up quite the performance. In fact, she had even managed to fool herself for a while. But now, within the confines of the tiny hotel room, she could no longer hold the act together. Whisper writhed on the bed in agony as the pain of an old hunger twisted her innards into tight knots. Her eyes were screwed shut, and her limbs clung tightly to the one person she daring share her torment with. The lifeless body of Mr. Smiles was pressed tightly to Whisper’s chest as he tried in vain ease her suffering.
Get ahold of yourself, Whisper! She clutched to her thoughts as tightly as she clutched to Mr. Smiles, afraid that the throbbing pain would drown them away. You can’t let them see you like this. You can’t! You’ve pushed through the hunger before and you’ll push through now!
The image of Midnight and Alabaster walking into the room and seeing her like this, convulsing and twisted up in the sheets, popped into her mind. Their eyes would be wide with shock and they would scream her name. Midnight wouldn’t understand, he wouldn’t understand at all. And Alabaster would… He would make me feed. Whisper despaired at the thought, even though she knew it was inevitable.
Slowly, she managed to regain steadiness over her shaking limbs. That was something, at least. From there, Whisper fought to push the pain aside. Even though it was something she had practiced many times, very rarely did the act get any easier. Just as Midnight and Alabaster were finishing up their sandwiches, the last few throbs of pain melted away from her sore stomach. Relief washed over her like a cool shower, and with it came exhaustion. The hunger always left her feeling tired and ravaged. Her grip on Mr. Smiles grew softer as she gradually fell into a light doze.
***

Room eight of the Happy Apple Inn remained relatively quiet as the trio of travelers allowed themselves to unwind and relax. Little Whisper lay curled up with Mr. Smiles on the feather bed, her eyes drooping lower every second that passed.  
Across the room, Midnight lounged in an uncomfortable wingback chair, which felt as if it was more for decoration than actual use, and stared absently at the darkness that pressed itself against the room’s dusty window. Off to his left was a wooden door that led to a tiny bathroom. Behind the closed door, a dreary-eyed Alabaster waded neck deep in the still waters of a steamy bath. The heat of the bathwater purged away the day’s punishment from not only his coat, but his aching muscles as well.
Very little had been said on Alabaster’s and Midnight’s return from dinner; the travelers were too tired to summon up any kind of lengthy conversation. Probably the most interesting thing that transpired was when Midnight Dreary dragged himself to the bathroom and Alabaster scarfed down the remaining grilled cheese sandwich before he could return. When he did, Whisper had smiled and joked that she must have been hungrier than she thought. To their knowledge, poor Midnight had never even given Whisper’s lie a second thought.
Though some might have found their quiet lounging a bit boring, Midnight was actually rather grateful for it. The cruel desert air had run its nasty claws over his throat, making small talk quite a painful inconvenience. So instead, he reserved himself for his thoughts, and his thoughts were primarily about the sleeping arrangement.
From the very moment he entered the room, the timid stallion had not been happy with the odds stacked before them. Three ponies, one bed? he thought anxiously as he studied the rickety bed. How was this going to work? When he had raised this concern with Alabaster, the pale stallion simply shrugged.
“You two take it,” Alabaster said causally. “I’m perfectly fine with the floor for tonight, so long as I can get a blanket.” When Midnight asked if he was sure, Little Whisper couldn’t help but cut in.
“Don’t worry, Midnight,” she giggled. “I don’t kick in my sleep or anything.” Alabaster got a chuckle out of that as well.
“Yeah, she’s a pretty even sleeper, never tosses or turns.” Unfortunately, that didn’t make Midnight feel any better.
Thus he brooded on it, staring at the bed as if it was some slumbering beast lying in wait. This is until a stretched out Whisper happened to catch his lingering gaze, which appearing to be on fixed more on her instead of the bed. Midnight’s eyes shot to the window, where they remained. It was because of this hasty trepidation that he never noticed the budding roses on her cheeks. That was probably for the best, truth be told.
Eventually though, these thoughts, and all others, began to slip further and further from his mind. The day behind him had been long and trying. The silence that held the room captive was enticing and seductive. Strange, Midnight’s thoughts became fuzzy, as if his head had been packed with wool. I don’t hear any of those voices. It must have been the lamp that sat on the nightstand by the bed. The cheap little thing did a well enough job at pushing back the shadows, restraining them to the farthest corners of the room. Midnight was thankful for that.
It felt to the tired stallion as if the chair was absorbing him, his slumping form slowly sinking deeper into the chair’s cushioned embrace. His half lidded eyes fought vigorously to remain open and he began to nod lightly, his neck no longer able support his drooping head. It was a struggle that would only go in vain. Within seconds, Midnight was snubbed out like a dying candle.
***

Little Whisper watched Midnight’s descent with a knowing smile. He had been too tired to notice her gaze weighing upon him. She too was not far off from the same fate. However, every time she came close to finally finding sleep, her stomach would give a sharp twinge. Though her hunger pains had left her earlier, it seemed that Whisper had to be reminded that she couldn’t go on for too much longer. Today just doesn’t want to end, does it? she asked herself morosely.
Sometime later, a series of loud gurgles marked the end of Alabaster’s “little” soak. A few minutes later, the stallion himself appeared in the doorway, a wall of steam bellowing out around him. His coat gave off a surprisingly healthy sheen in the lamplight. Amazing what some t.l.c. will do, even for a stallion as rough and rugged as Al.
“Good grief, Al, I didn’t think they’re running a sauna here.” Alabaster shrugged off her jest and glanced over at the sleeping sack of pony in the wingback chair.
“Well, looks like someone couldn’t wait till he at least got into bed. Though, I guess I know how that goes. If you’re tired, then you’re tired.”
“Should we wake him up?”
“Nope. You snooze, you lose… literally. Now scooch over.”
Whisper moved out of the way just in time for Alabaster to come flopping down on the bed. He was caught by a soft, feathery, cloud of bliss.
“Holy hell,” he groaned, his face buried in a pillow. “When was the last time we slept in a bed, Wisp? I can’t even remember.”
“There were those cots on the ship,” she answered with a yawn.
“Those don’t count. The floor was more comfortable than those damn things. Smelt better too.”
Even though the bed was already heavenly, it felt even more so when Alabaster crawled under the covers. The sheets were nice and cool, and smelt faintly of lilac. The room went quiet again, aside from the rhythmic sounds of Midnight’s breathing. Whisper was well on her way to nodding off again when Alabaster spoke her name. Midnight shifted at the sound of his voice, but went still soon after.
“What is it, Al?” Whisper yawned again. Lifting her head, she found Alabaster staring at her, his eyes shimmering like molten gold in the lamplight.
“Nothing,” he sighed after a long pause. “We can talk about it tomorrow.” He then bid her goodnight and curled up underneath the covers, a light snore arising from beneath only minutes later.
She watched over his sleeping form for quite some time after that, her muddled mind racing. He knows, she thought, almost in a panic. He knows, and he is going to make me feed. The idea nearly made her sick. Granted, Whisper was ravenous. However, it never sat well with her when Alabaster forced her to feed.
It took a few minutes, but she eventually managed to calm herself down. She was honestly too tired to worry about it. Besides, maybe he just wants to talk more about Midnight. That seemed likely enough, so she sheepishly allowed herself to believe that. With at least some sense of ease, she began to relax again. The pain still stabbed at her, but in the end, exhaustion won out and she was out in seconds.
***

The mid-morning sun peeked into room eight, casting long shadows across the wall as rays of light veined in. Whisper’s eyelids fluttered open, but closed quickly when the sunshine stung her still sensitive eyes. It was beyond her why the renovators of the room didn’t install curtains to go along with the window.
After repeatedly trying, and failing, to fall back asleep, Whisper decided that it must have been time for her to get up. However, as she stirred, she found that her legs were refusing to move. Wait, wha- Her mind was still drunk with sleep, and it took a few moments for all of her sense to return in full. Once they did, Whisper discovered a two pairs of white legs wrapped around her. She was being held hostage.
“Not again,” she sighed, realization sitting in. As if in response, Alabaster snored lightly as he nuzzled the back of Whisper’s mane. At least that explained why she felt so warm.
Some ponies toss and turn in their sleep, while others kick or hog the covers. Alabaster, however, was extremely clingy. Whisper usually took great care to distance herself from him whenever they bedded down. She must have been so tired the night before that it slipped her mind completely.
For a minute or two, she struggled to pry her way from the pegasus’s grasp without waking him. Whisper loathed waking Alabaster, especially when he was sleeping well. From the way he kept nuzzling her, he must have been sleeping very well.
Sadly, Whisper’s efforts went in vain. In fact, the more she squirmed, the tighter his grip became! Oh, I really need to get up, she thought as tiny needles pricked her restless limbs. I’m sorry, Al, but I got to do this.
“Al, wake up!” There was no response, so she tried again. “Come on, Al, can you hear me?”
She was answered with a muffled yawn. Whisper bit her tongue and restraining a shiver as his breath ran pleasurably down the back of her neck. Yep, going to forget that happened.
“Five more minutes,” the stallion then muttered, drifting off again immediately. Dang it, Al! Whisper decided to change tactics. Though she really didn’t want to, it was time to bring out the big guns.
“Hey, Al, it’s last call down at the tavern!” It was an old trick, but its success rate spoke for itself. Alabaster jolted awake, sleep instantly ripped away. His eyes opening to see a tangled mess of Whisper’s braids strewn across his face.
“Oh,” he groaned. “Guess I did it again, huh?” Whisper only nodded. Alabaster untangled himself from Whisper and hastily began to make his way out of bed, a tint of red splashed across his cheeks.
“Damn shame… Haven’t slept like that in a while.” He twisted his neck, giving it a good pop, while also trying to stretch out some of the kinks in his wings. Whisper made to rise out of bed too, but froze when she reached a seated position.
“Al,” she said with more than a hint of panic. “Where’s Midnight?” Glancing over, Alabaster saw that the wingback chair stood barren and dejected… save for a tiny butt imprint.
“Hmmm.” Alabaster mused himself quietly as he went to check the bathroom. With a flick of the light switch, the bathroom revealed itself to be as empty as the chair.
“Yeah, he’s not in here.” That sent Whisper to her hooves and to Alabaster’s side in an instant.
“You don’t think he just up and left, do you? Oh, maybe we should go out and see if he’s still around! It’s absolutely dangerous for a guy with amnesia to be striking out on his own, right? What if he’s having some kind of episode, Al? Just like one of those weird, smelly stallions that sat in the back of taverns and augured about rutabagas!” Her voice grew shriller the faster she spoke. If Alabaster hadn’t known any better, he would’ve thought that Whisper had lost a puppy or something.
Little Whisper was like a bolt of lightning as she darted for the door, but was quickly halted as Alabaster grabbed hold of her tail with his teeth.
“Just hold on a second, Wisp!” He shouted through a mouthful of hair. “This is no reason to panic. Besides, I know he’ll show back up after a little while.” Once he was confident that the fevered mare wouldn’t bolt again, Alabaster released her tail and spat out the few stray hairs tangled around his tongue.
“And how’s that?” Whisper gave him a look that echoed her tone of disbelief.
Alabaster smiled wildly as he answered, “Because, I feel like we really connected at dinner last night, you know? Yep, me and ol’ Midnight got pretty chummy!” The mare’s mouth dropped, but he continued on before she could question him.
“You would’ve been proud, Wisp! We chatted about old loves, lost friends, shit he couldn’t remember, and-- good grief, Wisp, he couldn’t have gone far. He left his crap over there!” Alabaster jabbed a hoof to the far corner where Midnight’s dusty saddlebag laid.
“Oh…” Whisper blinked. “How did I miss that?”
“Yeah,” Alabaster yawned, trudging wearily over to the window. “How indeed.” The stallion’s jesting demeanor melted away, leaving him sleep drunk once again.
The sunlight made him draw back for a moment, his unadjusted eyes aching, but soon enough he was able to gaze out without having to squint.
“Do you think it’ll be fine for him to just be wandering around?” The look of concern on Whisper’s face when she asked that made Alabaster cringe. It seemed petty, but it was difficult seeing her so worried about someone other than him.
“I’m sure he’ll be okay. Besides, it’s not like I can fault the guy. In fact, I’m about to go see what’s what in this place as well.”
Whisper bristled at that. “That wouldn’t happen to include the inside of a saloon, would it, Al? I thought we settled this yesterday.”
“Easy there, Wisp,” Alabaster defended himself, turning from the window to give the besmirched mare a disarming smile. “I’m just going to hit up some stores and see what I can get for cheap. We still need to replace our canteens, just in case we happen to find ourselves thrown out of town again-”
“But that’s not going to happen, is it?” She asked, her venomous words promising a world of pain.
Alabaster shrugged and continued, “Plus… it’ll give me a chance to keep an eye on that Midnight guy.”
Whisper rolled her eyes. “You don’t need to worry about him, Al. If he seems strange, it’s just because he’s confused. I can understand that feeling better than most.” Heat rose to her cheeks when Alabaster laughed at her.
“I don’t doubt your judge of character, Wisp. Really, I don’t! But… I’m just saying that we didn’t make it this far by being careless, you know?”
“True,” Whisper conceded with a scowl. “But I wouldn’t exactly say we played everything safe, either, especially considering trouble just happens to find its way to you.”
Alabaster’s mouth opened to shoot back a retort, but his voice died somewhere in his throat.
“Well… damn. That’s not a bad point, I guess.” When he noticed the devious glint in Whisper’s eyes, he added, “But that doesn’t change a thing! I haven’t figured out how I feel about this guy yet, and I’ll keep watch over him until I do!”
I guess that’s fair enough, Whisper thought. She wished that she could find a better way to explain to Alabaster why she was so drawn to the quiet stallion. He was lost and he needed someone to help guide him through the uncertainty he was facing. It hurts how much he reminds me of myself… When Whisper didn’t say anything more, Alabaster returned his attention back to the window.
Though Alabaster didn’t see it, Whisper gave him a small, endearing smile. “Well, I think the hot water has finally managed to build back up from your little bath last night,” she said, trying to sound upbeat. “So I think I’ll go get one for myself.” She had only made it to the doorway of the bathroom when Alabaster spoke again.
“Not so fast. There’s one last thing I need to talk to you about.” Change had fallen over the stallion again, and this time just as sudden. He looked at her with eyes that spoke only of sadness, his frown stretched paper thin. Whisper’s stomach dropped as she realized what was about to come.
Alabaster struggled to find his words for a few seconds, but eventually said, “Look, I know you don’t want to hear this, but… it’s been a good couple of weeks since you last... you know… fed…” Whisper was quick to try and interject, but her friend wasn’t having any of it.
“Please, just stop it, Wisp,” he groaned. “We can’t keep fighting each other on this shit. For years now I’ve had to force feed you like a damn child, and frankly, I’m just sick of it… No. More.” He punctuated the last two words with a stomp of his hoof.
“Al, please, I’m fine! Truly, I-”
“No! We’re not in the Dragon Lands anymore. What happened at Dodge Junction is proof that things can go wrong at the drop of a hat. I need you full so that you’re able to deal with whatever this damn place throws at us.”
“Please, I-” The words left her as her throat began to tighten up. Deep down, she knew he was right. Whisper needed to start feeding more. But what would the cost be? Every time he made her feed, it always put her friend through such great misery.
Alabaster had to avert his eyes when he noticed her rubbing away a few strays tears. “If not for yourself, do it because it would put me at ease. Okay? Please?” Whisper grinded her teeth, wishing she could say something to sway him, but allowed herself to nod stiffly.
“Good,” he sighed, feeling no small amount of triumph. Convincing Whisper to come to sense about this always felt like he was pulling teeth.
He walked past her at the door and added, “I think it’s best if we get this over with as soon as possible, yeah?” There was a sudden click as he switched on the deadbolt.
“Wait- what!” Whisper spun around in a panic, her voice raising an octane or two. “You don’t mean right now, do you?” Alabaster stared back at her flatly.
“You want Midnight to travel with us, right? With a plus one hanging around, that means you have to take every opportunity you can to feed. Every opportunity. If you can’t manage that, than we should just kick him to the curb right now.”
Using Midnight as leverage against his best friend made Alabaster feel absolutely rotten, but it was just what he needed to insure that Whisper would stop fighting with him so much.
“That’s not necessary,” she said swiftly, Alabaster’s comment wounding her. “You’ve made your point… let’s just do this quickly…”
“Exactly what I’ve been trying to say,” Alabaster muttered, not even trying to be subtle anymore.
Whisper shook her head as she crawled back into bed. It took her a few minutes to make herself comfortable. Glancing to her side, she noticed Mr. Smiles beaming up at her. There was a stab of shame as she pushed him under one of the pillows. She never allowed Mr. Smiles to play witness when she fed, perhaps out of the fear that he would lose what little innocence that remained in Whisper’s life.
Alabaster lingered at the foot of the bed, his eyes glued to the floor. With a heavy sigh, Whisper cleared everything from her mind. A moment later, a sickly green light illuminated the room as she began to change. Luckily, she had enough energy left in her to perform the transformation, though not without any difficulty. The hunger pains from the night before returned with a vengeance, raking at with claws of icy steel.
The transformation lasted only seconds, but the difference in her appearance was unbelievable. Her dark blue coat had become the color of a fiery blaze, while her cutie mark was replaced with what appeared to be freshly fallen rose petals. The long braids of her mane receded until they ended just above the nape of her neck and became a light pink. Once finished, the horrid wrenching in her gut slowly ebbed away.
“A-all right,” she said shakily, her voice sounding lower than it did a moment before. “I’m done.”
When Alabaster found the courage to look up, a shiver crept ran its icy talons down his spin. The pony lying before was no longer Little Whisper, but a ghost from a life long lost. Swallowing the lump in his throat, the quivering pegasus carefully pushed himself onto the bed. He inched his way to her, his gaze never once leaving her’s.
There was no worse feeling imaginable than what Whisper felt when she saw the mixture of love and grief that clouded Alabaster’s eyes. Though it hurt her more than she’s ever let on, she masked it with a comforting smile.
Once Alabaster was only a breath away, Whisper gingerly wrapped her forelegs around his neck and pulled him closer. Though tears began to brim on the corner of his eyes, he gladly allowed himself to fall into her tender embrace.
They laid like that for some time; Whisper on her back and running a loving hoof through his mane, Alabaster nuzzling up to her chest and clinging tighter than a nursing foal. Just do it, Wisp, she urged herself. Drink deep and be done with it.
Whisper’s eyes started to glow an iridescent green as she opened her mind to Alabaster’s emotions. The first and most dominant emotion she noticed was, of course, love. It washed over her like a crimson flood, making her mouth water and her stomach grumble with hunger. She only just managed to resist the primal urge to just jump right in and begin devouring the delicious feast before her. It definitely wouldn’t be hard for her to lose herself to that lust for love. But even if Alabaster did carry an overabundance of love, Whisper refused to treat him with anything less than the utmost care and attentiveness.
The second emotion she sense was anger. She couldn’t help but shudder at the quiet whirlwind of fury that was germinating beneath all that love. In truth, Whisper knew that no pony alive should be able to carry that much rage in their heart. Yet, Alabaster had shouldered it for years as if it was just another saddlebag. To say that this worried her was an understatement. However, there was nothing that could be done about it, not when Alabaster always refused to acknowledge it. Not now, I neeeeed to feed!
The first trickle of love was almost orgasmic, and it nearly brought Whisper to the verge of moaning as it seized her senses. Her eyes rolled back as pleasant rivulets of warmth swam to her extremities. Alabaster tightened his hold on her as she burrowed deeper into his heart.
“Rosemary-” he whispered, almost sobbingly. “I’m so sorry… so, so sorry.” A warm tear streamed down the corner of his eye, but was wiped away as he nuzzled her soft, red fur. Whisper was too enraptured by the banquet of love to notice his delirious mumblings.
Later on, after the feeding session had concluded, Little Whisper would hate herself for being so glutinous. For many years, she struggled to deny that damned thirst for love. Sadly though, the lust ran deep, even deeper than blood. It scared her to think that, just maybe, the Changeling’s hunger ran down to her very soul.
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		Chapter Five: Cutting Edge



	While the southern reaches of Equestria were a scorching inferno, the far North was a freezing deathtrap. Bitter winds, flying like icy daggers through the air, swept over the long stretches of barren land. It took a hardened kind of pony to brave the steely chill that gnawed at flesh and chewed bones into icicles. It took an even harder equine to call this wintry region home, especially in the difficult times Equestria was facing.
Though it was not yet winter, a light blanket of snow gripped the countryside in a shivery clintch.The main road running between the Northern City and the Crystal Empire was kept clear by the trampling hooves of caravans and merchants alike as they plodded from one great city to the other, searching for wherever business thrived the most. This made it much easier on a team of work horses as they pulled their weather beaten stagecoach along.
Sitting snugly inside were ponies of nobility, all garbed in thick, lavish coats to help fend off the biting edge in the air. The pony heading this convoy was a hard and aging mare by the name of Snow Dew. Her bleached mane and coat echoed her namesake. Sitting rather closely to her sides were two burly stallions, her cousins in fact, who had about them an air of aristocracy. Wherever their narrow eyes looked, disparage usually seemed to follow.
Despite the silver that came bestowed upon the highborn, these northern ponies were harsh folk with sour demeanors that had been tempered by the blizzarding cold of the Equestrian winterland. Yet, is was this same group of ponies that looked like frightened foals as they sat crammed together like a can of sardines, staring in utter fear at the griffin sitting opposite of them.
Snow Dew cleared her throat nervously, startling her kin, and pushed some snowy mane from her eyes. “S-so Mister Quill, how long have you been enlisted in the Equestrian Guard’s services?” The griffon’s smokey colored feathers ruffled at the sound of her voice.
When he turned those keen, hawkish eyes on Snow Dew, her heart pounded and scrapped at the inside of her chest. Quill knew very well the effect his fearsome appearance had on the ponies, but he felt no shame in taking pleasure in it. No matter the might of your magic or the reach of your princesses, you ponies are still creatures of prey. Perhaps most of his amusement stemmed from the fact that these ponies were nobility, and there was just something beautiful about watching nobility squirm.
“Sorry, ma’am, but you must have me mistaken,” Quill said politely, his accent as thick and sweet as honey on his voice. “My claws fight only for me. My obligation to the Guard is one of contract.” Disgust quickly germinated across the face of one of the stallions at Snow Dew’s side.
“You’re a mercenary?” the nobile asked in aghast disbelief. “Prince Shining Armor would send bloody mercenaries in place of actual members of the Guard?”
Quill responded with with a hearty chuckle that filled the drafty stagecoach like a breath of spring, even though it only worked to send chills down the ponies’ spines. “Silly lordling, did you think I was simply hiding my uniform somewhere? That I wasn’t wearing it cause I didn’t want it to get wrinkled?”

Actually, the noble ponies had spent so much effort cowering and fretting in the griffin’s presence that they hadn’t given much thought to his peculiar choice in apparel. After he had showed them his papers - which had been stamped with the royal seal as confirmation - they offered the terrifying predator no resistance. This only further confirmed the portrait Quill had painted in his mind of the Equestrian nobility, which was that they were no more than pampered sheep that could be lulled and cooed into submission with nothing more than a piece of paper stamped with wax.
The cousins, trying their best to act as protectors for their noble kin, bristled at Quill’s air of joviality. “We would have never stood for such an offense if we had known beforehand! It is common knowledge how fickle you mercenaries are when it comes to the matter of coin!”
“How funny you say that,” Quill purred facetiously, eliciting a scowl from the noble, “when the very reason I was hired was because so many of your precious Guard have deserted, leaving them lacking in might and numbers. I find it even more humorous that they abandoned their oaths because all of you have nearly taxed them into extinction.” The laughter fled from Quill’s eyes, and the noble pony felt his bowels quake at the hungry gaze the griffin fixed him with. Where's your fight now, eh?
“So, my little lordling, should you be looking for someone to lay blame on for this odd arrangement, I suggest you turn it elsewhere from me. To the ponies sitting at your side, perhaps?”
“He is right, cousin,” Snow Dew said quickly. Though the bird of prey had been quite well humored and polite through the journey so far, she dared not test to see how far the boundaries of his patience stretched.
She continued dolefully, “This is one of the reasons why the landsmeet has been called, to try and sort out this mess before it gets even worse.” Her cousin said no more after that, nor did he even spare the griffin so much as a glance. That comforted her, somewhat.
The mare’s gaze lingered questioningly on Quill --whose smile had returned like a thrown boomerang coming full circle -- before lowering it to the filly sitting beside him. The child was bundled in a black cloak, not entirely unlike the one Quill wore, except that it had been tailored to fit her petite body. Snow Dew figured that the filly couldn’t have been older than twelve years, barely old enough to have her cutie mark.
During the start of their journey, the noble mare had thought it a bit odd that the griffin would be bringing along a child as a companion. However, that was when she had believed Quill to be a part of the Guard. Snow Dew had quickly looked over the issue, though, as she remembered that higher ranking officers in the Equestrian Guard were usually shadowed by apprentices. That’s exactly what she thought the griffin was, a high ranking officer. Now that she knew the truth of the mercenary, the filly seated next to him troubled the older mare deeply.
The filly’s coat was a fair peach color and her mane was a light shade of pink. Snow Dew thought of how much lovelier she would look swathed in fine silks instead of the abrasive armor fastened to her.
When the noble mare inquired about the filly’s identity and presence on such a dangerous venture, incorporating as much ladylike politeness as possible, he responded with little more than a smile.
“Worry not, my lady, she’s a dear friend of mine and a very capable pony.” Though she didn’t stop worrying, she refrained herself from asking any more questions for a short bit. Snow Dew figured that Prince Shining Armor must have known what he was doing when he hoof picked these two for the task.
“Your friend doesn't talk much,” Snow Dew said after a long silence. “She hasn’t even introduced herself. Could I possibly have her name, please?” 
Quill didn’t answer right away. For a time, the trotting of hooves and the creaking of the stagecoach wheels bumping along were the only sounds made.
“Sweetie,” Quill said at last to the filly, “This nice mare would like to know your name. Why don’t you introduce yourself?”
To Snow Dew’s surprise, the filly looked at the mercenary with a scowl. It seemed very unlikely to the mare that any pony would ever give that griffin such a look. Yet here was this brave little filly, staring down the bird of prey as if he were a colt that had tried to steal her lunch.
Turning that sour gaze to the mare, the filly said, “My name is Speira.” Four words, then the filly gave a toss of her mane before returning her attention to the frozen countryside outside.
Quill chuckled at a gaping Snow Dew. “You’ll have to forgive her, ma’am, traveling always manages to make her cross.”
“That’s… quite alright,” the noble-pony assured him, though her cousins seemed a bit more put off by the child’s rudeness. “Does she always travel with you on excursions?” 
“Oh yes!” Quill beamed with no small amount of pride. “Little Speira here is quite the helper. Aren’t you, dear?” That earned another healthy dose of stinkeye from the filly, but it was only met with a chuckle and a ruffle of her mane. 
Snow Dew felt her stomach squinch as she wondered how Speira could be of any use to a mercenary. The mother in her wanted to cry out, to save the filly from this hired blade, but the diplomat within urged her to bite her tongue. Nothing good would come from confronting Quill...or at least it is an endeavour that best be put off till she is safely within the reach of the Crystal Empire and its guards.
“WHOA!” The single word sliced through the air like a razor blade, and with it the entire stagecoach came to a screeching halt. Pony and griffin alike were sent colliding into each other, creating quite the tangle of limbs. It was a miracle that Quill’s talons hadn’t hurt anyone.
As everyone worked to untangle from each other, the lead pony of the pull team -- the same one who brought the coach to a halt with a single work -- yelled out again.
“Mister Quill, you might want to see this!”
***

A few yards ahead of the stagecoach, five figures stood blocking the stagecoach’s way. The ponies, each one shivering, wore tattered garbs that seemed to do little against the harsh cold. Despite that, however, their posture remained tall and erect. A murderous glint shone in the eyes of a few of them, revealing less than friendly intentions.
The door to the coach swung open with a bang as Quill exited, making sure to take his sweet time as he did so. His cloak tugged and protested as the harsh winds buffeted him with bitter greetings. On the other side, Speira lept out with a thud. Quill rolled his eyes as he heard the filly scramble back onto her hooves and rush over to his side. So afraid she’s going to miss something.
Snow Dew’s head popped out of the door Quill exited from, her expression none too pleased to see how quick Speira was to throw herself in harm’s way. “Little missy, you get back here! Fillies shouldn’t-”
“IN!” Quill ordered, pointing a particular deadly looking talon at the diplomat. Gone was any traces of warmth he had once carried in his voice. This was the mercenary talking now. Snow Dew gave a loud eep! before vanishing back into the depths of the stagecoach. This is why I charge double for nobility…
“They look like bandits,” the lead stallion said with a shaky breath once the mercenaries had joined him. “I know we have them outnumbered, but there’s no way we could get unharnessed in time if they decided to jump us.” 
That was all true, but that wasn’t the main reason why these stallions wouldn't eager to rush to the griffin’s aid should things get physical. Quill could see the fear pooling in the ponies’ eyes as clearly as he could see if words were written in the snow. It was a fear that would only make the stallions worse than useless in a fight. Prey, the mercenary thought again. He realizes that it is for the best, though. There is the very real chance that these aren’t simply bandits, but instead Renegades, deserters from the Equestrian Guard. These work ponies wouldn’t stand a chance against decorated soldiers such as those.
The cool smile the griffin wore sent shivers down the lead stallion’s spine. “Don’t you worry, me and my friend can take care of things well enough.”
Quill turned from the stallion and faced the problem at hand. They’re thin, malnourished even. Shouldn’t be much of an issue if things come to blows. However… the unicorn could be troublesome. As he slowly began to make his way to the ponies before him, his mind fired at all pistons as he calculated the battle in his mind. This took only seconds, and he had formulated the results by the time he stopped quarterway between them and the coach. Everything appeared to be in his favor.
“Hello there!” He called to the strange ponies. “You seem to be blocking the way, my friends. If you were to step aside, it would be greatly appreciated!”
“We ain’t your friends, bird!” An earth pony rasped at him, sounded as if he had developed a case of the sniffle. “And we ain’t moving till you hoof over all your valuable little trinkets!” Quill eyed the speaker hawkishly and Speira did the same. If they haven’t attacked us yet then they must think we could pose some kind of threat… or maybe they just don’t want to outright attack civilians. He had a difficult time remembering that not everyone had the capability of being as ruthless as he.
Diplomacy was not out of the question for the mercenary, and he would actually prefer it if truth be told. If these would-be robbers could be talked down from making the biggest mistake of their lives then it would save him from a major headache when they arrived at the Crystal Empire.
“Do you know who rides in this coach? Noblemare Snow Dew, Governess of the Northern City. She is expected at the Crystal Empire by request of Princess Mi Amore Cadenza and Prince Shining Armor. The ramifications of threatening such a pony would be… dire. Leave now and I promise that none of your transgressions will be held against you.” To his dismay, each of the bandits began to grow a wicked smile.
“You here that boss?” another one cried. “A Governess! That means twice the shinies for us to take!”
Quill clicked his beak in annoyance. “I’m warning you, acts of aggression against the riders or drivers of this coach will be met with swift and deadly retribution.”
“Oh yeah? Well, same goes for you if you want to keep on playing hero. Gonna cook you up and dress you for Hearth’s Warming!” The group of bandits fell into a fit of hysterics. Each pony of the pull team gave the other an uneasy glance, wondering to themselves just what they were about to lay witness to.
“Really?” the mercenary asked, his tone turning defiant.
“Yeah, really!” His words cut the others laughter short, and he pointed over to the unicorn mare. “My friend over there was a pyromancer for the Scholars of Magic. You know what that means? She knows a hundred different ways to turn your feathery ass into cinder. So as I said, surrender if you know what’s good for you!”
Quill shook his head and looked to the filly at his side. “Let this be today’s lesson, Speira. How long will it take for you to dispatch these delinquents?”
Her eyes flickered back once more to the bandits. They waited anxiously, secretly hoping that they wouldn’t really have to do battle with anyone. And like the predator Quill raised her to be, she smelt their trepidation like blood in the water.
“Twenty seconds,” she finally responded, shifting a bit in her cloak.
The griffon sighed disapprovingly, “My dear, how many times must I tell you? Never underestimate your opponent.” Speira glowered, but crunched numbers again anyway.
“Thirty-five seconds, sir.”
“Aye, that sounds a bit more accurate. Best to get to it then, my dear. No need to be any more behind schedule than we already are. Beside, those workhorses might freeze if they remain in place for too much longer.” She needed no more prompting. This is what she had been breed for.
“You can’t be serious!” the leader yelled, each of his rogues echoing his bewildered expression. “You’re really gonna fight us? And you’re sending a filly to-” His words died as Speira undid the clasp around her neck and allowed the cloak to be torn free be a gust of wind. The filly was leeth and surprisingly long legged for her age. What had caught the bandits attention was the armored chestplate that encased her upper body. Upon the armor’s smooth, ebony surface were glowing veins of deep red. The veins pulsed, a rhythm that eerily mirrored the beating of a slowing heart.
“Dear Celestia,” the unicorn gasped. “Those are enchantment lines! Her armor is enchanted!” Suddenly, the cracks in the bandit's bravado grew to fissures. They looked to one another, uncertain and afraid.
“Well just don’t stand there!” the leader exclaimed, trying to reign in control over the situation. “Fry the bitch!”
The unicorn didn’t have to be told twice. A sheath of magic encased her ivory horn, a ball of fire forming at its tip within seconds. With a sentence of a heartbeat’s stutter, it grew that much more. By the time Speira was halfway between the two parties, the sphere of flames must have been the size of a large melon.
“What are you waiting for? Kill her!” The stallion was nearly foaming at the mouth now. Quill watched on with a wicked smirk of his own.
The quieter sounds of the world all went silent as a deafening roar ripping through the air, a small torrent of fire rocketing at Speira with ungodly speed. Blink and you would’ve missed it. Where once there was a filly, the explosion tore the ground asunder like a massive hoof kicking aside an anthill. Quill had to avert his gaze to shield his eyes from the debris that had been sent sailing in every direction. Heat licked the side of his face like a raunchy lover. A chorus of screams sang from somewhere behind him, the pull team falling over themselves as they tried in vain to scramble from the ensuing insanity.
For a brief moment, victory had seemed secured. The only thing left of the filly was a smoldering crater the size of a stagecoach. Surely no one could survive such a devastating blow, could they?
Just as the wiry leader, grinning ear to ear, was about to order the unicorn to do the same to the griffin, a shadow fell over his face. Looking up, what he saw made his bowels quake and release. Hovering above the aggressing party like a eagle drifting in a tailwind was Speira, metallic wings spreading from her back to reveal a deadly plumage. The feather, each one joined together by the magic coursing through her armor, was a deadly knife that glinted murderously in the sun’s half life gaze.
The stallion had only enough time to yell “What-” before Speira fell upon him. Her right wing sank deeply into the him, rendering his unguarded flesh a part like warm butter. To the ground he dropped, like doll left torn and broken on the side of a road.
All heads spun around to find that a filly now stood where their boss had been moments ago. Warm blood decorated the black canvass that was her armor. Thick globs of the stuff even managed to find its way onto her face, appearing as if it were war paint smeared on with an unsteady hoof. Everything grew unnaturally still. Not even the breeze dared to shift. Speira’s eyes narrowed, honing in on the pony closest to her. Another earth pony.
She was up in the air before anyone had yet to gather their senses, pivoting and pirouetting as the wings twisted around her as she soared. It was as if the metallic appendices were really apart of her. The next pony fell just as easily as the last. Cotton yielded no protection against enchanted steel, and none of the unruly rogues certainly had the skill or speed to match Speira. Her wings worked meticulously, each cut finding major arteries or tendons.
It was far too late to put up any fight by the time they recovered from their initial shock. Half of their numbers had been felled, and Speira looked to only be warming up.  
They managed to cluster together, gathering their remaining forces as she paused long enough to give her neck a stretch, before charging the filly with as much ferocity and regard to safety as a mad pack of wolves.There was even a battle cry. How cute. Those cries of adrenaline fueled rage turned to cries of pain as Speira quickly spun, wings outstretched. All the bandits achieved in their brief display of courage was giving the filly the ability to hit them all at once. There was a mist of arterial spray that rained down over the road, then they began to fall one by one. 
Within seconds the would-be attackers laid in a heap around the filly, their blood pooling and steaming in the cold northern air. Speira turned from the corpses, to Quill, and gave a confident smirk. Twenty seconds. She began to trot back, expecting the praise that she had so rightly earned. How long till I pluck out that overconfidence from you, my dear?
As if to validate the griffin’s worries, Speira had failed to notice the bleak form rising behind her. The half-dead unicorn struggled upright, one hoof pressed tightly to the wound on her chest. Though her wounds were not so fatal as her companions, she knew the end drew close for her. The cold numbness spreading through her body like a fever was proof of that. However, she had just enough energy to at least ensure that she didn’t go alone. No. She was going to take the filly with her.
Fire built up in tendrils around her horn, just like before, but before her spell came into full fruition, a load *crack* split the air like a whip. It was the last sound she heard before the steel bolt slammed into her skull, skewering her brain like a roasted slab of lamb.
Speira whirl back around, just in time to watch as the mare’s expression went slack, a single tear of red weeping from the whole in her head. The hate turned to utter confusion as her world dissolved before her dying eyes. Soon her body followed suit and she crumpled like a house of cards. Speira gritted her teeth and cursed the mare for not staying dead. She knew very well what the mare’s reluctance had just earned the eager to please filly.
“Speira, come here.” The snap of authority in his tone stung her worst than anything the bandits had been capable of. Head hung low, the blood sodded filly trudged back to her mentor.
“Look at me,” Quill ordered when his shadow fell over her. She looked everywhere else first, as if there was something lying about that could shield her from the imperious glare that threatened to squash her. Slowly she complied, lifting her gaze. It paused on the beautifully crafted crossbow nestled deep inside its holster, almost invisible now that it had been folded back into its compact form. Speira had always adored the instrument of death, how small and deadly the thing was. It could fell a foe before they even knew it had been a threat to begin with. Just like her.
When she finally met Quill’s gaze, she saw none of the good humored joviality that had ridden with them in the carriage. 
“Rule three, Speira, tell it to me.” His voice stung like ice, so cold that it even threatened to chill the northern winds.
The filly gulped and said, “A fallen enemy is not a defeated one.”
“Exactly. You still make too many assumptions, and assumptions can move quickly to stab you in the back… or in this case, burn you in the back, I guess… am I making myself clear? I’m not always going to be around to watch over you, or pull you out of the fire.” 
She nodded, each word hammering her down till she laid hunkered to the ground. Quill drew a breath, then noticed how his shadow lumbered over her sulking form, swallowing her up like a gumdrop. Though she didn’t cry like most scolded children did, Speira still wore the lashes from his words like a whipped slave. The griffin was rough, but there was no way that he could stay ill with his little pony for long.
“That foul up aside,” He began again, the ice in his breath melting affectionately. “You did perform spectacularly just now. Your pirouette is on point and your form is almost flawless.” Speira perked up, her ears twitching in delight.
“Really?” Quill nodded, chuckling at the spark of joy in her eyes as she spoke.
“Oh yes. I have no doubt that one day, with enough practice and experience, you’ll skills will eventually match that of my own.” More than likely surpass them actually, if truth be told, but she needn’t know that. We already have enough trouble with her getting a big head.
Speira beamed up at him, and Quill couldn’t help but feel a twang plucked across his heartstrings. He pulled the filly into an one-armed hug, not caring about the smudges of red it would no doubt leave on his leather armor.
Though her voice was muffled as she nuzzled against him, Quill still heard her loving voice say, “Thank you, papa.”
As the mentor and the student reveled in their tender moment, the team of stallions watched on with broken jaws that must have nearly touched the ground as they gaped.
“Uh... sir?” one said to the captain. “What the hay is going on?”
The captain chewed on his tongue for a moment, before answering flatly, “Haven’t a damn clue, son. Haven’t a damn clue.”
*** 

“Good mornin’ to ya, young miss! You lookin’ to buy some cabbage today?” Midnight frowned at the grinning earth pony. The older stallion was standing atop a mighty mound of cabbages sitting in a wooden cart. Both were covered with the aging stains of dirt and grime. Not even all the soap and water Equestria could’ve washed the filth that had seeped in that coat.
“I’m sorry, sir, but I’m not a mare.” Midnight spoke politely, but felt himself cringing at the words. Do I really look like a girl? The stallion’s smile faltered, flickering like a bulb drawing its final breath. 
“Well heck,” he snorted, “My seeing ain’t worth a shoot anymore. Sorry about that… Can I still interest ya in some fine cabbages?” Midnight gave him a sheepish smile and shook his head.
“No, thank you, I just come over to ask where the some of the stores are. I’m looking to buy some produce and I can’t quite find my way around.” It felt a little silly admitting this, considering that Appleloosa wasn’t exactly the biggest of towns.
“Why, sir, you’re lookin’ at THE best place in town to get fresh produce! No pone in Appleloosa got better cabbages than old Cabbage Patch!” Oh my. Midnight had to repress a grimace when the old stallion leaped down with a thud and started towards him, his pungent odor liable to strip the black from Midnight’s coat.
“That’s nice, but I’m not really looking to buy cabbages right now. However, if you could just point me in-” The cabbage crazed savant brought his face mere inches from Midnight’s, his green eyes almost swirling with the maddening thoughts of his half-fried brain.
“There something wrong with my cabbages, sir?” Though he still remained civil, an edge had been honed onto his tone.
“What!” Midnight gasped, taking a step back. “I n-never said t-that!”
The merchant only advanced as the timid stallion retreated, matching him step for step. “Ya said you weren’t lookin’ to buy cabbages right now, which sounds awfully like yer holdin’ out to buy from a better stock. Well let me tell ya, there ain’t no better stock of cabbages then mine! None! Notta!”
“I don’t doubt you! I said that because I don’t have any money on me! It’s all back in my room at the inn!” Midnight didn’t know what frightened him more, how quickly the vendor turned feral or how quickly he reverted back to his previous, good mannered self. 
“Oh, well why didn’t you say so?” he asked, beaming. “You go on, get yer bits and come on back to Cabbage Patch! I’ll set you up nice! Won’t even need to deal with them other stores.” The mention of any of other vendor looked like it tasted nasty on Cabbage Patch’s tongue.
“Sure,” Midnight nodded vigorously, tip-toeing around the filthy pony. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind… If you’ll excuse me, my friends are expecting me.”
“Oh, I understand. Just be sure to swing back around and see old-” The stallion was talking to a dust cloud.
It took a few minutes for Midnight’s heart to steady, especially considering that he had dropped to a near sprint moments ago. I don’t think I could ever eat cabbage now, was the final thought he allowed himself to spare on the deranged cabbage slinger.
Once he felt at a safe distance, he continued to poke around Appleloosa for a bit longer. However, he now watched every pony he passed a bit more wearily. He wasn’t too keen to learn if there were any more ponies as crazy as the one he had just left.
Fortunately, the handfuls of ponies he did pass seemed too absorbed in their own doings to give the timid stallion even a glance. Although, there were a few that did find his oddly blank flank to be quite the queer sight. Midnight watched forlornly as two mares walked by, smiling and chatting, their saddlebags stuffed to the brim with a multitude of colorful fabrics. One of the mares told the other how excited she was about a new stitch pattern a friend taught her.
As the mares chattered, Midnight’s thoughts drew inward. He wondered what kind of hobbies he must have had before all this started. Before he lost his memory. Perusing Inky’s collection of books back at the farm had been fun, but it didn’t bring him anywhere near the joy those two felt for working with fabric. Casting a glance back, he saw their flanks vanish into a doorway. Dwelling on such thoughts would do him no go, he decided. He shook them free and continued on.
A little longer and Midnight found the produce store he had hunted for so aimlessly. Unfortunately, their selection of vegetables seemed to dip more into the disappointing side of variety. What little they had was puny and malnourished, obviously the runts left over from their last shipment.
“Really sorry, sir, but we haven’t had a shipment of vegetables in weeks,” the salesmare explained, wearing an apologetic smile. “The sheriff contacted Canterlot a day or so ago and they’re supposed to send somepony down to look into it. Until then, I can offer you a great deal on apples!”
Somehow that last bit didn’t surprise him. Midnight thanked her and then went about his way, taking note of the store’s location. He would be sure to come back later, even if it was just for apples. Though the farmer’s family had given him only enough bits to get by, he intended to use what he had to help out Whisper and Alabaster. At least until they decide that taking me on was a mistake.
With that accomplished, he waded back into the streets. The sun hung high in the sky and it greeted him warmly. Maybe a bit too warmly. Noon was slowly marching towards the present, and the day seemed to heat up with every step it took. Midnight had only been outside for a few minutes when beads of sweat began to beat across his face and back. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think that his fur had been set ablaze by the glare of some cruel goddess of the sun.
It occurred to him as he trudged along that returning back to the room might not be such a bad idea. Whisper and Alabaster were more than likely awake by now and were probably worrying about him. Well, Whisper more so than Alabaster. However, even if the prospect of air conditioning sounded more appealing than all the bits in Equestria, the thought of keeping company did not. Yesterday had wrought too many questions. Questions that weighed heavily upon Midnight, and he feared that being around anyone else would only make them that much more cumbersome.
A fit of laughter erupted from the opposite side of the street. Midnight swung his head around just in time to see a snickering mare and her embarrassed colt exit what appeared to be a diner. The colt had the faint stains of red smeared across his face and chest, a stark contrast to his grassy coat.
“I guess that peanutbutter and jelly sandwich was good enough to wear, huh Skittle?” The mother roared, much to the colt’s aggravation.
“Oh, Mom,” the colt whined. “I’ll tell Dad you’re teasing me if you don’t stop!” This only made the mare double over.
Midnight waited until the couple were gone before examining the eatery. It looked to be about the same size of Sour Apple’s, but far superior in quality. The tables were covered with checkered tablecloths of black and red, and the walls were decorated with syntropic floral designs that branched out every whichaway as it crept around the room. It just ran wild, like colorful weeds on a crimson plane. Even the handful of ponies inside looked like an improvement. Instead of the rugged, labor weary ranchers, the patrons were chipper and attentive to those they dined with. Don’t forget the significant lack of Sour Apple. That must have been the biggest improvement of all.
Observing the diner’s late-morning crowd made Midnight painfully aware that it had been the night before since he last ate. That grilled cheese he ate did little to restore the energy the long trek had sucked from him, and he feared that sandwich was now long gone. The rumble his stomach gave actually confirmed that thought. Midnight wished he hadn’t left his saddlebags back in the room, but there was nothing to be done now. Whisper and Alabaster had been so tired that he didn’t want to wake them with the sounds of his fussing with the saddlebag’s straps. There was that reason, and the fact that his sides had been rubbed sore from wearing the damn thing all day. Another second in that thing and he would’ve been left with blisters the size of his hoofs.
“Well well well, If I had a bit for every time I’d seen that look of hunger on the face of a pony than I’d be one rich buck.”
Midnight nearly leapt free of his skin at the sound of the stranger’s voice, however, he was somewhat relieved to find a friendly smile waiting for him as he turned. That relief quivered when he found himself having to look up just to find that smile. A gaunt stallion, who must have stood about a head taller than Midnight, beamed down at the timid pony. His sweat slicken coat was the color of a dying flame and his crimson mane fall down his back in a bedheaveled mass. What caught the smaller stallion’s attention, though, was the newcomer’s bloodshot eyes and the heavy bags underneath. Does this guy ever sleep? He almost looks half as bad as Sour Apple.
“My apologies if I spooked you,” the stranger said amiably. “I just thought to myself how often I’ve seen that same expression on countless other hungry ponies. Heck, I’ve worn in more than a time or two myself.”
“Oh, that’s quite alright.” Midnight smiled meekly, his long bangs almost hiding him and his embarrassment from the stallions gaze. When he didn’t add anything else to that, leaving the two ponies to just shift and stare awkwardly at one another, the much more sociable stranger decided to introduce himself.
“Er… the name’s Gavell, friend. I must say, it is quite refreshing to meet another traveler such as myself. We’re a rare breed in these parts.”
“H-how-” Midnight tried with difficulty to weave his words together. “How do you know I’m a traveler?” Much to the timid stallion’s unease, Gavell’s smile widened.
“You really don’t know? Well, it’s not that hard to deduce. Not for somepony as road weary as me, anyway. You see, I noticed a moment ago that you stepped with a slight gimp. That suggested that you’re saddle sore from walking for so long with a saddlebag that don’t quite fit you right.” Well, it does pinch a bit now that I think about it.
Gavell continued in oblivious enthusiasm. “I’ve observed that the ranchers around here don’t wear their saddlebags often enough to rub them raw, so that rules you out as one of them. But I guess the biggest giveaway was… you kind of told.” Gavell couldn’t help but laugh when a flush kissed Midnight’s cheeks.
“Oh… I guess I did, didn’t I?”.
“No harm, no foul, my friend. I’m just curious why you’re moping around out here when the food is in there. That is what’s got you lurking around out here, isn’t it?”
“Well, I kind of left my saddlebag back at my room, so… yeah.”
Gavell went deadpan as he glanced at Midnight’s obviously bare back. “Right. That would explain it. Maybe I’m not as observant as I boast, huh? Tell you what, though, whoever you are-”
“Midnight,” he interjected, cringing as he thought that it might’ve been a mistake giving his name away so quickly to some pony he just met. “My name is Midnight. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
“Oh! Well then, right back at you, Midnight!” Gavell gave a low bow, almost headbutting Midnight as he did so. “As I was saying. I’ll make a deal with you, Midnight. You’re obviously famished. I, on the other hoof, am horrible hungry for company.”
“Um… Excuse me?” Midnight took a step back and eyed the pony skeptically.
This only made Gavell beam as he laid a hoof on the other stallions shoulders. “My offer is that I’ll treat the two of us to a nice meal and you engage with me the splendid act of conversing!”
Midnight backtracked, at least far enough so that Gavell could no longer touch him. There was something about this pony that deeply unnerved him. Though Gavell’s words were warm and hospitable, his eyes betrayed the facade. They were vigilant and knowing. Almost hawkish. They pried at Midnight as if he was a busted plank needing to be yanked up.
“Tell me, is it common for one traveler to pay for a another’s meal? Especially if they’re strangers? Forgive me for asking, it just seems like talking is a terrible trade for paying for my meal.” As polite as he sounded, there was no way Midnight could mask the mistrust in his voice. If Cabbage Patch was any indication, getting too friendly with newly an acquainted pony could be a cocktail of disaster just waiting to spill.
Gavell chuckled at the question. “Oh, my friend, you wound me! If you’ve had as many silent and boring dinners as I’ve had over the years, I think you’d come to truly appreciate how much good company is for the soul. Heavy is the burden we wayfarers carry, and I fear it only gets heavier with every mile we walk. That’s why it’s good to share it once in awhile with another, you know?.”
“And you think I’m good company?”
“Of course! I can tell by how polite you’ve been. Most ponies I try to get to know on the dusty trail tend to skirt around me, but you were decent enough to at least introduce yourself.”
It was foolish, like accepting candy from a stranger. Yet, when Midnight thought about it, that’s almost exactly what he was considering. The logic in his mind warred with the grinding pain in his gut. Within seconds, the battle was decided when his stomach gave a victorious growl. Midnight sighed and allowed his better judgment to be put to rest at the prospect of free food. Alabaster would probably do the same, he reasoned. Then again, I really shouldn’t base my decisions off of what Alabaster would do, should I?
***

Though Midnight made sure to keep a watchful eye on his new friend, he quickly found himself distracted as he passed through the threshold of the restaurant's door. The decadent scents of pastries, baked breads, and other succulent goodies assaulted his nostrils as if they were conga drums.
“Welcome to the Shady Apple!” a waitress called out from across the room, giving them a quick wave. “Just take a seat and I’ll be there in a jiffy!”
Gavell waved back as he closed the door behind them. “So, Midnight, table or booth?” When the only reply he received was an indifferent shrug, the rambler decided to take charge as he pointed to the far back. “Alright then, I spy a booth back there that looks pretty inviting. I hope that’s alright?” Gavell lead the way to a rather lonely looking booth stuffed in the corner that seemed so distant from the other patrons. The nearest ponies were an elderly couple that say about four tables away.
“Well,” Gavell started as they slid onto their seats. “This place is rather quaint, isn’t it? Has an almost rustic kind of charm to it. Then again, rustic pretty much sums up Appleloosa as a whole. That said, I still wish more towns I pass through had a little place like this.”
“So you’ve seen a good bit of Equestria?”
“Oh, I’ve seen more than just a bit, my young friend. There’s not too much this country has to offer that I haven’t seen. From the cold harbors of Manehattan to the hanging gardens of Canterlot, and even off to the lonesome reaches of Vanhoover. You name it, and there’s a good chance I’ve seen it twice!” That would probably be a bit more impressive if I knew anything about those places.
Midnight tapped his hooves together for moment before asking, “If you don’t mind me asking, is there a particular reason why you travel so much? It doesn’t seem like the kind of life that anyone would just choose.”
Midnight could have imagined it, but the smile Gavell wore seemed to falter.
“I don’t mind you asking at all. This is why I asked you to join me, isn’t it? But yes, there’s a good reason indeed. I guess you can say that I’m looking-”
“Well, howdy there, you two!” Both of the stallions were given quite the start at the mare’s sudden arrival. “What can I start ya’ll off to drink with today?” The waitress practical sang as she spoke, her merry attitude radiating off her like a summer fever. Midnight eyed her, his gaze wandering from her violet coat to the ember eyes almost hidden by the bangs of a black mane. It seemed unnatural how quietly she trotted up on their table. He had to glance down to make sure her hooves actually touched the floor and weren’t just hovering above the tile squares like some kind of ghost.
Gavell bit his lower lip and gave the question some serious thought. “Hmm… You know what, I’ll have a glass of warm cider, please. With a hint of vanilla extract, if you have it.”
mare’s horn lit up as a notepad, a pencil, and two menus levitated to her side. Wait… Where did those came from? That apron she’s wearing doesn’t have pockets. She looked to Midnight as her pencil jotted Gavell’s order.
“And for you, sweetie?”
Midnight frowned. “Er… I’ll just have a glass of water, thank you.” 
Gavell shook his and gave a disappointed *tisk*. “My friend will have the same as me, my dear. Also, if you wouldn’t mind, we’ll be on the same bill today.”
“Alrighty then,” she sang, her pencil finishing with a flurry. “I’ll be back in a few ticks with your drinks. By the way, my name’s Lavender Springs. If you need me before I get back, just give me a shout!” With that, she bounded off towards the kitchen on silent hooves. True to her name, the sweet scent of lavender was left clinging to the air even minutes after she departed. 
“Well, she seems like a nice, young mare.” Gavell watched after her for a second before redirecting his attention to Midnight, where he found the quiet stallion frowning at him.
“What is it? Oh, you’re not sore at me for ordering your drink, are you? I just thought your palate might appreciate something a little more flavorful than just water. Besides, not to play the ‘good samaritan’ card, this is my treat.”
Trying not dwell on it, Midnight leafed through the menu the waitress had left with little interest. He just figured that any food would be good food, especially if someone else was paying for it. 
Any and all conversation ceased as they both scanned the aging, yellowed pages. After a few minutes of searching, Midnight’s eyes lingered the longest on the dish labeled Hashbrown Casserole. He remembered one morning during his stay at the rock farm how the farmer’s wife had set a steaming plate of hashbrowns in front of him for breakfast. His mouth watered and his nostrils flared, every sense he possessed overloading. Midnight was wiping the corners of his mouth when Lavender Springs reappeared. 
“Here ya go, fellas!” She levitated a glass to either stallion, both were filled to the rim with a sweet smelling concoction that left Midnight’s nose tingling. The notepad and pencil were quickly summoned once more.
“Did ya’ll need a moment longer, or were ya’ll ready to order?”
“Well, I know I’m read,” Gavell said while Midnight just nodded.
His mind long made up, Midnight ordered the hashbrown casserole while his new acquaintance asked for a garden salad. She took both orders in rapid succession and was trotting back towards the kitchen faster than they could say ‘refill’.
“So,” Gavell sighed. “What was it exactly we were talking about before we got our menus? I think our hunger got the best of us.”
Midnight was peering over the rim of his tall glass as he said, “Why you are traveling across Equestria.”
“Oh yeah, that’s right.” Gavell took a long draft from his glass and gave a small shudder. “Wow, that’s good stuff! Anyway, I guess the answer to that question is a bit… complicated.”
“How so?” There was a pause as Gavell contemplated.
“You’ll probably think I’m a bit weird if I tell you.”
“Well, I already think you’re weird for buying food for someone you don’t even know, so … not that I don’t appreciate it, of course! It just seems like you don’t have much to worry about at this point...” Gavell chuckled as Midnight flushed at his own boldness. 
“You speak the truth, Midnight, I like that! Not many others can boast such a thing. If you really want to know, I’m searching for somepony.”
“Oh… I don’t see why I’d find that weird.” Then again, do I really have any point of reference for what’s weird in this country? I don’t even think Whisper or Alabaster do either.
Gavell nodded and pushed his drink around as he spoke. “I could see why you’d think that, but you see the kicker is… I’ve never met the pony I’m searching for…” Silence. Dead Silence. Midnight’s train of thought flatlined, and it was only after a few moments of resuscitation did it finally process what Gavell had said.
“Is… are you looking for me?” Midnight’s voice was barely above a whisper, yet the look of apprehension in his eyes spoke in great volume.
The two stared into each other's eyes for what felt like eons, Midnight’s azure fields clashing with Gavell’s brown. Then Gavell’s lips began to tug upward. A smile formed, which soon become a grin, which was shortly followed by a chuckle, which quickly festered into a full fit of laughter.
Midnight tapped his hooves together nervously while Gavell’s dumbstruck expression dissolved into a whirlwind of hilarity. The traveler even almost knocked over his glass as he banged a hoof against the table.
“I guess that I said something funny?”
“I’d say so!” Gavell gasped, doubling over in his seat.
Eventually the stallion found enough composure to allow himself to breathe and sit straight again, but by then poor Midnight’s cheeks had turned the color of a tomato. When he finally managed to settle down and wipe the tears from his eyes, Gavell tried his best to resume his role in the conversation.
“Phew! Forgive me, that just caught me off guard.” He took a deep breath, driving back a few remaining giggles. “No, you’re not pony I’m searching for, Midnight.”
“So... how will you know when you meet this pony? And why are searching for someone you don’t know?” 
The stallion drained another portion of his drink to stifle a chuckle. “I’m not too worried on the details, truth be told. I always figured I’d just know whenever we met, you know? Almost like a ‘star crossed’ kind of deal.”
“Actually, no, I don’t know.”
“Oh, that’s unfortunate. Anyway, as to the second question of yours… I’m afraid to say that’s a little too personal, my friend. Besides, it wouldn’t make for good table talk at all.”
Regretting that he even asked the questions in the first place, Midnight massaged his temples and tried to turn his mind on other things. The longer he remained around this stallion, the more he wished that he had just stayed in room eight. Isn’t this the reason why he wanted to be alone for bit longer? I really shouldn’t think with my stomach again.
“Maybe I should’ve just kept the questions to myself,” he thought aloud.
“Not at all! This is exactly why I invited you along, to converse with! Come, let’s talk about something else, eh?”
As if to prepare himself, Midnight took a deep gulp from his own glass. The cider tasted far sweeter than the one he had tried at Dodge Junction, but the warmth that exploded in his gut was like a fist full of napalm.
“Alright,” Midnight said with a cough, his cheeks burning like a lover’s kiss. “What should we talk about then?” He just barely managed to stifle a belch.
That was invitation enough for Gavell to jump headlong into stories of his past ventures, almost with the same enthusiasm Alabaster had had. Granted, Gavell’s stories were much more tame when compared to the gruff pegasus’s. A particular favourite of Gavell’s had been the recently reformed Crystal Empire. The traveler spoke rather fondly of the city’s grand spires and elaborate crystal architecture, all of which he said shimmered and sparkled like a thousand tiny gems.
“Some days, when the sky is clear enough, you can even see the gleam of the city from Canterlot!”
Though this made Gavell practically ecstatic, Midnight didn’t share the sentiment. He could only imagine how horrible it would be to live in a city that shined so brightly. Wouldn’t that damage their eyesight to live in such a place for so long? When he then explained that the ponies who lived there were crystals too, Midnight decided that the Crystal Empire was something he was better off not thinking about. Besides, it wasn’t like Whisper and Alabaster were planning on migrating that far north. Right?
Just as Gavell started on about all of the numerous nightclubs he discovered while trudging through the back alleys of Detrot, their waitress returned with two sizable plates of food floating in tow. “A garden salad and a hashbrown casserole for the two hungry gentlecolts!” Lavender Springs still wore that same unwavering smile. [How can anyone wear a smile like that for so long?] It made Midnight’s cheek sore just thinking about it.
Midnight’s stomach turned savage when the steaming pile of fried potatoes and melted cheese was placed in front of him. The waitress tried to suppress a giggle, but it was still enough to make Midnight blush.
“Seems like I came just in the nick of time,” she said. “You fellas enjoy your meal. I’ll be back in just a second with a refill on your ciders!” That last bit was mainly for Gavell. The glass in front of Midnight had barely been touched at all.
The stallions thanked her as she left, both pausing afterwards to enjoy the lingering scent of lavender. Conversation was put on hold again as the two tucked in. Gavell was nearly wolfing down forkful after forkful of his salad. Though Midnight felt as if he could attack his plateful with just as much gusto, his self conscious nature restrained him to pick daintily at the cheesy mound.
Much to his delight, this casserole was on par with, if not better than, the one served to him back at the farm. Bits of onion and pepper found their way into every other bite, adding flavors that he had never known existed until then. He would definitely have to stop by the diner again before he departed from Appleloosa. Perhaps Whisper and Alabaster would even agree to come as well.
They both enjoyed their meals enough to simply let the scraping of their utensils do the talking for a bit. Lavender Springs came and went, topping off each of their glasses as she did so. When Gavell managed to plow through half of his garden salad, he finally got around to asking Midnight if the hashbrowns were to his liking.
“Yes, it’s really good,” Midnight answered between mouthfuls. “How’s your salad?” The weathered stallion answered in a similar manner.
Gavell didn’t continue eating right away, but instead watched with a cool smile as Midnight did so. “So tell me, friend, any tales you’d like to recant as well? You seem like the kind of pony who’d have some very interesting experiences to share, am I right? The dark, brooding types always do.”
Midnight’s fork stopped mid-way to his mouth before slowly falling back to his plate. Something was different. That look had returned to Gavell’s eyes. It was a look of knowing that a child might wear when they find out their best friend's secret. But even if there was something mysterious to learn about Midnight, there couldn’t be anyway for Gavell to know about it. He had done most of the talking for the past hour, while Midnight had told him practically nothing about himself. Why do I get the leaving I’ve just been lulled into something… dark…
“I’m afraid not.” Midnight dabbed away some cheese from the corner of his mouth with a napkin, trying to appear calm and reserved. “Haven’t quite seen as much of Equestria as you.”
Gavell *tsked* and gave a little shrug. “Too bad, you just seem like a rather interesting pony. However, I can see why you might be hesitant. But once you’ve been around the block as many times as I have, you just don’t feel that tense around strangers anymore.” Somehow, Midnight seriously doubted that was the case.
Neither said anything more for some time. Gavell had finished off his salad and Midnight was just pushing his polished plate aside when Lavender Springs came back around to check on them.
“Boy, you fellas sure were hungry! Is there anything else I can do for you?” When the both said no, the plates were whisked away in her magic and were replaced by a slip of paper.
“Here’s your ticket then, but there’s absolutely no rush, dears!”
“That’s quite alright,” Gavell said. “I think we’ll be heading out soon, actually.” Midnight gave a nod in agreement. One could question if the younger stallion was truly there with the blank expression he wore. The world around him seemed distant as his troubled mind withdrew into his skull. For a brief moment, he thought he heard the faintest traces of a whisper. Tuning out the chatter between Gavell and the waitress, he heard it again. This time, more than a whisper. Unfortunately, what he heard chilled his soul to its core.
“Well alrighty then, I’ll go ahead and take care of these plate. Want me to top off those drink one last time before ya’ll head out?” They both shook their heads, and Lavender Springs was off again a moment later.
“Hmm, not bad at all,” Gavell muttered. He studied the ticket with a look of approval. “Might need to keep this place in mind the next time I drop by.” He shifted his gaze up to Midnight.
“I must say, this little diner was quite the find, if I say so myself. What do you think, my friend?” Midnight’s vacant expression suddenly grew firm.
“Forgive me, but there’s something about you that puzzles me, Gavell. You’re… you’re strange.” And the shadows know your name… That bothers me more than anything. The timid stallion didn’t know what kind of reaction he would earn from Gavell, but he certainly wouldn’t have expected the one he received.
For the second time during their outing, Gavell was choking back a fit of laughter. “Did it take you the entire past hour to figure that out? Is that why you turned all mopey there for a second? Good gracious, I would have thought that it was pretty evident from the start!”
Though Midnight tried to remain stern and confident, Gavell’s harsh guffaws made him squirm with inferiority. Had he just been tricked? And by a pony he didn’t even know, none the less? Suddenly, Midnight wanted to be anywhere other than there. Alabaster was better company than this lunatic.
“You are quite the treat,” he giggled, fishing around in his tattered saddlebags as he rose from his seat. He produced a hoof-ful of bits and stacked them neatly on the table, creating a miniature golden tower.
“So fun as this has been, I’m afraid that I’ll need to be shoving off. This little luncheon of ours has been enjoyable.. and enlightening.”
“Enlightening?” Midnight’s suspicions peaked. “What are you talking about?” Midnight made to stand too, but was forced back into the booth with a hard hoof as Gavell moved onto him.
“Hey, what the-” 
“You want some advice? One traveler to another? I believe you’ll find it rather useful.” Midnight’s heart sputtered and his mind screamed for him to fight, to act, to do something! With all the ponies in the diner, all he had to do was yell. Yet, his body had gone limp to Gavell’s touch. It was as if control over his body had be snatched away and was being held tauntingly over his head. 
Leaning forward, the older stallion brought his face inches from Midnight’s, close enough for his breath to wash over him like a warm shower. Midnight thought his breath would smell like the leafy greens that made up his salad, or even like the ranch dressing that it had been drenched in. Yet, it didn’t.
Midnight’s blood went cold as the stallion’s pupils shrank and his smile grew so wide that it threatened to split his head. Spoiled milk… He smells like when Inky left out that glass of milk...
“Silence falls on deaf ears.” That stink bathed Midnight in its putridness, making the food in his stomach turn restlessly. Even if he could move, Midnight feared that any sudden shift would send those hashbrowns up and all over himself. 
“And it’s a shame, for it speaks such truths. Just as it did for you a moment ago, when it spoke my name. But my advice, my dreary friend, is to stop closing your ears to it and listen. For you see, listening to that which others do not is the only way you’re going to stay ahead of what’s to come. LISTEN…”
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		Chapter Six: Deal Me In



	Just as Midnight had his turn in the furnace that is Appleloosa, Alabaster did so as well. The disgruntled stallion breathed hushed obscenities as he trotted his way down the main street, sweat spilling along his fur in rivulets.
“All I’m looking for is a damn produce stand, or something! But no, nothing can ever be simple, can it?” Passing pedestrians gave the fuming pegasus a wide berth, as well as a few furtive glances. Little Whisper’s feeding sessions always put a strain on his mood, but today was worse than usual. The scorching heat saw to that. I don’t see how ponies are supposed to function in this hellhole!
Just as Alabaster was about to admit defeat and sacrifice his ego enough to ask another pony for directions, a familiar face stumbled along his path.
“Yo, Midnight!” he called, wiping away a few adventurous drops of perspiration from his forehead. However, Alabaster’s newest companion didn’t even so much as glance his way. Midnight Dreary lingered on the opposite side of the street, his soft, azure eyes stared lifelessly at his hooves. If not for the stallion’s dark complexion, then he surely would have appeared pale in the face. Oh great, Alabaster thought with a moan. Can’t even let the new guy go off on his own for five seconds before he get’s himself into trouble.
Alabaster crossed the street in a few, quick strides and was at Midnight’s side in an instant. “Midnight, did you hear me? Something wrong?” It took a second for the other stallion to register his presence. When Midnight finally met Alabaster’s gaze, his expression was hollow and distant.
“Sorry,” he said, sounding like a pony speaking through a wall. “I must not have heard you.”
“Is something wrong?” Alabaster repeated firmly. “You’re looking a little… spooked.” That seemed to sober the timid pony up a bit.
Midnight shook his head. “Really, I’m fine. I was just lost in thought is all.” Alabaster didn’t seem too convinced.
“Look Midnight, I’m not the kind of pony to pry into other’s business or anything, but you are one of us now. And if you’re going to be traveling with me and Wisp, than whatever shit you get into affects us too, you hear? That said, I’ll ask again: is something wrong?”
Alabaster was hoping that he could play the alpha male role and push Midnight into spilling whatever beans his was keeping to himself. It had always worked on him when he was a foal. Alas, it seemed his abrasiveness had quite the opposite effect.
“I understand that clearly, Alabaster, but I promise that nothing is wrong. I just got lost in thought.”
I hope you’re telling the truth, pal. We really don’t need something biting us in the asses right now. Alabaster decided to believe Midnight, for the time being. However, if this nagging feeling that the dark stallion was hiding something persisted, Alabaster would have to sick Whisper on him. If there was one thing that mare was good at, it was prying. No one knew that better than Alabaster.
“Alright then,” Alabaster said with a ruffle of his wings. “I’m just watching out for us, is all. But if that sheriff comes looking for us because you knocked over a bank or something, then I’m strangling that pretty neck of yours. Oh, and why the hell did you leave without waking us up? You nearly gave Wisp a heart attack.” Midnight blinked, clearly caught off guard. Slipping free from room eight felt like a distant memory, one that couldn’t have possibly been from earlier that day.
“I didn’t want to wake you guys up, is all. You really needed the rest… though, as heavily you two were sleeping, I don’t think I could’ve woke you up if I had even wanted to.” Alabaster chewed on that for moment, then sighed.
“Well… thank you. That was thoughtful, but also unnecessary. Just let us know before you head out somewhere, okay? I’m not trying to be your daddy or anything, me and Whisper let each other know when we’re about to go poking around on our own too. It’s just better for everyone if we keep track of each other.”
“Oh… alright then. My apologies.” When Midnight didn’t offer any other response, Alabaster shook his head and heaved another sigh. I feel like I’ll be doing that a lot around this guy.
The pale stallion resumed his trudge without another word, his companion silently keeping pace at his side. “Since you’ve been out and about all morning, Mr. Rise and Shine, maybe you could help me find a produce stand. Only thing I managed to find was some neurotic cabbage peddler who tried to hassle me into being a heads of that crap… damn near broke the bastard’s legs.” Midnight's shudder went unnoticed.
“Actually, I found a little produce store earlier,” Midnight said after regaining his composure.
“Oh yeah? How was their stock? Anything of choice?”
“There… no, not really… except for apples. They had plenty of healthy looking apples.” Of course they did. “The mare working there said that they haven’t seen a new shipment in nearly weeks, that the stagecoaches have been delayed for some reason.”
Delayed? I guess that’s one way to put it. Alabaster recalled the conversation those hicks had shared back in Sour Apple’s kitchen. Bandits would be a pretty down good reason for stage coaches to be delayed.
“Well, that puts us in quite the pickle, don’t it? We may be hitting Sour Apple’s place up a few more times before we leave then. Hopefully we won’t get stranded in the desert again, otherwise we might have to resort to eating our hair.”
“R-really?”
Alabaster eyed his companion scrutinizingly. “What? No, of course we’re not going to eat our fucking hair! It was a joke, Midnight!”
Midnight shook his head. “I’m not talking about that. Do we really have to keep eating at Sour Apple’s? Can’t we just... buy some apples? They have plenty of those, more than enough to last us for a time.”
“We could, and we’re probably going to buy some anyway, but as for an actual meal, do you really just want to be eating nothing but apples for the next day or so? At least with Sour Apple we can get a full meal at a decent price.” Alabaster took a moment to smirk at Midnight’s growing unease. Apparently the scars inflicted by the old mare were still fresh upon his psyche. 
“Dude, you could always just wait in the room or the lobby while I go get the food. I don’t mind playing delivery boy.”
“That… sounds like a good idea.” There was no small amount of relief in Midnight’s voice, which elicited a chuckle from Alabaster.
“Let’s just hope you can keep that charm of yours in check, otherwise you’re going to have to invest in a sturdy stick, know what I’m saying?” Unfortunately, Midnight didn’t.
“Er… no. Why would I need a stick?”
“You know, because…” Whatever Alabaster had been trying to say died with a labored groan. “Know what, forget it. It’s only awkward when you have to explain it.”
The two walked on without another word for some time, Alabaster seemingly leading them aimlessly through the boiling heat.
“Alabaster are we headed anywhere in particular?” Midnight dared to ask, hoping he wouldn’t upset the grumpy pegasus again on such short notice. His coat was drenched in sweat and gnats mobbed at his eyes and nose. It felt as if the sun was clawing strips of his black hide off. Midnight didn’t mind bearing the agonizing burden of the outdoors, but he did so praying that their feet would carry them someplace a bit more hospitable.
The stallion’s words fell on deaf ears, however. As the town’s saloon came into view across the street, Alabaster’s mind slipped into an alcohol craving daze. Though his legs continued to carry him forward, his glazed eyes and slacked expression revealed that his senses had been left somewhere behind him. Probably in the gutter.
I bet it’s pretty cool in there, Alabaster fantasized. I could slip in and escape this damnable heat before I have a stroke. Maybe even order one of those nice, cold ciders. As mouth-wateringly tempting as that was, he immediately put down that idea like a dying dog. Little Whisper was still out there, visiting one store after the other or gandering at the window displays that appeared every so often. 
With the string of bad luck he’s had, it only seemed fitting that this would be one of those times where she caught him slinking into a bar. Besides, he really did need to save every bit he could, especially with another body rocking the party.
“Alabaster? Are you listening?” Midnight asked timidly, not missing the irony his question brought. A part of him was starting to worry. That look on the pegasus’s face was one of hunger and depravity.
“Yeah yeah, I hear you,” the pale stallion grumbled when the saloon was finally behind him. “As of right now, no, we’re not really heading anywhere right now. I just feel like if I head back to the room now that I’ll be accepting defeat.”
“Defeat?”
“While looking for produce, I also asked around for any job offers. Which, shockingly, turned out to be a bust.”
“Wait, didn’t the sheriff say-”
“I know what the sheriff said, Midnight, but forgive me if I decide to take a little extra initiative. Besides, you can’t always treat everything someone tells you like it’s gospel. Consider that my advice to you.” Midnight didn’t offer any response. He figured he could live the rest of his life without getting advice from anyone else and still die a happy pony.
Alabaster noticed the shadow fall over Midnight’s face and felt guilt prickle at his heart. Maybe he had been a little too testy just now. Most of the time, Whisper was able to take his harsh words in stride. But then, Whisper has known him for a long while. Damn it all!
“Look, heat’s getting to me. I didn’t mean to get so snippy.” It was as close to an apology as he could reach. Midnight never said a word though, so Alabaster just thought it best to drop the subject completely.
***

The two stallion did make one stop before heading back to the inn. Much to the chagrin of Alabaster, they did end up buying those apples. Depositing the bits over to the smiling mare, he already knew that he would come to hate the damn things. I’m going to taste that cider every time I eat one, I can already tell. After a few, my body is going to wonder why I’m not getting a buzz yet.
With his coin purse a little lighter and his saddlebag a little heavier, Alabaster decided that it was high time to head back. Perhaps Whisper would be finished poking around town too. It would be nice talking to a pony that didn’t just stare at him like lump on log every time he said something. 
However, upon their return, they found the room to be as lively as a tomb. Though Alabaster remained unperturbed by this, taking his disappointment in stride, Midnight didn’t share his sentiment.
“Where’s Whisper at?” Midnight asked cautiously, scanning the room as if expecting the mare to pop out at him like some kind of boogeyman. This was completely uncharacteristic of her, of course, but Midnight figured he couldn’t be too careful. Honestly, with the horrors the day had brought him, who could blame the poor stallion?
“Don’t worry, she’s just out sightseeing,” the pegasus responded, depositing his saddlebag on the bed. “She doesn’t like being cooped up anymore than the rest of us. Give her an hour or so and she’ll be back.”
Alabaster’s head disappeared into his saddlebag’s cavernous pouch as he rummaged around through his belongings. This was a bit difficult with the newly acquired sack of apples in the way. With Whisper absent, an idea had struck Alabaster. Perhaps there was a way of making his and Midnight’s wait a bit more enjoyable than just awkwardly staring at each other.
“I know it’s in here somewhere… come on, damn it, stop hiding from me!”
Interest peaked, Midnight edged closer to his winged companion, peering over his hunched shoulders to get a better look at whatever it was he was doing.
“So,” he started, rubbing the back of his neck and trying to sound as casual as possible. “What are we going to do till Whisper gets back?”
“Damn it, dude, if you give me a minute I’ll show- AHA!” Alabaster roared in delight, sending a startled Midnight nearly halfway across the room. “You are in for a treat, my dear fellow, a real treat!” With a small flurry for dramatic effect, he produced a small box. Sitting it down on the bed’s crumpled sheets, he gave Midnight a mischievous grin.
“Exactly what kind of treat am in for?” The timid pony retreated a step or two, unsure if should be comfortable with the way Alabaster was looking at him.
“The best kind. So tell me, you haven’t heard of poker before, have you? I’m guessing not, considering the whole ‘amnesia’ thing.” 
As a matter of fact, Midnight had. Back at the rock farm, he had overheard the farmer and his farmhands speak rather fondly of a game that went by such a name. The details were never clarified, and Midnight didn’t think to ask for more information on the topic. Honestly, there were other matters more pressing to him than a game. Like the strange whisperings of shadows, for one.
When he told Alabaster this, the pale stallion grinned ear to ear. “Well, guess what, buddy! Today’s the day you’re going to learn to play!” Midnight didn’t know if he liked the strange joy in Alabaster’s voice or not.
He must have seen the hesitation written on Midnight’s face, for he quickly added, “Trust me, this is going to be buttloads of fun, and helpful to boot.”
“How is learning to play a game going to be helpful?”
“How’s it going to be helpful?” Alabaster brought a hoof up to his chest as if Midnight’s question had been an arrow shot into his heart. “Well… you see, Midnight…” That wound quickly healed and stitched itself up. “Okay, maybe it’s not [that] helpful. However, Whisper doesn’t like to play and I’m so tired of just shuffling the cards around like an asshole. Besides, playing cards is a great way to pass the time. You’ll be thanking me when the wait for our train just flies by.”
Believing that he had already won Midnight over, a somewhat giddy Alabaster crawled onto the bed and began to open the tiny box like a foal on Hearth’s Warming Day. “Just move my bag and hop on up.”
Midnight did as he was instructed, though rather skeptically. Once he was settled in, Alabaster began to shuffle the deck with deft hooves. The sound was like a hundred butterflies taking wing. It was evident that Alabaster was well experienced with manipulating the cards.
“It’ll be a little odd playing this sober, but I can manage. Alright, ready to start?” Though Midnight sighed, he also gave a slight nod.
“That’s the spirit! Okay, the first thing you’re going to want to know is-”
***

Half an hour later, the door to room eight swung open, then closed. Little Whisper remained in place with her back to the exit and a somber expression on her face, or she did until she caught sight of what was happening on the bed.
The two stallions sat apart from each other, cards placed neatly between them. A knot formed in the pit of her stomach when she realized that they were playing poker. That tightness she felt continued to twist and coil like an angry snake when she saw the expressions that they each wore. Alabaster’s cheeks had turned the color of a ripe tomato and his eyes were screwed shut. Every breath he forced between his clenched teeth came out as a low hiss. Dear lord, that’s his constipated face. Midnight, on the other hand, looked absolutely baffled as he studied the cards in his hooves.
“Oh no,” Whisper moaned, drawing their attention. “You’re not beating Al at poker, are you?”
Midnight sputtered, no longer sure of what he was doing anymore. “Y-you mean I’m winning? He won’t tell me if I am or not, he just keeps getting angrier every hand we play!”
The party of three stared at one another for a moment, the rise and fall of their chests the only sign that life still breathed through them. It was Alabaster who finally broke the silence.
“You know what, we’re done here!” he blurted out, scooping up the cards, snatching the ones in Midnight’s grasp, and shoving them back into their box.
Whisper sighed as she unfastened the straps to her saddlebag and set it down over in the corner. “Something to remember, Midnight, never beat Al at cards. He’s a bit of a sore loser, as you’ve probably just discovered. That’s why I don’t play with him anymore.”
“It has nothing to do with me being a sore loser,” Alabaster snarled. “It has to do with this bastard having a ridiculously good case of beginner's luck! All I needed was a decent hand to pop his cherry, then things would have been an even kill!”
Fearing for his wellbeing, Midnight hopped down from the bed and fled like struck dog to the wingback chair he had slept on. Whisper shook her head as she made her way to the bathroom, ignoring the profane grumplings of the childish pony putting away his deck of cards. 
Though the blistering southern heat hadn’t rendered her smelly with dry sweat like it had her two friends, she figured a quick bath would be a pleasant, possible therapeutic, way to end her day. Maybe it would even help her feel normal for a change. She could only hope. Whisper mainly made this her highest priority because she wanted to get to the bathtub before Alabaster could get the chance to use up all the hot water in Appleloosa again. I don’t know what I’m going to do with either of them.
***

The noble-ponies didn’t know what to be terrified of more, the causal, unassuming smile that the griffin wore or the murderous filly who sat next to him, the blood stains crusting along her armor hidden under the guise of her cloak. After the slaughter of the bandits, the mercenaries had rolled the corpses off into the snowdrift and crawled back into carriage as if nothing had even happened. Just another day.
Snow Dew couldn’t take her trembling eyes off the holster where the crossbow hide at Quill’s side. Every little foal had heard tall tales of the strange weapons that the non-magical creatures of the world would craft, either for functionality or protection. Until that day, though, she thought that the stories were just that: tall tales. How could she have known that such horrible instruments actually existed? She had no dealing with the foreign races. The Equestrian royalty dealt with matters such as that. It made her heart stutter to think what other stories she had been told as a child that were more than just simply works of fiction.
Quill spied her lingering gaze, and thought that maybe he ought to try and break the tension congealing between the two parties. 
“She’s pretty, is she not?” Quill said, raising a claw and patted the holster. “She’s one of a kind… of my own design, if I can be so bold to boast.”
“Y-you?” The words were like a stone lodged in Snow Dew’s throat. “You made t-that thing?”
“Why, of course. I’m quite the tinker in my spare time. I even crafted those little pretties on Speira’s back.” The filly stirred at the mention of her name, but continued to remain silent.
“Little pretties?” one of Snow Dew’s cousins spat. It was as if he was about to gag upon the words. “Little pretties! How can anypony call such horrible things pretty?”
“Cousin, please.” Snow Dew’s effort to calm her kin were quickly washed aside, however.
“No! These beasts just slew a hoof-ful of ponies as easily as they would swat a fly, and now he’s speaking to us of his hobbies? This is monstrous, Snow Dew!”
The second cousin, looking a bit squeamish, nodded vigorously as if his life depended on it. “I agree. To act as if nothing has transpired is truly disturbing. These two are murderers, cousin.”
Quill’s expression hardened at those words. There was not a slang or curse word that could ever hope to tempt Quill’s tempered patience, but being called a “murderer” was muddling a line that rarely anyone ever managed to cross. Was he a killer? Yes. But a murderer? He would not accept such an insult, even if it were from some purebreed noble.
“Tell me, lordlings, did you think I was hired to simply converse and keep you company?” Anger fled from the stallions as they quickly remembered how closely they sat to the agitated griffin’s talons. “I find it flattering that you would think so highly of me, however, it shows me that you’re greater fools than I first took you for. You need to realize that this country is no longer yours, lordlings. From what I saw back there, your Equestria is ruled by desperation and fear, not you, not your governess, and not even your princesses. The quicker you and the rest of your white blooded figureheads learn this, the sooner you can stop relying on those such as myself to fight your battle for you.” Though no one saw it, Speira smirked under the collar of her cloak.
The warmth never returned to Quill’s demeanor, not after that. The words he spoke were blasphemous, words that could never be birthed from the heart of any trueborn Equestrian. Yet, the nobles couldn’t find the courage within themselves to speak out against the mercenary. They bit their tongues and prayed to Celestia that the rest of the journey would pass by in a speedy manner.
Quill’s eyes left the ponies, and instead looked out to the frozen wasteland stretching out before his window. His features remained taut, and they would continue to be so until the nobles that had spurred his disdain were out of his feathers for good. This. Quill thought balefully to himself. This is why I charge double for aristocrats.
***

Though business had brought the two mercenaries to the Crystal Empire on numerous occasions, Speira still felt as if every visit was her first. As Quill helped unload the luggage strapped to the top of the stagecoach, she stood aloof to everyone as she oogled at the glimmering buildings towering all around her. The entire city, along with its ponies, was like a sparkling diamond on a necklace that Equestria wore proudly.
The pull team had given the duo a wide berth since their arrival in the city. Though they never said a word about what transpired on the trek south, the looks they gave Quill and Speira as they unhitched themselves from the stagecoach spoke in volumes. They would never unsee the slaughter of those ponies for as long as they live.
A small throng of ponies garbed in gilded armor came to greet the party of nobles and escort them to the palace, but the filly paid them no attention too. The guards spared a few words for Quill, who was now unfastening his own bag, before quickly whisking the aristocrats away. She watched with an idle mind, everything they said sounded like a muffled murmur, as the column of ponies began their march to the grand palace overlooking the city.
A twinge of jealousy stabbed at Speira. The nobles were probably used to such grander and never even gave the amazing palace they headed to a second thought. How she longed to stand on the highest tower of that place and look down at the sparkling city. She imagined the Crystal Empire would look like a sea of jewels twinkling beneath her hooves at such a magnificent perch. Perhaps Speira would even stretch her metallic wings against a strong current and pretend that she was flying, just like Quill. Oh, what an intoxicating fantasy that was!
So lost in her own world was she that Speira never even noticed when Quill regrouped with her. He didn’t say anything at first, though, instead he allowed himself the joy of watching the look of wonder painted across filly’s face as she gazed up at the looming spires. It was one of the few reasons he enjoyed coming back to the Crystal Empire, to see that look on her face.
She was only drawn from her mind when Quill adjusted the heavy bag hefted on his back. Seeing her mentor smiling down at her made Speira flush, which only fanned the sparks of his amusement. She hated, more than anything, being snuck up on.
“I saw you there,” Speira said defiantly. Though the filly was more than a proficient combatant, she was a bit lacking in the art of lying.
Quill chuckled and ruffled her mane affectionately, ignoring the nasty glare he spurred. “Come along, my dear, we’ve had a rather long journey. A nice rest is in store for us, I believe.”
“But we haven’t collected our payment yet. Shouldn’t we go to the barracks and find the captain?”
“Don’t you worry, he’ll come looking for us.”
“Really?”
“Yes, especially after word gets to him of our earlier altercations. Nobles have very loose lips, especially when they’ve been insulted. He’ll want to have a word with us about that, I’m sure.”
Speira was quiet for a moment, then she dared to be a bit bold. “I don’t like the ponies he sends to get us. They’re just so… stuffy.”
“Well, I won’t argue with that. Speira, just be aware that these are trying times for them. It’s quite understandable if they get a bit short. However, I’m afraid things might get a bit more tense after today.”
The two lingered for a little longer, watching as the crystal ponies shuffled and trudged about their day -- a few of them casting wary glances towards Quill. The tired griffin eventually grew weary of standing, his joints beginning to ache and nag at him.
“Come along, Speira,” was all he said before starting forward, one claw continuing to adjust the bag strapped to his back. The filly obeyed without a second thought.
***

Traversing through the throngs congesting the veins of the Crystal Empire proved to be a quick endeavor for the two mercenaries, as most ponies were quick to make room for the winged predator. Within no time, the duo was pushing open the door to the Speckled Gem Inn and Tavern. They were greeted by the droning chatter of drinking ponies and the symphonic clatter of cups banging upon wooden tables.
Darting table to table, single handedly tending to the needs of every patron, was the Speckled Gem’s long time waitress, Half Pint. The tired mare, garbed in a stained apron with her frazzled mane held back by a dotted kerchief, was swatting away the hooves of a drunken stallion trying to get too friendly with her when she noticed Quill and Speira enter.
“Oy!” She called to them, passing on a pint that was foaming at the mouth as she made her way over. “I’m guessing you two will be taking the usual?”
Quill nodded to her. “We will, just tell Topaz to put it on our tab, please.”
“Fine, same room as always, hun.” With that she dug into the pocket of her apron and produced a key. She deposited it into Quill’s outstretched talon. Good to know they alway keep us in mind.
The mare spared no more words as she went to see about her duties once more. Quill like that about her. She was always of a short demeanor, never asking questions or nosing around in others’ affairs. In his line of work, questions were problematic and even dangerous at times. Much like the magazines hiding under a colt’s mattress.
Weaving through the mass of tittering and staggering ponies, they ascended the tavern stairs and found their room with practiced ease. Quill had no doubt that they could have done so with their eyes closed. Their lodging was about like any other room Quill had slept in the past ten years, dusty and simplistic. Much like myself, now that I think about it. A bed and bath was all he really needed, though. Anything more would be a luxury, and having too many luxuries always put him on edge.
As much as they wanted to,Quill and Speira didn’t settle into their room just yet. Once they made sure that the premises was clear and that there was nothing of suspect, Quill pointed a commanding talon to a door that lead to the room’s bathroom.
“Before anything else, my dear, you are going to get a bath.” Speira soured at that.
“Do I really have to? It’s not that late yet. What if… what if I spill something on myself? You always say it’s inconsiderate to use up too much of the inn’s hot water.” Quill gave an unhappy click of his beak.
“You’re caked in blood, Speira. Blood. I don’t think I need to explain to such a clever girl why that’s absolutely no good, do I?”
“No, sir,” she muttered sheepishly. It seemed he always knew best when it came to making the filly feel no larger than an ant.
“Very good,” he said in a lighter tone that, thankfully, lifted her spirit. “Best get to it then. That blood has had a few hours to set, and I fear you’re going to have quite the time getting it off.” Just like that, the filly deflated once more.
“Yes, sir.”
Oh, to be young again, Quill mused, watching her stomp off to the bathroom.
Once the door closed shut behind Speira, Quill was finally left alone to his thoughts and troubles. The day’s encounter had given birth to many questions that didn’t seem to sit well in his mind at all. Instead, they squirmed and writhed like a fistful of worms, demanding the griffin’s attention.
He had known for some time of the ponies plaguing the arteries of Equestria’s Northlands. They were mostly vagrants from the larger cities, bereft of work or a place to call home. They were ponies who thought to trade in a life of squalor for one of crime. Well, what better place to do so than the Northlands, where civilization normally days away on the main roads? The dwindling numbers of the Guard were already spread thin, as most were stationed in the bigger cities to maintain order among the surplus population. However, this wasn’t the forefront of things that bothering him.
That unicorn... that oaf had called her a Scholar. Quill tossed back the mildew eaten curtains and allowed the light of the outside world to fill the room. Beneath him, the ponies of the Crystal Empire greeted each other with bright, beaming faces -- an expression he would never know for himself. The picture this happy city painted held a stock contrast compared to the thoughts rattling around in his feathered head.
He had heard much talk of deserters as of late. The Equestrian Guard and the Scholars of Magic had lost a near quarter of their numbers within the last year, if such rumors were to be trusted. Though Quill would rather it all just remain tabletalk shared by drunken ponies in a dimly lit tavern over a few pints, the ponies that had attacked them earlier proved that there might be more truth to them than he dared believe.
“You know things are only going to get worse, you old bird, you’ve seen it all happen before,” Quill said to the reflection of himself captured by the mirror. “Best to take Speira and set up shop elsewhere before things get too dirty…” However, the cold, hard truth skewered that idea like one of his arrows. When things finally got “too dirty”, that’s when business would really pick up.
His voice trailed off, almost as if swallowed by sullen mood of the room, as his hawkish gaze fixed on a trio of armored ponies picking their way through the street. Their golden armor glinted in the sunlight, a sign that signaled their royal station like lit match in a dark cave. It wasn’t too long before Quill watched as they vanished into the inn’s front door. Well, this should be fun.
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		Chapter Seven: All bedded down and nowhere to go.



        Finally free from Alabaster’s defeated sulking, Whisper allowed herself to sink into the bathwater, her chin a mere inch or so from its steaming surface. It felt as if she was an ice cube plopped into a nice cup of coffee, her muscles melting at the warm water’s touch. Hours could have passed by and she would never tire of the water’s steamy embrace. However, Whisper couldn’t have done such a thing under good consciousness, especially not after teasing Alabaster so. Within about a quarter of the time Alabaster would have spent in the tub, Whisper was bathed, dried off, and heading back into the main room.
The two stallions were right where she had left them. Alabaster laid on the bed, curled up with his saddlebag as if it were some kind of lover. Midnight was leaning over the armrest of his chair, gazing out at the rustic town that peeked in through the window. Lingering momentarily at the doorway, Whisper’s gaze found Midnight and remained idle on him for a moment. The evening light cascaded through the windowpane in tiny slivers and kissed the gentle features of his face.
Though Whisper didn’t know it, her gaze carried a weight to it. Midnight, almost alerted by something going amiss, turned his head just in time to miss Whisper’s eyes averting themselves away from him. Pretending as if nothing had happened, she strolled over to the bed and took up a position next to Alabaster.
“So Wisp, how was your daaay?” Alabaster almost sang in a mocking tone, his chin propped up on his saddlebag as he fitted her with a lidded gaze. “See anything interesting in this oh so interesting toooown?”
She acknowledged his teasing with a grin. “Actually, I did, for your information.”
“Oh?
“Yes… well…” her enthusiasm tapered off. “Okay, not really.” The poise she tried to maintain deflated completely. 
“Sadly, my books made everyday life in a country town seem much more intriguing and heated than they really are. I think the most fascinating thing I saw was a little boutique around the corner… but even that place turned out to be just as dull as most of the other places around here. The dresses they sold were… bland, to put it lightly. I don’t think the mare running that store has an ounce of creativity in her whole body. In fact, if her needlework was any indication, I think she would excel more at cutting down trees than making dresses.”
When she saw the snarky grin Alabaster flashed at her, Whisper quickly tried to grasp for something that sounded more appealing. “However, the ponies here seem rather nice. In fact, I remember this one who sold cabbages-” The expressions on both Alabaster’s and Midnight’s faces dropped like a paper mask.
“Don’t… don’t ever bring up cabbages again, Wisp,” Alabaster groaned, burying his muzzle into his saddlebag. Even Midnight, vigorously he nodded his head, seemed to echo the sentiment.
“Umm, okay?” Whisper felt as if she was looking at only a fraction of a picture. “I feel like I missed something...”
        ***

The trio, Whisper and Alabaster more so than Midnight, whittled away the time by going into some of the finer details of their day, as few and far between as they were. It at least serviced the purpose of occupying the ponies until the sun began to dip into the horizon.
“You’re serious? They just kick the trees?” Alabaster asked, studying Whisper as if she just sprouted a horn.
“Yeah, I thought it was strange too, but you should’ve seen them, Al! The apples just fall off! It’s as if they all decided to jump ship from a single buck!”
Though the working habits of the apple ranchers seemed to fascinate Whisper to no end, Alabaster didn’t share her elation. Rubbing his chin, he squinted at her skeptically. “That’s just… weird. I don’t see why they just don’t use magic... but hey, whatever works for them, I guess,” he ended with a shrug.
The sentence was punctuated with a gurgling rumble. Alabaster glanced down at his abdomen, missing the brief giggle that escaped Whisper. “I guess all this talk of apples has made someone antsy, huh?” he said, prodding his belly inquisitively. It only responded with another grumble.
“Well, that settles it. I’m hungry.” As if that was his cue, Alabaster rose up on all hours and stretched out across the bed languidly. His stiff joints popped like snapped twigs, each time eliciting a grimace from Midnight. It only got worse when Alabaster started to roll his neck.
“Al, please!” Whisper barked, taking note of the way Midnight shifted uneasily. “If you going to do that, go outside where it’s not right in our ears.”
He flashed her a dastardly grin before playfully swiping at her nose with the tip of his wing. Ignoring how her glare drilled into his hide, the pegasus clopped down from the bed and looked over to his quiet companion.
“Yo, Midnight, you want something too? I’m heading down to Sour Apple’s.” Much to Alabaster’s surprise, the stallion shook his head.
“Really? You sure? I don’t mind bringing it back up.”
“Thank you, but no,” Midnight said, adding a sheepish smile. “I don’t know why, but I’m just not really hungry.”
That was a lie, though. The timid pony knew exactly why his appetite was shot. Part of the reason was because that large meal he ate earlier still sat in his stomach like a lead anchor. From the way he felt, Midnight wondered if it would be another day or so before he could bring himself to eat again.
Mainly, though, it was because the horrid smell of rotten milk still lingered in his nostrils like a bad memory. Nervously, he pondered if the stench had embedded itself deep into his coat like some nasty kind of mite. The food nested in Midnight’s stomach churned at the thought of eating anything while also having to smell that rancid stench at the same time. If there is anything that could make me sick, I think that would be it.
Those golden flecked eyes of the pegasus studied him for a moment, as if he was expecting this to be some kind of joke. Then he shrugged and said, “Alright then, but don’t say I didn’t offer. If you decided in a bit that you want something, though, you’re going to be getting it yourself.”
“Alright,” Midnight chuckled, “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.”
Striding on past, Alabaster was nearly at the door before a cinderblock of realization dropped down on his hard head.
“Oh, Wisps, I nearly forgot,” he started, spinning back around. “Do you want something too?”
Arching an eyebrow, Whisper was about to ask him if was daft. Then, with a sideways glance to Midnight, she remembered her part in their little act.
“Oh! Thanks, Al, but I ate something before I came up. Don’t think I could even think about eating anything else!”
I can sympathize, Midnight glowered. Alabaster gave a small salute with one his wings as confirmation before opening the door and slipping out.
With one less soul in the room, Alabaster’s departure ushered in a startling quiet. Whisper laminated, realizing that this was the first time she had ever been alone with her newest traveling companion. She found it utterly ironic that it would be Alabaster who would spend the most time with Midnight, especially considering how he was against letting the poor stallion join in the first place. With Alabaster’s mouth out of the equation, this would be the perfect time for Whisper to become better acquainted with Midnight. 
Tapping her hooves together, like a nervous filly on her first day of school, Whisper met Midnight’s somber gaze. He wasn’t necessarily looking at her in that moment, but his eyes wandered the room restlessly. Apparently the window had finally lost its appeal. It didn’t take too long for him to eventually find Whisper again.
“So, Midnight, you haven’t said a word about your day yet.” Whisper thought that this would be enough to bait the stallion into a conversation, but his answer was much more lackluster than she had hoped.
“Oh yeah, I guess I didn’t… ” 
That statement  left the two staring at one another quite uncomfortably. Seeing the disappointment on her face, Midnight quickly added, “There really isn’t anything I can say that you and Alabaster haven’t. I spent most of the morning trying to find a produce stand, then a good bit of the evening following Alabaster. Nothing else.”
A little dagger of remorse needled at the back of his skull, as if to say ‘that’s not the whole story, is it, buddy?’ Midnight shrugged it aside, or as best as he could, anyway. Even if he wanted to recant his time with Gavell, he wasn’t entirely sure how he would go about that. It was a box he wasn’t ready to open yet. But one I’ll have to… eventually.
“That’s too bad,” Whisper said with a touch of disappointment. “I was hoping at least one of us managed to find something a bit worthwhile in this town. Oh well, maybe things will seem a bit greener further along the track.”
“Maybe so…” Midnight fell quiet for moment, his brow furrowing suddenly. Just as Whisper was about to ask if something was the matter, the stallion found the words he was struggling to weave together.
“Whisper? Is the time you and Alabaster spend waiting around like this always so… boring?”
Midnight thought he had just said something wrong form the way Whisper’s expression seemed to stall, but the smile that followed washed away that worry.
“No, I’m afraid not,” she giggled, pushing back a few braids of her silvery mane. “Usually we don’t stay this long in one place unless we have a job or something.”
“And what is it you guys do?”
“Well…” Now it was Whisper’s time to grasp for words. She turned her hoof over and over in the air, as if that would help her to spit out whatever was dancing at the tip of her tongue.
“We do whatever we can get paid for.”
“Oh… so what do you usually get paid to do?”
The question was  like a blow to the gut for Whisper, eliciting a groan from the mare. “Oh boy, what [haven’t] we done is the question, Midnight. We’ve shingled houses, worked stalls, herded cattle, and sewn clothes. None of them lasted longer than a couple of months, but we’ve done a little bit of everything.”
“You know how to sew?” Midnight’s mind turned to the doll, Mr. Smiles, Whisper had been so proud of. 
Had she been the one that crafted him? Or it? Midnight found himself unsure. Then he thought quickly of the ill fitted saddlebag that had nearly rubbed him raw in days prior. If it were possible, maybe he could convince Whisper to make some minor adjustments to the blasted thing. Another long trek like the one the other day would probably be the death of him. Popping blisters is the last thing I want to worry about right now.
“Eh… Needle work was always more of Alabaster’s thing. I’m fairly decent, but kind of a hack when compared to what he can do.” A bit disappointed, Midnight gave a short nod before his neck froze stiff.
“Wait, you’re telling me Alabaster can sew? Of all the things he could be capable of… I wouldn’t think that that would be one of them!” Whisper laughed at the way Midnight gawked at her, his mouth hanging limply like a rubber chicken.
“Yes, he has rather a knack for it actually. Is that so strange?” Whisper asked. She tried to shield the amusement in her voice, but the dumbfounded way Midnight looked at that moment was too much for her.
“I guess not… It’s just…” Midnight pause for a moment, wrangling his memory in order so that he didn’t misconstrue anything. “Back at the rock farm, all of the mares there sew. When I asked about what they were doing, the farmer, Igneous if I remember correctly, told me that it was a feminine art. Definitely not something for stallions.” Igneous had been quite adamant about that last bit, especially when it appeared Midnight was starting to take a shine to the craft. It was now Whisper’s turn to gape, her mirth nibbed at the bud.
“What! That’s ridiculous! Sewing is a craft anyone can benefit from! I can’t tell you how many times we’ve managed to put food in our belly because Al patched up some old buck’s tattered coat, or because he filled in for a seamstress who had lost their apprentice to a direwolf attack!” Midnight sunk back, not entirely certain that her outburst wasn’t meant for him.
Allowing dead air to settle between them, at least long enough for Whisper’s harsh tongued annoyance to broil down to a seemer, Midnight chewed on his words for a bit before speaking again. “Is Alabaster any good? At sewing, I mean!” That last bit spewed out faster than he had intended it to.
For a moment, before his quickly spoken words were processed, Whisper was taken aback. However, she smiled eagerly at him.
“Here, let me show you something.”
Reaching over, she pulled Alabaster's saddlebag closer to her. It took a few moments of rummaging and searching for the right pocket, but she finally gave a triumphant aha! What she pulled free from the confines of the bag made Midnight’s eyes widen. It was a scarf. Laying it in front of her, Whisper gave the article of clothing a loving smile. The thing was the color of a burning flame, but in its center was a winding, thorny flower stem that ran the scarf. Either direction of the stems ended in a blooming rose. Both the flower and the stems themselves were the same color as Midnight’s dark coat.
“Now, this doesn’t really have anything to with sewing, but I think you get the idea. Though he may not look it, Alabaster has quite the creative streak in him…” Her smile deflated. “Or, he does when he isn’t using that creativity to bash someone’s head in. At least this is one hobby of his that doesn’t get us a oneway ticket to the slammer.”
Midnight stared at the scarf for a time, his mind turning over on itself as the gears of thought worked restless within his skull. Eventually, his thoughts sated for the time being, he raised his gaze from the scarf and met Whisper’s eyes.
“Do you have any hobbies?” he asked her.
Instantly, the smile Whisper wore flourished like a wildfire creeping along in the underbrush. Midnight noted, with great unease, how similar she looked to Alabaster when he pulled out his deck of cards. What have I gotten myself into now?
***

Half an hour had passed and Alabaster was trudging up the stairs of the inn with a full, satisfied belly. The dish of the night for Sour Apple’s kitchen was ‘garlic soup’, something that the hollow legged pegasus had been able to attack with much gusto. Perhaps too much, if truth be told. Two bowls of the delicious stuff sloshed around in his stomach with every step he took.
“Holy cow,” he sighed blissfully, reaching the door to room eight. “That old hag might be creepier that a corpse wearing lipstick, but damn can she cook! Midnight doesn’t know what he missed.”
The door swung open and Alabaster was half way through the doorway when every muscle in his entire body went rigid. His opened his mouth, as if to form words, but he ended up gnawing on an invisible loaf of stale bread.
“And this one! I nearly forgot this one! I read this a few months back, when me and Alabaster were cleaning troughs at a ranch… not our most glorious of jobs.”
Midnight was no longer on his wingback perch, instead he had moved across from Whisper on the bed. In between them lay a pile of paperback novels that had once been tucked away into Whisper’s saddlebag. The garlic soup began doing cartwheels in Alabaster’s stomach when he recognized the familiar faces of dreary eyed, dreamy models printed across each of the book’s faces. Whisper had her hoof on one titled Hearts Across Detrot: A Noir.
“Oh, come on!” Alabaster yelled, ruffling his feathers menacing. “You give me shit about trying to play poker with him, then you go and try to get him into that trash!”
The two ponies jumped at the pegasus’s voice, both looking like blushing lovers that had just been caught in the throes of something dirty. It was Whisper who recovering first, heat rising to her cheeks as her shock transformed into animosity.
“What do you mean by trash!?” Midnight flinched away from the fuming mare, amazed that the soft spoken mare could roar like she did. “These are works of literature, and fine ones at that!”
“Um,” Midnight squeaked, afraid to make himself known to the ponies glaring each other down. “Am I missing something?” His words were lost in the ensnaring inferno sparking between the two friends like a case of spontaneous combustion.
“No, Wisp, they’re penny dreadfuls! And you know why they’re called that? Because they’re dreadful!”
“Oh, please! How would you even know if they’re bad or not? You’ve never even picked one up before!”
“I did! You remember ‘Brokeback Valley’, the damn book I read after you kept shoving it in my face for two weeks? Remember that?”
“Well… how was I supposed to know you wouldn’t be into those kinds of romances?”
“YOU ASK!” The air seemed crack with tension as their voices rose higher and higher. Midnight wondered how long it would be till the manager waddled up to tell them to quiet down. Then Midnight wondered what would become of the poor, daft fellow if he was to accidentally be pulled into the mess. Like a child that had just trotted into an argument raging on between his parents, Midnight covered his head with his hooves and slithered underneath the covers of the bed. 
***

Armor maintenance had almost become as natural for Speira as her own bodily functions. Every day, usually before bedtime, she would go about polishing and cleaning the complex piece of arcane machinery, ever mindful of its sharp plumage. Quill told her often that she should think of the armor as an extension of herself, and to treat it thusly.
“You wouldn’t go to bed after a long day without washing off the filth sticking to your coat, would you?” Quill had once asked her. “And you wouldn’t overlook a wound just because you think you could treat it later. Well, the same applies for your armor, my dear. It’s special, just as you are. I want you to care for it as I have cared for you, you understand?”
She had understood, quite clearly in fact. Speira took to his orders quickly and without question (mostly). Although, the usual fervor and pride she took in tending to the armor’s needs were gone. As much as Speira loved the strange and eerie thing, she hated cleaning off blood and gore more than anything else in her life. It felt like hours had come and gone as she scrubbed off the blotches of red crusting along the steel’s ebony face while also making sure to get in between the joints of the wings.
Eventually, after much grumbling and physical exertion, Speira dried off her armor and then herself. Both were clean as a whistle, not a drop of blood to be found anywhere on either of them. Just as Papa likes, she thought sluggishly, pushing her damp mane from her eyes. The glowing veins along the armor sputtered and pulsed, almost gratefully.
Speira hefted it carefully onto her back, mindful of those painfully sharp wings, and trotting back to the main room, she found her mentor seated on the edge of the bed. It wasn’t uncommon to find the old bird brooding after they had completed a job. This day was not an exception from any other. His attention was turned to the window and the crystalline city lying outside, and it remained so even as he addressed her.
“I’m glad to see you took your time, my dear. Not a single speck of red, just what I like to see.” This came as no surprise to Speira. Even out of his peripherals, his vision soared above and beyond that of the normal pony’s.
Outside, the sky had become a splatter piece, numerous shades of reds and purples slung haphazardly along a cloudless canvas. How long was I in the bathroom?
When Speira voiced this question, Quill chuckled and allowed his gaze to drift to her. “Long enough, that’s what matters.” He patted the empty place next to him with a gentle claw. “Bring it over here and let me see if there was any damage to the blades.”
This was one of the few bits of maintenance that Quill performed on Speira’s armor. After any bloody altercation, he would check for nicks in the blades and fix any damage there may be to the wings’s joints. Every so often, he would also sharpen them. It was something that he was teaching Speira as they went on, but she could tell that he still enjoyed doing it himself. That seemed perfectly logical to the filly, as they were his creation.
Complying with her teacher’s instructions, she trotted over and rested it carefully at his side. With claws that were as skillful as they were deadly, Quill stretched one of the wings out in front of him and began to trace a talon along each sharpened feather, seeking out any imperfections.
Speira watched him with inquisitive eyes, soaking in his every gesture like a depraved sponge. It wouldn’t be too much longer before this task passed on to her, and she wanted to be sure that she was every bit as adept at it as Quill. 

Every so often, the griffin would glance up to make sure that the quiet filly was still there. Each time he did so he found Speira standing just a bit closer, her studious gaze ever growing in intensity.
“Well, the verdict is looking good,” Quill said midway during his inspection of the second wing. “No nicks, cracks, or any severe damage. Although, the joints are feeling just a tad stiff.” He gave the wing a flex, folding it and then unfolding quickly. “May want to oil them before bed.” Speira nodded and Quill pushed the armor back to her, however, she kept her eyes fixed on him.
“I heard voices, sir,” she said matter of factly, earning a chuckle from Quill. Clearly he had been expecting this.
“I have no doubt of that, my dear. Those royal guards have as much subtlety and nuance as a rhino with hemorrhoids.”
“A rhino with what?”
“Never you mind, Speira.”
“But you said the royal guards were here. Did they come to pay us?” He nodded, though a bit uneasily.
“Yes… for the most part. They were mainly interested in hearing about our interesting encounter with some of the natives earlier.”
A shadow crept into the filly’s olive toned eyes, and her hardened gaze promised a death more foul than just a few measly cuts from her wings. “They weren’t mean to you, were they, Papa?”
Quill was a bit alarmed to see the filly’s demeanor darken so suddenly. He had seen her angry before, mostly when he told her it was time for bed or when he instructed to finish off her vegetables, but never as murderous as she looked in that very moment.
The smile he gave managed to disarm her anger. “No, my dear, Prince Shining Armor has yet to send someone so foolish to us.”
“They acted stuffy, though, didn’t they?”
“Yes,” Quill conceded, his voice drawing out the word as if he were hesitant to say it, “I guess they were a bit ‘stuffy’. Although, it’s nothing for you to worry about, young missy. This old bird can handle himself just fine, thank you very much.”
That made Speira frown. “I don’t think you’re old, Papa.”
“That’s sweet of you, but my achy neck begs to differ.”
Before Speira continued, she hopped up on the bed with Quill and nestled closely into his side. He had long discarded his leather barding, laying it out in the rocking chair across the room, thus allowing her to submerge herself in the warmth radiating from Quill’s fur. The scent of aging leather and musk clung to him. It was comforting and nostalgic, an odor she had known her whole life. Nuzzling the crook under his left leg, Quill took noticed and lifted it for her. Squirming and wriggling like an overactive worm, Speira managed to squeeze her way underneath him. When she was finally comfortable, only her head was visible. Smiling, Quill hugged himself tenderly to the filly, careful not to squish her.
They were content to remain like that for a time, simply enjoying the feeling of being so near to one another. Quill even allowed a slight purr to escape under his breath, something he almost never did. Eventually, though, the silence was broken, much to Quill’s dismay. He could have spent the rest of his life like that, scrunched up closely to his daughter, and never have given a second thought to the woes of the pony world. But alas.
“Papa… they weren’t happy when you told them one of those ponies was a Scholar, were they?”
Quill sighed. “No, love, they weren’t happy about that at all.”
***

Night had fallen over Appleloosa like a hand knitted blanket. Under its cover, crickets sang in a mismatched, yet still lulling, chorus that ushered many a pony to sweet dreams. As more and more lit windows began to wink out of existence like dying stars, the town slipped ever closer into sleep. There was one pony, however, who would remain vigilant through most of the night.
Midnight Dreary, who had yet to live up to his namesake, was curled up on the cushion of the wingback chair and playing audience to the chorus of crickets. It wasn’t by force that he had been marooned on to the chair again while his friends got the bed, instead he had volunteered willingly. It wasn’t necessarily that he was scared of sleeping next to another pony, because he would have been absolutely fine with sharing the bed with Whisper. However, he knew that Whisper’s big heart would compel her give up her space for him, leaving Midnight with-
Alabaster gave a sharp snort, as if on cue, and tugged at the cover, almost pulling it off of Whisper. It wasn’t the snoring that bother Midnight, though, it was the pillow that formed a barrier between the two sleeping friends. He remembered Whisper briefly explaining why the wall of fluffyness was needed, and felt himself shudder.
“Well, you see,” Whisper had flushed a touch as she spoke, “Alabaster get’s a bit clingy in his sleep. It’s usually not so bad, but there has been a few times when I’ve needed a crowbar to get his ham-hooves off me. Can’t say that I blame him though, haha!.”
That dig had earned a scowl from the pegasus, who was obviously still sore over their earlier argument. Midnight, however, took her words to heart. When the issue had come up over their sleeping arrangement, he had been adamant that they get the bed and he sleep in the chair. It took a lot of arm twisting and Alabaster groaning “just let him be, Wisp” before a sulking Whisper let the issue be put to rest.
Wistfully, and almost enviously, Midnight watched over the slumbering forms of his two friends with glittering eyes. Sleep was a fickle mistress, and it seemed that she was having little to do with him. He kept hoping that he’d just nod off, as if consciousness was just a slippery slope where all one needed was one misplaced step. Yet, the stallion’s waking world held strong.
The shadows spoke as they always did, though Midnight was relieved to find their voices quieting as the night waned. They spoke in words so quiet that the pony could have sworn that it was really the babbling of a distant brook. He liked to think that he was getting better at tuning them out, yet he wasn’t entirely confident that was the case. Their will is their own, Midnight surmised. All I can do is tell them to be quiet and hope they’ll listen.
He allowed that thought to marinate in his mind for a time. It made him uneasy to think of what these unseen forces were capable of if he didn’t try and resist them. Would their voices grow stronger? Maybe even speak to him with more than just the whispers of others? Or maybe they would try to hurt…
Listen…

Midnight winced. The word echoing through the cassems of his skull, pushing aside anything else that might have been rattling around. It was Gavell who spoke, or a memory of him, at least. A ghost bellowing from behind a closet door.
Listening to that which others do not is the only way you’re going to stay ahead of what’s to come. LISTEN.

“Listen…” The word seemed to dribble down from Midnight’s mind and find its way to his lips. It was a strange thought, one that frightened him. He hadn’t actually called upon the shadows before, let alone try and listen to them. Perhaps, if he tried to, he could find a shred of truth on their mischievous tongues. Something that could at least give him a clue about either himself or what was wrong with him.
Midnight gave a quick shake of his head. Am I really considering this? Taking the advice from some crazy pony? Simply recalling the memory of Gavell made Midnight’s stomach twist into knots. That stench that had assaulted his sense had left a scar on that wasn’t healing anytime soon.
Yet, even through the fear he felt when he conjured up the deranged look in Gavell’s face, Midnight couldn’t help but think harder on the advice the mad traveler had given him. Too many questions had filled him since the luncheon earlier that day. He wanted nothing more than to cut a hole in this blanket of confusion that has been smothering him since he first awoke on the rock farm. Answers. That’s all he wanted, plain and simple.
Well, there is something I can do about that, isn’t there? As a matter of fact, from Midnight’s position, there were two things he could do. He could seek out Gavell once more and try to force these answers from him. Midnight dismissed this idea as quickly as it came. By no means was he a brave pony. If he even managed to find the deranged pony again, which he had the feeling that he wouldn’t, there was no way he could bring himself to confront Gavell. The other option was to…
Lissssten...

Licking his lips, Midnight glanced over his friends again. Alabaster tossed around again and Whisper nuzzled Mr. Smiles, but both ponies were still breathing deeply. Fast asleep. It did occur to Midnight once or twice that maybe he should share this burden of his with the two ponies. And what if they don’t accept it? Don’t accept you? That thought combated his senses whenever he tried to find the courage to confess, but somehow, that seed of doubt always managed to win out. What if the speaking of shadows is a greater ill omen than I first thought? It’s fortunate enough that I found myself in the company of such ponies, ponies as understanding as them. If I alienate myself from Whisper and Alabaster, I don’t think I could make it much farther on my own. Not as I am right now.
The shadows, fleeing from the rays of moonlight veining in, had crept a long way across the walls when the dust from the war waging in Midnight’s head had settled. Those azure pools of his flickered with uncertainty, but he kept those waves of doubt contained. He didn’t need his resolve shaking now. With a heavy sigh, he closed his eyes and listened.
It was a strange sensation, to actually open himself and his senses to the bodiless whispers that haunted him. Much to his surprise, though, his open invitation for conversation was meet with a vague sense of disinterest. What Midnight had expected was an overload of voices, much like what had happened the night he first camped with his new companions. Yet, as he struggled to keep his mind cleared of any arbitrary thoughts, he noted that the flood he had expected was little more than a trickle.
What few voices that spoke to him did so in low, guttural tones. Midnight fished around for a time longer, trying to cast his mental net out further and further, hoping to the heavens that something useful would swim into his grasp. Minutes marched on like eons dying before a forgotten god, and yet nothing came.
As Midnight's mind’s eye widened, his other sense became muffled. The back of his eyelids had became an endless field stretching before his lying form while the rhythmic drone of the crickets had faded from, as if cotton had been stuffed into his ears. Because of this, Midnight never saw the silhouettes of shadows dancing around the feet of his chair. The dark masses flickered and whirled around him like black flames, edging closer every minute.
The moving shadows went still, like a troublemaking foal caught in the act of something foul, when Midnight’s mind crept out of the murky depths of its suclesion. His eyes were watery upon opening, and for a moment, the unlit room appeared like a smeared oil painting left in a heavy drizzle. Seconds later, his sight began to clear. Nothing had happened…
Maybe it’s for the best. In fact- Midnight’s spared himself a wry smile. I think I’m kind of glad that-
That thought died suddenly. His net had been tugged, something finally tumbled into his invisible clutches. Which came as quite the shock to him since he thought he had reeled that net in.
A voice rolled through the silence like a distant thunderhead. It spoke softly at first, even friendly like, but its voice grew and increased in volume the longer it continued to speak. Yet, the spectre had only one word to say. That single word cut into the pony’s very being, doing away with his flesh and sinking deep into his bones. Nay, his soul.
“Midnight…”

Midnight knew he should have been afraid, yet his senses were too jangled for him to process fear. Staring at the window, as dead faced as a rigor mortised corpse, his mind raced to catch up with him.
His name had carried through the air, chilling it like a December breeze. Casting a glance over at the bed, he saw that his friends were still fast asleep. Alabaster even gave a little snore, as if to reassure him. Perhaps I was only hearing things? I am growing rather paranoid, aren’t I? My nerves must be playing tricks on me.
He knew better than to kid himself, yet Midnight tried to hold on to that thought. Maybe if he believed in it hard enough, he could make the thought reality. If only he could have just been allowed to be so delusional.
As his sputtering heart began to calm itself, he allowed his gaze to part from the window and fall to the floor. Even if something was out there, from where Midnight sat all he could see of the town was a few lonely rooftops from across the street. Curling on the cushion, resting his head on his crossed hooves, Midnight made up his mind that he had just heard the wind and nothing else. He was going to close his eyes and go to sleep, and if sleep persisted to avoid him, then he would simply pretend. He would pretend to sleep till the break of dawn if he had to. Whatever it took to keep himself sane, he would do it.
“Midnight...”

Closer. The voice sounded closer now, as if it’s speaker was standing in the street his window overlooked. Midnight buried his face into his hooves like a cowering foal. He hoped against hope that one of his friends would stir. Nothing would make him feel better in the whole wide world than to hear a tired, bedraggled Alabaster sit up in the bed and rasp, “Who the hell’s yelling out there?” But that never happened. The voice spoke to Midnight, and to Midnight alone. Just as all the shadows do.
His name would ring out a few more times through the night, eliciting a shudder from Midnight each time, but the voice refused to draw nearer. It wants me to come out, Midnight thought, beginning to loose the lucidity that held his mind together. The thought was ludicrous, of course, but with the fear came lethargy and lunacy. Not exactly a cocktail of sane thoughts. Time began to blur as he forced himself into the back of his mind. 
It was possible that he had finally found sleep. Midnight wasn’t quite sure either, though he did not care. The voice had become nothing more than a distant echo, as did the rest of the sleeping world.  Little did he know that the shadows had resumed their dance, this time moving with much more vigor. A few even dared to stray and snake up the chair, moving close where the pony lay...
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		Chapter Eight: To Greener Pastures



        If the smiling sun hanging above Appleloosa wasn’t enough of a sign that a grand day had dawned for Equestria, than the harsh, braying whistle of the train calling out to the horizon was. Smoke billowed from the heart of the train and clung up above the ponies’ heads like a leaded overcast.
“All aboard!” a sharply dressed stallion called out, his handlebar mustache slicked with beads of sweat. The handful of ponies that still lingered on the platform said a hasty farewell to those who came to see them off before rushing to board the passenger train. Few ponies were leaving Appleloosa these days, and even fewer were coming to visit. Then again, as one particular pony would rave about, that might have to do with the inflating prices of train tickets.
Within a span of minutes, all of the ponies were aboard and the train was ready to disembark on yet another voyage. The conductor gave a hard tug on his rope, eliciting one last earsplitting whistle before releasing the brakes. The metal beast exhaled a loud hiss just as it began to awaken. There would be a few ponies passing by who would pause long enough to watch as the hulk lumbered off, but most in Appleloosa didn’t give the thing so much as a second glance. Not a single one could guess the monolithic role that three certain ponies aboard would play in Equestria’s future.
‘Onward to a new life’ is what Little Whisper would have liked to have said as she and her two cohorts boarded the train. Not only did it have a nice ring to it, but she thought that it might make Midnight feel better- all of the loud noises emitted from the metallic monster had put the skittish stallion on edge. Now that she thought about it, it seemed that every little thing about the contraption made the poor guy jump. Alas, as they entered the passenger cart, Alabaster stole all the air before she even had a chance to so much mutter a word.
“Do you believe that shit?” the pegasus seethed, leading the way through the aisles of seats. “Sixty bits for three tickets? What the actual hell!? Are Equestrian trains running off of some kind of precious gems or something? I’m starting to wonder if we should’ve just hoofed it!”
Whisper opened her mouth to agree sullenly -not taking kindly to being interrupted- but Alabaster’s rant cut her short yet again. “Seriously, I’m surprised anyone can actually get around! It’s as if they’re just trying to hovel us!” Rolling her eyes, Whisper decided to postpone any form of conversation with Alabaster for the next ten minutes or so. That was long enough for him to barf out whatever hot air he had left in him.
Glancing around, Whisper immediately felt herself struck by how empty the passenger cart was. There was not a single soul aside from them. Every single row of cushioned seats lay as bare as a carcass picked clean. This is… eerie, Whisper noted, breaking away from the company of the fuming pegasus. Striding down along the width of the car, she turned her eyes over each barren row of seats as she passed. When Whisper reached the end, she spun around. The two stallions still remained on the other end, one raving to the empty space that Whisper had once occupied and the other watching the mare curiously. Midnight met Whisper’s eyes, and he looked just as puzzled as she did.
“Is this... normal?” Midnight asked, raising his voice. Whether he did so to be heard over the length of car or over the ranting of the stallion behind, Whisper wasn’t sure. Probably both. 
Whisper shook her head. “Maybe it is here, but not where we’re from. There’s usually at least a hoof full in each car… never this.” She motioned all around.
At the sound of their chatter, Alabaster snapped out of his blood boiling rage long enough to notice the void of life encompassing them. “Holy shit, is it just us in here?” As if to answer, the train began to lurch forward. All three of the ponies took a quick stumble towards the rear. Luckily, Alabaster and Midnight were close enough to catch one another before spilling to the dusty floor. Whisper though? Not quite so lucky.
“You just had to ask,” Whisper groaned. Her snout ached from it had just kissed the floor and dirt peppered her cerelain coat like freckles. I’m going to have to drown myself in a pot of boiling water before I ever feel clean again, Whisper thought begrudgingly, brushing away at the grit.
Alabaster, who’s left foreleg had found its way around Midnight’s waist, slipped the leg free and steadying himself on all fours once again. “You good?” he asked Midnight. The buck nodded and smiled gratefully.
The platform outside the car’s window had already slid away from sight and was replaced with flocks of fleeing buildings. It wasn’t too long before these were gone as well. The last of Appleloosa to vanish from view was a ramshackle shanty on the town’s outskirts that appeared utterly abandoned, save for a tendril of smoke rising from a piped chimney.
“Well then,” Whisper said, “I guess it is just us.” Pushing herself from the seat, she moved over to peer at the world fleeing from them. Soon the buildings of Appleloosa looked like nothing more than dollhouses sitting on the far off horizon. “Maybe these southern ponies just aren’t the traveling type?”
Alabaster shrugged. “Maybe so, but from the way I see it, that means more legroom for us.” Taking a few steps, the pegasus unfastened the straps to his saddlebag and let it fall clumsily onto one of the empty benches. Something -that something sounding very much like glass- made an unapproving clinking sound as it jostled around in his bag. Whisper only rolled her eyes.
Midnight Dreary, his sides still a touch saddle sore, eagerly followed Alabaster’s suit, though he treated his belongings with a bit more care. “How long is the trainride going to be again?” he asked, almost sheepishly. “I think I… I might have to-”
“I swear by the eternal flame, Midnight, if you end that sentence with ‘I have to use the bathroom’, I’m going to buck you right in the face.” Midnight fell silent under Alabaster’s scowl, which only seemed to prod at the stallion’s short temper even more. “Damn it, dude, I told you to go before we got on the train!”
“Leave him be, Al,” Whisper cut in, swiveling her head around. “He probably didn’t have to go then. You can’t blame him for that! Or do I need to remind you what happened during a certain carriage ride from Oberdan Outpost to-”
“Thank you, Wisp, point taken!” Alabaster barked, flopping his rump down on the seat beside his saddlebag. “But I did tell him to go before we boarded. You just remember that in an hour or so from now when his back teeth are floating.” Nothing more to add, he crossed his forelegs and gave a loud harrumph. Shaking her head, Whisper turned her attention back to the window.
Midnight stood still for a moment, eyes darting between the two other ponies. “I actually wasn’t going to say anything about using the bathroom, but that’s fine… I was just hoping you could tell me how long the ride is going to last. I couldn’t understand a word that ticket teller said.” Whoever that stallion had been, Midnight worried deeply for his mental health. The entire time they were trying to buy their tickets, everything he said had spewed out in a witless slurry. Midnight’s nose wrinkled as he also began to recall how rank the pony was, as if the little booth he occupied was a cask of fermenting body odor and rotting apples.
Alabaster began to chuckle, almost fondly. “Oh yeah, that guy. Heh heh! Can’t remember the last time I saw someone so plastered. I’ll be damned if he still wasn’t able to work that register like a pro, though,” he said with a hint of admiration. “Must have a lot of experience with being drunk on the job. I can admire that.”
“Yeah, you would, wouldn’t you?” Whisper snarked with smile before addressing Midnight in turn. “He said it would be close to three hours, give or take.”
“So you know what that means, right guys?” Midnight and Whisper only answered Alabaster’s question with a raised eyebrow. Alabaster yawned and pulled his saddlebag closer to him, hugging it like a lumpy teddybear. “It’s naptime.”
Whisper almost fell out on the floor. “You can’t be serious! We’ve only been awake for, like, two hours! How in the world can you already be tired?”
“I just can’t help it!” Alabaster cried, eyelids fluttering closed as he propped his chin on the makeshift pillow. “It’s the clickety clack of the train tracks, Wisps, they just luuull me to sleep!”
“Oh come on, it won’t be long till we’re out of the desert! Don’t you want to see all the colorful-” She was cut off be a loud, undignified snort, as if Alabaster was already asleep. Whisper knew better though, she could even see the tiny grin he was trying to hide.
“Al, please, where’s your sense of adven-” Another snort. Whisper puffed out her cheeks, a scream of frustration trying its best to pry open her sealed lips. Alabaster knew all the right buttons to press. Clearly he still hadn’t gotten over their little spat from the day prior. However, after a minute or two of drilling a hole in his forehead with her biting glare, a genuine snore did escape Alabaster. The rotten bastard had actually managed to fall asleep.
“Is he really asleep?” Midnight asked, looking from the snoozing pegasus to the fuming mare.
“Yes, Midnight,” Whisper huffed, “I do believe he is. A special talent of Al’s is that he can fall asleep anywhere - I do mean anywhere- and at the drop of a hat too...”
***

Though Whisper had half a mind to clobber the frustrating pegasus to a pulpy mass of feathers and fur, she managed to find the decency to let the matter slide. Besides, she thought with a grin. Midnight will be much better company than the annoying little goat. Glancing over to the earth pony seated next to her, Whisper’s smile faltered. The stallion had that same vacant expression he wore whenever he drew deep into himself. Occasionally, his gaze would wander and flicker over to a window, but mostly his eyes remained fashioned to his hooves.
Inching closer, Whisper cleared her throat loudly. “So… how are you enjoying Hearts Across Detrot so far?” Midnight didn’t jump like he normally did when roused from thought, but he did look at Whisper a bit quizzically. There was a click in his train of thought as he remembered the book she had lent him.
“Sorry, wasn’t sure what you were talking about for a moment. It’s… interesting….” As his paused, Midnight felt himself grow hesitant. “It’s kind of hard to keep up with though. There’s so much going on. Between all of the shifting perspectives and converging plotlines, I find myself a bit overwhelmed… but not in a bad way!”
“I can understand. The story is kind of waterlogged at first. You’re just thrown into the mix with all these strange ponies, not sure who they are or what their purpose is to the driving plot, but trust me, things start to make sense as you get further along. Just have to enjoy the ride for bit, you know?” Her cheery resonance comforted the string of worry knotting up inside Midnight. He had been afraid that he might obset the mare, especially after seeing how adamant she had been about the penny dreadfuls. It amused him to think how much he saw that little filly, the one who had named him, in Little Whisper.
“Well, that’s good to know.” 
Whisper edged half an inch closer, corners of her mouth drawn back in a grin. “So how far are ya?”
“Let me think…” Midnight’s brow furrowed. “I got a couple of pages into chapter six last night.”
“Wow, you’re cutting through it pretty quickly! You just have to let me know when you get to chapter ten! That’s when things get a bit interesting, if you know what I mean.” She gave a sly wink.
“Um… okay?” Midnight didn’t quite know what that wink was about, so he elected to pay it no attention. 
Whisper droned on. “You’ve gotten through chapter six, huh?” She paused and thought for moment. “If I remember correctly, Detective Steely just pulled the big drug bust, am I right?” Midnight nodded.
“Alright, so you’re far enough that you’ve met most of the characters. Tell me, who’s your favorite character so far?”
It pleased Whisper to see Midnight give the question earnest consideration, and it pleased her that much more to hear him say, “I guess my favorite would have to be Skyla, Steely’s assistant. Steely just has so much gloom and doom about him, and Skyla is such a breath of fresh air in comparison.”
“I know, right?” Whisper nearly swooning. The sudden rise in her voice gave Midnight quite the start, but he managed to play it off with a smile.
“I always thought that Skyla added a splash of color to the story, especially with the grisly backdrop of Detrot!”
Unbeknownst to Midnight, a pandora’s box of gushing and squeeing had been opened. Whisper dove into her thoughts of the wide eyed, well intentioned Skyla with much fervor, her words spilling out like bad sacklunch that hadn’t agreed with her. Midnight smiled and nodded, even though he could only keep up with about half the things she was saying.
A few rows back Alabaster stirred, spurned awake by the noise. His head peeked over the next seat and he opened his mouth to shout at the two, but Alabaster’s ears twitched as he began to make sense of the conversation. The pit of his stomach tripped over itself as it fell. If they were just going to be talking about one of those penny dreadfuls for the entire trip, Alabaster figured he’d be better off just playing dead… or asleep in this case. His head sunk back down.
Whisper carried on the bulk of their conversation for quite some time. Outside, dusty flatlands dotted with the occasional daring cacti gave way to patches of brown, dying grass that clung to the earth desperately. The mare’s voice became a low drone as Midnight’s gaze slipped from Whisper and strayed to the window at her back. His heart did a small skip and jump as it threw itself against his ribcage. Before Midnight’s eyes life started to breath its way into the countryside.
For all his short existence, Midnight had only known the bare bones of the Equestrian desert. Rocks, sand, dead grass. These were things that had become the norm. Aside from the occasional garden and the trees that grew Appleloosa’s famed cash crop, it appeared to him that the dominant colors of this world were grey and brown.
However, his eyes bulged at the surge of green that swept through the land like a drowning tide. Midnight couldn’t quite recall when the change had happened. It was as if a sudden storm had swept by and left the train in the midst of an ocean… a swirling viridian ocean…
It took some time for Whisper to realize that every word she had been throwing at the stallion had been missing their mark. “I think that’s why I’ve read it so many times, it’s just so engag-” The sentence tapered off as she noticed the dumbfounded look on Midnight’s face. “What is it? What are you looking at?” Midnight only nodded towards the window.
Turning, Whisper stared for a moment at the endless expanse of shimmering greenery, too stunned for words. Then she split into a grin as she scrambled over to the window, pressing her face to it like a foal.
“Holy cow!” she exclaimed, her breath fogging the window. “Hey, Al, wake up! You have to see this!” The only response she received from the unseen pony was a snort.
“I’m not kidding! Don’t make me come over and pluck your feathers out!”
It took a few moments, and Whisper thought for a second that she would have to make good on her word, but eventually Alabaster’s head peeked up over one of the seats. He looked at her with eyes that were baleful as well as bleary.
“Come on, Wisp, can’t a guy just get a good nap in for good lu-” Whatever else he had meant to say lodged itself into his throat. “Holy hell… that’s green… like, really green...” He was transfixed, same as Midnight, his gaze never once straying from the world lying outside the windowpane. The sprawled waves of lush grass twinkled at him as a brisk summer breeze rushed through the field.
“I know!” Whisper beamed. “That’s what I was trying to tell you!”
“The Dragon Lands don’t have anything like this?” Midnight asked absentmindedly, hardly aware that his mouth was moving. “The grass, I mean.”
Alabaster huffed. “Of course there’s grass! … It’s just... not like this. The grass back there was gray, almost the color of ash. And it certainly wasn’t as lush looking as this stuff.”
Silence fell like a blanket, snuffing out anything else that could be said. For a time -for a long time- the trio simply watched the passing of the land, all in rapt attention. So intense was the quiet that a single sneeze from Midnight sounded like the pop of a pistol. Aside from a few startled glances, their eyes hardly left the field.
Eventually, the luscious fields gave way to sprawling forests. This drew Whisper and Alabaster even further to the edge of their seats. Back in the Dragons Lands, the pitiful excuses of trees there were nothing more than toothpicks, bare splinters of bone that dared to defy the harsh winds that sliced across the land like a steely kiss. Bare branches and sallow trunks had long been the standard, unless an unfortunate soul found themselves in the swamps. However, green in that forsaken spit of land was twisted and sickly. But not these Equestrian beauties.
These were great sentinels, vibrant with life. Though they varied in size, they all had magnificent caps of viridian and mighty trunks near about the size of a pony. Whisper sighed in awe, her eyes shimmering with delight, and Midnight gulped, feeling like nothing more than an ant when staring at the jolly green giants congregating in the distance. Only Alabaster seemed composed, but just barely. He had to clench his jaw shut, lest it drop to the seat. Sure, he knew that the color of grey that seemed to reign supreme over his homeland could extend its reach only so far, but he couldn’t have imagined anything like this ever existing beyond the great, cold harbors of Dragon’s Head.
The greatest spectacle had yet to reveal itself, however. Before long, the silhouettes of rooftops began to peek out over the horizon. The trio’s destination was drawing near and their stomachs did somersaults as they fantasized about any settlement that made its home in the midst of this sea of green. Whisper opened her mouth, probably to say that she could see the town, but she felt her lungs seized with a jolt. However, Alabaster managed catch his own wind quite well.
“What the hell!” the pegasus gasped.
Neither of Whisper or Alabaster had ever been admitted passage into the Free Pony Cities before, as both were degreed ‘undesirables’ by the laws laid down at the kingdom's conception eons ago. Because of this, castles were nothing more than fairy tales that gypsies sung about as they sat and drank around a campfire. However, what the trio laid their eyes on was no fairy tail. The castle before them was as solid as the glass they pressed their noses to. It looked as if it could’ve stretched to the heavens. The stones of its making were great lavender slabs, but that wasn’t quite peculiar enough. The castle sat upon what appeared to be a monolithic tree. The tree itself, its branches weaving into the castle’s stonework, was just as wondrous and vibrant as the castle itself. Its bark shimmering from top to bottom like a magnificent coat of diamonds.
All Whisper could manage at first was a little pant before eventually her tongue found proper footing. “It’s amazing… though, I don’t think that quite sums it up, does it? I don’t think any one word could!”
“I don’t know,” Alabaster said, his mild tone drawing both ponies attention. “Seems like whoever designed the place is blowing smoke up their own ass if you ask me.”
“Al!” Whisper gaped as if she had just witnessed him perform some great act of sacrilege. It was probably a good thing that five or so rows of seats separated them, because that deadly glint in her eyes suggested that Alabaster might have lost a few feathers if he was only within her reach.
“What? I’m just being truthful, Wisp! Who builds such a queer and gaudy thing like that in the middle of a rural town? It’s an eyesore I tell you, not to mention impractical! Bet you a pound of bits that whoever lives there is some stuck up noble that just enjoys looking down on all the little people. That very well explains why the place is so big!”
Shaking her head, Whisper muttered something that sounded like “typical bullheaded stallion”. Peeking over her shoulder, Whisper was glad to see her own welling wonder echoed in Midnight’s azure eyes. It was nice to know that there was at least one pony onboard the train that she could relate to.
“That’s it then, isn’t it?” Midnight asked, his tongue suddenly feeling clumsy.. “T-that’s where the sheriff said we could make a new start… Ponyville…” Distant rooftops began to pierce the horizon. They were miniscule when compared to the castles jutting towers, but they there and steadily drawing closer.
“Sure looks like it, buddy.” It was Alabaster who answered, his previous tone of disapproval gone. He actually wore a smile now, and he spoke with a sweetening sense of hope that he just couldn’t help but feel.
“Sure looks like it...”
****

The clouds stretched along the blazing afternoon sky like fat blotches from a brushstroke. Far down below them Canterlot sat, nestled safely under the shadow of a mountain standing vigilant nearby. The city’s stark white buildings were splashed with streaks of opulent gold and dreamy blue. Canterlot had always managed to dazzle any who gazed upon her regale and elegant beauty. It was a testament to the wonders and magnificence that the two sisters have strived to bring to their subjects.
Far above Canterlot’s spires hung not only the clouds, however, but the startling lavender face of a hot air balloon. Princess Twilight Sparkle, her front legs propping herself up along the basket’s side, surveyed the city she once called home and sighed contently. Though Ponyville was now where her heart would forever lie, the hex Canterlot had spun upon Twilight when she was but a filly had never truly faded. Not completely. She would always be charmed by its beauty, no matter how old she became or how often she came by for a visit.
“It’s finally happening,” she said to herself, her voice touched by no small amount of excitement, though, only a part of it was reserved for Canterlot. “The first landsmeet in nearly twenty years! I was only a tiny foal during the previous one, not even two years old yet. But now… I’m actually going to see it all happen in person!”
This could arguably be the most exciting day in young Twilight Sparkle’s life.
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		Chapter Nine: Growing Pains



        The usual drone of the city was drowned out in favor of the sweet, melodic voice of a cello that seemed to fill Quill’s and Speira's room like a rising tide. It sounded as somber and as dreary as a rainy summer day. The elder mercenary sat at the corner of his bed, his posture rigid and his eyes watchful. Beside him lay his leather armor, folded and cleaned with neat precision. Speria had noted, and not for the first time, how naked her mentor looked. Without the bulk of the armor you would almost suspect him as nothing more than just another aging griffon with a few too many grey feathers.
That’s a deadly thought, though. Speira would always remind herself when such thoughts came. In fact, she had to remind herself this very morning. However, she didn’t allow herself to think of such trifle for more than a second. It would only clutter her mind, and with the current task at hand, she couldn’t afford to let herself get distracted by it.
It had taken some rearranging, but a decent sized space had been cleared out in the room’s center. There, Speira danced. Her hooves glided over the hardwood floor, as silent as a specter, and her body followed with just as much grace. She stepped in beat with the instrument’s voice -- its source being a record player resting on Quill’s nightstand -- never straying too close to either of the beds flanking her sides or the wall to her rear.
Eyes shut and heart open, Speira allowed the music to guide her. Trust in your body, Quill’s voice echoed. Trust in the rhythm of your hooves and the beat that guides them. These were but a few of the tenants installed into Speira. They were as much a part of her as her beating heart and her expanding lungs.
As time dragged on and the laps Speira made around the room increased, the end of the song drew near. The crescendo. Speira felt her muscles sing with a strange, ebbing energy at the thought of that word, as if it was a jolt of electricity. Everything before that moment, the crescendo, was simply a warm up for the filly. “Child’s play”, as she would put it, though Quill would scold her if he should ever hear her say it aloud.
The strokes across the strings of the cello had been long and delicate, but now Speira could hear the thrum of the cello’s voice growing deeper as the hoof guiding its bow pressed harder. It wasn’t long before the strokes of the bow became shorter and rhythmic. With every second the beat increased, Speira matched its tempo. Her hooves rose and fell faster now. Yet still, she was no louder than a whisper.
The heart set deep within her began to hammer madly against her chest, but not with exertion. With excitement! Her expression remained as vacant and as stony as the one set upon her mentor, but inside Speira was beaming. This is what she lived for. She lived for the thumping of her heart, the rattling of her lungs, the beads of sweat tickling at her brow, the burn in her muscles...The kill…
        The cello’s voice spoke so quickly now that it didn’t even seem to draw a breath. Speira’s hooves moved almost in a blur, her body now twisting and turning as it followed. A few times it appeared that the filly was about to run headlong into one of the beds. In truth, Speira probably should have. However, each time she drew near to either one, she always pivoted away from the oncoming collision, spinning cooly on her hooves with frightening ease. I live for the kill… I live for the kill. The final few cords crashed into existence like a waterfall, carrying Speira on waves of euphoria that washed away the burning in her legs and back. I live for the kill!
One finally pivot sent Speira soaring, her hooves gliding over the hardwood. For that single second, she was flying. Then the final note came and fell like a blow from a hammer. It was the only sound that marked Speira’s arrival back to earth.
And just like that… it was over.
It took several seconds for Speira to register that the music had stopped, that her body no longer moved by its command. Eventually, as the grip adrenaline had on her loosened, she began to notice that the ground beneath her was still and that the air around her was quiet. Her eyes fluttered open, almost reluctantly, and she found herself standing at the epicenter of her training ground. She had stuck the finish perfectly.
For several tiring minutes, the room lay still. The record player’s needle, it’s job completed, had raised into a rearing position for a rest while the record spun idly beneath it. Quill flicked the contraption off, his measuring gaze never once leaving the panting filly. The silence was infuriating and it almost seemed to strangle Speira. It was all she could do to keep her expression even as she looked over to Quill. As if from another world, some pony’s voice rose from the tavern below and pierced the silence momentarily. No doubt this was just an inebriated patron calling for a refill. There’s always one fool looking to get drunk before lunch simply so he can ruin everyone else's day.
“Well?” is what Speira wanted to say. “How was it?” She hated the quiet, but bore it with stoney faced indifference. In the heat of action, the warrior always knows what must be done. And even if they don’t, their body does. Speira’s instincts were sharp, even more so than the blades of her wings. She would never be without ally in the fray so long as she remembered her training and trusted her instincts. However, she was not in battle now. She was in the calm. She was in silence. Here she would be bereft of those old friends of hers.  
It’s a test, she thought. A test of patience. Just because the dust of battle has settled does not mean that you have yet won. Speira hoped that such a thought would have made Quill proud.
As she suspected, a test it was, and apparently, it was a test she passed. After a considerable amount of deliberation, Quill gave her small nod of approval. Speira felt the still thrumming muscles of her body relax as she sighed.
“Not bad, my dear,” Quill said at last. “Not bad at all. I feared you might not wait for the crescendo. That always seems like your gravest misstep; rushing to the finale. However, you showed great restraint just now. Perhaps I’m finally getting through that bull’s head of yours.” He spoke this last bit foundly with a smile playing at the edges of his beak. Speira, forever the child of few words, said nothing as she approached Quill.
Quill’s eyes wandered over to the record player as he allowed his thoughts to roam, but snapped forward when he felt Speira’s lingering gaze. She stared up at him intently, her ears drooping back over that pink mane. Mentor was not Quill’s only title. The second, and most important, was father. Years of parenting had sharpened a sense that Quill never even known he had. The sense of intuition.
“You need something, my dear?” He asked, already knowing the answer. She doesn’t need anything, he knew, She wants something.
“Yes sir, I just wanted to ask…” Speira hesitated, her eyes flickering downward momentarily. The courage she had managed to steal was trying to slip its way through her hooves. Suddenly a spotlight had been switched on and it took every ounce of self control Speira had to keep herself from squirming under its malignant glare. None of this went unnoticed by Quill.
Recomposing herself, Speira continued. “Now that I’m done with my training, I just wanted to ask if I might go out and see the city, papa.” With it finally said, Speira felt pounds lighter.
Quill clicked his beak, appearing to ponder the filly’s request with grim intensity. Suddenly that weight was back and it seemed to only grow with every agonizing second. Speira feared that if she had to wait much longer that her legs might eventually buckle and snap. Oh, how she hated to wait. And oh, how Quill knew it.
In truth, it took no more than a few seconds for Quill to reach his answer. The child had not only performed her exercise superbly, but she had also learned another lesson in the process: to get a little, you have to give a little. This request had been germinating in her since their return from the frozen north. Two days at least, Quill was just about certain of that. He knew the question would eventually come simply from the way the filly oogled at the city. However, instead of asking outright, she waited for just the right moment. This moment. The moment when Quill felt such welling pride for his daughter that he feared his heart might actually burst. He would allow her request. How could he not?
But you’ve made one mistake, my dear, Quill mused. You should have waited, at least until after you had cleaned yourself up. I might have still seen your intentions, but I would have also seen the tact you employed.
        “Maybe. You did perform quite spectacularly just now, and I know it must be getting terrible cramped waiting around in this dusty, old room,” Quill said, drawing out his answer as long as possible. He hadn’t been expecting this to a garner any reaction from the filly, but he poked and prodded at Speira’s patience nevertheless. To his pleasure, Speira gave no rise whatsoever. That’s my girl.
“However…” Speira’s heart sank. “I’m guessing you weren’t wanting an old turkey like me trailing after you. That’s why you asked if you might go and see the city, isn’t it?”
“Not at all, sir,” Speira said reproachfully, “That’s just how the question came out, I promise.” Crimson lapped at the filly’s cheeks. Quill couldn’t help smiling at how adorable she looked when flustered.
“Never mind that,” he said with a chuckle and a wave of his talon. “I was only teasing.” That brief flash of joviality passed, but what followed was the stern expression he had worn when studying her dance. From father to mentor in the blink of an eye.
I knew this day would come eventually. My little Speira is growing into quite the mare. However, in more ways than one I guess she’s no less an adult than the ponies I pass on the street. More so, if truth be told. A hard life will do that to a child. Suddenly his gaze became cloudy as the next thought followed. And just like any adult, she wants to taste the world for herself.
        Quill’s beak clicked furiously again as he mulled these thoughts over, analyzing them like foes. The mentor in him spoke and said that their little sparrow needed to learn to fly on her own sometime and this was the perfect first step. There was no pony in the Crystal Empire short of an Equestrian Guard that could get the best of his protege. Speira was strong, sharp, watchful, and cold. Everything Quill needed her to be so that she could face the life set before her with an unburdened heart. 
Yet, the father advised otherwise. He urged Quill to wait just a bit longer, maybe a year or two. She was still just a child after all. By the end of that year Speira will, without a doubt, be made of better seasoning, ready to face whatever lay in those streets beyond the walls of their room.
Yes, just a child who’s cutie mark is barely a year old, Quill agreed, then adding cruelly, A child who has tasted blood and has taken the lives of her own kind. How many other pony children here in this country can boast such a statement?
The tension in the air increased until Speira was sure she would choke on it. Finally, mind made up, Quill’s eyes found Speira’s once more.
“Before I answer, I would like to know where you plan on going, my dear. A father can’t simply let his daughter wander without knowing where to find her if he must.” Oh papa, Speira thought, We both know you’d find me well enough even if I didn’t tell you.
        
“I just wanted to go to Market Street, or maybe even to the bazaar by the main gate. There were some things there that had caught my eye and I wanted to see them again.”
In all her years, Speira had never seen anyone with a poker face that matched Quill’s. Some had come close, sure, but not a single one was his equal. This is why when the tiniest chip of emotion in that stoney face broke through, Speira felt herself almost recoil in shock. Speira was too young to decipher the emotion she had seen, but any other parent who’s had to raise a child through “hard times” could tell you what it was in an instant. Shame.
“I’d have no bits to send with you,” Quill said. “I’m sorry to say it, but there will be no room for excess till we resupply ourselves. And even then, I’m not so sure....”
“Don’t worry, papa, I only wanted to look.”
“Is that so?” He studied her a moment longer before saying, “Well then… perhaps it would do you some good to go about on your own for a bit.” Elation threatened to bubble up from Speira’s heart, but she quelled it quickly. She didn’t want to give herself up just yet.
“Thank you, papa,” she said evenly, feeling herself flush at the way he smiled in return.
“No need to thank me, though I appreciate it. Go, clean yourself up before you go. I can see and smell the sweat on your hide from over here.”
“Yes, sir.”
Once she was alone in the bathroom and she had the hot water running in the tube, Speira let loose a squee that had been building up in her lungs for over a minute. She pranced around the bathroom in manic glee, unashamed of how childish she appeared in the mirror over the sink. And why should she be ashamed? There was no one here to witness her jubilation. That said, Quill grinned and pretended not to hear her over the sound of falling water.
***

Once freshened up, Speira was all but ready and raring to set out. There was, however, one issue to deal with before she did so. Her armor.
“You take it,” Quill had answered sternly. The armor lay on Speira’s bed, a deadly glint shining along the sharp edges of the wings’ metallic feathers. Speira stood just beside it, looking to her mentor hesitantly.
“Are you sure, papa?” She didn’t know why, but the idea of taking the armor with her felt wrong somehow. Almost as if she was stealing it from Quill. 
“Yes. The simple fact you would ask that question shows me that you're mature enough for me to trust it to you… wholly…” Though Quill’s words spoke with pride, his expression remained dour. “You’ve grown into quite the warrior, my little Speira, and I would not send that warrior into the world bereft of her weapon. To do so would be wrong of me.”
“I’m just going out for a bit.” Speira sounded slightly embarrassed. “I’ll be back soon, no longer than an hour.” Her gaze fell to the floor, and there it remained. It felt as if her eyeballs were as heavy as billiards in their sockets.
“That is not the point. I would try to explain, but… I think you are too young to fully understand the worries of a parent.”
Speira, almost afraid that Quill might change his mind, nodded absently. It took no more than a minute for the filly to dress herself. How many times had she donned the enchanted armor in her young life? Many times, but now she did so with a bit more motivation than usual. Before Quill could even have the chance to turn full circle, the armor was hugging Speira’s frame tightly and she was busy fastening her cloak over it.
        Once the filly was shrouded in her usual black and her extra appendages were hidden, she looked up at her mentor expectantly. Neither said a word. It took a second for Quill to realize that she was waiting for his leave.
Quill cleared his throat uneasily and nodded down at the filly. “If there is nothing else, then you may go. Be safe and be smart, my child.”
Though her face remained calm as she nodded back, her heart had resumed performing jumping jacks behind the wall of her ribcage. This time she did not stop the sensation. She allowed it spread along her chest and drizzle down her limbs like warm rain. The sensation lifted her up and carried her across the room. It felt as if she might drown in it.
As the door swung open at her touch, Speira found that she had to take a breath to steady herself. She prayed that Quill hadn’t noticed the overwhelming emotions that coursed through her veins like hot lead, but she knew better. The old bird saw everything.
Here we go. It’s only me now… for a little while, at least… only me…
With that thought, Speira took the next step towards adulthood. Quill watched her take this step with weary eyes that almost seemed to glisten with moisture.
***

Though the bar stank of spilt ale and was stuffed with warm bodies, when Speira pushed open the front door and stepped outside, all of the stuffy idleness was washed away. It made all that ducking and weaving pass the staggering ponies inside seem trivial. The air outside smelt clear and clean, and she could not help but to relish it. 
Though she had been in and out of this tavern many of times in her young life, this was the first time she departed from it as a party of one. She found this strangely freeing. By no means had she ever felt that Quill was a burden to her. Yet as she stood on the top step leading into the Speckled Gem, Speira had never in her life felt so light on her hooves. It was as if she weighed no more than a scuttling leaf.
A gentle breeze crept its way up along the street and found Speira. As it pushed itself against her, she wondered childishly if she spread her wings out from under her cloak if the gust of wind might carry her along with it. It’s possible, she mused with a small smile. They’ve never carried me higher than a few yards before, but… today might be different… maybe I could-
She never got to finish that thought, much to her chagrin. As she daydreamed, a pair of burly stallions, both donning hardhats, made their way to the Speckled Gem. Speira only noticed them when one of the ponies let loose a raucous bray of laughter. By that time they were already mounting their way up the steps of the tavern. The other stallion, who had been grinning widely, suddenly noticed the filly and fixed her with an impatient scowl.
“You got lead for brains, girl, or do ya make it a habit to stand in doorways?” He only said about half of this before Speira nimbly leapt off the side of the steps and out of their way. She didn’t spare so much as a glance back to the two disgruntled ponies. Why should she? There were so many better things in this city to see than the ugly mugs of two working horses.
“No time like the present,” Speira said to herself, already knowing where her first stop would be. That was when the smile --the smile that Quill adored with all his heart-- lit up Speira’s face.
	***

The room felt practically arctic without the filly, or at least, it did to Quill. He sat on the edge of his bed, staring forlornly at the record player. It stared forlornly back. They both seemed to dearly miss the young girl who had danced for them only half an hour ago. Quill tried to will his thoughts away from Speira, but it seemed to be an effort in vain. Where’s she going? How is she? Who’s around her? These are only a few of the questions that turned revolutions in his skull.
“Oh lordy,” he sighed, “she’s only been gone ten minutes and I’ve already got empty nest syndrome.” Though the words sounded pitiful, he couldn’t help but chuckle. ‘Empty Nest Syndrome’ was a phrase Quill had only heard the ponies use, which he found highly ironic. However, he figured the ponies were on to something.
“Leave it be, you old bird, she’ll be fine. Just fine. If there’s anyone in this jewelry box of a city that can take care of themselves, it’s Speira.”
Though he knew what he said was the truth, Quill found no comfort in it. After a moment longer of staring at the record player, Quill decided that he needed to do something to keep himself occupied. But what?
His gaze drifted to the dufflebag at the foot of his bag. There was a paperback he kept in there to nibble at from time to time between jobs. Hearts Across Detrot, it was called. A penny dreadful if ever there was one. However, the story had been somewhat enjoyable so far. It was enough to keep his mind occupied at least. Now, however, Quill wondered if he might even make it past a single page.
“Probably not,” he answered. “My skull feels abuzz with hornets.” Then what? What do I do?
Quill looked at the record player once more. The record, A Waltz Through Prance, sat patiently on its plateau. It awaited for the longing kiss of its lover, the needle. That bringer of sweet music.
Who am I to deny such a love, Quill thought, chuckling to himself. Besides, maybe music is just what I need. I doubt it, but anything is possible I suppose.
With the turn of a few knobs, A Waltz Through Prance began its gradual revolution. Quill adjusted the needle and lowered it slowly. The edges of his beak curved up in a weak smile as the song of the two lovers filled the room. A lonesome cello sang its dreary tune, the voice of the instrument deep and rich. Quill knew the name of the sang even without glancing at the setlist stamped on the records label.
‘Roses in December’ was the song’s name. It had been the song that Speira had danced to not so long ago. The moisture Quill had willed away at Speira’s departure returned with bitter vengeance. This time, there was no need to resist them.

			Author's Notes: 
~Ending theme, I guess...
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1hPCKKJDLQ&list=LLrH1H0r2CjwTONLMSL0e2kQ&index=30


	
		Chapter Ten: Quill and the Speckled Band



	When the knock on the door came, ‘Roses in December’ had long wilted and faded into obscurity. In the roses’ place, an entire orchestra had sprung to life. The story these instruments told was much sweeter than that of the cello. It spoke of birds chirping as they surfed clear blue skies and of babbling brooks cutting through a countryside lush with apple trees and juniper berries. This was the story of winter's end and the coming of spring. More importantly, however, the story was the end of tears and heartache for one battered old bird.
The mercenary was swaying and humming along to the music when the rap of hoof against wood snipped through the veil of melody. Quill’s head snapped to full attention, his eyes narrowing into sharp pinpricks. Whatever cheer there had been on the griffin’s features was snuffed out, and at a moment’s notice. Replacing it was that familiar stoicism. The look of a predator, so it was.
The music died with a prompt *click* and Quill rose from the bed a second later. Though he jumped down from the bed’s edge, his feet --neither talon nor paw-- made not so much as a sound as they met hardwood. He opened his beak to speak, but closed it before he could do so. Patience, damn you. You must be patient. Isn’t this what we’ve practically browbeaten into our little tulip? 
In that brief span of waiting, every noise seemed to shriek out to Quill with deafening volume. From the whispering sighs of the floorboards to the muffled chattering rising from the tavern below, Quill felt his nerves twitch at every sound, no matter how minute.
 A second later the knock came again, but this time it was accompanied by a voice. “Sir Quill, are you in there? Please, sir, I am here on the behalf of their majesties, Prince Shining Armor and Princess Cadance. I wish greatly to have a word with you.”
Quill’s head cocked to the side, mimicking the question he dared not speak aloud. Who the hell is this? This evening caller’s voice was not one Quill recognized. It certainly didn’t belong to that hardcase of a captain who had come for a visit the other day, nor to any of the guard-ponies lagging behind him. Whoever this was, they were younger.
The pony outside spoke again, this time timidly. “I’m not an idiot, sir, I know you're in there. I heard the record player, and I sure as heck heard it switch off too.”
Quill considered the mysterious visitor for only a moment longer before nodding reluctantly to himself. He was sure that this pony wasn’t lying, but decades on an ever shifting battlefield demanded that he not take this pony lightly. Or any pony for that matter. Was he just being paranoid? The answer was probably ‘yes’. But an even better question, how many times had that same paranoia saved him and Speira too from a sticky, gruesome end? Too many times to count...
There was no time to don his leather armor, but he settled for something that eased his worry just the same. He lowered himself to the floor and reached into the murky crevice beneath the bed. A second later he produced his crossbow. Though seemed to weigh little more than his pillow, Quill found comfort in having the killing machine in his claw. Leveling it to the door, Quill finally spoke.
“State your name and state your rank, if you have one,” Quill said in high, clear tone. “Although, if you’re here on behalf of the crown, than I assume you do.” There was the shuffling of hooves outside his door. I’m guessing they're a soldier. Heavy hoofsteps could mean he’s wearing armor. These ponies do have quite the love for such paper weights.
“Speckled Band, sir. C-corporal of the Royal Guard.”
That didn’t quite surprise Quill, and not just because he’s come to expect anything and everything. Only Shining Armor and few of his subordinates knew where he and his ‘pitched their tent’. Still… I didn’t get this far in life by being careless.
“Alright then soldier, the door’s unlocked, but open it slowly. Molasses like.”
Quill felt his grip tighten on the crossbow. The door swung open on its hinges with an exasperated groan, revealing just what Quill had expected to see: a pony clad in gilded armor. However, what the mercenary hadn’t expected was the youth of his caller. Sure, I knew he wasn’t some salted cogger, but the bugger can’t be any older than nineteen. Perhaps the thought may have been a bit hypocritical. Quill himself was little more than a hatchling when he began his time in the armored flock. But this, by pony standard, was highly unusual.
Tough times, Quill reminded himself. You said it yourself, you old bird. And you know when the tough gets going, the young get thrown to the meatgrinder.  Quill hoped these was pure cynicism, but one could never be sure.
Quill lowered the crossbow and set it atop his bed. “Well, are you going to enter, soldier, or just keep loitering in my doorway.”
The Corporal glanced warily at the discarded crossbow, his sooty colored eyes wide as dinner plates, then he gave Quill a weak smile. “Just waiting for the invitation, sir. You only said open the door, but nothing about entering. And I sure wasn’t about to run headlong at that thing.” He nodded to the crossbow.
Quill had a hunch that he might just like this pony. The Corporal didn’t seem as humorless as the other guards Shining Armor sent Quill’s way. This did not, however, permit Quill to lower his guard.
“Then you have it. Come in and let us speak.” The stallion nodded and did as he was bade.
Besides the youth of Corporal Speckled Band, there was something else rather strange about the pony. Mainly it was his appearance. His coat was a dark blue, as dark as dying sky in fact, but it was stained with white spots. Quill guessed from the few places on the pony’s body that weren’t covered in armor that the mottled mess must have covered his entire length. Though some were either lopsided, small, or, they all managed to keep a generally circular shape. The most noticeable spot of all was the one that covered his right eye. It looked just like an ivory eyepatch.
Speckled. How cute. These ponies and their tendencies for irony never cease to amaze me.
Speckled Band now stood at the center of the dusty room, his head pivoting slowly as he scanned around. How out of place the guards-pony looked in this ramshackled old room. The meager state of the tavern’s rooms seemed to be downright offensive when compared to the immaculate condition of the Corporal's armor. Judging from the reflection I see of myself in that helm of his, I bet the lad polishes that armor every night.
“So, Corporal Band, what do I owe this most unexpected pleasure?”
Instead of answering right away, the Corporal glanced around once more before raising an eyebrow to Quill. “Wasn’t there another with you? A filly?”
“Yes, my protege,” Quill sighed wistfully. “Never you mind about her for the moment, though. Now, your business, sir. I’d very much like to hear it.”
“Well, you’re my buisness.”
Quill stared at him a moment longer, blinking quizzically, before arching an eyebrow. At this, Corporal Band elaborated. “Prince Shining Armor requests your presence at the castle at once… or, as soon as you can, sir...”
Quill clicked his beak a few times, as he always did when in thought. He barely noticed how the Corporal winced at the irritating sound.
“Another job I suppose? More nobles in need of company for their long and boring carriage rides through the countryside?”
“Er… I’m not quite sure. He didn’t disclose all the details of the request to me, just that he needed me to stress how urgent it was that you come to castle post haste. Although, he might have mentioned a thing or two about your… most recent venture.” The way Corporal Brand tiptoed over his words told Quill more than enough.
He wants to talk about those bandits, then, and hear the entire affair from my side, more than likely. The mercenary shrugged internally. Honestly, he shouldn't have expected anything less. You could only rely so much on hearsay, and Quill doubted that Prince Shining Armor could rely much on what he heard from the caption that debriefed him. I hadn’t seen a creature with such an explosive temper since my days back in basic training.
“Soon as possible?” Quill echoed back the Corporal's words with a hint of amusement. “I’m assuming you were hoping to leave right away then, correct?”
“Yes, sir, that was indeed that plan. Prince Shining Armor needs to speak with the both of you immediately.”
This time Quill allowed his smile to shine through. “Well, Corporal, how is his highness suppose to speak with ‘the both of us’ when you only have ‘the half of us’?” For a moment, Speckled Band only studied Quill with dull confusion.
“Pardon me saying, sir, but I don’t follow.”
“Well, you see, my better half has taken a brief leave of absence. Gone off to see all the sights your pretty city has to offer, so she has.”
That ‘dear in the headlights’ look returned to Speckled Band’s face. It was an expression that Quill had always acquainted with prey. There wasn’t enough plate armor or chain mail in Equestria that could make this stallion appear threatening to Quill now. That petrified look on the Corporal’s face had laid him naked and bare before Quill’s talons.
“By Celestia!” he moaned, his exasperation punctuated with a metallic *clunk* as he smacked himself upside his head. “Are you serious? I promised the Prince that I’d have you back within the hour! Tell me, sir, when will your partner by back?” Though he seemed regain composure over himself, Speckled Band’s voice was still jagged with hint of desperation.
Whatever response he had been hoping for, the shrug Quill gave him must not have been it. The Corporal’s expression fell like a leaded weight.
“Can’t say, lad, shouldn’t be too long though. An hour and a half at the latest. I can assure you she won’t be too much longer.”
“Great.” Corporal Band’s rump dropped to the floor. His ears drooped lazily to the sides of his face as those flaked eyes of his stared down at his forehooves shamefully. “Prince Shining Armor isn’t going to be happy about this. Not happy one bit.”
“Maybe so,” Quill said genially, which didn’t help Speckled’s mood in the slightest, “But Shining Armor has always struck me as a reasonable and understanding kind of fellow.” Quill took his place back on his bed once more and added, “If he takes issue, I’m sure we can clear it up easily enough.”
Speckled Band seemed to brighten at that, but not by much. “That’s very generous of you, sir, but I’m not worried so about disappointing him. It’s more…” The words tapered off, and the Corporal couldn’t quite manage to will them back. When Quill twirled one of his talons in circular motion, a gesture meant to urge the Corporal on, Speckled Band just shook his head.
“Forget it, sir, I beg you. My tongue escapes me sometimes.”
That’s not a very desirable quirk for a soldier, is it? Especially one tasked with serving royalty. Quill tabled that thought for the time being.
The two sat in restless quiet for a second after that, both sizing up the other. Quill organized all the questions flittering around his head into a neat cluster, choosing only those he deemed relevant and fairly answerable. And you better believe Quill had questions. In fact he had many. He relished the idea of spending this dreadful wait for Speira focused on something other than the record player. If only Speckled Band felt that same way.
The Corporal had heard more than a few stories about the mercenaries (more had been told about the killer filly that shadowed the old bird, but enough was said about Quill that Speckled Band couldn’t help but feel on edge around him). His heart stuttered and tripped over itself in those moments they sat face to face. He knew very well what was coming. The questions. Speckled Band knew this because he too had many questions of his own, though he dared not ask them. Curiosity was just as much a weakness as it was a strength, and he wanted to show no weakness around this bird of prey.
Fine job you’re doing of that, you damned dolt, he thought scoldingly. Blathering on like a colt struck head over hooves for a cute filly.
“So…” The word, shattering silence like a stone through stained glass, giving Speckled Band a start. Quill smiled apologetically.
“Apologies, lad, didn’t mean to startle you.”
“Completely fine, sir,” the Corporal said, flashing a smile of his own. Damn it, you fool! “What were you saying?”
“I was just hoping that since we’ll be here for a spell, you might be kind of enough to chat with me for a bit, at least until my protege returns. I don’t get a chance to converse much with anyone other than my Spiera, as you must guess. It would certainly help pass the time.”
“Certainly, I don’t see why not.” Actually, the Corporal could see a dozen and a half reason not to speak at any length with this mercenary, and at the top of that list would be those icy, predator eyes. How they cut into his hide. “What would you like to talk about?”
Quill shrugged again, but Speckled Band didn’t buy into the coy gesture. “I’d like to know more about what Shining Armor would like us for. I know you said that your knowledge of the matter is limited, but you must know something. Has something happened that would prompt such an urgent meeting?”
Speckled Band frowned. “Sorry, sir, but I’m not the pony to talk to about that. I’m just the go between.” Quill had his doubts about that. There was something, intuition maybe, that made the mercenary suspect that this soldier was a bit more than just an errand boy. Could be paranoia again. 
Some ponies didn’t take kindly to being called a liar, no matter how gently you insinuated it. Quill had no desire to learn if Corporal Speckled Band was the kind of pony to go off like a powder keg. It was rather rare to find a Royal Guard who wasn’t primed and ready to crawl down an outsider’s throat, and he rather liked seeing his visitor so amiable.
“Fair enough. Then perhaps you could tell me something about the Prince.”
“Beg your pardon?”
“I’m just curious how he’s been as of late. We haven’t had the chance to speak much lately, not since before my visit to Las Pegasus. When we did though, he made mention that passions were rather high amid the Equestrian Guard. That has to be rather trying for a pony. Soldiers have always been a steely sort, and steel tends to get hot rather easily.”
“What are you getting at, sir?”
“All I’m ‘getting at’ is that it can’t be easy managing such a group during these trying times, especially if you ponies decided to jump ship.”
The desertions… he’s talking about all of the damned desertions. How could he possibly know that? No one in the Royal Guard would ever talk to an outsider about such a thing! Then, a frightening thought occurred to him. 
That’s because he doesn’t know... at least, he doesn’t know about it from any of our ranks. He’s a predator. He always has an ear open, always listening to whatever tones or stories might be carried off by the wind… And if that’s the case, then he’s heard about the desertions through hearsay… Oh Celestia, that not’s good. Not good at all!  Speckled Band, who had spent the early years of his child among the cracked, poverty stricken streets of the Manehattan, knew very well the kind of stories ponies spread amongst themselve. Sure, it was common for one to think that gossiping was a habit practiced more so by those smalltown ponies in the south, but Speckled Band knew better. Gossip lay everywhere and in every city and town of Equestria.
“The Prince is fine,” Speckled Band replied at last, almost shortly. “He bears the burdens of his office with more grace and level headedness than any of us could ask from anypony. Any talk of ‘high passions’ is simply mistaken, I assure you.”
That hawkish gaze, which had echoed the joviality of Quill’s smile only a moment ago, seemed to waver. He knew quite well that the Corporal was lying. Speckled Band tried his best not to flinch against that look. Bastard sees through me, he thought, wrangling his nerves back in place. I could sit here and spin tales till my face runs blue and the sun plummets from the sky, but he’ll know the truth simply by looking at my face.
“That’s good to hear, Corporal, very good indeed.”
Perspiration was already beginning to pimple along the back of Speckled Band’s neck. Suddenly he felt hot and claustrophobic in the armor he had worn with such grace, as if he was really in an oven.  It was going to be a long wait for the poor soldier.
Quill clicked his beak once more, grinned, and said, “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind answering a few more things for me, Corporal.”
Princess Celestia, if you were ever going to bring the sun down on us all, let it be now.
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		Chapter Eleven: Childe Twilight to Canterlot Came



	Most days on the Canterlot Castle’s landing pad were lazy ones, and why shouldn’t they be? Aside from pegasi garbed in gilded armor, air traffic around the castle was nonexistent. Of course there was the occasional dignitary who would fly in from lands beyond the horizon, but they were few and far between --flying contraptions were a priceless commodity, and most of these distant visitors found travel by train to be a more peaceful mode of transportation. The sizzling strip of tarmac was practically a graveyard. Despite its lack of excitement, the Canterlot landing pad remained a wonderful place for young, ambitious ponies within the castle staff to prove their obedience, tenacity, and gumption. It was also a great place to tuck away old, disgruntled workers who had just been around the grander of Canterlot Castle for far too long. However, as princess Twilight Sparkle’s hot air balloon began to sink through the soft ceiling of clouds, life surged like a riptide onto the landing strip. Ponies in bright orange vests scrambled one way and then another, a few even collided into each other with the force of a runaway carriage. Orders were shouted out in rabid precession, the voices of those in charge rising above the scrabble like the twittering of some strange songbird. 
One pony, a wide eyed mare, rushed off from the tarmac as if her tail had been set aflame. She was making a bee-line towards Princess Celestia’s study. Her heart performed somersaults at the thought of telling the benevolent princess the good news: that her beloved student had finally arrived! Of course, the wall of muscle and steel standing guard outside the Princesses’ study would be there to crush the young mare’s enthusiasm. Other ponies, those much more level headed, were dragging out bundles of rope to anchor the balloon once it drew close enough. 
With ends knotted into fine loops, the ropes flew through the air and made to seize the hooks embedded into the baskets sides. Every single one flew true, finding its target with practiced ease --one particular cowpony aboard the balloon found herself rather impressed by this smooth display of skill. It took a considerable amount of exertion, sweat, and grit, but eventually the balloon was secure enough for its passengers to make an exit.
“You’re good, Princess!” A stallion called from behind the line of ponies struggling with their rope. “You all can get out now!”
Twilight Sparkle hopped heedlessly over the side of the basket and found her excitement turn to terror in a moment’s notice. As her hooves met stone, she felt her equilibrium totter and then give. A scream rose to her throat as she stumbled forward a few steps, but was quieted by numerous hooves that reached out to steady her. Twilight was surrounded by at least a dozen or so ponies who would sooner cast a stone through a stained glass window than to allow Equestria’s newest princess to fall flat on her face.
“Thank you so much,” Twilight said, flushing fiercely, then added, “I’m so sorry, I know we’re a bit ahead of schedule, but I guess that I’m just so excited to be back.”
The stallion who had called out a moment prior approached the princess, regarding her almost reverently. To Twilight he appeared to be of the gruff sort. His receding mane crept back up his skull and his coat looked as coarse as sandpaper. One jubilant eye met Twilight’s while the other lay hidden behind an old eyepatch. Boy, I can only guess how that happened.
        “No thanks necessary, Princess, it’s our duty and our delight. Ain’t that right, everypony?” As boisterous and as chaotic as the landing strip was, the stallion’s question was met with a hearty “Aye, sir!” that seemed to slice through all the noise. The adulation that accompanied that single, harmonious “Aye!” was enough to make Twilight’s cheeks turn an even darker shade of crimson.
“I take it you’re in change here?” There was a hint of hesitation in the Princess’s voice as she dared to ask the question. Twilight found herself more than a little intimidated by the almost roguish pony before her and she feared that her emotions might just betray her. Much to her relief, the bristly muzzle of the stallion tightened into a warm smile and the wings on his back ruffled with pride.
“Yes, ma’am, the name’s Skylord. Been tending to the Castle’s balloons since I was a wee lad.” If this was true, Twilight wondered how she had never heard of him till now and not when she first acquired her own balloon. Then again, Princess Celestia had been adamant about teaching Twilight the basics of hot air balloon control and maintenance herself. Oh well, I guess that doesn’t matter now.
        “It’s a pleasure, Skylord. I believe Princess Celestia wanted to speak with me as soon as I arrived, correct?”
“Yes, ma’am! I just sent a greenhorn to--” Skylord chuckled nervously as he corrected himself. “I mean, I just sent a cadet to inform the Princess now.”
“Thank you,” Twilight said graciously. She squirmed with embarrassment as Skylord gave her a low bow, low enough that the dark tumbles of his mane tickled the cracked tarmac below. 
Turning back to the balloon, she saw that the other ponies crammed into the balloon’s basket were still climbing out one at a time, and at a much more cautious pace than Twilight’s own speedy departure. The first to follow Twilight had been her oldest, and probably dearest, friend. The young dragon was always close to Twilight’s side and now was no different. He looked up at the mare, his eyes alit with mischievous delight.
“Boy, that guy looks like he’s seen better days, huh Twilight?” Spike chuckled once Skylord had left them to oversee the ponies under his command. What was probably intended to raise a laugh or two actually earned a rather stern look from the alicorn. The tiny dragon turned bashful under that gaze and hastily apologized.
“So girls,” Twilight beamed at the mares who had ridden with her, “How are all of you feeling?” The majority of her friends were busy stretching out the kinks in their cramped legs and chattering excitedly to each other. Conversation broke at the sound of Twilight’s voice, but the excitement remained.
“Oh, darling, I’m absolutely ecstatic,” Rarity sang, her perfectly set mane fighting hard to retain its shape in the harsh winds sweeping by. There were quite a few times when she had to brush the unruly thing from her face, but this usual peeve went completely unnoticed. Her eyes were alight with the same electricity bubbling deep in Twilight’s stomach.
“After months of working tirelessly, practically to exhaustion, I’m nearly beside myself for a refreshing change of pace. Maybe I’ll even get a chance to stop by that new boutique that opened on Main Street!” An elated squee cut her words short as she pranced in place. “Do you know when the last time I got the chance to stop and soak up some inspiration was?” When no one answered Rarity, she did herself. “Me either! It must be ages!”
“Um… Rarity, I hope ya’ realize we ain’t here on vacation,” Applejack said, somehow maintaining a stoic expression as she fought to keep her hat on her head. 
Rarity waved a hoof at her southern drawling friend. “I know that, darling, but must our time here be completely buisness? I’d say with all the work we’ve put into helping rebuild Ponyville, we deserve a break from all the gloom and doom. Just a tiny one, at least! Besides, now that things are getting back on track, I should really start filling my head up with new ideas and designs. What good will I be to anypony if I open the doors to the Carousel Boutique and I find out that my skills have gotten all rusty and stale?” Twilight had to stifle a giggle when Applejack just rolled her eyes. Even with all the time they shaved down by taking the hot air balloon, it seemed that the apple farmer’s patience had been strained by the fashionista's constant babble. The only other who had been as excited was Twilight. The two mares had practically veered the balloon off course with their gale of jabber.
Fluttershy edged closer towards the two mares, both now wearing contrasting expressions of delight and annoyance, her weak smile framed by a curtain of pink mane. “Actually Applejack, I agree with Rarity.” Her fragile voice was nearly drowned out by all the commotion raging about, but her friends were able to make her out with strained ears. 
“It’s been so long since I’ve been able to get my critters something special, and now is the perfect-- eeyp!” The words curdled into a scream as a rainbow colored streak of lightning struck touched down right next to her. Every pony nearby had to shield their eyes from all the dust and gravel kicked up by the speeding pegasi’s staunch landing.
“Really, Rainbow Dash, don’t you think you could be a tad more considerate before just crash landing into a crowd of ponies?” Rarity asking scoldingly, cradling the cream colored pony who had leapt into her outstretched forelegs. “What if you had landed on one of these nice ponies taking care of the balloon? Or us, for that matter. We’d have been flattened into a pony pancake!” 
Then, to the trembling pegasi she held, Rarity cooed, “It’s alright now, Fluttershy, it was just Rainbow Dash. No need to be afraid…” After one last sideways glance to her newly arrived friend, she added, “At least, I hope not.”
Fluttershy allowed herself to peek through the pink veil shrouding her face, a task that took not small amount of effort, then gave a sheepish, apologetic smile. “Oh, right… T-thanks, Rarity.”
Rainbow Dash sighed and rolled her magenta eyes in an eerily similar fashion as Applejack. “I’m sorry, but you guys have been taking forever. To pass time I’ve been doing laps around the battlements.” She giggled impishly at this. “You should’ve seen the look on some of those guards faces. Thay haven’t ever seen a pegasus that can book it like me. Them slowpokes are still probably searching for me arround the eastern battlement.” That giggle turned into a cackle.
It was at this moment a great pink bundle of energy bounded from the basket to Rainbow Dash’s side, practically dancing on her hooves. “Oh, how many laps did you do? Wait, don’t tell me…” The energy exhuming from the pink party pony tapered off only long enough for her to raise a hoof to her chin and think, but it came right back with bitter vengeance. “Fifty? No… Sixty?” Every time Rainbow Dash opened her mouth to say the answer, Pinkie Pie would blurt out an even higher number. 
Twilight watched her friends ramble from a few paces away, smiling to herself as she did so. The next week was going to be life changing, not only for her, but for all of Equestria as well. If there was ever a moment to go down in the Equestrian history books, it would be the Landsmeet. Twilight was just happy, more than anything, to have her friends along with her for support and comfort in the grand venture to come. Even if being back in Canterlot washed her in a wave of nostalgia, she reminded herself that it would be her friends that would get her through the challenging days ahead, not the city. They would be her anchor through the turbulent waters that were Equestrian politics.
The approach of two new ponies pulled Twilight from her thoughts and her friends from their amiable banter. The ambitious greenhorn who had rushed off only moments ago was making her return, though looking a bit crestfallen (the guard stationed outside Celestia’s study had been adamant that the mare remain in the hall while he passed on the splendid news). She did not return alone, however. Leading her along was a mare dressed in a prim, crisp uniform of black silk and ivory frills. It was the uniform of a maid. The royal insignia pinned to her dress shimmered proudly from its place on her chest, bringing life and color to the otherwise starch outfit.
“P-princess,” the mare said, her prudish Canterlot accent quivering on her lips. “What a pleasure it is to make your acquaintance. I am Chasset, head mare over the Canterlot staff. On behalf of everypony under Celestia’s service, I bid you and your friends a warm welcome to Canterlot.”
Chasset was a mare of prompt precision. Everything she did, and everyone beneath her command, ran on a tight, clock-like schedule with no deviations or alterations. Some considered her nitpicky, and some considered her overly organized. Most just considered her a colossal control freak who needed to get laid. Chasset knew all these, but she let all of the whispering and talking behind her back simply slide off her coat like drops of rain. Running the Canterlot staff and making sure everything remained in order was a daunting task, one that required the utmost attention to detail. Without the order Chasset brought to the castle, the entire staff would have fallen into shambles ages ago --or at least, she thought so. Most of the mares under her command would be no more useful than chickens bereft of their heads without her, and Chasset knew it. That is why from the day she first acquired her current position, Chasset had dedicated her life and all of her willpower to maintaining order and organization. This entire exposition in mind, one could only imagine the pure, heart quenching panic that gripped the mare when she was told that one of Equestria’s most important ponies had arrived half an hour ahead of schedule and had received no formal welcoming.
“You must forgive me, Princess, I had an entire welcome party planned for you and your friends…” Though Chasset’s practiced smile remained, the stony mare was indeed near tearing up. “I just had no idea you would be arriving so early… and by hot hair balloon. Last we heard, you were taking the train.”
“Please, that’s quite alright!” Twilight said quickly. “The hot air balloon was kind of a last minute thing. Besides, I’d much rather if a big deal wasn’t made.” Chasset seemed to brighten a bit at that, but not much. At least it looked as if the tears would be saved for later.
“You are gracious, Princess, and I thank you. Aside from welcoming you, I have also been sent to tell you that Princess Celestia is ready to receive you, at your leisure, of course. She thought that you might like some time to rest a bit after your journey and, maybe, to revisit the grounds or the city first.”
“Oh, well, thank you. Right now we just need to get our things and-”
“That won’t be necessary at all, Princess!” Twilight gave a start as Skylord rejoined them. She had completely forgotten about the rugged stallion. “Me and my ponies will take care of your things right and proper.” To prove this, he nodded over to the balloon. Five ponies were wrangling with the luggage tethered to the basket’s side.
Twilight blinked, clearly not used to such treatment, and Skylord couldn’t help but chuckle at her astonishment. “Don’t you worry none, your highness, you and yours are in good hooves. Ain’t that right, everypony!” The ponies working to free the luggage paused long enough to let out yet another “Aye, sir!” Skylord chuckled again, this time a bit more heartily.
Applejack peered at each of these ponies from under the wide brim of her hat, her lips pursed into a thin line. “Not that I don’t appreciate what they’re doin’, but I’d much rather handle my things myself.”
“I think it’s mighty sweet of the them,” Rarity chirped, giving a wide and appreciative smile to the young buck handling her own bags. The stallion grinned excitedly and gave Rarity a low bow. This little display came to an abrupt end when the mare beside him gave the buck a hard smack to the back of his head.
So enthralled by the working ponies was Twilight that she didn’t even notice Rainbow Dash had moved at her side. “So what now, Twifi? You going off to see Princess Celestia or what?”
“Wha- Oh, sorry, Rainbow Dash, I didn’t see you there.” It took a second for the pegasus’s question to sink in. “Actually, I was going to help you girls settle in before anything else.” Then, as an afterthought, she winced at the pins and needles prickling along the muscles of her legs. “Now that I think about it, getting reacquainted with the castle doesn’t seem too bad of an idea. A nice stretch would probably do me some good.”
Applejack waved her off genially. “Eh. Don’t you worry about us, sugarcube, go on and see the Princess. We know how excited ya are to catch up with her.” We know because that’s the only thing ya’ talked about the whole dang ride up here, she almost added, but quickly criticized herself for such a thought.
“What? I couldn’t!” Twilight gasped. “I’m not just going to ditch my friends!”
“You’re not ditching us, darling,” Rarity said. “You’ve been practically bursting at the seams to see the Princess for the longest time. Besides, we can manage just fine on our own. It isn’t like this our first time in Canterlot.” The others echoed Rarity’s sentiment. “And if we should need help, I’m sure we can find somepony around here to assist us.” The stallion who had been handling the fashionista’s bag quickly nodded as he went for another. His friend was quick to round down upon him again.
As much as it pained Twilight, she couldn’t deny the excitement simmering in the pit of her stomach. At Rarity words and her friends’ insistence, the elation burst free from its confines and flooded down into her lower extremities. Those pesky pins and needles were washed away by that warm downpour, and Twilight was carried with it.
“Well, if you’re all sure… I’ll come straight back to help everypony unpack, I promise!” Twilight paused and glanced to the dragon standing to her right. “What about you, Spike? Want to come see the Princess?”
Spike rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then shook his head. “Nah, no thanks, Twi, I think I’ll stay and help the girls unpack. I’m pretty sure they could use the extra muscle.” Twilight couldn’t help but giggle as he gave his tiny arms a flex. Spike was many things, but ‘extra muscle’ he was not..
Then, a bit more soberly, Spike added, “But give the Princess my best, will ya?”
“Alright, Spike, I’ll do just that.”
After a few brief goodbyes to the rest of her friends, Twilight turned and told Chasset that she was ready to meet with the Princess immediately. Together, Chasset in lead once more, they set off back the way the maid had come. Twilight’s heart sprinted in her chest as she gazed up to one of the spires looming high up above, its long shadow falling upon her. A few pegasi, likely royal guards, circled the utmost top like vultures in search of their next meal. Somewhere in there, amongst the mass maze of rooms and corridors, Twilight's old mentor sat and waited for her.
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		Chapter Twelve: The new kids on the block...



        The train didn’t linger long in Ponyville. There were many more stops to make that day and the conductor was hell bent on beating his old rival, the clock. Its shrill whistle pierced the air like a saber as the great mechanism of its inner workings spurred to life with great whooshing sounds. Within seconds the beast was lumbering off once more, leaving a small number of its passengers behind to face whatever may.
“Okay… what in the actual fuck is going on here?”
The trio of wanderers were fresh off the train, their muscles still stiff from the uncomfortable seats, and already Alabaster was turning a head or two with his colorful vocabulary. A mother who happened to be passing by with her daughter cupped her hooves over the young filly’s ears and hastily shepherded her along, throwing a scowl at the vulgar pegasus from over her shoulder. Thankfully most other ponies around were out of earshot.
Usually a comment like this would have earned quite the reprimand from Little Whisper. At the moment, however, she found herself too enthralled with the mesmerizing spectacle unfolding before them -or, to be more accurate, the spectacle unfolding above them- to find her words. High above the earth’s reaches, pegasi swam through the boundless waters of the sky. This in itself was not that extraordinary, however, what they were doing was. As the pegasi zoomed this way and then that way, they carried with them little bundles of grey fluff. Whisper thought at first that maybe it was cottoncandy. A second later and she knew that such an idea was preposterous. Eventually it clicked.
“They’re herding the clouds,” she muttered, her eyes growing wide enough to reflect fragments of the sun’s harsh glare. A mare wrestled a particularly wily ball of puff -the thing wretched and struggled within her grasp like foal being reared to punishment- as the two flew off out of sight. The handful of other pegasi floating nearby laughed and jeered, clearly handling their own loads with skill. 
Poor cloud wrangling seemed to be a rather amusing joke among these feathered ponies, but it was a joke lost completely on Alabaster. While Whisper watched on in wonder and amazement, Alabaster did so with an expression edging on contempt. In contrast to the two friends, Midnight followed the trajectory of the working pegasi without betraying even the faintest hint of emotion. His features were a blank canvas beraft of color. Despite any of the pony’s levels of interest, all three of them failed to notice the figure that slipped up beside them. That is, until she spoke.
“Yeah, the weather team’s been a right mess since Dash left the other day.” The trio started at the voice, whirling around on their hooves to face the newcomer. The mare, whoever she was, spared not so much as a glance to the gaping ponies as she spoke. Her eyes, framed by the orange, curly locks that poured down her face, remained solely on the working ponies busying themselves amongst the fleeing flocks of clouds.
“It’s funny,” she continued, “You wouldn’t really think one mare would make so much of a difference to the work force, especially her, considering how much she lazes about most days.” She chuckled to herself and added, “Perhaps she wasn’t as lazy as we all thought...” 
Her words trailed off momentarily, fluttering away like one of those many clouds being herded high above, but she quickly managed to find her train of thought once more. Turning her gaze away from the pegasi, she looked to the travelers with a bashful smile.
“Sorry. I just really like watching the pegasi work with the weather. My momma use to joke around that I lost my wings when I popped out of her. I come out here about this time every day just to see what they’re doing, sometimes for an hour or so when I can spare it. Just watching them twist and twirl so effortlessly through the air-” She giggled, trying to hide her sudden flush behind a hoof. “Sorry again, my thoughts get a little… flighty at times.”
The trio gawked at the mare unblinkingly, each with a varying shade of befuddlement. Whisper struggled not to blush as well. From the shifting of the mare's hind legs, the twitch of her curly tale, and the light tinge of musk carried on the rising breeze, Whisper suspected that ‘flighty’ didn’t quite describe the mare’s feelings.
“Wait a second,” Alabaster said, fighting to reign in the storm of questions raging in his skull, “Did you say ‘weather team’? Weather. Team.” He spoke the last two words with great emphasises..
The mare cocked her head and frowned at the pegasus. “Yeah, I did. You’ve never heard of a weather team before, stranger?” From her tone, Alabaster suspecting that he should have.
The faux laugh he summoned as he waved a genial hoof at the mare felt as if it would stretch his vocal cords till they tore. Acting was something better left in the care of those more who knew what they were doing. Like Little Whisper.
        “Of course I have, you silly billy. I’m… a…” Whisper and Midnight peered at him with growing unease as the pegasus stumbled over his tongue. Then, with a grin, Alabaster said, “I’m just hard of hearing! Yeah, that’s it! Loads of loud music has wrecked these listening holes of mine. Bit of a problem really, now that I mention it. By the time I’m thirty I’ll probably be as deaf as a wart on frog’s ass.” Whisper facehoofed.
Thankfully, Alabaster’s prattling and Whisper exasperation went completely unnoticed by the mare. Her gaze was too busy fluttered to the wings folded atop of the pale stallions back. Something flashed in her eyes and the budding roses on her cheeks suddenly grew riper.
Whisper gave Alabaster a sideways glance. ‘Care to let me do the talking now?’ that look seemed to ask. Alabaster gave a small bow and motioned for her to go right ahead. The less talking he had to do the better. He couldn’t start any riffs so long as he kept his tongue locked up nice and tight, or at least, it would make it more challenging. There were still plenty of ways to cause trouble with his hooves...
“Hello there, my name’s Little Whisper,” Whisper began hastily, eager to draw the mare’s attention, “This talkative son of gun here is Alabaster and the one next to him is Midnight Dreary. We’re… new to Ponyville, so forgive us for any ignorances.”
“New to Ponyville, huh?” the mare tapped her chin thoughtfully as she studied them. Whisper didn’t like how her eyes seemed to flicker back and forth between him and Alabaster. It was as if the mare was… comparing them?.
Whisper managed to smile through the scowl that nearly peeled back her muzzle. Later she would feel utterly embarrassed by that abrupt rise in emotion, but in the heat of the moment, the usually tender mare felt a cornered lioness stir within the depths of her being and it was all she could do to keep her hooves to herself. Oh no, I think Al is starting to wear off on me.
“That’s right,” Whisper answered, “We came on the train that just left, in fact. I don’t think we’ve been here for more than five minutes.”
The mare’s eyes grew wide. “Really? Sweet! Ponyville always welcomes fresh faces. Well, where are you three from? From how worn out and dusty your saddlebags look, I’m assuming pretty dang far.”
Whisper had to bite back a grumble that tried to crawl up her throat. She had hoped that it might be just a bit longer before they needed to start spinning tales about their origins. Of all the ponies we could have ran into right off the bat, it had to be a nosy one.
        “That’s not a bad assumption, actually. We’re from… well... a little bit of everywhere to be honest. Right now we’re just trying to find a good place to settle down for a while. Life on the road can be quite rough, you know? We figured that maybe a place to settle down for a time might do us some good.”

“How intriguing!” The mare tittered on her hooves. “Ponyville has gotten all sorts over the years, but never really any drifters!” This did not exactly ease Whisper’s and Alabaster’s growing discomfort. If vagabonds such as themselves were such an unusual occurrence, how likely would they be to stand out amongst these townsfolk? Dang it all, I thought that sheriff said they wouldn’t ask many questions!
“Well, if you are looking for a place to dust off your saddlebags for a good spell, than you can’t do much better than Ponyville. It’s larger than most of the towns south of Canterlot, so you’ll find plenty to do around here, but it’s nowhere near as gritty and stuffy as those big cities like Manehattan or Detrot.” Though it hurt Whisper’s heart to hear those cities she had dreamt about so feverishly talked about with such contempt, she couldn’t deny the excitement that elevated her spirits like a heavy breeze.
“But before any of that,” the mare continued, “If you really are looking to make a home out of Ponyville, then you should really go see Mayor Mare before anything else.”
“Mayor Mare?” Alabaster snickered. “Good grief, who names their child-” Whisper’s glare cut that question short. The stallion gave an apologetic smile and made a quick zipping motion over his lips.
Looking back to the mare, Whisper asked, “Mayor Mare, you said?”
“That’s right. If there’s anypony in Ponyville to talk to about settling down here, it’s her. She knows everything about this town!”
“Where could we find her?”
“Oh, that’s simple. Her office is at city hall, which is pretty easy to find.” She pointed down the cobblestone street that fled away from the train station. “Just follow this road. It’ll take you straight to the center of Ponyville. That’s where town hall is. And don’t worry about her office hours or anything like that. You can almost always find her either in city or somewhere around it.” She lowered her voice to a whisper, almost as if afraid someone might overhear her. “The gal is a bit of a workaholic, if you know what I’m saying. Anywho, I’d take you there myself, but I think it’s getting about time I head back to my stand. It was really nice meeting all of you though!”
“Likewise,” Whisper said, beaming gratefully, and Alabaster grumbled the same. Midnight only gave a polite nod.
The mare rushed off, her tail streaming in a line behind her, when she came to a sudden stop, her hooves skidding across the cobblestone. She spun back around and brought her hoof up to the side of her mouth as she shouted back at the them.
“I’m terribly sorry, I forgot to introduce myself! The name’s Carrot Top, I run a little stand over on the corner of Mane Street. You should totally come by sometime, I’ll give a good deal on produce! Anyway, bye bye now!” And with that, she dipped behind the corner of a building and was gone..
“Figures,” Alabaster said, ruffling his wings impatiently, “She looks like a carrot, her name is a carrot, and if I wasn’t mistaken, there was a carrot on her butt.. Hey Midnight, how much do you want to bet that stand of hers isn’t selling lemonade?” 
Midnight glanced questioningly at the pegasus. “I don’t know. Why are you asking me?”
Alabaster staring at the stallion for moment, his annoyance growing. “Gee, I don’t know. Guess I’m just reminding myself that you’re still with us. You’re just so freaking quiet that sometimes I forget you’re tagging along…” Then Alabaster rubbed his chin and smiled roguishly at his newest friend. Midnight felt his innards twist with unease at the sight of such a thing.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Oh, you know… just thinking that maybe we should get you a cow bell.”
Midnight’s pupils shrank as he took a tentative step back. “Y-you wouldn’t!”
Advancing upon the retreating pony, Alabaster’s smile grew into an evil sneer. When he spoke, his tone was low and sultry, as if he were talking to a lover. “Don’t tell me what I wouldn’t do, Midnight. I live off of spite.”
Much to Alabaster’s dismay, his fun was cut short as a heavy hoof connected with the back of his head.
“The hell, Wisp? I was just messing around!” he gasped, rubbing at where she had struck him. Whisper had reminded him quite promptly that her hoof had a bit of an edge to it. Shit, I think she might have actually cracked something!
Despite Alabaster’s seething and muttering, Whisper continued to wear the practiced smile she had worn for Carrot Top. “If the two of you are finished playing around, perhaps we could get a move on before the day lets out. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to still be prattling around come nightfall.”
“Yeah, whatever,” Alabaster grunted. “I take it we’re going to see this ‘Mayor Mare’?” A ghost of a smile returned to his lips as he said the mare’s name. 
Whisper knew at once what that smile meant. “Be nice, Al… and yes. You heard that nice mare. Right now we need someone who can point us in the right direction, and it sounds like the mayor is going to be our best bet.”
As the trio set off, heading the direction Carrot Top had pointed them, Alabaster’s smile faltered. “Why do I get the feeling this is going to be awkward and uncomfortable?”
“It’ll only be awkward and uncomfortable if you make it.” Then, a bit nervously, she added, “Which, I have no doubt that you will.”
Whisper’s and Alabaster conversation droned on in Midnight Dreary’s ears like the background music to a particularly slow elevator ride. It wasn’t that Midnight didn’t care about what his friends were saying. It was simply that, yet again, his attention had been snared by the strange inner workings of Ponyville life. So entrancing was the show from above that he had somehow missed the bustling gale consuming those bound to the earth.
The houses built along Ponyville’s farthest reaches had acted as a curtain, shielding from sight the numerous skeletons of buildings standing within the town’s center mass. To Midnight, they looked like the half decomposed corpses of some forgotten giants long dead. Then he noticed the ponies in hardhats and bright orange vests crawling about the remains and shuttered. If the buildings resembled corpses, then did that make those working ponies maggots? That was a question he did not dare contemplate.
It was strange and intriguing to watch as the earth ponies moved about those great wooden bones. Nimble and fearless were they, even as the earth swayed a few stories beneath their hooves. The thought of staring down at the town from such a height made Midnight clutch at his stomach. He hastily averted his gaze in fear that the meal he ate before leaving Appleloosa would creep back up on him.
They’re like the pegasi… in their own right, anyway, Midnight thought once his stomach settled and his head stopped spinning. Above him, in one of those worksites, a stallion cradling a lunchbox allowed his rear legs to swing in the breeze as he made a seat out of a rather thin wooden beam. Apparently it was lunchtime.
“Good bit of renovation going on for such a small town like this,” Alabaster commented, watching the working ponies with a hint of admiration. Then he tilted his head to the direction of the glimmering castle looming overhead and added, “Although, that might have something to do with Mr. Fancy Pants over there. What’s the point of having a bird’s eye view from one of those towers if it means all you’ll see is a shabby little town, am I right? Judging from that glittering eyesore, they probably had enough bits to support most of the construction we’re seeing. Bet it’s making that view from up there a bit more palatable.”
“Will you quit it?” Whisper hissed. “Did you ever stop to think that if any of that’s true, then maybe some of these ponies wouldn’t take too kindly to some stranger badmouthing their kind and benevolent benefactor?”
Alabaster’s mouth opened to retort back, but then after a second of consideration, he only gaze a shrug. “Guess not,” he said. “I’ll try to keep a muzzle on myself, Wisp, but I can’t make any promises. You know how wily this tongue of mine can get once he gets going.” 
Whisper rolled her eyes, but said nothing else. She knew well enough that Alabaster was just being his usual, snide self. Still, it would do her heart good if he wouldn’t talk so where everyone and their grandchildren could hear him. However, if Little Whisper was afraid of anyone overhearing them, her fears were sorely misplaced. The ponies they passed were far too absorbed with the checklist of jobs to complete to even notice the strangers, let alone their drabble.
They look so tired, Midnight deduced, watching as a hearty stallion with an orange mane and fiery coat plodded his way towards them. This stallion was hitched to a wide wooden cart that creaked and moaned as its wheels sputtered along the cobblestone street. The thing must have been old, older than even Sour Apple. It was the color of freshly fallen ash with blotches of black that scared the wood like sores. Despite these, the dying thing seemed determined to survive its current journey.
Though a faint smile touched the stallion’s lips, Midnight could see it was weak and fatigued. It was the smile of pony who had spent been through the wringer just the day before and then had woken up early today just to go through it again. However, it was also the smile of a pony who refused to let the work at hand tear down their spirits. Although this smile was something of a wonder for a pony as fresh to the world as Midnight, it was nothing new for Alabaster. In fact it was an expression he had worn many of times in the past few years... although, it was usually after a few shots of rum.
Whisper, Alabaster, and Midnight shifted to one side to make way for the stallion and his cart. Graciously, he gave the trio a slight nod and a smile, this one containing much more enthusiasm than one plastered across his face seconds ago.
“There must be a farm close by,” Whisper said once the stallion had passed from earshot. She watched his receding figure a moment longer, admiring the rippling cords of muscle in his powerful flanks. Whoever he was, he was of a healthy stock. She even thought, with an impish giggle, that he might give Alabaster a run for his money.
Midnight turned a skeptical eye towards Whisper. “How did you know he was a farmer? I didn’t see anything in that wagon that would hinted that… Actually, I didn’t see anything in that wagon now that I think about it. It was empty.”
“Seriously, Midnight? You couldn’t smell the hay?” Alabaster cut in, shaking his head. He seemed a bit amused by Midnight’s ignorance.
“As strong as the odor was, I wouldn’t be too surprised to learn that the guy baths in the stuff. Hay and sweat, the cologne of any real farmer.”
Whisper gave Alabaster a nudge. “You knocking on him, Mister High and Mighty? If I remember correctly, a couple of days ago, when we were crossing the desert, you didn’t exactly smell like a bed of lavender either. In fact, you smelt as if someone had dug you up from an outhouse. And I’m not even going to mention the cow trough.” That last bit made Alabaster scowl.
“I’m not knocking on him, Wisp. In fact, I respect anyone who can shift through the crap they deal with day in and day out. Bailing hay, shoveling manure, feeding cows. Screw that! Give me a roof that needs fixing, a quilt that needs patching, a ass that needs kicking, or a pint that needs killing and I’m a happy pony. But farm work?” He made a rather unseemly retching sound. “I’d rather dig ditches.”
Whisper rolled her eyes, but Midnight tilted his head thoughtfully. “Maybe there’s something wrong with my nose then, because all I could smell was musk… musk and dirt.” Come to think about it, Midnight might have just been smelling himself.
Alabaster wrapped a foreleg around Midnight’s neck and gave him a jovial squeeze. “Don’t worry, fella, after you’ve gotten a taste of the poor misery that is the work force, you’ll find your land legs real quick…” Then, with a shrug, he added, “Or you won’t. But I wouldn’t worry your pretty little head though. If that happens, you’ll only be living in a ditch, eating bits of litter for fiber.” As anyone would suspect, Midnight didn’t exactly find this too comforting. Although, if the last few days had taught him anything, than the pale pegasus was clearly just teasing him.
Midnight wasn’t the only one to take notice of the farmers fatigue. Surely if his untrained eyes had picked up the lines of strain and weariness etched along the stallion’s features, then there was no doubt that Whisper had as well. However, as she cast the net of her gaze farther up the street and studied the ponies bustling about, she couldn’t keep herself from frowning. That stony exhaustion on the farmer’s face echoed across the expressions of ponies passing them by.
I don’t like this. They remind me too much of the ponies from ho- The brakes to that train of thought brought it to a screeching halt. Whisper quietly scolding herself for it. The Dragon Lands were no longer her home, if such a horrid place could even be called ‘home’. She shook her head and tried again.
They remind of the ponies in the Great Plains, tilling about in gales of ash swept down from the Cinder Mountains. Their existence is a livable one, but not easy in the slightest. However, there was a small bit of comfort in this thought. If she and Alabaster could find a way to suffer a life in that choking hell hole, then they could surely do the same here. Though Ponyville didn’t look like the happiest place in the world, it appeared to be a million times better than the strange world they’ve left behind.
“Come on, you two,” Whisper said, feeling her heart daring to lighten a touch, “Let’s get moving. I’m pretty sure this mayor won’t be in her office all day.” Once untangled from one another, the stallions did as she bade.
“At least that sheriff wasn’t lying,” Alabaster said when he reached Whisper’s side. “From the looks of things around here, getting a job shouldn’t be too hard. Hell, we might have something lined up by tonight if we’re lucky.” He chuckled gleefully at the thought. “Won’t that be something, Wisp? No begging, no pleading, no promises of oral favours. Sure, more than likely we’ll get stuck with construction, but I’m sure we’ll learn the ins and outs fairly quickly. We always do.”
Whisper didn’t respond. Brushing back a few locks of her ivory braids, her attention gravitated to a tiny stall just ahead of them. The vendor of the stall could easily have been one of the oldest mares Whisper had ever laid eyes on -she never did have the misfortune of meeting Sour Apple. The old mare’s skin seemed to hang from her brittle frame like soiled canvas and her wintery mane was a frazzled mess that had somehow been restrained into a bun. 
The mare was smiling motherly at a runtish colt peering up at her with pleading, doleful eyes. There was no context for Whisper to go off of, but nevertheless, what happened next put Whisper’s heart to the stake and melted it like an icicle.
Two huge baskets sat upon the stall’s wooden countertop. Both were filled to the brim with lush, juicy, crimson apples. A sheet of paper had been tacked to each of the baskets’ fronts, both reading ‘ONE bit fer ONE apple.’ The mare, ignoring her own notice, plucked an apple from the top of one of the piles and tossed it to the colt. The apple’s journey was a short one, and it ended with the colt’s teeth catching it mid-air with a nimbleness Whisper found a tad unnerving. His sorrow was washed away in a stream of sweet apple juice that dribbled down along his chin. A smile stretched along the corner of his mouth, just visible behind the apple..
“Thanks a bunch, Granny!” the colt cried, the apple still clutched between his teeth turning the words into a mushed slurry.
“Think nothin’ of it, little one,” she chuckled. “It’s a real scorcher today and a young’un shouldn’t be runnin’ about without somethin’ to cool ‘em off. Now, ya’ll get along. And be sure to tell ya folks I said ‘hello!’”
“Yes, ma’am,” was the last thing he said before starting off with a bound. In the colt’s wake, Whisper could barely make out a faint trail of spilled apple juice that stained the cobblestone below like raindrops.
Whisper’s heart soared and her hopes went right along with it. Ponyville couldn’t possibly be such a bad place if such a sweet and generous pony called it home, could it? Whisper thought not.
A skip found its way into Whisper’s step, and it was all Alabaster and Midnight could do to keep up with her. The two stallions shared a sideways glance, both seeming to wonder the same thing, but neither willing to voice the question they had.
In their newly revegetated pace, it wasn’t long at all before their destination drew near. The shadow of city hall fell upon them mere minutes later, one of its bottom floor windows alive with the flickering light of a candle.
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		Chapter Thirteen: A Pony Apart



	Little Whisper, Alabaster, and Midnight Dreary weren’t quite sure what to expect to find in city hall. Honestly, they each could have counted the amount of times they’ve been in an office before on one hoof. Once in town hall, they encountered a rather snippy mare seated behind a mahogany desk. Judging by the cluster of papers scattered about, the tight bun her mane was pulled into, and her thick rimmed glasses, it was safe to assume she was a secretary of sorts. At least, that’s what Whisper suspected. She’s encountered enough secretaries in the world of fiction that she was fairly sure she could spot one in real life.
The trio only made it a few steps past the building’s threshold when the mare asked about their business with all the warmth and tenderness of a badger with a head cold. She couldn’t have been too much older then the three newcomers, yet the cold bitterness in her voice sounded as if it was seasoned by a winter that’s lasted near a century.
Alabaster gave Whisper a long look, one that conveyed his thoughts rather explicitly. ‘Better take care of this bitch before I do, Wisp’, it said. Getting the message, Whisper quickly flashed a smile to the mare as she stepped forward towards the desk. Now that the blazing glare of the sun was out of her eyes, Whisper found that she could summon her faux amenity rather easily.
“Good evening, Miss,” Whisper began, the epitome of courtesy,” We would like to speak to the mayor, please. You see, we’re new to these parts and we were told that she was the pony to see about starting a life here in Ponyville.”
The secretary regarded Whisper with beady eyes that twinkled malevolently beneath the wide lenses of her glasses. “And do you and your part have an appointment, Miss…” When Whisper only tilted her head at the mare, she sighed and added, “Your name, Miss. I need your name.”
“Oh, my apologies! Little Whisper is the name. There two strapping lads are Alabaster and Midnight Dreary.” Alabaster gave a slight dip of the head at the sound of his name while Midnight only continued to watch the mare cautiously. “And no, we don’t have an appointment. As I said, we just arrived. We rolled in on the last train, as a matter of fact.”
The secretary studied the ragtag party momentarily, then clicked her tongue testily and began to shuffle through the cluster of papers before her, appearing to search for something particular. There was no real significance in the act, it simple allowed her to ponder her new guest while creating an air of importance about her. Though Whisper’s smile persisted, there was a flicker of worry in her eyes.
“Well, that is rather problematic. The mayor is very busy pony. She has visitor comings in and out all day, and appointments are the only way she and I can keep up with the constant flood of faces and the requests these faces bring…” A quick look around the lobby said quite the contrary. Aside from the three travelers and the secretary, the only other living thing in room was a wilting wallflower.
Midnight leaned in close to Alabaster and whisper low enough so that his words went unheard by either of the two mares. “What exactly is going on here, Alabaster? I’m a bit… confused. There’s no one else here, so what’s the problem?”
Alabaster grinned and whispered back, “Pay close attention, my friend, because you’re seeing the rare appearance of an ‘uber bitch’. You see, they get particularly nasty when they haven’t had a good toss between the sheets in while, and judging from the nauseating levels of bitchiness of this particular specimen, it has been a loooong while.”
“A what between the sheets?” Midnight asked with a frown. “I don’t think I follow.” Alabaster’s good humor fizzled out and Midnight’s ears fell flat under the stallion’s miffed glower.
“Sometimes you’re just no fun, dude. No. Fun.”
“Weeeell,” the secretary said at last, stretching the word out as if it was made of rubber, “From what I can see on the schedule, it doesn’t seem that Mayor Mare has any pressing appointment at the moment.” Alabaster had to bite back a trickle of snark crawling up his throat. As if sensing this, Whisper gave him a cautioning look.
The mare realigned the papers back into a neat stack and sighed impatiently. “That said, the mayor could very well be busy with some other matter. She is quite an important pony around these parts.”
Important enough to have an office in a castle? Alabaster wanted to ask. Cause I don’t fucking think so.
“However, if you insist on speaking with her, than I will go see if she is available and willing to take in unscheduled visitors.”
“Please, ma’am,” Whisper persisted, “We would greatly appreciate it.”
Hot anger trickled along Alabaster’s legs like goose flesh as he heard the pleading in Whisper’s voice. No one should ever make Whisper, probably the sweetest pony in the whole world by Alabaster’s standards, beg. That savage urge to strangle and bludgeon prickled at the pegasus’s hooves. Oh, how he would love to take that stack of papers and cram them down the bitch’s throat. How utterly satisfying it would be to hear her sputter and choke. How… wonderful it would be.
Midnight stumbled back a few steps from Alabaster. It was as if someone had flicked a switch and turned the pegasus into an oven. Heat rolled off of him in waves, baking the air till it felt dry and coarse against Midnight’s windpipe. Each breath he took was a struggle to keep himself from coughing. Thankfully, Alabaster stood far enough back from the two mares that the heat seemed to stop short before reaching them. 
Eyeing him fearfully, Midnight thought to ask Alabaster if he was okay. Maybe he needed a doctor... or perhaps a priest. From the way he was cooking, it seemed more likely that he needed some diced vegetables and a cup of marinade. However, Midnight found himself halted by the calm, collective expression on Alabaster’s face. Whatever was ailing him, it obviously must not have been serious enough for the pegasus to take notice of it. Given their current situation, Midnight decided it might be best just to bring it up later when they were on their own. Even better, he would talk to Whisper about it first. She would be more likely to listen to him than Alabaster… and she also didn’t scare him nearly half to death.
The secretary gave Whisper a curt nod and pushed herself up from her chair. The old thing sounded groaned as if it were about to give out from underneath her. Just to her left was the maw of a hallway leading farther into the building depths. She passed through its threshold, leaving the trio with only the sound of her receding hoofsteps.
Whisper turned to meet her friends and smiled wanly at them. “There,” she said, “That wasn’t bad at all, was it?” From her tone, it sounded as if Whisper was trying to convince herself instead of her friends. At once the heat abated, retreating back into the pegasus like a riptide. To Midnight, the air felt rather cold now and it was all he could do not to shiver.
“Maybe for you,” Alabaster answered with a shake of his head, “But damn, I was near about ready to start chewing nails. It’s been a long minute since I’ve wanted to throttle a pony so badly.” Then he remembered Dodge Junction and all the angry faces that had followed them out of town. He gave an embarrassed shrug as he thought, Okay, maybe it hasn’t been that long of a minute.
Whisper smirked. “Well, I’m glad you managed to restrain the raging furnace that is your ovaries.”
“Oh, hardy-har-har. You know, I don’t see why we’re working so hard to hunt for jobs when clearly you should be killing it on stage with your stand-up skills. Comedians are in short stock these days, eh missy?” he added, bumping her rump with his. Whisper couldn’t help but titter.
Midnight arched an eyebrow at his friends. “Wait, do comedians make a fairly good bit of money? If so, why don’t you try it?” The dark stallion figured that performing standup would be a fairly easy profession for two ponies who did nearly anything for money.
Whisper’s titter toppled into outright laughter so infectious that even Alabaster couldn’t help but join in. When Midnight frowned at them, the grinning pegasus just waved him off.
“Don’t worry, buddy,” Alabaster said, his voice still heavy with laughter, “Once we get situated, first thing we’ll do is buy you a sense of humor. Consider it a promise.”
A playful shove from Whisper sent Alabaster back a few steps. “Don’t tease him like that, you brute, especially since he might actually believe you.” Whatever severity she tried to convey in those words was murdered with another row of laughter as the pegasus ruffled his feather and primly turned his nose up at her. How she hated these moments when laughter took her as easily as a swooning mistress. It was made all the worse by Alabaster, the perfect instigator.
“Ahem!”
Whisper and Alabaster straightening into immediate attention as the secretary cleared her throat. Midnight simply continued to look from one pony to the next, his pleading gaze begging that someone let him in on whatever joke he missed.
The secretary glared daggers at the party, a vein twitching in the corner of her temple. While Whisper appeared a touch abashed by that dirty look, Alabaster on the other hand relished it. His spiteful glee shone through in a large grin, striking another nail into the secretary’s already failing patience.
“You three are fortunate,” the mare said, “The mayor has just finished writing up some rather important… documents. She will see you now.”
Alabaster shuffled close to Whisper so that only she could hear him. “How much you want to bet those ‘important documents’ were a bunch of doodles on a spreadsheet?”
Whisper’s ear gave an annoyed twitch and promptly flicked Alabaster on the nose.  This small gesture was enough to make a grumbling Alabaster hold his peace for a time longer.
“Thank you, ma’am,” Whisper said, “we greatly appreciate it.” From the grunt the wiry mare gave them, it was apparent that the feeling was not mutual. 
The secretary motioned with a dainty hoof to the hallway behind her. “This way, please, if you would be so kind.”
The trio shared a brief glance between one another, then followed the mare as she turned and lead the way.
***

Speira spent the better part of an hour in the city, and though Quill didn’t explicitly instruct her on where she could and could not go, the filly elected to remain near the market district. It was relatively small when compared to the rest of the city, as well as familiar. Besides, there was plenty of hustle and bustle amongst all those small businesses to keep her young mind occupied.
She traversed the streets like a leaf wading into a babbling brook, riding the current of ponies pulsing down the street with nearly thoughtless ease. Hardly a handful of the crystalline ponies took notice of Speira, and those that did never spared her a second thought. To them she was just another child enjoying her sweet reprieve from the schoolhouse walls, never mind her dull, unshining coat or the battered traveler's cloak clasping tightly to her tiny form. Even the slight bulges running along her back went unnoticed to their eyes. 
‘How many ponies see,’ Quill had asked her once. ‘How many really see?’ From the few complacent smiles that flashed her way whenever her gaze lingered too long on one pony, she judged the answer was not many.
Deciding that none of the ponies flanking her sides were of any danger to her, Speira turned her attention to the storefronts passing her by. Within a few brief seconds, the filly’s keen eyes observed more than what a pony could with a handful of minutes. Though there wasn’t too much to the stores on the outside -as amazing as the crystal architecture of them was, Speira found the extravagance of the Empire seemed to lose a bit of its luster after a while- it was what laid beyond the shop’s front windows that arrested the filly’s interest.
There had been much Speira had seen when she would cut through market district with Quill, but her elder had always seemed to be in a hurry. While ushered along in a haste, she had only seen a fraction of all the goods these stores had to offer. Now, at her own leisurely pace, she gazed into the face of each store with fresh eyes. And to Speira’s delight, the worlds beyond each window and display case opened up wonders to her that seemed so grand she scolded herself for never noticing them before.
Behind the translucent face of one window revealed a maze of bookshelves that stretched the length of the store. Books the size of a wagon wheel, yellowed parchments, and feathered quills the color of a raging fire clustered the dusty shelves. Judging from the size of some of those books, it was a wonder that the thin slate of wood holding them didn’t snap. Off to one corner of the store, Speira spotted a tiny cauldron set upon the top of a stove. Smoke tinted a shade of purple rolled from the mouth of the rusted iron cauldron and hung in the air like a wafting dream. Tending watchfully to the brew was a zebra -the manager, maybe. Speira may have paused for a second, and only a second, to watch the stranger creature craft their voodoo, but was off again a moment later. There was much to see and too little time to waste.
Though Speira’s world was mainly black and grey, there was one color that stood popped out amongst all the monotony. That color was red. Quill had jested once that the only colors a mercenary knew was gold and crimson. Well, as the filly’s eyes drifted onward to the next shop over, she saw plenty of both colors. However, those oh so familiar colors were washed away by rising tide of so many others. A sign now dangling by a pair of chains above Speira head. Scrawled along the sign in neat hoofprint was this: ‘The Sugar Tart Confectionary! Sweetest little stop in the city!’
Just like with the store before, shelves stretched from one end to the other. Now, though, they were lined with things just a bit more savory than books, or parchments, or quills. One the topmost shelves were jars of gumballs and jellybeans, and oddly shaped jawbreakers decorated to look like gemstones. Colors splashed and blended together like watercolors as Speira tried to study them all at once. At eye level there were lollipops the size of a foal's head, bricks of chocolate that were white as snow, and a vast array of peppermint sticks appeared to have drizzled with a rainbow.
So much life. So much color. Speira found her breath stolen and her thoughts arrested by the multitude of sweets that lay only yard from where she stood. Without realizing it, Speira gravitated closer to the confectionary. Breaking free of the stream of ponies, her nose was singed by the luscious aroma carried on the winds. 
To better see past the flecks of sunglare splashed across the glass, Speira pressed her muzzle to the cool surface of the window. Strands of pink mane fell from behind her ears to frame her features, capturing her amazement like a camera. Inside was a swarm of colts and fillies, all of which just appeared just as bright eyed and excited as Speira. They all clammered about the counter, each of the small ponies holding their own sugary slice of heaven along with a hoofful of bits. 
The wilted stallion behind the counter -his red and white striped suit making him appear more like an old candy cane than a pony- tended to each child in turn. A cool, patient smile lay beneath his salt and pepper mustache as he tackled the surging swarm headon. In that little smile, Speira saw temperance and discipline borne from years of experience. Strange, I can see a bit of Papa in him… just a bit. Both are seasoned warriors with years of experience in their field. The thought made her smile.
Speira’s hooves twitched restlessly as she watched the ponies inside. Pins and needles begged for her to walk, to move, to do something. Her stomach pleaded with her as well, voicing its opinion in a low, guttural growl.
I can’t, Speira thought, What would be the use? I have no money… and even if I did… Speira suddenly regarded the mass of bodies warily, noting how all of those children shifted and fidgeted about like a restless tide. The candy shop really was packed. Shoulder to shoulder, rump to rump, wall to wall. The thought of wedging herself in there made Speira’s stomach cramp and her mouth run dry.
No, it’s way too cramped in there. If anything was to happen then I wouldn’t even be able to get out of my cloak, let alone extend my wings. Papa always said that entering tight crowds was unwise for our kind. No way to attack, or flank, or even retreat if need be.
With that last forlorn thought, Speira tore herself from the window and trundled on. Though she knew she had made the right decision, it ate at her that she wouldn’t be able to get a closer look at all those candies lining the shelves. Sure, her shrewd eyes saw plenty curbside, but oh, she could only imagine how vibrant those all those colors must be up close.
Speira’s stomach gave a final, somewhat crestfallen, rumble of defiance before falling silent. Soon the candy shop and its divine odors were far behind her. The thick curtain of ponies that formed at her back helped to keep the store and all it's goodies out of her thoughts. Within no time at all, Speira was plucking along as if her path had never strayed close to the Sugar Tart Confectionary.
She went on like this for five minutes, and that’s when another gem came along. This one was a beautique.
Just as she had been drawn to the confectionary, this time was no different. Her hooves moved on their own and a moment later her muzzle met glass yet again. Speira’s eyes went wide as she oogled the glittering treasures just on the other side. At least a dozen or so -Speira couldn’t be sure, as her eyes would not stay still long enough for her to get an accurate count- mannequins stood vigil around all corner in the beautique, their smooth, featureless faces watching absently as a handful of mares browsed about. However, what the poor mannequins lacked personality, the more than made up for it in style.
Speira felt herself begin to swoon for the dresses cladding the mannequins, A few of the dresses, the color of nightshade, shimmered like the rippling water in the light. Some dresses were ripe with ruffles thick enough to be considered drapes, others were studded with precious gems that ran the length of the seams, and then there were a few that seemed to hug the slender curves of the fake pony like second skin. 
But what was more amazing than these lush, extravagant designs was -just like with the Sugar Tart Confectionary- the colors! Pinks, blues, reds, and so many other colors were splashed here and there, covering the boutique's innards like a waterfall of watercolors. Speira saw spindles of yarn, baskets of gemstones, and stacks of fabrics, each set of items just as vivid. Honestly, it was starting to make her eyes ache a bit, though, she didn’t dare let herself look away. The image before her felt fragile and rare, as if a brief glance somewhere else would erase it from existence.
As Speira wiped away the bit of her breath clinging to the window in a haze, she felt that familiar itch return.  It tickled her hooves, and this time much more persistently. She entertained the thought of entering and found it quite pleasing. The beautique was nowhere near as crowded as the candy store. She could slip in, stay for a quick gander, then slip back out. There was no bell fixed to the front and all of the mares inside, with their prim outfits and styled manes, seemed far too preoccupied to notice a nimble footed pony like Speira. 
Papa did say that most ponies went through their days almost blindly, looking about at the world without really seeing anything, Speira thought, slowly working herself to take the plunge. If that’s so, than I’ll have little trouble remaining unseen. I’m nowhere near as sneaky as Papa, but I won’t have to be. I’ll be nothing more than flicker of a shadow, or a trick of the light. Yes… Yes! 
And plunge she almost did. Yet, again, Speira was halted. This time, however, it wasn’t because of fright or unease.
Just as the filly moved for the door, something new caught Speira’s attention from beyond the pane. A mare. She appeared suddenly from a door at the back, entering the room with all the grace of flower dancing in the wind. Speira’s mouth and stomach dropped at the mere sight of the lady. 
The nobles Speira and Quill had escorted to Canterlot, Snow Dew and her boorish cousins, had been finely dressed and immaculately groomed, but those ponies of regality were a pale vision when compared to this mare. She looked beyond regale. Beyond beauty, in fact, or so Speira thought. Angelic, the filly mused, her thoughts garnering a bitter edge that seemed fairly foreign to Speira. She looks angelic.
The mare was lithe and tall, her legs seeming to stretch below her for miles. Her coat, which lacked the sheen of a crystal pony, was as pale and as clean as freshly fallen snow and her silky mane was bubblegum pink. She has a mane just like mine, Speira noted before flushing furiously. Except mine is nowhere near as puffy, or lush… or soft looking…
Another mare -a seamstress Speira surmised, noting the measuring tape and pins trailing behind them in a haze of green magic- approached the earthen bound goddess with a broad smile and eyes glittering eagerly. The two chatted rather excitedly, probably about the pale lace gown the first mare had entered with.
Speira found herself hating that gown, regarding it as balefully as if it were a turn sack of flour. More than that, she found herself hating the mare and all of her grandeur. Hating her long legs and faultless complexion. Hating the way her smile seemed to glow and brighten up the room. Hating how all the other mares in store gave her short, adulatory glances. But what Speira hated most of all… was herself.
Standing in the shadow of this second sun, Speira felt grubby and insignificant. The filly thought of her coarse coat, mottled by the occasional scar from one skirmish or another, and choppy mane. Speira never really thought to ask Quill to buy a brush. In truth, she never really thought to ask him for anything other than the bare essentials. She knew very well that bits didn’t grow on trees. That’s one reason why she never questioned it when the old mercenary cut her mane instead taking her to a barber. Now though…
Worst of all was her clothes. Never before had Speira looked her worn, shabby cloak with such disdain as she did then. It felt as if she was wearing the fur of a freshly skinned animal,  still slick and wet with gore. She was revolted, and probably would have torn the thing off of her if it wasn’t for the enchanted armor beneath. Speira dared not think how Quill might react if she were to return home with glowing veins of her armor glowing for all to see. However, the thought of the armor hidden beneath the cloak sweetened her bitterness a bit. It was a thing of beauty with its flawless ebony face and eerie veins of magic. Best of all were the steel wings that twitched and ruffled under the cover of the cloak, feeling as if they really were an extra addition to her body.
With her one redeeming feature in mind, Speira dared one last glance at the goddess inside. She stood alone now, the seamstress missing from sight, and looked to be studying the dress of a nearby mannequin. Whoever the mare was, she had done nothing to deserve the daggers that flew loose from the filly’s gaze, nor the hornet's nest of insults that buzzed angrily in Speira’s skull. And Speira knew all of this. Jealousy was a sickly, peevish monster with sharp claws that could burrow into the thickest of hide. For the first time in her young life, Speira found herself in the mercy of its clutches.
With a few self pitying tears stinging her eyes, as well as shame for those tears, Speira pulled herself from the boutiques window and pushed her way back onto the street. There would be no more gandering or ogling now. Her hunger for adventure and wonders alike had been sated, and bitterly so, and now she only longed to back in her room, in the comforting presence of her father.
It was time to head back.
	***

Young Speira’s mood began to brighten considerably on the return trip to the Speckled Gem. One could even dare to say that she felt better as she mounted the steps leading up to the tavern.
Not much had changed since she had left. The drunken faces of an hour ago had been replaced with fresher ones, but that was about it. Cheeks were still rosy and glowing with a sickening fever, chatter still crashed about the room like an angry waterfall, the air still stank of spilt ale and burning cigars, and Half Pint, her old dress stained with new splotches of spilt ale, still rushed from table to table with a tray of frothing mugs balanced neatly on her back. It baffled Speira how so many ponies stumbled in and out of this place for booze. How many problems could the average pony have that it would require so much alcohol to drown them all? Perhaps if Speira was a normal pony, she would know the answer.
Speaking of Half Pint. By chance, the waitress’ sporadic trajectory just happened to cross Speira’s as the filly cautiously made her way to the stair. The sullen eyed mare gave her a warm ‘hello’ and added, “If you’re on your way up, love, tell that old turkey of yours that Topaz appreciates the advance on his annual payment. Nothing makes that buzzard happy than a little extra clink in his purse. Maybe that means he won’t skim off of my tips this week.”
It wasn’t the first time Speira had heard someone call Quill a turkey -probably won’t be the last, either- but it was one of the few times that it was said with genuine fondness.
Speira managed a convincing enough smile and nodded. If there was anything else for the two mares to share, it was nipped in the bud as a voice called out somewhere from the drunken haze around them, “Need a refill over here, beautiful! On the double!”
Half Pint rolled her eyes and hollered back, “I’m comin’, ya bushwacker! Just keep your arse to the seat and I’ll be there in a jiffy!” Then, to Speira, she added gently, “You two just holler down if you need anything, you hear? I can always make time for my two favorite customers, Topaz be damned.”
This made Speira arch an eyebrow. “Are we really your favorite customers, or are you just saying that so we’ll keep overtipping?” This got a good bray of laughter from Half Pint, making the amber liquid in the mugs on her back slosh noisily as she tittered.
“Why not a bit of both, love? Yeah, I want you to keep overtipping, but you’re probably the only ponies in this stupid city that haven’t spilt either their ale or their lunch on my floors. That is why you’re my favorites!” With that, Half Pint bide the filly farewell and went on her way. It’s always nice to see her in a good mood for once, Speira thought, dancing around a stallion who had tottered in her way. It’s a sweet reminder that she isn’t entirely dead inside.
Ascending the rickety steps to the second floor, Speira began to align all she had seen during her brief stint in the city, organizing and straightening them into neat stacks in her mind. There was no doubt Quill would question her extensively about all she had done and she found it comforting to have everything in line for that moment, so as to not get turned around by any trick question he might have -oh, how he loved to trick and play his games with her. 
Speira was pondering if she should omit everything about the confection and beautique from her report when she pushed open the door to her room. The smile she had worked up for Half Pint was still stuck to her face as she entered the room, but it quickly dropped. The neat, imaginary stacks of papers she had arranged in her mind suddenly flew up into a chaotic flurry as her eyes fell upon the stallion clad in golden armor.
“Speira, my dear!” Quill called from his place on his bed, looking as pleased as a fat cat after catching a mouse. “What timing, we were just talking about you!”
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		Chapter Fourteen: Changes



 
The wondrous specimen lying atop her had a coat that smelt of crisp cinnamon and felt of Saddle Arabian silk. Thickly coiled muscles rippled like waves beneath crimson fur. She felt those muscles begin to twitch eagerly as she nibbled on the exposed flesh of his neck. Her head swam with that scent now, filling her up and overwhelming her senses.
That’s not all I’d like him to fill, she thought greedily, taking another nibble. He tasted even better than he smelt. The stallion was already breathing heavy, now the mare had elicited the most enticing moan she had ever heard.
Every kiss they shared and every caress they exchanged worked to fuel a fire burning hot in the pit of the mare’s stomach, its ashes fluttering like butterflies in her chest. In the throes of her ecstasy, the mare had managed to find her way on top of this mountain of a stallion. She didn't know, nor did she care. For the time being, the mare would bring her lover up to his peak with her.
“Mmm, you like it when I do this?” She cooed, head lowering and lips working to find the thick fur of the stallion’s chest, as well as the sensitive patch of skin below it. The burly stud’s body went rigid as he threw his head back. The mask of stoicism he wore so proudly melted, exposing an agony so sweet it had become bliss.
There was a guttural, gasping voice that fought its way up the stallion’s throat as he tried to answer. “E-Eeyup!”
It was all that she needed to hear. Her nerve endings sang, responding to the single word as if it were a jolt of electricity. She doubled down on her efforts, working over every bit of flesh her lips could find. Leave not an inch! The words turned over and over in her mind as if it was some kind of mad battlecry. Leave not an inch! Leave not an inch!
Sweat glistened on their coats like morning dew. “Well, if you liked that,” she panted, the words thick and slurred, “then you’re going to love this!” She was determined to taste every bit of him, every last bit, saving the best for last. Oh, but wasn't she making progress.
It was summer for this little song bird. She was so close to roosting now. So close… If only it weren’t for the fact that all dreams end at their climax…
****

The skull rattling bellow she had been expecting was replaced instead by a bang as her door swung inward. Mayor Mare’s eyes blinked open.
At first all she saw was a world swirling with streaks of grey and white. Wait a second, this isn’t right…
Carefully, as if balancing a faberge egg on a straw, the mare lifted her head. She absently brushed away the curtain of mane that had fallen in her eyes. Her office solidified at last. A disappointed “ah” was all she could manage as her gaze fell down to the mound of paperwork pooling on her desk. Well, at least it made a good pillow...
“Ahem!” The mayor nearly leapt out of her chair as someone cleared their throat. “I hate to bother you, Mayor, but I need a moment of your time.” That is when Mayor Mare noticed the disembodied head floating in her doorway.
A smile cut through the stiff muscles of the Mayor’s face. “Oh, it’s only you, Sugar Cube. You gave me quite the scare.”
There must have been a break in the continual shitstorm that followed the secretary about, for an apologetic smile graced the secretary’s normally strict features.
“I didn’t mean to startle you, Mayor, I was just coming to-” Sugar Cube’s words faltered momentarily as her eyes honed in on Mayor Mare.
At least a hundred or so ponies passed through town hall in the past five years. Each had taken their turn under the agnostic spotlight that was Sugar Cube’s gaze. However, this was the mayor’s first time. The dour, ill-tempered secretary normally treated Mayor Mare with nothing but the utmost respect. Now, judging by the expression on Sugar Cube’s face at least, the diplomat was nothing more than a common criminal.
“Is something the matter, Miss Sugar Cube?” It took all of the mayor’s force of will to keep from squirming. By the sun and moon, I never realized how much she looks like my mother!
“Forgive me, it’s just that…” Sugar Cube paused, flushed briefly, then pointed a hoof at the Mayor. “You… have a little something… on your face.”
Mayor Mare’s brow knitted together. “My… face?” And that’s when she felt it: the piece of paper sticking to her left cheek.
“Oh,” she chuckled, the relief tasting like a cool drink. “How silly of me!” Delicately, as if removing a band aid, she pulled the newly acquired accessory free from her face.
Aside from a drying pool of spiddle, there was no damage to the document. Not that it mattered. Mayor Mare had an overabundance of these pesky building permits. They flooded her deskspace and only seemed to multiply as the weeks rolled by. Having one less would have been a small mercy at least, but it seemed she was not so lucky.
Mayor Mare smoothed out the document over her desk and glanced back to Sugar Cube. “Better?” she asked, a twinkle of amusement in her eyes. Sugar Cube only nodded. It seemed that they were back to business.
“Good. Now, what were you saying?”
“Right… that.…” Sugar Cube fidgeted with her glasses for a moment. “It seems that you have a few unscheduled visitors. More out of towners looking for work.”
“How many? And are they roosting or just passing through?”
“Three. From what they’ve said, it sounds like they’re roosting.”
Mayor Mare studied her secretary, her eyes focusing on her like bifocals. “They the ones we received word about?”
“I… believe so. One rude, one prude, and one much too pleasant for my liking.”
“Hmm. I was wondering when they'd stop by town.”
Mayor Mare appeared thoughtful for a moment, but it slowly devolved. Replacing it was an almost foalish glee.
“Well, Miss Sugar Cube, it appears like our evening has just got a bit of spice, doesn't it?”
“So… you’ll see them, then?” Sugar Cube motioned with a nod to the stack of papers still sitting in front of the Mayor. “What about those building permits? It may be days before you have the time to getting around to them again.”
“Oh, pshaw! I’m sorry to say this, but you have yourself fooled if you think that all these contractors are going to wait for the signature of one old mare. Bits have been exchanged, materials have been shipped in, and Twilight has already given her royal blessing. I’m little more than a final formality at this point. Now…” Mayor Mare paused to try and straighten out her disheveled mane, as in vain as that was, before nodding to her secretary.
“Show them in, please.”
****

The trio shuffled in, Alabaster and Little Whisper in the lead with Midnight Dreary bringing up the rear. Sugar Cube held open the door, the tip of her hawkish glare pricking upon each of the travelers as they passed by. Though Alabaster and Little Whisper didn’t seem to notice the dirty look-or perhaps they were just pretending not to notice- Midnight could feel her eyes hook their talons into his flesh all too well.
Just like with the foyer, the trio found the office they were herded into to be nearly barren of any furniture except for an overly crowded desk. The only signs that this place wasn’t owned by a soulless, pencil pushing machine was the framed picture of an elderly pair -parents perhaps, Whisper would guess- hanging on the wall by a rusted nail and some small wooden chairs pushed aside to make the room feel more spacious.
Alabaster gave the room a brisk once-over, his eyes pausing momentarily at the planks of wood below his hooves. He gave a quick sniff and wasn't surprised to smell fresh timber with the faint ascent of tree sap.
	The aroma, the lack of wear on the wood; this room seems so much fresher than rest of the place. After a moment of consideration, he shrugged the train of thought off. The boss head must've gotten tired of their old office and wanted a new, bigger one. 
Something, intuition maybe, told him that wasn't quite right. Alabaster wasn't going to trouble himself over it, however. Better to leave intuition to Little Whisper.
	“Why, hello there! Please, don’t be shy! Come on in!”
The trio was greeted by one of the first friendly faces they’d seen all day, aside from Carrot Top. The mare seated before them seemed to be about twenty, or perhaps even thirty years their senior. Little Whisper found she had her doubts about that. Though the grin she gave the outsiders appeared sincere enough, the salt and pepper in her mane looked a tad… off… almost artificial. Despite the weathered age the Mayor’s mane proclaimed, there was something in her features that betrayed a youth that wasn't too far older than the trio themselves.
	Dye? Whisper asked herself, her keen senses giving her a resounding ‘yes’.
“Um… Good evening, ma'am,” Little Whisper started timidly, urging herself to sound bolder when she noticed the trepidation in her voice. “You must be the mayor?”
As if on cue, the mayor straightened her tie, flipped back her mane, and pushed up her glasses. A self-important gesture if there ever was one.
	Yep, we are definitely dealing with a politician.
	“Yes indeed, young miss. Mayor Mare’s the name. How may I be of service to you today?”
Little Whisper and Alabaster glanced at one another. The ivory Pegasus didn’t like this one bit, and she could tell. Something about the diplomat reminded Alabaster too much of a certain used-wagon salespony they had a run in with on the fringes of the Free Pony Cities.
‘Just stand there and keep looking pretty, me boyo,’ Whisper’s expression seemed to say, ‘I got this.’ 
Alabaster was more than happy to let Whisper take point once more. Though the midlands of Equestria were far more beautiful than anything he had ever known back in the Dragon Lands, Alabaster would pitch a hissy fit if he were to be ejected from yet another town.
And the gods know my ass is tender from how many times I've been tossed on it.
Little Whisper swallowed her apprehension and began the dance she was all too often forced to play a part of.
“Well, as I told your… assistant, we’re new here in Ponyville. We were hoping, actually, to make it our home.”
It was now Mayor Mare and Sugar Cube’s turn to share a look. Whisper knew from the slyness in the Mayor’s eyes that they may have just trotted into a trap of some kind. She only prayed that Alabaster hadn’t noticed it. The bullheaded stallion could be quite dangerous if he feels like he’s had the wool pulled over his eyes, and even dangerous still if he thinks that he's been backed into a corner.
Without a word, Sugar Cube took her leave. Waiting till the door closed shut behind her, Mayor Mare adjusted her tie once more and said, “I take it you are the three coming from Appaloosa then?”
****

The march back to the Crystal Castle was a terribly long and awkward one, thought not so much for Quill or Speira. Corporal Speckled Band took point, acting as the blade tip that parted through the throngs of ponies still bustling about. Every now and then he would glance over a shoulder, just to make sure both his guests were still with them. Quill kept stride with the young soldier and did his best to keep the air between them lively. His protegee, however, only skulked along after them, as quiet as the shadow cast by her teacher. How it unnerved Speckled Band to have such a creature at his rear.
Every time Speckled Band dared a peek at the filly, he always found her stony gaze upon him. They would lock eyes for no more than a moment or two before the Corporal would have to veer his attention forward again. There was something about the cold, calculative look in those eyes that made Speckled Band want to shiver.
Out of sight was not out of mind, it seemed. A heated chill had perverted the Corporal’s senses. It left his blood icy and his brow sweaty. I wonder if she’s still just staring at me, he thought, trying to focus on the face of a pretty mare who happened to cross their paths.
Of course she is. She’s watching me, kind of like how Rover used to watch anypony who came over to the old house. She’s a trained attack dog.
It was then that a bit of gossip flittered into Speckled Band’s mind -the Corporal had a nasty tendency to let his troubled mind drift, a habit he hadn't quite yet curbed.
Wasn't it only a week or so ago when I had heard about these very two? Yes, it was. He remembered now, for he had been on night patrol with one of the biggest gossips in the Crystal Empire's branch of the Royal Guard. The buzz of the city street subsided and was replaced with the echos of hooves.

Speckled Band had been trudging along the darkened castle corridors with Private Cluster, the pony he often times had the misfortune to be paired with for night watch, in tow. Always one for gab was Private Cluster. Speckled Band usually didn’t care much for such talk, as it always seemed to border more on fictional than factual. However, he needed something to break the midnight monotony.
“You remember my cousin, Glitter Dust, right?” Private Cluster had asked.
“Sure I do,” the Corporal responded, wiping at his weary eyes, “She’s that weird one who tried to get me to model for that Jewelry line for stallions, right? ‘Studs on studs,’ or something, yeah?”
“Well… er… yeah…” Private Cluster deflated only, but only for a moment. He was back to his usually yammering self before he could even draw his next breath. “Let’s just not speak of that again, please. Anyways, what I’m trying to tell you is that she was there!”
“She was where?”
Private Cluster huffed. “What the hell were we just talking about, guy? I know Shining Armor’s got you running laps lately, but come on!”
Speckled Band looked at his comrade incredulously. “Are you telling me that your cousin was on the stagecoach that got hit the other day?”
“You’re darn right I am. She’s an apprentice under that fop, Astral Gem. Anyways, he sent her to oversee their delivery to Canterlot, cause… you know… he's a freakin’ coward. Anyways, that’s when the coach got shazamed.”
Private Cluster drew in a long breath, as if the thought of what came next was almost too much of a labor. “I’m tellin’ ya, Speck, you should hear her talk about it. She’s terrified. Absolutely terrified!”
“Well, duh. Highway robbery isn’t exactly a thing that most civilians are prepared for. Scratch that, it's not something anypony is really prepared for.”
Private Cluster shook his head. “I’m not talking about the creeps that jumped them, I’m talking about the creeps that were riding with her.”
“The sellswords?” The Corporal looked even more puzzled. “What are you going on about?”
“What am I going on about? Have you not been listening to what everypony’s saying?”
“No, I haven’t.” Then, sternly, Speckled Band added, “And neither should you, Cluster Buck.”
Speckled Band had laughed at the way Private Cluster grew flustered by the mark, then was thankful it had shut the half pint up. At the time, he had refused to believe that two people - one of them being a filly, no less- could stand up to an ambush of a half a dozen armed ponies.
Everyone wants to start an urban legend nowadays, he had thought. But now, after looking into the chilly killer eyes of the filly behind him, Speckled Band had to wonder.
“Something troubling you, Corporal?”
Speckled Band could have jumped clear out of his armor. The fool boy had broken the one rule that his drill instructor had beaten into him so fervently: never let your guard down. Though the Corporal knew he had nothing to fear from the mercenaries, so long as the griffin remained amiable and the filly was on a short leash, it didn’t stop a needle of shame and agitation from driving into Speckled Band’s hide.
Quill smiled warmly in that weird way that all griffin do, his eyes glittering knowingly. “Forgive me, Corporal, I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“You didn’t,” Speckled Band responded tersely, not intending for his temper to flare. He felt the filly’s gaze upon the back of his head sharpen and turn steely. If looks could kill than Speckled Band, son of Home Lockwood, would have dropped dead right then and there.
The pegasus ruffled his feathers and did his best to ignore the sensation. If Quill gave any offense, he surely didn’t show it. He simply looked ahead once more. Still smiling.
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		Chapter Fifteen: That's new...



Business had brought Speira to the Crystal Palace on at least a dozen occasions, yet there was nary a time where it ceased to amaze her. Quill spared his daughter a quick glance. For the second time that week, Speira had betrayed the adult she was forced to be. Childish wonder battled with composure in those dark eyes of Speira’s. Though Quill always enjoyed seeing the happy, he was even happier when a steely coldness came over her gaze. The brief flirtations of childhood were a nice fancy every so often, but childhood didn’t change what Speira was and what Quill needed her to be.
It seems Quill wasn't the only one who noted Speira’s struggle, either. Though the hitch in Quill’s step was momentary, hardly more than a pause as he looked back, it had been enough to draw the attention of the already alert pony to his left. Thinking something might be amiss, Speckled Band followed Quill’s gaze.
“Something wro-” It was all he had time to say before he found Speira, the child named Speira. For she was a child in that moment, the grisly years of her youth peeled away to reveal a star struck little girl in a big city.
Then it was gone, vanishing with startling speed. Speckled Band brought his attention forward and hoped Speira hadn't saw him staring. Then he looked up at the palace with new set of eyes, with a child set of eyes.
Its presence was immense, like a mountain pressing down upon a molehill. Yet, even while caught in the heavy shadow it cast, Speckled Band couldn't bring himself to find the immaculate giant threatening. Those spires glistening like embers in the sunlight as she watched over her subjects down below. A symbol is what she was, a symbol for a future as rich and as grand as the jewels the Crystal Empire was known for.
“Beautiful, isn't it?” Speckled Band asked, his voice rising above the babble of the market. He hadn't intended on saying anything, but seeing that look in Speira had moved him. The Corporal had always been convinced on some level consciousness that the Crystal Palace had a way of bringing out the best in the ponies. If one wanted proof, they'd need only look at the brimming, happy faces all around.
“I must have seen this view over a hundred times,” he continued.  “Yet… even now as I look up at it… it still feels just like the first time…” His voice tapered off. Suddenly, Speckled Band felt exceedingly aware of his counterparts.
Speckled Band did his best to shrug off the weight of their gazes. “Anyways, best we not dawdle. The Captain has been horrible busy as of late, and I'd rather not keep him waiting longer than we already have.”
Without sparing another word, or even a glance, the Corporal pushed on. This time with fervor.
On the move again, Speira reasserted herself over her emotions with cold calculation. The filly had been smothered and the sellsword was dominate once more. Quill was not so quick to dismiss the Corporal. As he trudged on, the checkpoint marking entrance into the royal courtyard coming into sight, the old bird couldn't help but feel a tiny surge of affection for the young soldier.
Speckled Band reminded Quill of himself from a lifetime ago, back when his feathers didn't lack their luster and his joints didn't ache if he slept in for too long… back when duty and country were as much a part of him as wing and talon.
Oh, to be young and patriotic, he thought wistfully, without even a trace of cynicism.
If Quill was to be honest, it was ponies like Speckled Band that truly gave Equestria hope for a better future. His was the kind of pony who would be willing to stand vigil when everyone else had long tumbled off to slumber. A soldier who would become a warrior when worse came to worse.
Perhaps these ponies have a thing or two to teach this old bird. Quill smiled and relished the thought.
****

Gaining access into the royal castle was an all day affair that required an appointment, and even then it usually took all day. The guards manning the checkpoints were as thorough as a prostate exam, and just as pleasant. Though it seemed impossible for the crystal ponies -most the time all smiles and giggles- to have an evil bone in their body, it seemed to make no difference to the soldiers. They did their job, and did it mercilessly.
Can't say I blame them, Quill thought. I'm just glad we left unarmed. Won't take long at all if they don't decide to search us. 
Thankfully, the trio seemed to be an exception. They made their way post-haste past the final checkpoint, unimpeded and unhampered.
Maybe it was Speckled Band’s presence that placated the soldiers. However, Quill had other suspicions. He was not ignorant of the uneasy looks that fell upon them, nor the murmurs that seemed to follow in their wake. Quill could barely hear any of it over the din of plate armor clattering about, but he hears them nevertheless.
It was to be expected, however. The royal guard was always in a huff when the griffin in black and his killer filly came a calling.
A quick peek at the filly to his back told Quill that all the chatter had done nothing to shake Speira’s resolve either. She remained as reserved and stoic as ever.
Sticks and stones mean nothing to a brick wall, Quill thought with the ghost of a smile.
Thankfully, all the talk and sideways glances were left behind in the courtyard. Once past the great opal doors of the castle, any soldier they came upon patrolling the crystal corridors didn't so much as spare a thought for the two mercenaries. Maybe that was due more to the fact that Quill was within reaching distance of any of the passing guards’ jugulars.
“You’ll have to forgive them, manners are in short order among our ranks,” Corporal Speckled said suddenly. Though he spoke softly, his voice seemed to echo.
At least we won't have to worry about one of those guards getting the drop on us, Quill thought. Those tin cans could probably be heard all the way in Canterlot.
“But it’s not just to do with manners, as I guess you well know.” Speckled Band frowned. “There is much talk about the work you two have done these past few months. Some think it’s just that: talk. Nothing more than rumors spread by loud mouths and bored tongues. Either way, you two have quite the reputation here.”
Speckled Band seemed to grow wary now. It was as if he thought the silence between them might be venomous. Quill dismissed these fears with a wave of his talons.
“No need to apologize, Corporal. We are not deaf, but nor are we thin-skinned. It’s simply another hazard of a sellsword’s life.”
Speckled frowned at that and Quill thought he might have more to say on the matter. The Corporal was cut short, however. Quill had heard the approaching soldier coming since Speckled Band had first started to speak. It seemed Speckled Band, so accustomed to the racket of clanking armor that he must be deaf to it, was not so fortunate.
As they took a hard left, the Corporal nearly collided with a gilded soldier. Speckled Band's reflexes were keen, it seemed, for he managed a quick sidestep that saved them both from what would've been a rather embarrassing tumble.
“S-sorry about that, C-corporal,” the soldier stammered out, drawing himself up to attention. His hoof rose to his forehead in a salute so fast that Quill was sure he would have knocked himself out.
“Was in such a rush to the barracks that I didn't even hear you coming! W-won't happen again, I swear!”
This soldier could have been Speckled Band’s senior by ten years. Yet, the way he spoke, one would've thought the poor guy had almost bumped into the captain himself, not a corporal.
“That's quite alright, Private,” Speckled said, a hint of color burning on his cheeks.  “At ease, for Celestia’s sake.”
The hoof that seemed practically glued to the Private’s forehead reluctantly fell back to the floor. All four hooves now planted, the private wasted no time in making himself scarce.
Speckled Band watched after the Private for a moment, the color in his face subsiding now, before shaking his head and pressing on. Quill lingered for moment, waiting for the Corporal to get a few paces ahead before following. After that flush of embarrassment, Speckled Band was too out of sorts to realize he no longer walked two abreast.
Quill motioned to Speira and she was at his side in an instant.
“Tell me something, Speira,” he whispered, taking great care not to be overheard, “Did that Private seem a tad bit… frightened?”
“He did seem rather strange now that you mention it,” she answered, those sharp eyes never once leaving Speckled’s backside. “Why do you ask?”
Quill shrugged. “I just think it odd that a private would practically soil himself trying to salute a corporal -a corporal so young, I might add.”
There was silence between them, but only for a moment.
“You suspect something, don't you, Papa?”
Quill smirked. “Just a feeling, my dear, just a feeling.”
That was as good of an answer as any. Speira made a note of this and decided to study the Corporal with even greater attention.
Her father wouldn't tell her what he was thinking, not at a time or place like this, so it was up to Speira to figure it out for herself. Quill would want this, she suspected.
****

Every hallway and doorway in that crystalline maze looked exactly the same to the untrained eye. Beautiful? Definitely so; the hallways were alight with the blue flames of the magical torches lining the corridors.
Confusing? Oh yes, but that was by design. Any invading force pushing it’s way into the Crystal Palace would find themselves disoriented, lost, and well on the way to developing a massive migraine.
Quill had to admit, it was rather impressive. It took him five visits to finally understand the castle’s layout. He suspected, however, that such a large construct was meant to hold a host greater than the one Princess Cadence and Prince Shining Armor currently possessed.
This left some parts of the place without much -if any- use, while other sections of the castle saw nearly too much. One such place was the castle’s study. Shining Armor’s study to be exact. This was their destination. Quill could've found his own way there with just the scratches and scuff marks left by heavy armored hooves.
Just like bread crumbs, Quill thought with a note of disapproval.
It wasn't long before the trio came upon a sour-faced, tree trunk of a stallion stationed outside a sparkling door. The only door they'd passed that warranted guarding.
“Corporal,” the guard greeted, giving a quick salute. “I see you've got the Captain’s… guests.” Quill wasn't sure he liked the look that accompanied the soldier’s words. Was he sensing a hint of contempt?
“At ease, soldier. Is the Captain ready to receive us?”
The soldier smirked ruefully. “He told me a few minutes ago to hold all other visitors ‘cause something came up, but I'd say he'd thank ya big for barging in now.”

Speckled Band grimaced, that bit of news none too pleasant for his pallet. “Another spat?”
“Yes, sir, and it’s a bad one too. Wanna bet which set of furniture she breaks first this time?”
Speckled Band rolled his eyes. “You're relieved, soldier, go about your rounds as usual.”
Quill and Speira shared a glance. Take note my dear, he seemed to tell her. She pulled her cloak tight and nodded.
The soldier smirked again, tipping his head at Speckled Band. “You got it, Corporal. Good luck.”
Speckled Band waited till the soldier had clomped off before turning to the mercenaries. “So, this may be quite the sensitive situation we’re about to walk into. It would... be best if you waited here for the moment.”
Understanding instantly what was happening, Quill nodded. “Don't worry, Corporal. Believe it or not, I understand far too well what it's like when a commanding officer’s personal life bubbles over into the job.”
That earned a sad little smile from the Corporal. “Thank you. I shouldn't be more than a minute or so.” His tone didn't sound hopeful.
A few seconds later the Corporal was gone, opening the study door and slipping in without so much as a sound. Stealth was a premise that Quill had thought the plate armor knew nothing about.
Color me impressed.
Now alone, Quill looked at Speira once more. “See what I mean now, my dear?”
“I think so…”
“I know I've never taught you much about military procedures, but trust me when I say that a corporal doesn't usually have the authority to relieve a fellow soldier.”
“Who does, Papa?”
“The soldier’s commanding officer. In this case, that would be Sir Shining Armor, a captain and a prince.”
Understanding came to Speira at last. She couldn't help but gape.
“That’s right! Didn't that stallion say that Shining Ar-”
“Remember your manners, Speira,” Quill corrected her sharply, his eyes narrowing. “You may speak freely when we are alone, but who knows how many ears might be listening in right now.”
Speira flushed and quickly apologized. Quill just nodded, bidding her to continued.
“Didn't that other stallion say that Prince Shining Armor ordered him to wait out here?”
“Aye, that he did. Now tell me, what is the question that you need to be asking right about now?”
Speira’s eyes grew round. The question was already written clearly enough across her features for Quill to read.
“How can a corporal dismiss the orders of a Prince?”
Quill smiled in that eerie way all griffins do. “Aye, my dear, how indeed.”
****

“I’m sorry, but... the fuck did you just say?”
This was usually Little Whisper’s cue to give Alabaster a good smack to the back of his head. In that instant, however, she was just as floored as he was. The Mayor did flinch at the obscene language, but the delight of having something to take up her time besides paperwork far surpassed the shock of hearing a naughty word.
“It’s just as I said, sir, you three must be the ponies that the sheriff from Appleloosa sent word about. He said I'd get some travelers arriving by train soon: a mare with a braided mane, a stallion with a mouth, and another stallion without a cutie mark. Unless I need to change the prescription of my glasses, I’d say you fit that description quite aptly, wouldn't you?”
“Well, you got us there,” Whisper muttered, eyes downcast.
Alabaster took a step forward and dared to ask the question on all three of the travelers’ minds. “What else did the sheriff say about us?”
Mayor Mare smiled sweetly. Maybe she sensed the tension pulling at the trio and was trying to set them at ease. Then again, maybe she simply enjoyed toying around with the new ponies.
“Oh, he told me a lot,” she answered. Dread dropped like an anchor in Little Whisper’s stomach, nearly making her knees buckle. Midnight, however, remained as impassive as ever. He started to think this was going to be a recurring theme with his new friends.
Alabaster chuckled, trying to hide the butterflies twitching nervously in his gut. “Really now? And… how much is a lot?”
“Hmm… let me try to remember….” The Mayor tapped her chin thoughtfully, her gaze wandering. “Travelers, not from Equestria, booted from Dodge Junction after an altercation with a mare and her bovine companion, apparently in dire need of a roof and a steady income.…”
She glanced back at the trio, her joviality growing rueful. “Does that all sound about correct?”
Alabaster sighed. “Sounds johnny on the freaking spot. Should we show ourselves out or do you want your goblin to do it for you?”
What's the point in courtesy? Alabaster figured. No one gives a damn if you burn down a bridge already toppling.
In that moment, Alabaster, Little Whisper, and Midnight Dreary knew and felt only defeat. Yes, their time in Ponyville had been short -horribly, horribly short.
Yet, in just the quick walk through town, Little Whisper had seen enough to give her hope for a better future. She remembered the strange and enthusiastic carrot farmer that had greeted them outside the train depot, the elderly mare who had treated that cute colt with an apple, and even the built stallion they had passed on the street who had given them nothing more than a nod and a smile.
Whisper couldn't deny that there was an infectious energy that passed through the ponies of this town like an electrical current. She had begun to dare that this untimely little town would be the start of a new life. An Equestrian life.
Of course, she would never say so much to Alabaster. He would've laughed and said that she was just ready to get off the road for once.
“Goblin!? I beg your pardon!” The trio nearly lept out of their hides. They whirled on their hooves to see the ever so charming Sugar Cube in the doorway. Hovering before her, enveloped in a layer of green magic, was a steaming mug.
“Miss Sugar, is that for me?” Mayor Mare practically cooed. “Oh dear, you shouldn't have!”
Sugar’s eyes flashed threateningly at Alabaster before gliding back over to Mayor Mare. “I know how dozy you can get after signing papers. Thought I might bring you something with a little life in it.”
Sugar pushed past the travelers, the look she shot Alabaster suggested that she had a few more things to say, but thankfully for everyone she decided to keep them to herself.
Mayor Mare took the mug in both hooves, beaming like a foal on Hearth’s Warming.
“Hmm. I can't tell you how good this looks right now! But tell me… does it have a… a little extra love in it by chance?” She asked, winking mischievously.
“Why of course, Mayor.” The faintest hint of a smile teased at the corners of her lips -this in itself was scary enough to startle the trio yet again. The secretary levitated the mug over to the Mayor before joining her side, standing at attention. Alabaster had seen a guard dog stand next to its master in a manner quite similar to Miss Sugar’s.
“Forgive me,” the Mayor said, her demeanor growing professional once she blew on the mug, “I do love my hot beverages.”
This earned a brief snort from Sugar Cube, which Mayor Mare curbed with a curt glance. Whatever the joke was, it was lost on the travelers.
A genial smile returning to her face once more, Mayor Mare continued. “Now, what were we talking about? Sorry, my mind can be so fleety.”
Alabaster pointed to himself, Whisper, Midnight, and then motioning towards the door.
“Oh! That silly nonsense about throwing you out. No, no, no, that won't be necessary. We have to talk about your stay in Ponyville after all.”
There was a long pause at this. Alabaster squinted at the Mayor, feeling as if he was looking at her over some great chasm, while Whisper only gaped. One of Midnight’s ears flicked and twitched in agitation.
Are we getting kicked out or not? The thought was an unsung harmony in each of their heads
“I’m sorry, Mayor,” Alabaster started, “But I feel like I might need to rephrase an earlier question.”
“Please don't!” Whisper shot out, looking first from Alabaster to Mayor Mare. By the time her gaze found Mayor Mare, Whisper’s initial shock had been beaten down and was replaced with a cool, calm collectiveness.
Whisper’s “bureaucrat face”, as Alabaster puts it.
“You’ll have to forgive my friend here, Mayor, things haven't exactly been… easy for us. He tends to be a bit...” Whisper was reaching now. “Overly emotional at times.”
Alabaster grumbled something under his breath, but at a glance from Whisper he quickly apologized.
“Please,” Mayor Mare raised hoof, “There's no need for that! I've heard plenty to know that you three haven't exactly been treated like royalty.”
When the trio continued to stare at the mayor with raised eyebrows, Miss Sugar tacked on, “Perhaps you should get to the point, ma’am, this lot doesn't seem particular to jokes.”
“Jokes?” Whisper echoed.
“Well, can you blame me?” Mayor Mare said, pouting to her beloved assistant. “When you spend all day signing papers, stamping papers, and filing papers, you darn well nearly become like paper yourself I need something to quicken the old wit of mine!”
“Trust me, I know full and well,” Sugar grumbled, deciding this was a perfect time to take her leave before she let something else slip -something that might actually stir up the even-tempered mayor.
“Thanks again for the hot drink, Miss Sugar,” Mayor Mare called out, cut off by a slam as the office door was kicked shut.
“I tell you,” the mayor said, turning a wild grin to her visitors, “That mare needs to get drunk, laid, or both. There's only so much I can do for her.”
You know, Alabaster thought, massaging his temples, I know I can't say it, but Whisper can't stop me from thinking it: What the actual shit is going on!
Whisper glanced at the door for a moment before looking back to the mayor. “I'm sorry, Miss Mayor, but-”
“Please, just call me Mayor!”
Whisper stared at the older mare for moment before realizing that this hadn't been a joke; that goofy smile she wore was too sincere to be joking.
“Right… Mayor… forgive me for being so blunt, but… what's going on?”
“Yeah,” Alabaster added, “Are we staying? Are we going? I'm feeling a little too emotional to deal with this level of fuckery.”
Alabaster grimaced at his own choice of words, and it was probably that grimace that stayed a reprimand from Whisper.
Mayor Mare chuckled and motioned for Alabaster, Whisper, and Midnight closer. “Please, I assure you that I’m not sending anypony out of my office… unless it’s Miss Sugar when she asks for a raise again. Now, pull up a chair, please. We have much to discuss.”
****

There were plenty of comfortable chairs in Equestria, hundreds even. Unfortunately, their existence was mute within the realm of Ponyville’s mayor. No matter how Midnight turned, or scooted, or adjusted himself in the rigid thing, he just couldn't quite get comfortable. His relentless squirming ended when a sudden movement produced a loud, flatulent sound. Midnight fell still as three sets of eyes fell on him.
“You alright there, buddy? Alabaster asked, smirking. Midnight slumped in his seat and muttered something that sounded like ‘It was the chair, I swear’.
Mayor Mare cleared her throat.  “Well, now that we’re all comfy, how about we get down to brass tacks? Unless anypony has a question-”
“Actually, if you really don't mind, I got something I'd like to ask first.”
From the surprised look on the Mayor’s face she hadn't actually expected anyone to answer her rhetorical. However, she was quick to recover.
Giving a polite smile and nod, she said, “Of course, go right ahead, Mr… I’m sorry, I'm terribly slow at learning names.”
“That’s fine. Name’s Alabaster.”
Whisper turned restlessly in her own chair as she watched her friend. The look of unspoken promises of head slaps and scoldings, which is what Alabaster had been expecting when he spoke up, was instead replaced with a silent plea.
Please think about what you're about to say, Al. Don't screw up our one miracle …
Perhaps Alabaster had sensed these thoughts, for he gave Whisper a little wink. Something to assure his friend that he really was trying to learn from past mistakes. Then, all at once, Alabaster was all business. He sat a little straighter in his chair now, that good humor reserved for his dearest friend melting away to cold calculation before the Mayor’s eyes.
“Let me start off by saying that we appreciate you not having throwing us out the moment we came waddling in, we really do.” Whisper and Midnight nodded in agreement. “That said, I have to ask… why?”
Mayor Mare raised an eyebrow. “Why?”
“Yeah, why? At Dodge Junction we were tossed out on our flanks simply for letting it slip that we weren't from Equestria.” Me acting like dick didn't help our case none. “Though we did have the benefit of running into a sheriff with a conscience at Appleloosa, he still told us that it would be in our best interest to keep moving before people started to ask questions -said they wouldn't feel none too happy about our lineage either.
“So why you? Why Ponyville? I've heard that the grass is greener farther on down the track, but I'm pretty damn sure there's more to it than just the topography.”
Mayor Mare’s smile fell and was replaced with something Alabaster hadn't been expecting. Remorse.
“Oaky told me a bit about what happened at Dodge Junction, and about how rabid Rhinestone was when he phoned the Appleloosa office. Oaky said that the poor bugger might have riled a posse together and risked the desert to chase after you if he hadn't convinced Rhinestone how foolish that would be.”
Anger sickled between Alabaster eyes at the thought of that bastard sheriff, but quickly winked out. What was the word the Mayor had just said? It was foreign to the pegasus.
Phoned? The hell does that mean. That didn't matter right now. Alabaster pushed the thought away and redoubled his focus.
Mayor Mare’s eyes had begun to drift. She sighed and continued. “It pains me that that was your first experience with Equestrian hospitality… though, I doubt you'd call such a display hospitality. But to better answer your question, that's because I’ve always believed that everypony should be given a fair chance at life in Equestria.
“Friendship is the very tenant our country was founded upon. Doesn't seem we would be paying our foremothers and fathers the proper respect if we just ousted any pony simply because they are different. I suppose you could say I'm just trying to do my bit to make them proud.”
The mayor took a long drought from her mug before continuing once more. From the twinkle in her eyes, Whisper guessed that the Mayor could've kept on talking about home and country for some time.
Instead, Mayor Mare set the mug back down and restrained herself with a tug of her tie. Alabaster could have sworn he had smelled something on the mare’s breath other than coffee, something that made his tongue tingle and his forehead break out in a cold sweat.
Why do I want a drink all of a sudden?
The Mayor cleared her throat, a tinge of color now splotched across her cheeks. “Forgive me. If I don't curb my tongue now, it's likely to run loose from me.” Whisper guessed right.
“Now, onto more pleasant topics.”
That cloud eclipsing her demeanor moved, and now she was just as sunny as before. “Like your new life in Ponyville! We’d best get onto that immediately. There's a lot we need to cover and not much time to do so.”
The Mayor’s grin was infectious. It wasn't long before she had Little Whisper doing it too. Even Midnight was smiling, though, it was small enough that none would notice it.
And Alabaster? He hadn't shown any note of emotion other than curiosity, but Whisper only need to look at him to know there was more to the stallion. She could see Alabaster had finally dared to believe that they had finally found a place to call their own.
****

The Mayor wasn't lying. There was much she needed to cover, and she did it with such speed that it nearly sent Alabaster and Midnight’s heads spinning. Whisper managed to keep pace with the mare well enough. She nodded periodically, making mental notes here and there as the conversation progressed.
Turns out, the three travelers weren't the first outsiders that the mayor had helped integrate into Ponyville life.
“Are you serious?” Alabaster broke in hastily, an optimistic grin splitting his features. “There's others here? Others not from Equestria?”
“That’s right,” Mayor Mare said, happy to see such enthusiasm. “No more than ten, if my memory is correct. Most are ponies from northern cities like Detrot or Manehatten. Since all this construction started, Ponyville just hasn't stopped growing. Capable hooves have been in great demand these last few months, and what better way to fill that demand and hold true to Equestria’s policy on friendship than to help others without a home?”
Now it was Little Whisper’s turn to speak up.
“So, are you saying that ponies around here are okay with living with foreigners?”
Mayor Mare’s own enthusiasm dwindled a bit at that, but for no more than a second.
“I… wouldn't exactly say that. It saddens me to say that quite a few of Ponyville’s citizens are more than hesitant when it comes to trusting outsiders. Heck, you should've seen how they treated a local refugee taking up residence in the Everfree forest some time ago.”
The Mayor flushed, and this time it wasn't because of her drink. “It’s embarrasses me to say that it was none too pretty….”
Alabaster cocked an eyebrow. “So what, then? Have you just been lying about where these ponies came from?”
“Yes! That's exactly what I've been doing!”
“Oh…” Alabaster blinked a few times, scratching at the back of his head. “Well hell, guess that’d work.”
“Quite so!”
The trio studied one another, chewing on the mayor's words with wide eyed speculation. However, it was neither Little Whisper nor Alabaster who posed the next question.
Midnight Dreary spoke for the first time in what felt like ages, his voice sounding almost alien to himself. “If you don't mind me asking, ma’am, but how do you go about something like that? Isn't it… I don't know… difficult?”
Mayor Mare seemed all too happy to answer the quiet fellow - judging from the way her eyes fluttered, a little too happy. However, another beat her to the punch.
“With great care, complete vigilance, and a little bit of help.”
The Mayor almost glowered as her secretary reentered the room. She didn't take to being cut off, it seemed.
“Miss Dandelo has been informed of our guest’s arrival,” Sweets continued, unabated, “and she is making all the necessary arrangements as we speak.”
Midnight’s brow furrowed, rekindling the Mayor's enthusiasm. “It’s just as Miss Sweets said, but the ‘little bit of help’ is what really goes a long way. We have a hoofful of ponies here in Ponyville, Miss Dandelo being one of them, who are quite eager to help foreigners such as yourself.”
“Well, perhaps not as eagerly as you, ma’am.”
“Eh… point taken. Anyways, we can get to that. Right now, what we really need to talk about is-”
And like that, Mayor Mare shot off like a runaway rocket. Little Whisper and Alabaster did their best to keep pace; there was so much to take in, and all of it was being chucked at them.
Midnight, however, found his mind wandering.
The Mayor talked too fast, every chunk of information he tried to swallow almost ended up choking him. Instead, his eyes glanced to the furthest corners of the room, to where small slivers of shadow managed to cling to existence.
Transfixed, a bit of morbid curiosity began to nag at Midnight. If he should close his eyes right now and listen, really listen, what would the shadows of Ponyville have to tell him? The fear of voices heard days prior urged him against it.
But what was this?
Something deep down in his gut refused to let Midnight dismiss the notion. It told, begged him, to just close his eyes and to listen.
To LISTEN…
“Are you alright there, buddy?”
Time and location had snapped back into place around Midnight like a rubber band. Suddenly he was no longer looking at the shadows, he was looking into the eyes of Miss Sweets and the mayor. They watched him, one impassive and the other concerned. A quick glance to the right and he saw that his friends were staring at him too.
“I-I’m sorry,” Midnight stammered, “Were you talking to me?”
It was Alabaster who had addressed him a moment ago, and it was Alabaster who addressed him now.
“Yeah, I asked if you were alright. You looked a little glassy-eyed there for a minute. Thought maybe you had drifted off.”
Over Alabaster’s shoulder, a rather worried Whisper could be seen peering around.
“He wouldn't be the first,” Mayor Mare answered, much to Alabaster’s surprise. “Miss Sweet’s here has said a time or two that I tend to prattle on.” The slight nod from the secretary went unnoticed.
Mayor Mare smiled apologetically. “I’ll try to keep everything to its meat and bones, then. You three must be tired. The train ride from Appleloosa is a long one.”
And to the Mayor’s credit, she did. Any straying thoughts or words were culled easily enough with Sweet’s assistance. Midnight got another questioning look from his friends, but an apologetic smile seemed to placate them for the time being. Besides, it wasn't like the Mayor was giving them much of a chance to dawdle.
This time Midnight took great care not to let his mind wander. He needed to pay attention, for both his friends’ sake and his.
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		Chapter Sixteen: Soldier and Princess



Speckled Band stood outside the study door for a moment, wrestling with his courage. He didn't want to press forward -couldn't- knowing full and well what lay beyond. Yet, how could he turn away and hope to come back later? The sellswords were at his back, watching him with keen eyes that saw far too much.
Enough, he told himself. You're acting like a colt who’s about to walk in on mommy and daddy. You're a soldier, damn it!
One shaky breath later, and Speckled Band still hadn't found the steel to face what lay ahead. However, that didn't stop him from reaching out and turning the doorknob. Where courage failed, duty took over.
Under normal circumstances the Corporal would have knocked and waited to be called in. These were not normal circumstances, and he figured the Captain would understand.
The study was immaculate as always: a marble floor polished till it shone like fine china, volumes of old text cradled in ivory shelves, and a lavish gemstone desk near the width of a stagecoach.
Speckled Band, with his mottled colored coat, always felt like a blemish when in the study. His unease was forgotten as he laid eyes on the fuming princess pacing before the great desk. Tired eyes ringed with dark circles shot daggers at the stallion slumped over the armchair across from her.
“Can we not at least discuss this, Shiny?” the princess asked, her tone somewhere between pleading and demanding. “Celestia needs to know that things have gotten worse, that we can't even send out a supply train without fear of it being attacked!”
Princess Cadence batted away a few threads of mismatched mane that had fallen in her face, but remained indignant and unmoved. Speckled Band had seen that look before, and not just from the fair princess. Echoes of his mother ordering him to clean his room drifted from memories long forgotten.
How can a mare make a stallion feel so guilty and so worthless at the same time? Then, a bit more sardonically, he thought, Woe is us, woe is our injustice. 
The figure lifted it’s head, and spoke in a voice nearly hoarse. “I hear you, Cadance, I really do. But I'm telling you that… that it isn't possible…”
Princess Cadence appeared as if she had just been struck. “Not possible? How's that not possible? Send a letter, tell her what’s happening! I know it won't just solve everything, but maybe she'll at least send some troops from the Guard-”
“What Guard, Cadence?” The shell seated at the desk was lit with energy anew, though not the kind Cadence had been hoping for. “I’m telling you, there's no Guard left to deploy. Most are stationed in Detrot and Manehattan, trying their best to keep the peace. Ponies are scared and hurting each other in the mainland.”
“Ponies are scared and hurting each other here! Just look to the west! You heard what Snow Dew said. Bandits are all but picking those small hold towns dry! How long until those criminals get brave enough to try the Crystal Empire? Until it they try to hurt the ponies we swore to protect?”
“Maybe a year, if reports are to be believed. From what we've heard, the attacks have started to get rather bold lately.”
Princess Cadence took a step towards the desk. Desperation was written in fine letters across the mare’s fair features. Desperation and agitation. It was not a look Speckled Band was used to seeing on the usually composed noble pony.
“And do you believe those reports, Shining Armor?”
The Captain sighed. “I believe it'll happen sooner.”
“Then why not ask Canterlot for help? Why keep quiet?”
“That's what I'm trying to make you understand, love. The Guard is spread too thin, the Scholars never see farther than their libraries, and all of the noble houses are afraid of losing their silver spoons the moment they leave their cities.
“We don't have the might to ease the smallholders. Right now, however, Equestria needs to focus its resources on strengthening itself for when things finally come to head, not wasting itself on a bandaid solution.”
“Bandaid solution?” The princess actually seemed offended by this. “I can't believe you-”
Speckled Band would have cursed himself had he only the time. Yes, in the heat of their argument the royal couple had failed to notice Speckled’s sudden intrusion. They even missed the light *click* of the door closing softly behind him. It was by some ungodly force, much like how parents knew the face of a guilty child, that Princess Cadence and Prince Shining Armor detected Speckled Band as he stepped forward. The Corporal refused to let himself shrivel as two sets of eyes turned upon him.
Speckled Band cleared his throat. “My apologies, your majesties, I didn't mean to intrude, but I… knew you were waiting for me, Captain.”
The Corporal hoped -hoped against hope, in fact- that he saw a hint of gratitude in Shining Armor’s smile as he nodded. “That’s right, I'd nearly forgot. Cadence, I-”
“Don't.” The single word seemed to cut through the Captain’s resolve like a saber.
The anger and desperation in the princess’s expression had melted, making way for something that neither Shining Armor nor Speckled Band were prepared for: sorrow. Tears did not fall -a princess would never cry before a soldier- but they still glistened in Cadence’s eyes, nevertheless.
“I know you have things that need your attention,” Cadence continued, both stallions relieved to hear the softening of her tone. “Heck, we both do. But I'm not done with this, not by far. I’ll see you tonight, dear, if you don't sleep here again…”
With that she started off, only stopping when Shining Armor called her name. She paused and turned to him, now standing where Speckled Band had when he snuck into the study. It seemed as if the couple was miles apart as they looked at one another.
“I understand why you're worried, honey. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't… but, I ask that you at least think about what I said right now. Think about it before you do something hasty, okay?”
How odd the two of them looked in that moment. Shining Armor was smiling encouragingly, though the smile appeared thin and worn on his tired face. Meanwhile, Cadence’s face remained a stonewall, shielding the pain that was there only moments before. How Speckled Band missed the tenderness that Princess Cadence was known and beloved for.
“I'll think about it,” was all Cadence said before spinning about-face. The door lit up with her magic as it opened and she let herself out.
Speckled Band watched wordlessly, mouth agape, until the door had slammed shut behind the princess. Once alone with his superior, he found his tongue no longer glued to the roof of his mouth.
“Forgive me, sir,” Speckled Band said quickly, “The private stationed outside said it was bad, but… well, I wasn't expecting this…”
Captain Shining Armor did not say much for the next few minutes. He only rubbed at his temples and drew in great, calming breathes.
“It’s quite alright, Corporal. Celestia forgive me for saying this, but I'm glad you came when you did. Though I hate to see Cadence leave in a huff, something tells me we would be back and forth at each other for hours. Now, you tell me what that would have solved.”
Speckled Band shrugged. “I guess… nothing?”
“Nothing indeed, except that maybe the bed would be that much colder tonight…”
Shining Armor’s chin dipped low to his chest, as he were simply nodding off. The captain was exhausted, and yet, the haunted look in his eyes suggested sleep would be the farthest thing from Shining Armor’s grasp. Speckled Band would've given all of his strength, every ounce, if only to lend it to his mentor.
Perhaps sensing this, the pony behind the desk straightened himself. When Shining Armor raised his head once more, Speckled Band could see that there was still plenty of fight in the buck after all. The proof was the resolve in his smile.
“Well, I’m assuming that Quill is with you then,” he asked, glad to have a change in topic.
Speckled Band nodded. “Yes, sir, and his daughter too.”
There was a flicker in the Captain’s eyes. Perhaps Quill, with his ever invasive eyes, could have identified what that brief flush of emotion was. Speckled Band, on the other hand, could not.
“Well, my friend,” that smile grew, “Wouldn't you say we’ve left them waiting long enough?”
“Yes, sir. I'll fetch them right away.”
“Thank you, Corporal.”
****

When the knob to the study turned, Quill had been expecting the Corporal to step back out. Hell, Shining Armor seemed more likely than the pink head that poked out, or the lithe, pink body that followed.
“Your Highness, what a pleasure!” Cadence froze at Quill’s greeting, looking like a deer caught in a spotlight. Perhaps the gazes of a feathered killer and his murderous protege felt like a spotlight to the usually gentle princess. She was not used to keeping company with such a stock.
Despite her surprise, however, Cadence never forgot her manners. Those wide eyes became soft and the corners of her mouth turned upward into something that passed as a smile. Quill had to give her credit, had he been anyone else then maybe she would've fooled him. If nothing else, at least I can trust pony royalty to lie properly. 
Cadence returned his greeting with all the warmth of a summer breeze. “Sir Quill! What a pleasure it is to see you again!” Point proven. “And your daughter as well…”
That smile twitched, fighting so hard not to falter. The princess tried her damndest not to look twice at the filly, lest her displeasure show.
Quill didn't blame her discomfort. He's heard the grisly tales floating around about his angel. Though he truly believed that she was simply misunderstood by soldiers far inferior than she, Speira did tend to live up to the expectations of those brutal stories.
“I'm guessing you two are my husband's four o’clock?”
“That’s right, your highness.” Then, quickly, Quill added, “I hope we didn't interrupt anything? I know royal business is hard enough without a couple of dusty drifters mucking it up.”
Cadence waved the statement off, as if it was the farthest thing from the truth. “Of course not! In fact, your timing couldn't be more perfect. We just finished discussing a few details about our traveling accommodations to the Landsmeet.”
From the way the regal alicorn’s feathers were ruffled, Quill doubted that very much. Likely she and Shining Armor were discussing something heatedly.
Or maybe they were having a nice rut on the royal desk, Quills thought scolding to himself. Whatever it is, it's no business of yours.
“That’s good to hear,” Quill said, despite himself. “It's rumoured this Landsmeet is going to be quite the occasion, one for the history books.”
Cadence nodded, but already Quill could tell her mind was elsewhere. “I've heard much of the same. And though I'd love to talk more on the matter, I'm sorry to say that I'm leaving one meeting for another. I really must be going.”
“Please,” Quill took a step sideways, Speira following suit, “Don't let us keep you. I'm more than sure business will put us in each other's way again. Perhaps then we might palaver some more.”
Though Cadence still smiled warmly, Quill could tell in the shift of her posture that that hadn't sat well with her at all.
“Yes… how I do look forward to that…”
A few more pleasantries were exchanged: a bow from the sellswords, a nod of gratitude from Cadence, and then a quick fair-thee-well.
Quill and Speira watched after her for a moment, the sound of her hooves echoing like rolling thunder in that tight crystal funnel, before they turned to each other at last.
“She doesn't like us, does she, papa?”
Quill’s beak clicked a few times as he searched his daughter’s face. The older sellsword had to admit that he was quite impressed when he found only a wall staring up at him.
“Yes, my dear,” he finally answered, “It appears so.”
“It’s me, isn't it? I noticed how she kept glancing at me, but wouldn't really look me in the eyes. I make her uncomfortable, I think.”
There was still nothing in that young, sweet face of hers. The girl learns quickly. I haven't lied to her yet, so why stop now?
“I think so too, though I’m sure I'm not exactly a sweet summer dream for such a lovely princess… tell me, are you offended my dear?”
Speira shrugged. “I don't really care, papa, I was just curious. The looks she gave me are no worse than the ones the soldiers give us.” She thought for a moment, then added. “She's better, in fact. At least she acts nice to you.”
There was a brief swell of pride, but Quill swallowed it. Instead, he nodded.
“Just remember, Speira, that disdain hidden is much more unpredictable than that presented openly… however, I can't see Cadence having enough meanness in her for disdain.”
Speira said “Yes, papa,” and nothing more.
A minute passed, a minute spent in total silence, when the door opened once more. A familiar head poked out, no longer wearing the helm that it had donned for the past hour.
“The Captain's ready for you,” Speckled Band said, looking horribly young with his long, azure mane now flowing freely. “Please, come in.”
A mane that long should drive a commanding officer insane, Quill thought.
The mercenary glanced at Speira -saw that she was already looking up at him expectantly- then moved forward to lead the way.
****

The air smelt of marital dispute.  Quill could pick up that odor anywhere. Nothing left a room smelling like despair and anguish than an angry wife.
As the three of them entered the study, they found Shining Armor not at his desk. At the opposite side of the room was a wingback chair seated behind a coffee table. Positioned on either side of the table were three of the chair’s siblings.
“Wonderful evening, Sir Grimfeathers,” Shining Armor said. He was the first to actually greet them that day with earnest enthusiasm. “And a good evening to you too, young miss. How lovely you look today.”
Speira gulped and glanced away. Despite the obvious wear and tear of his office, the Captain was still quite the dashing specimen of a pony. It seemed that not even cold-blooded fillies were immune to the killer charm of a prince.
“A wonderful evening, indeed, your highness,” Quill said back.
“Please, how many times do I have to tell you that you don't need to call me ‘highness’?”
“Probably as many times as I've said not to call me ‘sir’ or ‘Grimfeathers’.”
The two shared a laugh. How good that laugh felt to the tired soldiers, how cleansing. It was as if one’s sinuses had been cleansed after a long, agonizing summer.
Still smiling, Shining Armor motioned to the chairs opposite of him. “Please, sit. There's many things we need to discuss.”
The mercenaries, nary a look between the two, did as they were bade.
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		Chapter Seventeen: Benevolence and Reverence



Though they sat opposing each other, the mood of the grand study was not rivalrous in the least bit. It was quite the opposite, actually. The youthful captain regarded the seasoned warrior with near reverence. Quill always found Shining Armor’s respect for him flattering, though a fair bit misguided.
Poor lad doesn't have the Princess to hold his hoof anymore, and now he’s getting a taste of how foul the world can really be. Quill almost grimaced at the thought. Just bite back your pride and help the boy however you can, you old bird. Your judgements do nothing for either of you.
To Quill’s left Speira sat dutifully, just as alert and just as watchful as ever. Her eyes occasionally scanned the room, taking in every detail of the room. What she was trying to do was notice anything different about this place from her last visit. Eventually her gaze would stop upon the book laying on the table separating the pairs. A double edged sword --one side of the blade gilded and the other dark as obsidian-- was embroidered on its hardcover.
What a pretty thing, she had thought, almost absently, before turning her mind and attention to the stallions seated before her.
Much like the teachers, the students were seated across from one another. And Speckled Band was Shining Armor’s student, Quill was almost certain of it.
Quill couldn't exactly say how he came to such a conclusion, but it just seemed right. Someone in Shining Armor’s position needs someone to trust -- someone other than his wife, anyways. The captain needed a loyal soldier who would stand by him no matter what, not out of respect of rank or duty, but out of love.
And Speckled Band does love him, Quill thought, glancing at the corporal momentarily. I can see it whenever his eyes meet the Captain’s… It’s a look I've seen far too often from Speira.
“I hope your stay has continued to be comfortable,” Shining Armor said, flashing a smile that would have charmed serpents.
Quill thought of the Speckled Gem, with it’s rock hard bed that left Quill’s lower back stiff and its boisterous clientele which often kept Speira up late at the late hours of the night, and answered as truthfully as he could.
“It’s just as it always is.”
Shining Armor nodded approvingly. “That's good. I'm sure it must be quite the hassle to find decent lodging lately.”
“Nay, not here. Though not many accept us with open hearts, they dare not shut their doors to me while my coin purse is full.”
Though the smile remained, there was a touch of melancholy in Shining Armor’s voice. “It hurts to hear that's what it takes to make ponies hospitable…”
“Well, better to pay in bits of gold than bits of flesh and feather. The places we’ve been, a purse full of gold is a purse full of problems. Especially for a griffin.” Speira nodded dolefully.
“Don't get me wrong, though,” Quill added. “We’ve appreciated the business you've shown us these past months. It’s kept us housed and fed.”
This did not seem to ease Shining Armor, however.
“Still… I'm watching alienation and violence grab hold of my country, Lieutenant-” the title was a sandspur that Quill tried his best to shrug off.
“Day by day, hour by hour, it spreads and it spreads. Today's reports will be tomorrow’s nightmares… Celestia knows I won't be getting any sleep tonight…”
Something unexpected happened before the mercenaries, something neither of them had expected. With each word, Shining Armor’s geniality and composure crumbled in on him. His brow furrowed ‘till it seemed like canyon carved upon his forehead, while the sadness in his voice pulled and tugged at his features.
Quill had noticed the bags under his eyes a moment ago, but what commanding officer didn't have bags under their eyes? And a commanding officer that helped govern a city to boot? But now Quill saw that this luggage was heavy, heavy enough to give the young stallion a bad neck if he wasn't careful.
This was Shining Armor as he really was, before Quill and Speira had been shown in.
How well you hid yourself, Quill thought. How well indeed. Perhaps being raised in the Equestrian upper-class has done you some service, Shining Armor...
Though it pained Quill to, he said nothing. If Shining Armor had needed comfort, he would have called for Princess Cadence, not two sellswords.
“Sir…” The word was no more than a mutter, yet it almost seemed to echo over the table because the silence was so dense. Shining Armor looked to the Corporal, though he was the only one. Quill sensed what was about to happen and knew it was none of their business. Averting his gaze, he glanced at Speira. Thankfully, she returned it.
Before Shining Armor could speak the question in his eyes, Speckled Band touched him with a comforting hoof. It was not a gesture fit for a commanding officer and his subordinate. But for a friend and equal?
“You don't need to get into this, sir, not now and not with them.” Quill cracked a smile at “them”, but quickly loosened it. “It doesn't seem right to talk about such things in front of… guests.”
In all of Quill’s time, he had never heard a soldier of lower rank address a superior so kindly. It was becoming clearer and clearer to Quill that Speckled Band was more than just a Corporal.
Shining Armor patted Speckled Band’s hoof. “There's no need for any of that, Speck. Besides, I don't take Quill for a fool.” Then, to the mercenary himself, he added, “You can probably tell I'm not well off right now. Those tack-like eyes of yours miss little, don't they?”
Quill was polite enough to allow himself a flush. “They are quite keen, yes. Most tiny details I pick up out of experience, however.”
Quill found himself surprisingly put off by Shining Armor’s directness. To show such a side of himself, and to a griffin no less, seemed almost blasphemous to the old Wing Guard in him.
What did we do to earn the trust of some hatching, Equestrian stooge, that sulky, steely thing wanted to ask. The warrior he was, shaped and molded by some of the coldest and most ruthless claws to ever taste blood, wanted to writhe in revulsion at the prince’s hospitality and concern. The warrior he had become, however, had come to rely deeply on this unexpected friend and cherished the temperance to his spirit.
“I’m not sure what kind of reassurance it would give you,” Quill said, “But my ears are always open to you, Shining Armor, should you ever find that you need a few more.”
Shining Armor smiled, the weariness written there upon his face replaced with a slightly happier expression
“I appreciate that, I really do.” Quill could tell that he meant it too. “And perhaps I’ll take you up on that offer... sooner than you think, in fact.”
“Oh?”
Shining Armor nodded.  “There are still some things I must figure out for myself first, as you may know.”
As a matter of fact, he did. Quill understood that Shining Armor valued his opinion, yet didn't want to become ruled over by it.
If only he had been better equipped, though, I'm not sure what part of Guard training could prepare a pony for ruling a province while still helping manage part of the country's military.
“Anyways, that's enough sulking for now, I think,” Shining Armor continued, some of his usual confidence reasserting itself. What a quick turnaround, Quill had thought. “Turns out I need your services yet again.”
“Ah? Another job? And so soon, too?” Quill smiled, allowing his talons to drum rhythmically upon the arm of his chair. “You're far too generous with your patronage.”
Speckled Band eyed those talons. Perhaps you're too generous, Captain, the Corporal thought. Fear nagged at the back of his brain as he studied those sharp, deadly things. Did they look… thirsty?
“What nobel pony shall we be escorting this time?” Quill inquired, genuinely released. He had surely suspected that Shining Armor wanted to discuss the bodies littering the main road.
Shining Armor returned his smile, a subtle twinkle of mischief barely missed, and touched his chest. “Why, that would be this noble pony here, sir griffin.”
Up until this point, Speira had seemed otherwise uninterested in this little meeting of theirs. Quill knew this for the ruse it was. Though the filly glanced about the grand study, seemingly more taken by the volumes reaching up to the ceiling than the talk of adults, she always had an ear tucked into Quill’s and Shining Armor’s conversation. Now, however, her attention turned to them in full, along with her wide eyes.
“That right?” Quill sounded mildly interested, though this was more to keep his own bewilderment at bay.
“Indeed. As we speak, a convoy is being constructed. Well… two convoys in fact. I'd like to hire the two of you as security for one of them.”
“A convoy, you say…”
Quill fell silent. Three sets of eyes moved to meet his face, to see what might be written there. As usually, he was a blank slate. Speira knew he was thinking, and thinking hard. His thoughts held the presence of an amassing thunderhead, brooding and slightly scary, yet completely intangible.
“I'd assume our destination would be Canterlot,” Quill said after a moment. “The Equestrian Landsmeet is less than a month's time away, so I couldn't see you amassing the resources for a trip elsewhere.”
“Astute as always,” Shining Armor remarked rather amiably.
Oh, you have no idea… The arrogant thought danced around Quill’s beak for a moment before he swallowed it, his pride a bitter pill that always left a sour taste in his mouth.
When Quill continued to sit and ponder in silence, Shining Armor felt his high spirits begin to falter. Perhaps with all the time he had spent with Quill, some of those keen powers of observation he admired so much were beginning to rub off on him. Shining Armor had the strangest inkling that something was amiss to the feathering mercenary.
“I hope you don't mind a few questions,” Quill said at long last. “We’re interested, of course, no doubt about that -royal gold goes a long way for a pair of sellswords like us- however, we’ll need to know more about the affair before we accept.”
“Of course. That's only fair.” Then, Shining Armor turned to Speckled Band. He whispered something into the Corporal’s ear. It would have been nothing for Quill to eavesdrop, but he decided to stave off his curiosity in the name of courtesy.
Speckled Band seemed to straighten in his seat. How much more attentive he seemed with Shining Armor’s lips in his right ear. Then, back to Quill, Shining Armor said, “Fire away.”
“Well, I'm mainly puzzled as to why a convoy. I understand railroads don't run much farther than your Crystal Empire, but we both know they do towards the Equestrian inland.
“I know it’s my not my place to ask, but why risk the perils of the road at such a time? It… simply makes me wonder.”
“Would you believe me if I said that I just prefer the solemness of a stagecoach?” Shining Armor answered, a touch sardonically.
“Not in the least bit, I’m afraid. You seem to be a pony above such trivialities. I only ask so that Speira and I are prepared for anything… unruly…”
Quill’s thoughts had turned to the small band of marauders they had left to rot. Such nuisances were starting to become the norm for the frozen roads of the north. There were even rumors that the wagon of a small-time business owner hauling raw gemstones was knocked over only a few miles out of Detrot. Quill knew that the young prince was brave of heart and strong of stomach, but he didn't think Shining Armor was feathered of brain.

The sideways glance the Captain received from Speckled Band told Quill everything that he had needed to know. There was something amiss about this job, something Shining Armor wasn't telling them. Perhaps it was even something dangerous.
Shining Armor cleared his throat before speaking. “There’s no need to worry, you're right to ask any questions you may need. I wouldn't want the two of you unprepared for anything, should you accept that is.”
Why do I feel that you're not about to comfort us? Why do I feel that the grim look in your eyes has nothing to do with the obvious sleep you're missing?”
“The truth is-”
“Sir!” Speckled Band should've been reprimanded for his sudden outburst, but Shining Armor only set him back in his place with a single, saddened look. This brief interaction between the two spoke waves to Quill, but he chose to acknowledge this adoration later.
“The truth is,” Shining Armor continued once more, the words seeming heavy in his mouth, “I believe there may be an attempt on mine and Cadence’s life on the way to the Landsmeet.
If nothing else was to come from this day, Shining Armor could at least end it knowing that he had finally managed to do the one thing that always seemed so impossible.
He had caught Quill off guard.
****

A feathered brow furrowed slightly, the eyes beneath studying the night outside through a grimy window. Speira hated it when Quill was like this. As open as he was with some things, his thoughts always remained little more than a mystery to her.
Speira stifled a yawn in the crook of her right leg and watched her mentor through lidded eyes. The day had been terribly long, and now that she had found the comfort of her own bed again, she feared that it might just consume her along with her weariness. Not even the raucous down below -and it sounded like the Speckled Gem was fit to burst- was enough to stave away the undenying weight of her eyelids.
“Something wrong, Papa?” Speira asked, blinking a few times. The sound of her voice was enough to keep her upright at least, but for how long?
Quill glanced at his daughter, saw her head bob and her eyes flicker, then smiled. “It's been quite the day for you, hasn't it, my dear? Your exercises this morning, then the trip to the castle this afternoon. I'm sorry I didn't notice sooner.”
“I'm fine,” she answered, almost defiantly, “Just a little tired. What's wrong, Papa?”
Quill chuckled. “Speira, my dear, you look ready to keel over. I've seen corpses with more life in them.” Then, his features hardening, he added, “Now, lay yourself down and get some sleep. We can discuss things later.”
The weight of the world seemed to accompany Quill’s gaze, yet Speira held it with all the grace and poise that she had been taught. If it wasn't for the earlier triumph, when she had mustered the courage to request that Quill let her explore the crystal city, then maybe she would've have shrunk back into her sheets and slept.
Not now, however. Speira was feeling brave. So brave that she managed to rise up on four shaky legs and hop down to the floor. The day’s exercises had finally started to take its toll, leaving the lean muscles of her legs cramped and sore, but she bore it as she crossed the room.
Quill eyed her, his expression unreadable. Speira came within a foot of where he sat before finding her own seat on the faded rug thrown between their beds.
Speira’s eyes glittered rebelliously up at Quill. He had once seen that same look in a mirror not twenty years ago.
“There,” she began, “Have any corpses ever picked themselves up from where they lay? Or moved across a room? Will you please tell me what's bothering you now, Papa?”
Though she hid it well, fear had robbed Speira of her next breath. Instead of thinking about the granny apple slowly rising up her throat, choking her, she funneled all of her focus into burrowing past the granite walls that were Quill’s eyes. The irony of it all was that Quill wasn't even angered in the slightest. In fact, he was proud.
This is good. A warrior without the gale to nip the talon that feeds it from time to time is a poor, complacent thing, nothing more than a tool meant to be used then discarded. But Speira? No, she's surprising me more and more each day.
He had better be careful, though, least Speira’s nips turn into toothy chomps. Quill gave her a small smile, then gestured for her to move closer.
“Alright, my dear, we’ll hold counsel, but afterwards it's right to bed, no questions asked. Understand?” She nodded.
Though Speira’s features continued to reveal nothing, her eyes remained an open window for Quill. Excitement glittered beneath those hazel curtains as she hopped up next to him. He lifted an arm so that she might situate herself beneath his chest, as she was apt to do. Though this was something customary mainly for Griffins and their hatchlings, the filly had taken to it from an early age.
Speira looked up at her mentor, her nose only a mere inch or so from Quill’s chin, waiting for him to say something. The Griffin only stared out across the room for the time being, lost in his thoughts and his daughter’s warmth. How thankful was he that Speira had decided to remove her wings before laying down. There were times when he wasn't so lucky.
Speira felt a slight tremor run along her body as Quill cleared his throat and began to speak.
“Tell me, my dear, did you notice anything peculiar about our meeting with the Prince? Perhaps about Shining Armor himself?”
Speira’s nose began to wrinkle. What was this? Wasn't he supposed to be answering her question? And now he’s testing her yet again? The filly quickly overcame her agitation.
Quill wanted to make sure she hadn't let her mind wonder while she was in that palace of wonders. He knew very well what was amiss, but he wanted to make sure his student knew it too.
“I noticed he was tired,” she said, then paused. “But that's not it, is it, Papa? Not entirely, anyways. Princes and Princesses are always tired. It was the bags under his eyes… as if he hadn't slept for nearly a week.”
“You're on the right track, my dear, but you're still not quite there yet.”
Speira’s brow furrowed in frustration as she buried her face into the bed sheets, trying with all her might to summon forth the face of the handsome prince to her mind's eye.
She did her best to remember him, and Speckled Band too. It was the Corporal that had kept capturing her attention. He seemed too fidgety in his chair for Speira’s liking, constantly readjusting himself every few minutes or so.
Then again, that could've been due to that heavy armor of his, she thought.
After a moment more of consideration, Speira lifted her face to Quill’s once more. He had been watching her, the depths of his brown eyes illuminated by the glow of the bedside lamp.
“You think Prince Shining Armor isn't telling us something, don't you?”
“Think?” Quill repeated back, a touch of humor in his voice. “No, I do not think he's hiding something from us. I know he is.”
“Should we be worried?”
“Nay. As deep as his adoration for me goes, I would think Shining Armor a fool if he were to trust us enough to tell everything. No, I'm guessing he had plenty of sense in keeping us ignorant.”
“What, then?” Speira asked, almost waspishly. “What am I to notice, Papa?”
Quill didn't like the hint of impatience underlying in the filly’s tone. It was to be expected -- Speira was still just a filly after all. However, it was a weed that would surely blossom into recklessness should Quill not tend to it in time.
This was such a time.
As Quill spoke, a hint of winter had crept into his usually warm voice. Those eyes seemed to glisten like ice sickles.
“I think a certain someone is tired. I think that someone has let her talons get sharper than her senses.”
Though Speira had no talons to account for, she understood him all the same. Shame burned at her cheeks. Quill regarded her a moment longer, noticing the slight shift of unease in her body- suddenly Quill’s seemed to weigh down upon her like a boulder.
“I think I’m ready for bed,” Speira said, her voice felt like a stone lodged in her throat. The curiosity that had burned within her only moments ago was snubbed out.
“Yes, I think you are,” Quill agreed, some of that winter in his voice making way for spring. “We will continue this conversation later. When you've had time to sleep and I've had time to think, we will continue this little conversation of ours.”
Speira wasted no time. She was out from under Quill and on her hooves in an instant. Without the weight of her armor, she felt as if she could've floated down as she jumped from the bed.
She had no more made it across the room when Quill’s voice halted her.
“Wait one second, my dear.” Speira glanced over her shoulder, one hoof raised to pull back her sheets. “There’s a question I’d like you to ponder as you lay your head down -sleep on it, not think on it, as my grandfather used to say.”
Speira had turned back around now. “Does this have to do what's really troubling you, Papa?”
Quill nodded. “Yes, it does. Now listen, and listen well, for this is all I will say for now. We’ve both seen what shadows lurk on those long, wintry roads leading north, and even south. We’ve fended off three stagecoaches this past month from bandits and the like. What’s more, those are only accounting for the robberies we’ve experienced.
“Those roads are dangerous, especially for noble folk. What's worse is that these rouges are starting to look a little less starved and a little less unequipped with each attack. Hell, a scholar unicorn was with them that last time!”
Quill glanced away for a second, trying to control the sudden rush thrumming in his heart. He wanted Speira to understand the coming question. No, he needed her to.
“Now,” he continuing, “Knowing this, what I'd ask you to ponder is this: why would Shining Armor choose to lead a caravan to Canterlot when it would not only be safer, but quicker for him to just travel by train? Especially if he really fears of an attempt on his life? He might say it’s due to the large party that must accompany him, but I don't see it being any trouble for a prince to rent a train car or two for safer passage… that is what I'd like you to think upon my dear. We still have a day or so before we leave, so just think upon it. Tell me when you may, but before we leave.”
Then, with a smile and a wink, Quill added, “Consider it one of our lessons.”
Speira stared at her mentor for a long time without answering. Quill was pleased to see that her thoughts were unreadable, her sharp features revealing nothing to him.
Finally she said, “Yes, Papa.”
Then, with a quick ‘good night’ she crawled back up into her bed. It would be sometime before Speira thoughts gave her reprieve from their troubled prattling. She couldn't shake the feeling that something was amiss in this whole ordeal. She saw it in Quill’s face -maybe for no more than a second or two, but she saw it nonetheless.
Finally, probably an hour or so after Quill flicked the lamp on his night stand off, Speira managed sleep. It was thin and dreamless, but it was sleep.
****

Many ponies throughout the ages- a good deal of them Scholars from the school of magic- had commented on Celestia’s choice to house her study in the highest spire of Canterlot’s castle. One such pony, head mage Fairfax, had said that it was so that the princess may look down upon her subjects in the city far below.
One had to remember, however, that the School had existed as long as Equestria’s ancient rulers -a certain few even arguing that the School was founded before the princesses. Through the centuries, a kind of rivalry had developed between the houses. Though there was never any real animosity between the two, it certainly left the door open for small pricks of gossip.
“Our ivory princess,” mage Fairfax had said to his young assistant upon a return trip from Canterlot. His face had contorted into an ugly frown as he spoke, as if he had been sucking on a cube of salt.
“She sits up there on that pedestal, wearing clouds like a pearl necklace as she sneers down at us all. Bah!”
The mage’s assistant smiled consolingly and nodded, understanding that the princess had denied Fairfax’s request for aid to remodel the School’s library. The irony in all of Fairfax’s tantrum is that fifty years after his passing, Princess Celestia would be as healthy as she's always been.
Whatever Fairfax might've said about Celestia and her study, though, he was wrong. As Celestia sat in her favorite chair -a simple, hoof-carved thing commissioned from a carpenter still residing in Canterlot- and gazed out of the immense window of her study, she did smile. It wasn't the cold sneer of a monarch proud of her cunning and heritage. No, it was something warmer, something kinder. One might mistake her for a mother watching her children wrestle in the back yard instead of Equestria’s eldest daughter.
Despite whatever the Scholars might have to say about her, Celestia loved her people. In that moment, with all of Canterlot lounging at her feet and the Equestrian countryside rolling away from her like a viridian ocean, that love swelled up in her heart ‘till she feared it just might burst. The only other thing that matched Celestia’s fierce love for her country was her vast weariness.
Though most of her troubles were fresh and new, decades weighed upon Celestia’s bones and centuries upon her mind. However, despite this, Celestia was determined to persevere, just as she always had. Where a mountain might be flattened by the weight of the world, Celestia found strength.
Besides, she thought, that smile growing a touch morose, I can't afford to show such weakness, not this close to the Landsmeet. Times are tough, and our people need to be reminded that their rulers have kept Equestria strong this long for a reason.
At that thought, her mind drifted to her sister. Her dear, dear sister. How quickly she had taken to the rising tide of problems these passing months. Locked away in her own study, working through the night and even into the late reaches of the morning. Rarely did they talk.
Celestia sighed and went on thinking her troubling thoughts for quite some time. Her diligence had bought her time enough to brood. Unfortunately for her, the window she gazed out did not face the south, so the flight of the balloon from Ponyville went completely went unbeknownst to her. Sure, she saw plenty of Pegasi, their royal armor shimmering in the sunlight, but not the balloon. Thus, the knock on her door and the arrival of Chasset came as a dear surprise to her.
The head maid poked her head in through a now cracked door, a few threads of her usually tame mane standing out on end. Chasset was flushed and her voice sounded winded.
“I’m quite sorry, Princess, I hope I didn't interrupt.”
Celestia had turned at the sound of the opening door. That benevolent smile that had graced Canterlot like a setting sun now fell upon Chasset. The mare’s winter heart always melting under that smile’s warm rays.
“All is fine, Chasset,” Celestia said reassuringly.
Chasset breathed a sigh of relief, but quickly found that sigh caught in her throat as Celestia spoke again.
“Now, tell me, what's got you so vexed today, my dear?”
“Urgghh…” Chasset glanced over her shoulder, then looked back to Celestia’s. Her eyes seemed to roll madly in her sockets. “It seems that… Princess Twilight has arrived earlier than expected.”
It was now Celestia’s turn to be stunned.
“Is that so?” Celestia was struck dumb, her eyes had grown to dinner plates. Well this is rather unexpected.
It only a moment later before that cool composure slipped back over her like a warm glove. The smile, which had dropped momentarily, returned. ‘All was still well’ that expression said. ‘All is always well.’
“Really now? Why, what a wonderful surprise!” Chasset felt at ease to hear her princess’s earnest jubilation. What cool summer rain that voice of hers is, Chasset thought.
“I take it she is with you then?”
Shaken from her thoughts, Chasset nodded vigorously. A few more strands of mane sprung up like frayed wire.
Celestia beamed. “Good! Then by all means, send her in.”
There was another nod from Chasset before her head disappeared. Celestia had only a second or two to gather herself. She couldn't let her beloved pupil read the fatigue and stress written on her face.
Reading is definitely something she excels at. There was no small amusement with this thought.
The door, which had only been opened partway, was flung open. Instead of the sour face of Chasset, it was the booksmart mare that Celestia had come to love almost like a daughter. They both seemed to glow in one another’s presence.
“Why, hello there, Twilight Sparkle. You're quite the early bird, just as usual.”
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		Chapter Eighteen: Creature of the night



Twilight Sparkle had plenty of time to think about the upcoming reunion with her teacher. Chasset wasn't exactly the talkative kind of pony, but Twilight was fine About it. As the two mares traveled corridor after corridor,  staircase after staircase, questions whirled in Twilight's skull like fireflies, one could see them in the way her eyes glittered and shone.
So absorbed in thought was the young princess, that the ponies they passed completely slipped her notice, which may have been the best. For not only did she miss the primly dressed maids and armed guards walking the long hallways, but she also missed how each of them bowed to her as she passed. The gracious greeting of Skylord would've paled in comparison to such a display of respect.
The door Chasset and Twilight came to stop at was hardly different than any of the countless others they had passed on their way here. The only difference between the others and this one was that instead of an ivory colored wood, this one door was a bright yellow. Twilight knew what this meant, just as she knew what the dark blue door in the dungeon meant: they had reached Celestia’s study.
The guard posted outside was a young, twiggy stallion. Twilight, who had now escaped her thoughts, felt a flush of heat as the stallion first regarded her with a look a reverence, than bowed so low that his helmet threatened to topple.
Twilight had to resist the urge to stop the soldier, to tell him there was no point in such absurd formalities on her account. Instead, she only sighed.
What’s the use, she thought, I'm getting the feeling that as long as I have these wings on my back and that crown back home, it's going to be the royal treatment forever. She quailed at the thought.
“Princess Sparkle, what an honor it is,” the soldier said, raising his head to meet her gaze. Though the smile he wore was innocent enough, his auburn eyes glittered with interest.
“How happy I am to have been put on sentry, if only to gaze upon such a radiant beauty.”
Twilight barely had time to be embarrassed by such a remark before Chasset had time to fall upon the young stallion.
“First you make moves on my staff, now a princess! My my, what high standards you've grown, Harsh Wind!”
The soldier, a unicorn named Harsh Wind, suddenly felt his confidence stagger as Chasset’s hateful gaze bore into him. It was as if she could wretch out Harsh Winds very soul if so pleased.
“M-Mistress Chasset, forgive me, I-I didn't see you there-”
“Oh? Perhaps that’s because I'm not as radiant as a princess, or a maid. Is that right?”
Harsh Wind didn't respond. His head dipped down, not daring to look up from the polished floor.
Chasset gave a small, self affirming nod. “That's right. You're commanding officer already threatened to strip you of your hide if you were to flirt with any of the staff again. Tell me, what were to happen if I were to tell him you made a pass at not only a princess of Equestria, but the very sister of the Captain, Shining Armor!”
Harsh Wind cringed, but managed to find his voice. “I was only giving Princes Sparkle a warm welcome and a deserved compliment. I meant no harm.”
Chasset barked a short, mocking laugh that Twilight didn't much care for. “No harm, he says. Spare me, Corporal, for your eyes told a different story. You looked like a foal who had just stumbled upon a shiny, new bit.”
Harsh Wind didn't make any more replies after that, he simply did his best to steer clear of Chasset while still manning his station.
When Chasset turned back to Twilight, the young princess was disturbed to see how quickly the mare’s demeanor had changed. One minute she’s as cool as a ice, the next she's as sour as a lemon. What a lovely mare you have as a head maid, Celestia, Twilight thought.
“Forgive me, your highness, but allow me to slip in and tell the Princess you're here.” The wide, pleading smile she give Twilight made the princess’s mane want to crawl right off her scalp.
“That's quite alright,” Twilight assured her, “I understand Celestia has been rather busy lately. I wouldn't want to be a bother.”
Chasset suddenly looked striken. Twilight hoped she hadn't offended the prudish mare.
“Oh no, please don't mistake my meaning, Princess. You would never be a bother. I just suppose it’s… um…”
As Chasset struggled to find her words, Harsh Wind dared to steal a glance. He couldn't help himself. Twilight could see the ghost of a smirk touch the stallion’s lips. She supposed it was well warranted.
“Formal?” Twilight guessed.
Chasset’s face lit up. “Yes! That is precisely right! Formal. Now, if you'll pardon me.”
Harsh Wind quickly found the floor much more interesting as Chasset turned back to face the door.
Before reaching for the doorknob, the maid took a deep breath and tried in vain to fix her frying mane. With her confidence rekindled, Chasset took the plunge into Celestia’s study.
As the door clicked shut behind her, the two ponies -soldier and princess- were left in a stifling silence. Twilight was suddenly awfully aware of Harsh Wind’s presence. They shuffled awkwardly, neither quite wanting to meet the other in the eye. The embarrassment Chasset had spared Twilight from earlier now came crashing down upon her like a tidal wave.
Harsh Wind cleared his throat, giving poor Twilight an awful start. “Forgive me for my insolent tongue, Princess. Sometimes it just loses control of itself while in the presence of pretty mares.”
To her merit, Twilight did her best to force back the heat creeping up from the base of her neck to her cheeks. “Do you really think it’s wise to say such things? Especially with… well… you know.”
Twilight gave furtive glance to the sun blasted door. Harsh Wind followed her hoof, puzzled at first but turning back to her with a roguish grin. It seemed to brighten his face, highlighting those handsome features like lights on a Hearth’s Warming tree.
“What? Old Miss Chasset? Nah, that old nanny’s bark is worse than her bite. She likes to talk tall, so she does, but nothing ever comes from it.”
The heat that had touched Twilight’s cheeks and neck returned, this time creeping down to her very hooves. Her breath drew short and she feared that she might actually be on fire.  Shining Armor warned me about stallion’s like this, whose smiles could melt steel beams and set a brick house a kindle. He they were as tricky as tar pits… and just as dangerous…, Twilight though.
Despite the alarms sounding off in her mind, Twilight allowed herself to be charmed by that smile.
“My, how brave you are,” Twilight mused, and added, just as Harsh Winds began to swell, “And quite the ‘tall talk’ from yourself as well. You didn't seem as confident when she was in your face.”
“Oh… well…” The soldier shuffled his hooves, his eyes shifting. “I just… thought it polite.”
“Polite? What do you mean?”
“Well, I couldn't call myself a gentlecolt if I show up Celestia’s head maid, especially in front of another princess. Chasset does takes her job rather serious. Why, she would simply die of embarrassment.”
Twilight tried to stifle the giggle that bubbled up to her lips, but it was too late. Harsh Wind noticed it all the same.
“We are well met, Princess Twilight Sparkle.” There was a tinge of pride in his voice, though, Twilight didn't know why.
“Are we?” Twilight asked. She thought for a moment, pondering the stallion’s odd phrasing of words. She wanted to ask him where he was from, but she knew that Chasset would be coming through the door any minute.
I'm surprised she’s been gone this long. I wonder what Celestia is saying to her…
Instead, Twilight simply said, “Well, I think we are too. I haven't been back in Canterlot for more than half an hour, and already I've met some new, interesting faces.”
Harsh Wind beamed, and it seemed that he was about to say something else when the door to Celestia’s study opened with a click.
“Yes, Princess, I'll make the arrangements right away-” said Chasset. They saw her flank first as she backed out of the study, then her face as she swung around. For a moment, Twilight saw sincere gladness on the maid’s face, as if she had peeked upon all of her wildest dream just on the other side of that door; Celestia always seemed to have that effect on ponies. However, that expression of bliss melted into a butter froth of discontent as she set eyes on Harsh Wind once more.
“You.” The word fell like a stone from Chasset’s mouth. Harsh Wind immediately found the ground quite interesting again.
“I hope you haven't been giving the poor princess anymore trouble. I'll have none of your flirtatious ways besmirching her honor.”
Harsh Wind’s mouth opened, perhaps to defend himself, but Twilight beat him to the punch.
“He’s quite alright,” Twilight assured her, trying her best to smile. “I assure, my honor is… unbesmirched. We’ve simply been talking about how things in Canterlot have changed since my last visit. Figured I'd better get reacquainted with the city if I'm going to be staying for so long.”
Chasset glanced at Twilight skeptically. “Are you sure, Princess? There's no use testifying on this one's behalf. He's as wily as a coyote, and just as carnivorous… if you get my meaning.”
Twilight wasn't sure she did, but she stuck by her word all the same. Chasset gave a short a nod.
“Well, if you're positive. Anyways, the Princess has said she is ready to receive you.” Then, to Harsh Wind, she added, “And you are relieved of your post, soldier. Celestia said that you may return to the barracks or find you commanding officer if you still wish to remain on guard duty.”
There was a glimmer of defiance in the stallion’s eyes, as if he longed to remain right where he was.  After a moment thought, he decided better; it would mean a lashing if he were to argue with Chasset… again.
Harsh Wind simply muttered a simple ‘yes, ma'am’ and trotted on. He made it a few paces down the corridor before pausing to look over his shoulder. Already the Princess and the maid were gone, entering Celestia’s study. He had hoped -a fool's kind of hope, his mother would've called- that the pretty lavender colored princess had given him a finally glance to. A vain, stupid notion, but one that had gave him pause all the same.
Though he did not see the Princess look over her shoulder as he departed, thoughts of Harsh Wind would follow Twilight for the rest of the evening. Though the crotchety Chasset had all but gilded the stallion, Harsh Wind would've been overjoyed to learn that his first impression had been a good one.
***

Twilight barely registered Chasset’s departure, or when the maid said she would be back shortly with the Princess’s tea. She was held captive by the beaming face of her teacher. A flower, that willing captive of the sun, would have understood Twilight all too well.
“You seem well, Twilight,” Celestia said at last. It felt as if eons were growing between them in that stricken silence, and yet the Princess had easily crossed them with just four words.
Shaking the cobwebs from her head, Twilight finally broke the hold her reverence had over her.
“I am very well, Princess, especially now that I have the walls of Canterlot over my head again.”
“I’m happy to hear that. I bet it’s quite the break from your work in Ponyville.”
“Oh yes indeed! Ponyville has been so busy lately. The girls and I haven't had much time to ourselves. I know there’s many things planned for the Landsmeet, but I'm sure we’ll enjoy the time away from our work as if it really was a vacation.”  Twilight tittered a little at her statement, and Celestia acknowledged it with a smile of her own.
However…
Maybe it was just Twilight’s imagination, but there was something amiss about that smile. It appeared strained in a way; there were far too many lines at the corners of her mouth, as if simply holding that tiny thing made Celestia's entire face want to sag.
No, you're seeing things. And even if there is something, it's probably just because she’s tired. With a week till the Landsmeet, it must be quite the hustle for both princesses.
Both princesses…
Even while in the presence of the one pony she had longed to see the most, Twilight’s mind reluctantly drifted to the pony who had plagued her anxieties as of late. It was the other. The sister.
Luna…
“Please, won't you have a seat, Twilight? I know you probably won't like to hear this, but the Landsmeet is old business for me. I'd much rather us talk about how things have been going in Ponyville, at least for the time being.”
That strain was gone now. Celestia’s face opened up with bright eyed curiosity. She had spent sun up to sundown in this damnable study, and now she craved something more than the smell of old books, the sight of papers stacked atop her desk, and the feeling of the worn cushion aching her bum. She longed to be free of those ivory walls, and to walk among those cobblestone roads once more. Celestia craved Ponyville.
“Well… okay…” Twilight hesitated, but found she was still all too eager to please her old mentor. She moved to the tiny chair facing the front of Celestia’s desk. “I'm not sure how interesting you'll find it. Busy work galore and all that.”
Oh, if only you knew, my dearest Twilight. Celestia thought. If only you had a clue. I'd rather discuss the Necrotic Equation with a necromancer than waste another brain cell on that blasted Landsmeet.
Celestia would never betray these thoughts, of course. Instead, she gave Twilight a knowing look and said, “I think you'd be quite surprised.”
Once Twilight was nice and comfy in the guest chair, she took a deep breath and thought hard about the past few months. She had been riddled with guilt over the carnage wrought on by the battle with Terik those odd months ago. Ponyville had nearly been leveled in the bout.
However, that was then. The smouldering buildings and the ponies shifting through the ashes of their old lives was now a thing of the past. Twilight, lost in a current of thought,  was struck by a sudden ruffle of movement to her right. There, Philomena stood proud atop a stack of books piled high in the corner of the room. In Twilight’s excitement, she had completely missed the glorious Phoenix, now preening it's fiery plumage.
Seeing the magical bird with visions of a ruined Ponyville on her mind made Twilight became aware of just how far Ponyville had come. What was once kindling had pushed through the grim and ashes, flourishing like a bed of wild roses.
Flourished like a phoenix, you mean…
Twilight smiled to herself. Celestia arched an eyebrow, but said nothing. She followed Twilight’s gaze. Upon seeing Philomena, Celestia seemed to have read Twilight’s mind. The smile upon Twilight’s lips had moved to touch Celestia’s as well.
With renewed enthusiasm, Twilight told her teacher of Ponyville’s reconstruction.
****

Celestia found herself rather amazed at what her student had to say. She was reminded that time could still slip away from those with an unnatural abundance of it. Perhaps it moved even faster, she thought. Those with more to give had more to lose.
It had been before Tirek’s attack that Celestia had visited the welcoming little hamlet. And here she had still been thinking of it as such, a rural town far enough from the city to have a rustic charm that remained untouched by the fast past city life, yet close enough to still feel modern. How times had changed.
With the help of the Elements of Harmony - as well as the entrepreneuring whims of Mayor Mare - Ponyville had expanded beyond its previous borders, it's numbers swelling with the passing of each month. Contractors, artisans, and even retired soldiers; all sorts of ponies were finding a place for themselves in Ponyville. Twilight and her friends had dealt with so many of these strangers, that their faces seemed to smear together in their mind’s eyes.
“I'm curious,” Celestia said after a long silence. Chasset had returned, this time carrying a tray holding a teapot, two cups, and a plate of cookies still warm from the oven.
The Princess continued to speak as the maid fussed over Twilight, insisting that she serve the younger mare herself. “Do you know where most of these ponies hail from? I had heard through whispers and rumors that Ponyville was flourishing, but I didn't know it was growing at this rate.”
A frown creased Celestia’s face, and for one heartbreaking moment it almost revealed the centuries of weariness that had seeped into her bones.
“...I guess you could say I’ve been quite the busy pony too.”
With a surge of color from her horn, Twilight used her magic to take a teacup from Chasset’s grasp. Though she brought it up to her lips, she did not drink just yet. Instead, she stared at the wisps of steam curling up from the brew like snake tails. It was better than seeing the desolation that had eclipsed her teacher’s face.
“That’s quite alright, Princess, if things have been difficult for us in Ponyville, I can't imagine what it's been like for you and Luna here.” She paused a moment to blow on her cup.
“And I’m sorry, but I couldn't rightly tell you where they all come from. Many I've dealt with said they were from Detrot, while few others said Manehattan. If you'd like to know more than that, you'd have to ask Mayor Mare. I'm sure she would know better.”
“I think I'll do just that when all of this business with the Landsmeet is over and done. A visit to Ponyville is long overdue. Besides, I think getting out of Canterlot and breathing in the sweet country air will do this old mare some good. Heck, it would do Luna some good too.”
Twilight broke into a wide, head splitting grin. It had felt like ages since Celestia last graced Ponyville with her presence. There was a silent squee of joy ringing in her head.
I can take her by that new Saddle Arabian restaurant on Brooks Street. Hmm. I'm sure it'll be nothing quite new to a worldly pony like Celestia, but it should still knock her socks-
Twilight’s train of thought derailed suddenly. The second half of what Celestia said finally clicked. Suddenly the Princess of Friendship was feeling a touch clammy, despite how cool the study really was. And was Twilight fidgeting now? Hadn't the seat been comfortable only a minute earlier.
“Um… Princess?”
Celestia took a sip from her own cup, it’s ivory body almost mirroring that of Celestia’s, and peered at Twilight over it’s lip. “Hmm?”
She could've been commenting on the cup of tea.
Twilight glanced sideways, noticing Chasset in the far corner of the room. The maid was watching the two of them with shimmering eyes. When Twilight brought her attention back to Celestia, she felt a touch more composed.
“How has Luna been doing? Okay, I hope. I'd heard that she has been rather scarce around the castle, but you know how ponies like to talk.” The teacup had began to revolve in a slow circle as Twilight spoke. It stopped, and now she took an attentive sip. The brew was strong and rich. A shiver of delight ran up Twilight’s spine.
“Yes… scarce…” Celestia glanced at Chasset and gave her a polite nod. Chasset started, covering her mouth to mask the little squeak that nearly escaped her lips. Returning the nod, the maid went for the door and was gone in an instant. Celestia resumed once they were alone again.
“Many problems have arisen since we last saw one another, Twilight, as you well may know. Problems that have demanded nearly every ounce of mine and Luna’s attention and time. I've done my best to juggle the weight of my responsibilities, as well as keep a public face.” Celestia hesitated, then chuckled.
“With my absence from Ponyville, I'm sure you probably don't see it that way. I promise you, though, I've done my best to show the rest of Equestria that not only am I dealing with major issues, but am on top of them. With Luna… well… that's a bit of a different story.”
Princess Celestia drained half of her cup, all the while favoring the canvass painted hanging on the far wall behind Twilight. It was a portrait of Luna.
Speak of the devil, and she’ll hang from your wall, Celestia mused.
“She was never found of public appearances. Though she's been better after having met you and your friends, I can still sense some of that unease inside her. My sister is a doer, you see, not a speaker. Once the mounting responsibilities started to pile up, Luna found it easier to dive into it headfirst. That, Twilight, is my sister.”
But if only it were true! If only I knew what Luna was really up to…
Twilight shifted in her seat. Celestia could tell that something was bothering her old student, but decided not to press on the matter. Twilight had more than earned Celestia’s trust. If she felt she needed help, Celestia was sure Twilight would come to her for it.
With a few well placed questions, Celestia was able to steer the conversation back to Ponyville. Her heart lusted to hear more of either the small housing units popping up around town, the restaurants serving foreign cuisine, or of the newly constructed Golden Oak library - this one was just a regular two story building, no where near as peculiar as its predecessor.
Once more, Student talked and Teacher listened. Hours could've passed and neither would have seemed to notice. Enthralled they were, Celestia with talk of Ponyville and Twilight with the expression of rapture on her teacher’s face. Never before had she held someone’s attention so strongly - most of the time when she prattled on, her friends would go glossy eyed instead of starry.
They probably could've went on till the vale of night fell if it wasn't for the interruption of a mighty chiming. Twilight jumped in her seat and twisted around to peer at the old grandfather hunched in the far corner. The clock’s age was only matched by his height, his head rising to nearly touch the ceiling. The pendulum that quietly swung in his chest could've been the size of a guillotine.
First I forget about Philomena, and then the old father? Twilight scolding herself. If they were snakes then they would've bitten you a thousand times by now.
“My my my,” Celestia exclaimed. “Would you look at that. Can't believe it’s nearly time.”
“Time?” Twilight echoed. She glanced at the window. A dawning realization struck her upside the head like a mallet. Outside, the wide, blue skies had turned into bright gold.
“Oh… it’s the afternoon…”
Celestia nodded.
“I should really be getting back to my friends,” Twilight said suddenly. She rose and Celestia did the same.
“And I should be finding my sister. It is time for my day to end, and her night to begin.”
A hint of warmth flowed into Twilight’s cheeks. Every mention of the princess of the night made Twilight think about the package in her luggage. The book and the note.
“Will you give Luna my regards? I'd… I'd very much like to see her before the Landsmeet… if she has the time…”
Celestia had been pained to leave her student, but this brightened her a good deal.  “I will, and I hope you will give my best to your friends as well. We’ll see each other again soon, Twilight, but for now I wish for you to simply enjoy your time in Canterlot. You may find things rather… hectic when the Landsmeet commences.”
“Thank you, Princess Celestia.” Twilight now grinned, her heart fluttering at the thought of the coming week. “I'm very much looking forward to my time here.”
Celestia smiled, but her spirit sank at Twilight's words.
I hope you still feel the same a week from now, my dearest Twilight. I hope you do. 
****

Twilight descended upon Canterlot, swaddling it in sweet, unbroken dreams. This is how most nights were in Canterlot. Nary a single pony found restless sleep while under the watchful turrets of Canterlot.
As with anything, however, there were exceptions: a single light burning in the window at the tower of the scholars, a bed laid barren somewhere in the lower district - its owner was standing in the doorway of an empty bedroom, dreaming of the day her son returns from the far north. The most unexpected of these unfortunate few was that of Twilight Sparkle.
The young princess had thought the first night back in her old room would be a peaceful one, filled with nostalgia and fantasies of the coming week. It would be the first vacation she and her friends would have since before their confrontation with Terik.
“And boy howdy, do we deserve it,” Applejack had said with guffaw as the girls had readied themselves for Canterlot. Applejack wasn't one to complain, but she didn't need to. Everyone could see the circles ringing her eyes and the slight limp in one of her back legs - a wooden support had fallen on the poor girl during a barn raising a month prior, and the wound hadn't seemed to heal quite right.
And it wasn't just the hardworking farm pony who appeared worse for wear either. The dark circles were a trademark that each of the girls wore - except for the unnaturally energetic Pinkie Pie. It appeared that the pink party pony could make do with micro naps and large amounts of sugar alone.
Rarity had burned herself out multiple times in the time of Ponyville’s reconstruction, the color of her magic draining into a sickly grey. Rainbow Dash’s vitality had begun to fail her as cramps began to riddle her body during long hours on the weather patrol, and Fluttershy seemed to whittle away from sleep deprivation alone as injured and homeless animals from the destroyed habitat flocked to her cottage.
However, all that was to change once they were in Canterlot. They would take a week, nourish that fun-loving part of themselves that had become so malnourished as of late, then head into the Landsmeet with full hearts and smiling faces.
And yet, there was something amiss during this first night in Ponyville.
Why am I so restless? I'm tired to my very soul, so why can't I just sleep? Twilight churning like the sea between her sheets. The moon was pregnant tonight, and it gave birth to rays of light that almost could've given the sun a run for its money. The window to Twilight's bedroom was open, allowing these children of the night to peek in and illuminate her room with their gaze.
Twilight turned on one side and stared at the picture on her nightstand. The smiling faces of her parents shone back at her, showering Twilight with a love so depth, that the young mare might drown in it if she continued to look at them for too long. She turned again, this time facing the ceiling.
That thought returned again now, echoing from the roof of her skull and to the floor of her thoughts. Why can't I just sleep?
When she still found no answer, nor sleep either, she turned on her side one more time. It was now the moon she stared at, round and full against the canvass of the dreary sky. Not a cloud out tonight it seemed. A gust of wind sighed through the open window and jostled the curtains. There were other sounds fluttering around tonight. Most prominently was what came at the foot of Twilight’s bed, where the unicorn could hear the faint snoring of a baby dragon. Just as the princess had taken up her old bed, Spike did the same with his wicker basket - it had pleased the both of them to see the old room kept just as they had left it.
A small, selfish part of Twilight wanted to wake her assistant and tell him about the ill thoughts plaguing her waking mind, for she now knew perfectly well what was keeping her awake. If only it was possible to sleep the worry away.
Twilight closed her eyes. How cruel the darkness beneath her lids were, to be so close yet to still deny her reprieve. After a time of staring into that abyss, an imagine began to form. It was faint at first, appearing more like the burn when one stared too long at a light bulb, but it solidified quickly.
Twilight’s breath hitched in her throat as she saw Celestia’s face. How clearly she saw her, those features cut from ivory stood out against the field black. How clearly she saw the distress buried beneath shimmering eyes and thin lips.
It was the face of a pony floundering beneath the weight of the world.
But the princess is fine. This time the thought really did echoed. There's no doubt she's stressed of course, but she on top it. She has to be. Celestia is… well, she's Celestia!
A snort of laughter…
Twilight's eyes flew open at the sound and she was sitting upright in an instant. She glanced frantically to the right, seeing nothing but the coffee table and the book upon it. Even in the dark, the gemstones studded the books’ cover to glimmered.
“Spike?” Twilight spoke low, afraid to jostle the silence. “Spike, did you hear that?”
The only response Twilight received was another soft snore. The young princess sighed. I swear by the sun and moon,  Spike could sleep through a tornado. As Twilight next looked left, her jaw fell into a limp gape.
“Hello, Twilight Sparkle.”
The moon had appeared quite big tonight, certainly more swollen than its usual girth. Yet, Twilight hadn't expected it big enough to hold a resting pony. And yet, now it did. Perched atop the milky globe was a mare cut from the same ebony cloth that swaddled the kingdom. Her coat was a teary blue, sparkling with starshine, and her mane an ethereal cloud crashing down about her shoulder in waves.
The mare on the moon appeared quite amused. “You appear perplexed. We suggest you not gape so, for the night air is warm and full of bugs. Would be most unkind if one was to find its way down your throat.”
“M-My apologies!” Twilight's mouth closed quickly and with an audible click. She continued to stare for a moment longer, unsure if she should trust her eyes, when something dawned on her. “I'm… I'm asleep, aren't I?”
As the tiny smile on Luna’s face grew, Twilight sighed in relief. “I am asleep. Thank goodness! Thought for a moment that I might have been going insane.”
“Nay, Twilight, you are sane.” Luna tittered at this. “Or at least as sane as anypony else these days.”
That laughter was refreshing, like a chilly rain on a scorching summer day. After a moment Twilight couldn't help but giggle herself, if anything at her own silliness. Then a thought occurred to her.
“Well, then I must have I finally fallen asleep,” Twilight mused. Her relief slowly turning into speculation as she continued to stare at the mare on the moon. “But wait a second, why are you here?”
“Why, to greet you of course! It would be horribly improper to completely ignore our friend’s arrival back into Canterlot.”
Twilight couldn't help but find the princess’s jovial air infectious. She laughed again. The Spike at the foot of her bed snorted loudly and rolled over in his basket.
Twilight had become a bundle of nerves and anxiety at the thought of meeting Luna. All of that was forgotten now as she rose from those scarlet sheets and crossed the room to the window. She reared up on her hind legs and propped herself up on the windowsill. Luna was so close now that Twilight might've been able to swipe at her with a wingtip.
“I mean, why are you here, in my dream? You didn't have to trouble yourself with finding my dreams, did you? I was actually going to try and see you sometime tomorrow, either around sunrise or sunset.”
Another warm titter. “On the contrary, it's no trouble at all. Just imagine this a brief visit as we make our way to the office. At least this way we needn't wake you.”
“I appreciate that,” Twilight said warmly. “It took a while for me to fall asleep.”
Luna’s smile curdled a touch with unease. “We noticed. Turning and churning like a wave, so you were… at least, that's what our mother would have said.”
“Oh, yeah…” The younger princess turned her face away from the moon, hoping that the heat burning in her cheeks wouldn't show in the low-light. She had no doubt that Luna might sense her unease anyways. This was, after all, her domain.
“You saw that, huh?”
“Aye, we did.” Luna sounded almost sorrowful. She shifted atop her perch, the luminescent globe suddenly becoming uncomfortable. “We understand you must be wary around us, Twilight Sparkle. On top of all the responsibilities inherited by your role, the message I sent months ago must have been even more... weighing…”
As Twilight dipped her face back into the cool waters of the moon, it was now Luna who needed to look away. Though her shame burned just a fiercely as Twilight's embarrassment, Luna bore her stripes and met the younger princess’s gaze.
“But you must remember, there is always solace to be had within dreams. All you need to do is but ask. Even Starswirl, the stubborn old goat he was, needed aid in wrestling sleepless nights --though he rarely said so aloud.”
Luna spoke her next words in a hush that neared a whisper. “It would pain us greatly to see the weeds of such a beautiful mind fester.”
“I promise, I'm quite alright. There has been so much on my mind recently, but... I can honestly say that I’m started to feel at ease.”
Twilight chuckled. “I think it's going to take a day or two before I get use to not having an issue in front of me to tackle, but I'm sure I'll adapt quick enough.”
Luna appeared doubtful. There was something in the mare’s voice that couldn't quite be convinced. However, she wouldn't press Twilight if she felt like keeping her own council. Not tonight anyways, there was way too much to be done.
“Just remember that you do not stand alone, Twilight Sparkle, but with ponies who think most highly of you. Remember.”
“I will…”
Luna nodded primly, satisfied by the thoughtful expression upon Twilight’s face. With the silence now between them, the mare on the moon drew in a breath and sighed.
“Our time draws to a close, sadly. There is quite a bit of business to tend to in the land of dreams. We look forward to meeting with you, either tomorrow or the day after.”
Then, with that mischievous smile, she added, “And in person as well. There is much we have to talk about.”
The heat returned to Twilight’s cheek. “You mean-” she threw a glance to the book resting on a table a half a room over, the book with the double edged sword on it’s cover. “-that, don't you?”
“Aye.” Luna’s eyes flooded with moonlight. “There are things at work all around us, dearest Twilight, and it's about time we became acquainted with it all. But in regards to that, it's best that we wait a day or so more. At the current moment, there is no great rush. ”
Twilight wasn't sure why, but tinkle of ice had traced it's way up her spine. Perhaps it was how Luna’s eyes flickered with that pale light, or maybe it was the way her voice fell. It had become deep and… sultry? It reminded her of a rolling thunderhead before a mighty storm.
Twilight’s mouth opened, as if to speak, but it was as if glancing at that book had wrought upon all the nervousness that had so needled at her excitement. Suddenly words failed poor Twilight.
Thankfully, Luna was never one for lengthy departures. She gave the younger mare a smile -the tender kind that contradicted her ominous tone- and spoke only once more.
“Pleasant dreams, Twilight Sparkle.”
With those words, Twilight watched as the surface of the moon began to ripple. The young princess was reminded of the smooth face of a pond as a stone came crashing down upon it. A second later, the mare lounging atop the moon began to slowly sink into the milky globe.
Twilight gaped, utterly flabbergasted, and meant to cry out. Already half of the princess was gone, sunken into whatever depths lay within the moon. Luna gave a final wink just as the last of her was swallowed, her mane trailing after her momentarily before it too dipped out of sight.
There was no telling how long Twilight stood at her window, staring slack-jawed and cow eyed at the moon. She half expected Luna’s head to peek out of the thing, grinning like a smug loon.
There was one last shiver before Twilight tore herself away from the window. Her legs felt wobbly for a moment and she feared that they might not hold her. They did, however. They held Twilight as she went to Spike and patted his head -even in her dreams, it warmed Twilight’s heart to see him snoring and kicking like a tired puppy. Twilight’s legs even held her as she jumped up onto her bed.
Twilight didn't even try crawling back between the comfort of her sheets. She felt just as restless now, in this dream, as she did in her waking body. Sitting and brooding, her gaze longed to drift over to the table where that damnable book, with it's just as damnable letter, lay. Never before had there existed a tome that invoked such disdain and unease in the book hungry Twilight Sparkle.
It's no use. Even if I wanted to read it, which I don't, it's not like I would be able to make any of it out while I'm here. More than likely I'll open the thing and find a jumbled mess of ink on the pages.
Not wanting to look at the book or look at the moon, Twilight did the only thing she could think of. She let her eyes flutter close. There were no images of Celestia this time, smiling with that awful forlornness that didn't quite shine through all the way, but instead it was her friends that Twilight saw. Memories of the massive dinner held for them after their arrival trickling into her mind.
Twilight had enough to wonder if one could dream within a dream before whatever magic Luna had to stabilize this dreamscape wore off. The inky darkness of her eyelids melted as her memories of last afternoon were painted over it. Suddenly the soft scent of lilac was replaced with the rich aromas of cooked food, and the disquieting silence broken by a hearty guffaw and ceaseless chatter.
Twilight was no longer seated upon her bed, but at the long table in the castle’s dining hall. Before her was the generous spread that she had already eaten once, but would do so again now -and with great pleasure. To her left Spike dug into a plateful of exotic gems greedily, and to her right Rarity chattered jovially. Somewhere further down the table, Applejack rocked and roared with laughter as Rainbow Dash grinned devilishly at her. Pinkie Pie could be heard on the other end yammering a mile a minute, stopping only occasionally to stuff her face with whatever confectionery she had loaded onto her plate.
The dream passed as a pleasant haze. Twilight wouldn't be able to remember the conversations she shared, nor the taste of the food she ate. What she would remember, what would be fresh in her mind as she woke and prepared for the dawning day, would be the beaming faces of her friends and their ringing laughter.
Even Luna would be proud of such a lovely dream.
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		Chapter Nineteen: To Better Understand



The sun was a gluttonous bastard. Its angry gaze baked the dusty earth dry and thinned the air to little more than a shimmer. The world below was no better; a desert like a sea with a scorched sky hanging overhead. Desolation was all to be had here. The only promise of shore in this ocean of sand and dirt was the phantom outlines of mountains jutting from the horizon…
...what a pathetic promise…


Tiny hooves rose and then fell, creating puffs of dust as they trekked on. The pony attached to them was little more than a child, a colt set adrift in the blasted expanse.
Though sweat dampened his coat and his mane stuck to his mopped brow, the tiny colt was no more detoured by the heat baking into his bones than if a bur had gotten caught in his mane. He moved quickly and with much vigor. However, a quick look into the colt’s twitchy, darting eyes would show anyone that the poor boy felt the waste’s caress just the same. What the desert could not take from his body, it took from his mind.
“Where is she?” he rasped, the words threatening to tear his sandpaper throat. His head swung low to the left, and then to the right. Only more desert. Clearly discouraged, the boy repeated the question.
“Where the fuck is she?”
Plodding and muttering. Muttering and plodding. Hours stretched on into what felt like days, and yet the child still trekked on. Those lying mountains were still a lifetime away, that damn sun still watched with an acidic grin, and still he hadn't figured out where ‘she’ was.
The boy was ready to give up hope, and would have if only his madness had allowed it.
“W-where is s-she?” a waiver crept into his voice. “G-gods be damned, s-she said she w-would be-”
The words died, swelling up in his throat like a bloated carcass. For the first time in the entirety of his existence, the colt had discovered another. In his madness, he didn't notice the sprawled shape until he had nearly stepped on it.
He hunkered down to inspect the thing, noticing its shape was equine. Sanity, a novelty in the desert, touched the colt’s golden flaked eyes. With sanity, came sorrow.
“No.” There was no waiver now. “Please, no.”
The thing -there was no denying, it had to be a pony- stirred at the sound of his voice. There was first the reek of burnt hair and cooked meat, followed by the creaking sound of leather as it lifted it's head. The creature's flesh was misshapen and black, mottled with boils and splotches of crusted blood. It appeared to the colt as if a great, fiery tongue had twisted and cooked the poor creature till it was nothing but a slab of jerky.
The colt’s eyes stared into two empty sockets, the abyss trapped within them starring back. A hole opened where lips should've been, and the colt saw a bleeding tongue slide over melted teeth. It weezed, trying with all its might to draw breath.
It croaked out a single word. “My…”
“No,” the colt said quickly, trying to cut the thing off before it could speak again. “No, this isn't so.”
The fever in the colt’s brain reached a crescendo. He rode on a cloud of lunacy, oblivious to all but the dying pony at his hooves. Not even the buzzards shuffling up on either side of him were of interest to the colt.
That wide, gaping hole opened again. “My… My…”
The colt’s rapid breath felt jagged, as if simply breathing would soon tear his lungs apart. That fever was no longer in just his mind, either, now it coursed through his body in waves.
“My… my love…”
Silence. An ungodly silence that seemed to hold existence by its throat. It broke finally as the speaking corpse coughed up the words that killed whatever sanity was left in the colt.
“I've waited so long for you… so long… my love…”
The colt’s screams split his throat and set the dead world ablaze with hot terror.
****

Alabaster awoke from his nightmare, not with a start, but with a simple flutter of the eyelids. He understood everything in an instant. Whisper’s feeding sessions tended to leave his dreams ripe with nightmares. The burnt corpse, the endless desert, and those empty sockets were only a few tools Alabaster’s subconscious loved to punish him with.
Everyone get your popcorn, Alabaster thought indignantly, his mind shifting restlessly, It’s movie night in the fuck-up’s head.
The first thing Alabaster saw as his eyes adjusted to the dim-light were the soft features of the mare sleeping next to him. Whisper’s head poked out from underneath a quilt, a quilt that Alabaster himself had stitched together last year, and rested on her teddy bear as if it were a pillow.
Mr. Smiles… The name was damn near acidic to Alabaster. The blasted thing was staring right at him, beaming in fact. I'm glad you're sleeping well, you rotten bastard. I would too with a head full of cotton.
No longer caring for that smug smile of his, Alabaster carefully rolled over onto his. He knew it was probably a bad idea. Alabaster was prone to bouts of sleep paralysis, and sleeping on his back just made it worse. Not to mention it made his wings ache. However, if Alabaster had to look at Mr. Smiles any longer, then he just might be tempted to put a hoof through his squishy face.
There, he thought to himself, unaware that might not be out of the clutches of delirium just yet. I'll take sleeping on the floor than having to look at that ass-
The thought froze like an icicle. What was suppose to be a low hanging canopy dotted with specks of starlight was instead a void. The inky, soundless abyss had swelled until it consumed the moon and all of her children. Night even the songs of the night had been spared. Except, it wasn't just a void to Alabaster. Terror -how much more potent it was now that Alabaster was awake- clamped down upon the stallion’s chest.
By the ever fucking gods, it’s her. Then, more frantically, he thought, And why shouldn't it be? She said she was waiting for me, didn't she? Didn't she!?
In that moment, as Alabaster grew feverish with his fear, the eyeless sockets of that forgotten corpse became the entirety of the pegasus’s world.
“I'm sorry.” The words that escaped his lips little more than a childish whimper. Thank goodness they did, however. The cords of terror winding tightly in his head snapped, severed by the reality in his voice.
I’m… no… I’m awake...
What little traces of sleep had rusted away Alabaster’s sense were gone, washed away by the chilly waters of dread. This allowed the stallion to hear now what he should've heard just moments ago: the squeal of bedsprings.
Confusion struck Alabaster like a hammer, but on its coattail came realization. The sounds of the world around him weren't gone, only muffled. He still heard the chirps of crickets and the whistling of the wind, but they were pushed aside in favor for more immediate noises.
Noises such as the creaking of floorboards or the ‘tap tap tap’ of a nearby water faucet. That's right, you're not camped out on some countryside.... You're in a house, you dolt, a house! Alabaster groaned, now thankful that he hadn’t flown into a panic. Would be quite a righteous laugh if he had woken up half of Ponyville, screaming like a little filly, wouldn’t it?
“Al? Something wrong?” The voice in the dark sounded fuzzy with sleep, but concerned nonetheless. Alabaster turned his head to see Whisper now laying on her side, facing him as he had faced her. Mr. Smiles, still grinning, was clutched to her chest.
Alabaster smiled, an act he found not too difficult given how relieved he felt. “Nothing wrong, sleepy head, just aggravated a muscle I pulled earlier today.”
What a relief it was that Whisper hadn’t been more awake. She surely would have seen Alabaster’s lie for what it was. Alabaster could tell from the droop of her eyelids that he didn’t have much to worry about.
“Should tell that old bugger to stop working you so hard,” she said dreamily. “Only been workin’ for him for two days and you're crampin’ up.”
Alabaster smiled as he pushed himself upright. “That's rich coming from you, Wisp. I think you work harder than either of us.”
“True, but at least my boss isn't a fuddy duddy.”
Alabaster barked a short bray of laughter and relished how great it felt to do so. He leaned forward, planting a kiss on her forehead. The scent of Whisper was rich; the smell fresh apples and hay tickled his nose. I can get used to this life if it meant I got to smell this every night.
The stallion moved his lips from Whisper’s forehead to one of her ears. “You're the fuddy duddy, you fuddy duddy.”
Alabaster pulled back in time to dodge a swiping hoof. He laughed again as Whisper muttered, “I ain't no fuddy duddy.”
“You keep working with Apples for too much longer and you’re gonna start talking like them,” Alabaster said with a grin. “It’s already started. I guess in a month’s time we’ll all be wearing Ponyville on our tongues, won’t we?.”
Whisper made no reply. Those drooping eyelids fluttered madly, clearly fighting a losing battle. They opened once more, however, at the sound of retching bedsprings. Whisper watched, bemused, as Alabaster pulled himself out bed. The pegasus’s wings shot out either side of him as he hunkered down to stretch -Whisper had regained enough consciousness to be glad that their nightstand was behind him. Alabaster leath body produced a rapid fire percussion of snaps, crackles, and pops.
“Where you going?” Whispers voice was thick now, thick like honey. She had just started back down that slippery slope.
“Gonna get a glass of water and stretch out this sore muscle. Don't worry, your little bed warmer will be soon enough. Besides, it’s not like I want to be dozing on the job tomorrow.”
Alabaster doubted Whisper heard him. He hadn't even made it to the front of the bed when he heard the ever familiar sounds of her snores.
The truth, something that Whisper wouldn't know if Alabaster could help it, was that the ivory stallion knew he wouldn't be getting back to sleep tonight. Even if he could find sleep, Alabaster doubted that he would let it take him once again. One nightmare was enough for him tonight. He might get a glass of water and go for a short flight to clear his head instead.
Or maybe I’ll dig up my stash real quick. That thought made him smile. Perhaps it would be possible for him to get back to sleep after all.
He crossed the room and made for the door, but his hoof paused just before grasping the knob. Something struck Alabaster just then, a pang of sorts. He glanced to his left, to the farthest wall from where he stood. The silhouette of a dresser could be seen there. However, it wasn't the dresser he had eyes for. Alabaster studied the dark heaps nearby. They were Whisper’s and Alabaster’s saddlebags.
The saddlebags had been old and worn even before they had come into the duos care. The damn things had weathered badlands, grasslands, Dragon Lands and now, more recently, pony lands.
I've had to patch up and tailor those damn things beyond count... but they finally made it too a better place. Then, after a moment's consideration he thought, We made it to a better place.
Though it pained Alabaster to know that the days till the bags got replaced were few, he was glad that the things had finally found a resting place. Nay, he was proud.
Alabaster rubbed at his moist eyes, then opened the door.
****

Alabaster made hardly a sound as he descended to the bottom floor, choosing to glide down the stairs. Perhaps this was an inkling of how restless he really was. Already he was envisioning how the cool night air would feel buffering his upturned face, all while the sleeping world would swim beneath his beating wings.
Gods, its been a blue moon since I've been able to really just cut loose and fly, Alabaster thought. Won’t have to be worried about getting mobbed by flying bats around here… at least I hope not...
Alabaster stepped from the hall and into the living room at an almost trot. The dopey grin he had been wearing was wiped away in an instant. Alabaster’s heart rate flared and, for the second time that night, redhot adrenaline coursed through him, head to hoof.
Holy hell, we’re getting robbed!Haven’t even been in Ponyville for three day, and we’re getting fucking robbed!
Shock abated instantly, in its place came cold calculation. Alabaster crouched, wings flaring out at either of his sides -if he had had the misfortune of being only a few paces back, he would've banged them against the frame of the threshold.
The living room and kitchen were one conjoined room that all but consumed the first floor of their new home. Where carpet ended and linoleum began was the core divider of the two rooms. It was in the land of linoleum that Alabaster was aimed, cocked and loaded. A pony shaped silhouette moved to and fro in the kitchen, the sound of cabinets opening and closing just barely audible in the silence of the night. Alabaster was surprised he hadn't heard the intruder as he was coming down the stairs. Had the idea of tasting the night air intoxicated him so badly?
Alright, I'll have to vault over the sofa, but that’s no biggie. It’s just that damned light fixture I have look out for. Wisp thought I was nuts when I told her we had to do away with the thing, but what do you know, here we fucking are!
With that thought, Alabaster decided to wait. There weren't any lights except for the rays of moonlight veining in through the kitchen. Alabaster would lay in wait under the cover of darkness until the would be robber had circled back around to the living room. This would lessen the possibility of collateral. They were still making payments on the place, after all.
Alabaster’s plan was solid, and would've likely worked. However, as if possessed by some sixth sense, the intruded whirled. The outlines of the pony’s ears twitched madly. Alabaster had been discovered.
Shit! It’s now or never. Alabaster’s muscles began to tighten, static energy caught within them nearly burning power.
The tension in the air was sliced, however, when the pony called out. “Wait, it’s only me!”
Alabaster hadn't been expecting the intruder to cry out so, especially not in a voice that sounded just like-
Just as Alabaster felt the hungry kiss of adrenaline for the second time that night, again came the angry slap of shame.
Midnight! You stupid applebucker, you forgot all about Midnight!
Straightening himself, Alabaster groped along the wall to his right. Eventually he found the light switch there. He flicked it, flinching momentarily at the stinging eruption of light. When Alabaster’s eyes adjusted, he saw Midnight staring at him from over the couch. Though a room and a half lay between the two stallions, Alabaster could see the young stallion was wound up tighter than a corkscrew.
“S-Shit, mate, I'm sorry I didn't-” Alabaster trailed off, his gaze suddenly hardening.
It crossed Alabaster’s mind to ask how Midnight had sensed him creeping up in the dark, but such questions were quickly discarded. That bitter surge of energy had made Alabaster’s eyesight sharp. He could just pick out something stuck to Midnight’s black muzzle. Something... brown? Crumbs, maybe?
Alabaster moved his eyes past the stallion and to the kitchen counters. What he saw there confirmed his suspicions: an open cabinet door and a small box lying on the counter.
Alabaster’s features cramped into a voracious snarl. “You son of a bitch, you’ve been eating my almond cookies!”
****

Midnight thought that his short life had ran its course. He was almost positive of this when Alabaster vaulted over the couch. Time drew in a breath just as Midnight did, allowing him to taste the moment in far greater detail than he’d ever wish to.
Alabaster’s wing pumped once, the muscles connected them to his body rippling like rivulets of molasses. His lips were pulling back into a murserous snarl -Whisper would’ve called it the grin of a junkyard dog. Directly behind Alabaster was the light fixture. It’s shining radiance appeared to give Alabaster a blazing aura. With his burning yellow eyes and that eerie sunburst corona, Alabaster had become an angel of vengeance.
I’m going to die over a box of almond cookies, Midnight thought, dumbstruck. This was followed quickly with, wait, why am I just stan-?
Whatever spell held sway over the universe broke. Midnight didn’t even have time cry out as Alabaster balled him over.
****

Midnight would live to die another night. Alabaster knew if he gave the sneak thief more than a few bruises, Whisper would have his flank mounted up on the wall come daybreak. Mainly what he wanted to do was scare Midnight. Alabaster was allowed this, if nothing else.
It was nearly a quarter past one. Midnight sat comfortable on the couch, or at least he sat as comfortable as he could get. A pair of invisible hooves pressed angrily against his chest, their touch painful. Midnight rubbed sulkily at where Alabaster had landed atop him, then decided he should sleep on his back for a few nights.
At least no one will be able to see any marks through my fur. I’m practically a walking bruise.
Despite the aching in his chest, and not to mention where his head had snapped against the anuliam floor, it didn’t occur to Midnight to be the least bit upset with Alabaster. Midnight had seen needful death in those flaming eyes of his, and was grateful to have only paid their price with a pair of shiners.
As Midnight continued to poke and prod himself, he could hear cabinet doors being open and shut. There also came the clinking of glass.
He’s being so quiet. I probably wouldn’t be able to hear him if I wasn’t a hop and a jump from the kitchen.
Midnight was just about to glance over the back of the sofa when Alabaster appeared beside him. A tray lay level on his back and a case of tall bottles was clutched between his teeth. He set the case down carefully on the coffee table, then looked to Midnight with an apologetic smile. This was an expression Whisper had seen far too often. It usually followed some act of blind stupidity performed by the ivory heartthrob. However, this was Midnight’s first time seeing it, and he found it to be an odd addition of the pegasus.
“So, I… a… I want to say I’m sorry again,” Alabaster said, the words feeling clumsy on his tongue. “I’ve had some weird dreams lately, and bad sleep tends to make me ornery. Anyways... just thought I’d fix us both a little midnight snack since neither of us can sleep… and consider it an extension of my apology.”
Alabaster lowered his right wing till it’s tip touched the coffee table, then leaned sideways. With a grace unparalleled to anything Midnight had yet to see, the tray skated across a bridge of fur and feather. The mound of cookies on the plate weren’t even jostles. The plate slide onto the wood and came to a neat stop next to the case of bottle.
“That was something,” Midnight said, his face a study of open wonder. You’d have thought Alabaster had just shown a magic trick to a foal.
Alabaster shrugged. “Ain’t nothing, guy.”
Midnight glanced back to the tray, his smile diminishing. It looked as if Alabaster had just upended the box of almond cookies onto the plate. That’s when the eight bottles in their cardboard cartoon caught his attention.
“What are these?” Midnight asked, reached for one. He nearly dropped the thing when Alabaster flopped down next to him. The pegasus coiled a wing around one of the bottles and lifted it up to his hooves.
“Can’t you read? It’s right there on the label.”
Midnight turned the bottle one way, then the next. He hardly heard the snap of a bottle cap. When he found the label, he had to squint to read it. The words sprawled across it were terrible fine. Fine like a length of thread.
Midnight read aloud, “Aunt Germane’s hard apple ale?”
“The hardest, my friend. Or at least, that’s what the mare told me.” Alabaster lifted the bottle, taking a drought that nearly emptied half of the bottle. When he resurfaced, he could only grin deamily.
Midnight eyed the bottle reproachfully. “Is it any good? I hope it isn’t like the cider I tried back in Dodge Junction.”
Alabaster snorted. “You don’t drink because it’s good, numbnuts… but yeah, it tastes pretty good.”
“I… don’t?” Midnight cocked his head at Alabaster. “Then why do you drink it?”
“You drink it because… will you stop turning the damn thing over already, you gonna shake it up! Here, hoof it over.”
Midnight had been trying to crank the bottle cap off, but relented when Alabaster held out his hoof.
“You want to get some good sleep, don’t you?” Alabaster asked.
Before Midnight could answer, Alabaster raised the bottle to his mouth and bit down on the cap. With a quick jerk of his head, there came that snap again. Midnight actually heard it this time. When Alabaster passed the bottle back, Midnight could only stare back. Alabaster laughed at how young Midnight looked with the dumb, awestruck expression on his face.
“How’d you do that?”
A flare of color rose up on Alabster’s cheeks, his feathers ruffling indignantly. “Well, let’s just say it comes from experience and leave it at that, okay?”
Alabaster pushed the plate of cookies to Midnight, then made sure to take a few of them for himself. A cookie disappeared, only to be washed down with a swig of apple cider. A low hum had started in the center of Alabaster’s forehead by his third cookie.
Midnight picked one up, then resisted the urge to sniff it. “So… you’re not mad at me for eating your cookies?”
Alabaster shook his head. “Nah. I mean, I guess was kinda hot when I jumped you, but now I just feel shitty. We just need to set some boundaries, alright? Like eating stuff that isn’t yours. Ask someone first, then get their okay. That’ll be a good start.”
Midnight murmured something into his chest. Alabaster didn’t think Midnight has snippy bone in his body, so instead of letting his temper flare, the pegasus asked his friend to repeat himself.
Midnight swallowed. “I did ask someone.”
“What do you mean? Whisper? Or you telling me Whisper said you could eat my cookies?”
“I thought they were her’s! She said you didn’t like sweets...”
There came no immediate response from Alabaster, only a pursing of the lips and a narrowing of the eyes. Midnight figured that a shout, an outburst, something, would’ve been better than that thunderhead clouding Alabaster’s features.
Midnight started to speak, but then thought better. Gazing at the bottle in his hoof, Midnight decided to just take the headlong plunge as Alabaster had. The poor soul had two mouthfuls down before he even tasted the cider. When the taste caught up, though, Midnight’s taste buds sang.
Once before, during his stay at the rock farm, one of the farmer’s daughters had let him try a glass of hoof pressed apple juice they kept for special occasions. This tasted just like that, only with a bitter edge buried beneath all that sweetness. Midnight furrowed his brow, trying to isolate the taste. Something about it was oddly… familiar. At least, he thought it was.
When Midnight couldn’t tell what the taste was, he helped himself to two more mouthfuls. It wasn’t until he lowered the bottle, now a quarter full, that he felt the fiery rose blooming in his stomach.
“Hey, way to go, tiger!” Alabaster exclaimed, giving Midnight a playful nudge. “Putting it down like champ. Although, I would recommend taking it a bit slow if you’re not use to drinking. Alcohol has a way of shitting on those who can’t pace themselves… I should know.”
Midnight rubbed his stomach. “I feel so… warm. Is that normal?”
Alabaster took a swig. “Yep, means it has some actual spirits in it, I think. Won’t lie, it was a little hard to find. Apparently Ponyville gets most of its cider from that apple farm up the hill, the one Whisper’s going to be working at. But get this, the damned sodbusters only make it when it’s in season. Ha! Who the hell has ever heard of cider season? It’s downright goofy, I tell you.”
His snarky good cheer evaporated suddenly, leaving Alabaster solemn. “Funny thing… I was told that right now, the cider would be in season, but that the Apples just don’t have the time to make the stuff right now… got too many irons in the forge, apparently…”
Alabaster was only dour a moment longer. He shrugged, then brightened. “Oh well, guess I’ll get to try it some other time. Hell, with Whisper working there, maybe I can convince her to get dibs on a barrel if I play my cards right. Oh boy, that would be something.”
The thought of having a whole cask of cider -and if that berry bitch is right, the stuff will be as heavy as spirits- was enough to make Alabaster thirsty. Thankfully, he had something to tie himself over.
“So… where’d get this?” Midnight asked, giving his own bottle a shape. He had to wait till Alabaster had lowered his bottle.
“Well, long story short, I ran into a mare at the market who runs a fruit stand… well, it was a grape stand, if I were to tell the truth. I made a joke about it as I perused, trying to break the ice with someone. She told me that she has so many because of a personal vineyard. That… kind led into a discussion on what she did with so many grapes… which led into a discussion on fermenting said grapes… which led into another discussion about importing…”
Alabast stopped, giving Midnight a sidelong look. “Are you following me?”
“Um… I guess? Are you saying she made these out of grapes from her vineyard? Is that even possible?”
“What? How the hell did you-” Alabaster noticed his voice beginning to raise, then paused to compose himself. “You know, let’s just say that I got them from a friend and leave it at that, okay? I don’t need you assuming shit and getting things misconstrued.”
“Whatever you say,” Midnight said, lifting his bottle. What started out as a sip became a hearty pull once the drink hit the back of his throat. There was something about the cider that forbade him from tasting it in small increments. If he drank, the drink demanded Midnight drown his taste buds.
The two remained silent for a time, content to drink and nibble. Midnight, incomprehensive of the effects of alcohol, finished the first bottle and then dove for a second. The mood only dipped once when Midnight tried to open the bottle as Alabaster had.
The pegasus gave a shrill cry when he saw the bottle inching to Midnight’s mouth. He lashed out with a wing and swiped it.
Midnight’s cocked an eyebrow at Alabaster. For the first time since he woke up in that far away rock patch, Midnight was starting to understand what it felt like to be brave. For the time being, Midnight had disregarded his self-consciousness as if it were an ill fitted shoe.
“The heck, Alabaster, there’s a whole case of them on the table!”
“No, just-” a snap, and then a hiss. “Leave the bottle opening to me for a bit, okay? Don’t want you breaking a tooth or cutting your tongue.”
Midnight’s seemed mollified when Alabaster passed him back the bottle. “Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it, guy. Can’t tell you how good it is to have someone to drink and shot the shit with. Whisper’s too much of stiffler to let a boy have a good time.”
Midnight’s newly found gile resided momentarily. “You aren’t afraid that she’ll walk in on us?”
Alabaster paused, the lips of the second bottle stopping short of his own. Whisper sleeps like the dead after she’s eaten…
Flashing Midnight a comforting smile, Alabaster shook his head. “Don’t you fret none. Our secret is safe… this will be our secrete, right?”
“Oh yes, I’ll want tell. This is probably the best I’ve felt since we got to Ponyville.” Midnight surprised Alabaster by giving the pegasus a sunny grin.
Alabaster gaped. Well butter me up and fry me, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Midnight’s teeth before! I hope it doesn’t break his face. It didn’t occur to Alabaster that he should warn Midnight about what happens to those who outdrinks their weight class. Oh well, as he himself would say, ‘Such is life.’
It was five cookies and another bottle later before conversation struck itself up again.
Alabaster rested his bottle next to him and peered at his friend slyly. “So Midnight, you mind if I ask you something?”
While Alabaster was just starting to get a good buzz going, Midnight found himself paying a heavier toll. A low buzzing sensation had starting at the base of the stallions skull and was creeping outward on warm fingers. He thought to ask Alabaster if it was possible to have a wasp stuck up there, but then scolded himself for being so stupid.
“What’s that?” Midnight replied. His limbs felt a bit watery as he first took a bite of his last cookie, then chased it with cider.
“It’s just somethin’ I’ve been wondering. I’ve noticed you gettin’ some looks about town, especially in the market, but you don’t ever seem to pay it no-nevermind. Most studs studs who got that kind of attention would be wallowing in flank by now… but not you. You hold onto that ‘silent, brooding’ routine as if it were a way of life! What’s the deal with that? If you don’t mind my asking.”
Midnight’s head pivoted around fast enough to make him dizzy. His eyes were wide and hurt, as if Alabaster had insulted him.
“Who the hay’s been lookin’ at me? Why are they lookin’ at me? Did I do somethin’?” Midnight’s voice was raising now, that familiar tone of self consciousness twanging in an unfamiliar highnote.
Alabaster scowled and motioned to the stallion’s bottle. “Easy there, killer, I’d tell ya if somethin’ was wrong. Take another sip and cool yourself, why don’t ya?”
Midnight still appeared restless, but at least he wasn’t shouting anymore.
Alabaster continued. “Well, at least now I know you ain’t playing coy, you really just don’t notice.” He cocked a sardonic smile. “Ha! Ain’t that a hoot!”
“But why are ponies lookin’ at me?”
The pleading sincerity in Midnight’s voice cut Alabaster amusement in half. Suddenly, Alabaster was uncomfortable. He drained the rest of his cider.
“Let me think of how to put this...” Alabaster rolled the bottle between his hooves, thinking. “Um… hmm…”
Suddenly, with the flash of a lightbulb, Alabaster’s ears sprung upright. His smile turned devilish.
“Alright, so we’ve seen a lot of new faces these past few days, eh?”
Midnight’s head lolled in agreement. “Soooo many new faces. I’m sorry, but I haven’t been able to count of them all, Alabaster.”
“Damn it, dude, that’s not what we meant by counting on people. Now stop interrupting me.”
Midnight drank deep, then cocked one ear. If this wasn’t consent of one’s attention, than Alabaster didn’t know what was.
“Out of all these faces, hasn’t at least one of them maybe… caught your eye? Made you double take? Gave a stirring deep in your-” Alabaster gave Midnight a confidding nudge. “-belly?”
Midnight thought about it. Thought… and drank. It briefly dawned on Alabaster that they were cruising nicely through his little stash. Would consider it a decent price if it means scratching that irritating itch to my curiosity…
“Well… there is that old gauffer with the lazy eye we ran into at the market.” Alabaster was taking a swig and now he had to struggle not to cough the stuff up. “My stomach nearly turned when he looked at me. When he said ‘scuse me, sonny, I’s got to get by’, I couldn’t tell if he was talking to me or the colt beside me…”
Alabaster gaped when Midnight. As he quoted the old coot, he slid into a voice that sounded nearly as sun dried and leather as the old bastard’s face. Well hot damn, the son of bitch is a mimic too.
“That’s not… for fuck’s sake, Midnight, you’re somehow harder to talk to drunk than sober. That’s damn impressive.”
“T-thank you, Alabaster.”
“Not a complement. Gods damn it, I’m asking what you find attractive, alright? Attractive, beautiful, sexy, pretty. Whatever word works for ya. I just want to know what kind of wind makes your barn door swing, for fuck’s sake.”
“Oh…” Midnight’s eyes grew with understanding. “Oh.”
Okay, screw being subtle from now on, Alabaster thought. Only thing getting through to that stallion is a fucking chisel.
Midnight’s gaze fell to the mouth of his bottle. He raised it to take a drink, but paused midway. A tiny bundle of nerves knotted like an angry fist at Midnight’s temples. Alabaster would’ve given his remaining bottles of cider, and maybe even a shot from the wine had stashed away too, to know what Midnight was thinking.
“I… maybe… um…”
“Take another drink if you can't get your gears grinding,” Alabaster said, watching as Midnight’s frustration grow. “Tis the social lubricant, don’t you know?”
It didn’t occur to Alabaster that the solution might’ve actually been the problem. Midnight took his friend’s prescription. That sensation of floating had been gradually growing, and now he very nearly felt like a boat ready to capsize.
“To tell you the truth,” Midnight spoke with an effort, “I don’t really know how to answer.”
“The hell do you mean?”
“Well… oh, how can I put this...”
Midnight racked his brains for a few minutes, then looked up suddenly. Those blue eyes were endless oceans, and captured within was the yearning for a shoreline never to be known.
“You’re asking how I feel about strange ponies, Alabaster, when I hardly know how to feel about myself myself. My entire existence was void until only a few weeks ago. I’m an empty cup, drained and dry. What kind of pony catches my fancy, you ask?” Midnight raised a hooves and shrugged.
“The first thing I notice when I look at a pony are eyes that see too much, eyes that see me for the alien I am. Perhaps that’s just anxiety, I’m not sure. The second is a face that always looks too much like mask. Dodge Junction showed me how quickly ponies can turn on one another, and for whatever reason. The ordeal has made me far too nervous of ponies.”
Midnight paused, his lips parted. The locomotive of thought he had ridden on hit a speed bump and had veered off track. While Midnight did his best to reign it in, Alabaster watched him in somber consideration.
Alabaster had heard Midnight speak more in the past hour than in his entire time in Ponyville. The quiet stallion had grown even quieter since settling into this little cupboard of a house. Alabaster figured, however, that he might strike water should he swing his dowsing rod around long enough. What he hadn’t expected was to find a waterfall.
Midnight’s vacation expression brightened, becoming a timid smile. “That was… strange. Kind of spaced out for a moment. My tongue felt like it could’ve kept going, but… my mind couldn’t quite keep pace with it. Hope I didn’t get carried away.”
Alabaster shook his head, grinning. “Nah, just haven’t really heard you talk so much before. It’s called rambling, me boyo, something that comes quite natural to drunks and crazy people. Don’t worry, you hang around me and Wisp long enough and you’ll get better at it.”
“Did I… did I answer your question, at least?”
“I guess you did, in your own kind of way. Sounded kinda like a monologue from one of Wisp’s novels.”
Alabaster laughed, but stopped when he noticed Midnight staring at him, distantly.
“The hell is that look for?”
Midnight’s adams apple bobbed as he swallowed. “She’s… already given me another to read… ‘The Heartwood’.”
Alabaster blinked, flummoxed, then groaned in exasperation.
****

Alabaster had brought the case of cider to the living room more out of convenience than the actually desire to empty the thing out. Better than having to make multiple trips to the kitchen, he had thought.
Nevertheless, he drank as they continued to talk for the next hour. Talking was thirsty work, after all. And Midnight, never acquainted with those infamous ‘morning afters’, did his best to keep pace with his friend. It seemed that with each bottle Alabaster popped open, Midnight forgot more and more of the dirty little secret that had robbed him of sleep this night.
By two of the clock, the overly elongated carton Alabaster had bought just the day before was filled from nose to rump with glittering, empty glass.
Normally such a sight would’ve sent a jagged thorn right into Alabaster’s heart. However, it appeared Alabaster had found a another elixir that suited his palette just fine.
He brushed his mane from his face absently -it was the longest it had ever been in the last four years. Alabaster’s eyes shone like flecks of glittering gold as images of late childhood played out before them like a picture show. Though this specific showing had taken place nearly half a decade ago, he found he had no problems at all at recalling it in vivid detail. Nor did he have any issues in racanting it.
“So there I stood, Midnight. Alone and staring down half-a-dozen of Dozer’s numbskull bruisers. Thinking back at it now, I can’t tell you what was worse: the pugdog faces of those assholes or the reek of the cantina. Seriously, it smelled as if someone had kicked over a pissbuck.”
Midnight, who had been listening in rapture, gave a sudden start. “Did you say a piss… bucket? Like a bucket of… of pee?”
“The fuck else would it be?” Alabaster retorted. He didn’t appear all too pleased to have been interrupted.
“I mean… it’s just, why would a pony pee in a bucket?”
Alabaster gave a patronly tsk. “Why do you think I keep telling you to be glad we have indoor plumbing? That shit’s a commodity here, but a damn rarity in the Dragon Lands.”
Midnight’s eyes widened. “Seriously? But that’s… a bucket? Really?”
“Hey, that’s more than what most had, believe it or not. Some didn’t even have a pot to piss in, let alone a bucket. Now, let me continue the story, damnit.”
Midnight gave a furtive nod and said no more. He pulled an empty bottle into his grasp and kneaded it nervously with his hooves. If there had been any more of those almond cookies, he’d have been chewing them down like a woodchipper.
Alabaster cleared his throat, more for theatrics than anything else. “Anyways, I was surrounded by a half-dozen butt ugly meatbags. They made a kind of circle around me, shouldering in close like. Shit, they got so close I could smell the garlic bread one of them had for lunch.
“I knew the moment I entered the cantina that I was in for a fight, but I wasn’t expecting the fight to find me so damned fast. Hunkering down, readying myself to bawl the fuckers over, I waited for one of them to make a move --Wisp always threatened to flay me alive and use my hide as a blanket if she ever learned that I was the one to throw the first punch.
“Seconds soon turned into a minute. Can you imagine, a full minute of having to feel those dull, beetle eyes crawling all over you?”
Midnight opened his mouth to answer ‘yes, he could’. The poor fellow had little comprehension of rhetorical questions. Whatever he was going to say was cut short as Alabaster fell back into pace with his story.
“Just as I was ready to say ‘fudge it all’ and wail on them, that’s when the circle parted. With hooves like sledgehammers, I could hear the bastard walking from the other side of the cantina. He came slowly. I assumed it was to make a dramatic entrance.”
Alabaster paused to give Midnight a humorless grin. Something about it made Midnight shift uneasily. He wasn’t sure if it was the vanishing of the warmth in Alabaster’s face, or how the pegasus’s teeth appeared to end in sharp points in the low light.
Has he always had so many teeth? 
“That’s when I saw him. I had heard much about the cow licker who called himself Dozer, and mostly about his ungodly size. Bandits and harrairs love to hide themselves behind bright lights and cast long shadows, you see, so it kind of came natural to take such tales with a grain of salt. But by gods, Midnight, I’m telling you… that wasn’t the case with Dozer. He be one big pony.”
“How big was he?” Midnight asked, his voice trembling. With like all good stories that wooed and serenaded, Alabaster’s story had whisked Midnight away and teleported him to Flutter Dust’s Cantina. He stood there beside his friend, drinking in the reek of piss and sour sweat. Before Midnight and the teenage Alabast stood the wall of glaring horseflesh.
“He couldn’t have been less than six-foot four, easy. My memory might be a bit fussy on specifics, but I remember clearly how his head was only a foot or so from the ceiling. And not just tall either, boyoo, never think it. Dozer was vast. Think of a small boat on legs.”
Midnight did, and he almost found the imagine as amusing as it was threatening. Satisfied with Midnight’s expression of awe, Alabaster continued.

“We stared at each other for a time, no one saying a single word. His face could’ve been made from granite from all the expression I saw there, however, a smile did chisel its way across his lips after near a minute.
“He spoke in a voice that could have belonged to a dragon. ‘You the one who broke Smokey’s leg, ain’t cha? Broke Smokey’s leg and put Dowser through a wall?’”
Midnight recoiled. The voice that issued out of Alabaster’s mouth was not his own, but one much deeper. It sounded as if it had taken a bath in tar, then rolled around in a gravel pit. How many times has he spoken as Dozer before, Midnight wondered.
“That’s when I gave Dozer a cocky smile of my own. ‘You mean the idjit with the cattle bell around his neck? Yeah, I guess that was me. Should’ve broken his neck instead of his leg though’. Heh heh! That wiped away the smile off his mug.”
Ironically, it wiped away Alabaster’s as well. “That’s when said, ‘That means I got somethin’ your’s, you worthless git’. He turned a little and dropped something from his back. I didn’t see her before because Dozer was just too damn big to see around.”
Midnight gasped, cradling his empty bottle. “No…”
“Yes…” A flash of heat had blossomed in the pit of the young Alabaster’s gut as his friend, his only friend at the time, was deposited in a heap at his hooves.
Trussed like a hog, grimmy with splotches of dirt, and bruised in places better not mentioned, a subdued Little Whisper craned her stiff neck to look up at Alabaster. The tightly wound breads of hers had been undone, leaving her ivory mane in a disheveled mess. Worst than the obvious signs of abuse, was how Whisper had smiled at Alabaster around the gag in her mouth. That is when the flower of heat in his belly became a sun.


“What happened next?” Midnight pleaded.
Alabaster started, having forgotten about his eager listener. The bottle rolled restlessly between Midnight’s hooves. It seemed that the stallion had scooted a couple inches closer.
Though this gave Alabaster an iota of pride -for how long had it been since he last was able to entrance someone with a story?- he thought that it might be good to throw the breaks on this ride now that Midnight was on the edge of his seat. For one thing, it was getting late. For another… Alabaster was at a part in his story that would require a bit of editing.
Whisper isn't the only one with something to hide, Alabaster thought bitterly. At least it’ll be easier for me.
Alabaster gave Midnight a lopsided smile.  “You know, boyo, I think that's actually where we end the story for tonight.”
Midnight continued to roll the cider bottle for a moment longer, when finally his hooves froze. Something had been growing tighter and tighter inside his guts as Alabaster’s story unfolded. Now, registering Alabaster’s words, that something snapped. All at once those taut muscles went slack. Spaghetti noodle arms fell to either side, dropping the bottle to the couch cushion. Thank goodness he had turned around to give Alabaster his full attention, or that bottle would’ve bent sent to the floor.
“B-but why?” Midnight sounded hurt. “It was getting so good!”
“Hush up now, boy, or you’re gonna wake Wisp up!” Then, with a cheeky grin, Alabaster added, “It’s called a hook. Storytellers have been using them to get free drinks in bars the world over. And I’m using it now. I gots to keep an audience.”
Midnight lowered his chin thoughtfully. “Does that mean I owe you a drink?”
A chuckle. “I’ll tell you what, Midnight, we can go half and half on the next case whenever we get out first pay.”
“Will you tell the rest of the story then?”
“You give me the five bits for the cider and a pair of ears, and I’ll talk you out of house and home.”
“Wait, you’re gonna-”
“It means ‘yes’, you dope,” Alabaster said, though not unkindly. He got to his hooves, stretching out pins and needles he didn’t notice till then. Hopping down from the cushion, he went about cleaning up the evidence of their midnight snack.
Midnight watched on in thoughtful silence. In his mind, the softspoke stallion was still wandering through memories of Flutter Dust’s cantina.
When Midnight finally exited through those old batwing doors and reentered his right mind, he was rather surprised to find the living room exactly the way it had been when he stumbled down the steps ealier. A glance around told Midnight that he was alone.
Alabaster must’ve have either went to the bathroom, Midnight thought. Or back upstairs… He hoped dearly that Alabaster wouldn’t have just went off without another word.
As if to spite Midnight, he was suddenly buffeted by cool night air as the front door opened. Alabaster stepped in and gingerly closed the door behind him. He brightened when he saw that Midnight was aware.
“There you are,” Alabaster laughed. “Thought your mind must've stepped out for a cigarette or something.”
Not even bothering to ask what his friend meant, Midnight said, “Was just thinking about everything you've said… why’d you go outside?”
“To get rid of those bottles. Don't want Wisp to find them in the trashcan, do we?”
“Oh, I guess not… where did you put them?”
“In the neighbor’s trash can, of course.” Alabaster came to a stop beside the sofa. He gave Midnight a long, studying look. “This isn’t going to be something Wisp will find out about, is it?”
It was Midnight’s turn to give a cheeky grin, something he did with slow, unpracticed effort. “I wouldn't get the rest of your story if I did, now would I?”
“Holy shit, was that banter? By fire and ice, I think we’re actually making progress with you, Midnight.” Alabaster dropped him wink. “Well, I’ve avoided sleep enough. No one else around here is gonna saw them logs. Not trying to tell you what to do, but it might behoove you to do the same. There’s long days behind us, and even longer ones ahead. Best to rest when you can.”
“Noted. Good night, Alabaster.”
Alabaster gave him a nod. Soft hoofbeats rose slowly to the second floor, then vanished completely. Midnight must’ve remained in his seat for another five minutes, relishing the glow of the overhead lights. Things were quiet, blessedly quiet. Or, at least, Midnight thought they were.
“They’re never truly gone,” Midnight told himself. He spared only a momentary peek over his shoulder. The kitchen was dark, all lights extinguished. A chill caressed the length of Midnight’s spine when he wondered about the conversations being held within the shadowy court. And what was that? An iato of curiosity?
One voice called to Midnight then, but not from the shadows. It rose like bitter bile from the back of his mind.
“LISTEN… YOU. MUST. LISTEN!”
Though much of that strange lunch with an even stranger pony become distant and hazy, that one word rang clearer than any other memory of Midnight’s.
“Listen…” It tasted funny on his lips. Midnight jerked nervously, looking about like a kid uttering his first swear word. The pony who spoke fondly of life, but reeked profusely of death, was nowhere to be seen. Things were silent, and there was nothing to be jumpy over.
Then why do I feel so nervous, Midnight thought.
There was no answer, at least, not one that he much cared for. When everything else seemed to escape him, that single word fluttered back on black wings.
“I’ve had enough of this,” Midnight said at last, commanding himself to rise.
Though he felt a bit heavy and waterlogged, Midnight managed to squeeze past the table with his usually grace. He paused only once on his way upstairs, and that was at the mouth of the stairs to flip off the switch to the overhead lights. Midnight flinched as the black curtain fell. After a quick scolding, he made his way upstairs.
There was murmuring now. Voices with mouths full cotton babbled just on the other side of the wall. Oddly enough, Midnight felt himself rather unaffected by their presence. They had became nearly like white noise.
I can see why Alabaster likes this stuff, Midnight thought. It’s… not peaceful, but i can hardly hear them!
When Midnight finally slipped between the loving embrace of his velty sheets, he actually spared himself smile. He had awoken a few hours ago in a sweating terror, but now, caught in the euphoric hold of near drunkenness, Midnight could hardly remember why.
He rarely felt so fine. Perhaps it was this sense of security, this sense that everything was as it should be. It gave Midnight the courage to think for a moment longer on the voices in the dark. They were with him in his room, still whispering away to one another in the far corners.
Curiosity, first like a pinprick, but then like an incision.
This wasn’t the first time he considered the voices since his trip from Appleloosa -considered to listen to them. This was, however, the first time he found himself possessed of any kind of bravery. If only Alabaster had thought to tell Midnight that grand stories and hard alcohol were the makings of a dangerous cocktail. Such a drink has been the undoing of many adventurers. For lightweights such as Midnight, it could be lethal.
Pulling the covers all the way up to his chin, Midnight glanced over to his window. He was thankful Whisper and Alabaster hadn’t given him the other room. The window there faced only a brick wall.
Midnight studied first the sleeping houses neighboring his own, then the moon. That great, lusty orb illuminated the world in her pale radiance. Midnight was grateful for her presence. She only bolstered his confidence.
“Her? She?” Midnight mused, unaware of how the shadows hesitated at the sound of his voice. “What makes you think it’s a her?”
Because you know it is.
Midnight didn’t dispute the thought. Probably couldn’t. He drank in the sight of the moon for a moment longer before slipping his eyes closed. The moon blossomed even brighter as Midnight held it within his mind’s eye, its brilliance unfolding like the pedals of a flower. It painted both his face and his imagination. For the first time since that night in Appleloosa, Midnight opened his ears to the world hidden beneath his own.
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		Chapter Twenty: Something Rides the Wind...



The sun this morning was no bastard. Her smile was gracious, like that of a proud mother watching over her children. Around daybreak a team of pegasi had worked tirelessly to herd up and clear brooding overcast. A fine job they did. The sky was an azure canvas for all those on the world below to enjoy.
Whisper was glad for the touch of warmth on her face, perhaps more so than anyone else. While other ponies pulling carts packed full of apples or heaving great stacks of timber were sweating bullets and hiding beneath shade, Whisper smiled and turned her dry brow up to the sun. She saw it through a slit in the canopy of green. A breeze carrying the scent of fresh apples kissed that brow, ruffling her braids.
How much nicer you are in the strange land, Whisper thought. I remember when you would blister and burn. Why the change of heart?
Whatever the answer, Whisper was grateful. In that moment, she was willing to forgive twenty years of heatwaves, scorchers, and bone dry deserts baked of substance.
“Sweet Celestia! Feel that wind!” Whisper allowed herself to be pulled away from the sun and towards the sound of the voice.
The cart she had been helping to fill all morning had nearly reached maximum capacity. She could already see the some shiny red apples poking over the sides of the wooden cart- most were honeycrisps, but they'd surely get a few braeburns before the cart was really good and full.
That's when Whisper noticed a peculiar kind of apple atop the load that. It was no red delicious, granny smith, or honeygold. In fact, Whisper doubted that this kind of apple even grew on a tree.
Still smiling, Whisper trotted on back to the cart. The pony laid sprawled atop the mound of apples, a stallion with a familiar green coat, hardly gave her so much as a glance as she neared. Though the orchard trees provided shade aplenty, it did nothing for the heat that left the air dry and heavy.
“You know, Granny Smith will have your hide for a winter blanket for lying about on the job, Grimes,” Whisper said amiably. “And one could only imagine what she'd do if she saw you bruising all those innocent apples.”
Grimes Golden only huffed stuffily, blowing long strands of mane from his face. He kept his face pointed to the sky.
There was a flash of mischief in Whisper’s eyes as she reached up and rapped a hoof along the side of the cart. “Knock knock! Anypony home!”
Whisper finally got a response. It was a single, dying word that escaped Grimes like a ponies final breath.
“Noooo…..”
“Oh, come on, Grimy! Are you an apple or aren't you?”
Surely that would stir Mr. Lazybones, he hated that name more than the apple emblazoned on his flank.
“No, I’m not a apple… I'm a pony, damn it.”
Finally Whisper got more than a single word from the bugger. Though he looked like an Apple, and even had the name too, Grimes spoke without the charming drawl that seemed to drip from the lips if his family. Whisper continued to look up at him, patiently. After a moment, she gave the aged wood another rap.
This time, the response was immediate. Grimes bolted upright, head rotating so that he could glare down at her. Some of his almond colored mane fall to the side of his face, slick with perspiration. Whisper felt the stinging heat of his gaze, but weathered it just as merrily as she everything else. Years had been spent with Alabaster, a stallion with a temper matched only by dragons and the fires of tartarus. Compared to him, Grimes Golden’s hissy fits were nothing more than sand in Whisper’s eye.
“How the hay are you not tired?” Grimes asked. “We've been bucking trees and lugging this brute of a cart around for hours!”
“I’ve been bucking and lugging. And you know, we'll be out here for hours more if we I’m the only one working. If we hurry, we might be able to get some of that sweet, sweet tea your cousin made.” Whisper felt a pang of shame that she had forgotten the filly’s name.
She was just the cutest thing, what with that big red bow and those eager eyes!
This did not spur Grimes as she had hoped it would.
“I’m serious! Look at you! You're not even sweating!’
“Why, Grimes Golden, don't you know that ladies don't sweat?” Whisper’s smile became sardonic. “It's far too harmful for our complexion.”
The rain clouds darkening Grimes face thickened, and for a moment Whisper that she was going to see a little bit of lightning. His face cleared, though, nevertheless. It was now resignation Whisper saw on the stallion's face.
Grimes sighed, his shoulders dropping. “Can I get another minute? Give me just another minute, please, and I'll hop down and hitch myself up to the cart. It’s only fair, seeing as you pulled the last half hours.”
“Aye, that's the spirit!” Grimes couldn't help but smile at her enthusiasm. “I'll just collect the baskets and give you a few minutes. If it makes you feel any better, we’re nearly done.”
It doesn't, is what Grimes had thought about saying, but found he had exhausted his reserve of ill-temper. He could no more throw a rock through stained glass then he could speak ugly to the face beaming up at him.
That face… There was a caress of heat upon the earth-ponies cheeks, but he chalked up to the sun. The bastard had slipped through the gaps between the treetops and was shining directly on his face now.
Grimes thanked the sun and moon that he would have a couple more minutes of reprieve and allowed himself to fall back onto the stack of apples. Their fragrance consumed him and offered comfort dispute Grimes’s obvious contempt for the things. Hadn’t he use to drift off to sleep much the same way as a foal? Except then, his bed had been a basket instead of a wagon.
Whisper went about collecting the wicker baskets scattered about the trees, humming as she did so -the song was one she had known since childhood, and was a personal favourite of Alabaster’s.
Though her spirits still soared high on that cloudless sky, there was a hint of apprehension when she glanced back at where Grimes Golden lay. She had to be wary of this one. For the two days she had known the Apple family, she figured them to be simply folk. Not stupid, just simple. ‘Ask no silly questions, and I'll play no silly games’, she had heard the old mare named Granny Smith say once. That was all fine by Little Whisper. She could do without questions.
But Grimes Golden was different. He carried not his family’s affinity for the harvest, nor the aversion for silly questions. While the rest of the Apples had their eyes locked solely on the job at hand, Whisper noted how Grimes’s tended to wander.
Whisper wouldn't let herself dwell upon the thought for too long. Caution was to be expected, but too much could just be as fatal as none at all. She had tricked much craftier minds than Grimes Golden before -Captain Fluffy. Never forget about Captain Fluffy, girl.
She would allow herself to enjoy the day, for it really was quite a beauty. Not even Grimes with all his grumblings could soil that.
****

The work at Sweet Apple Acres was demanding, and not just for those bucking trees in the apple orchard. Just as Ponyville was going through a reconstruction, so too was the town’s most beloved apple farm. The mighty skeleton of a barn stood half finished, teams of ponies working hard to erect the hefty beams that would support the structure.
Those not working on the barn were either fixing up the ruined hen house or patching up gaps in the farm’s fences. There was work aplenty for the thirty or so sopping brows paid for by the town's money, and Granny Smith was going to use every ounce of hired muscles for as long as she could. It was a chore and a half convincing her bullheaded granddaughter that they needed the extra help. Thankfully she was away for the time being, and Granny Smith wouldn’t have to put up with her bellyaching.
From the tenacity of them all, one would think that nothing could detour these hard workers from their hammers and nails, trees and apple carts. And that was about the truth. Nothing could stop them…
...except, perhaps, two powerful words.
Granny Smith toddled out of the big house, her joints creaking like the branches of an ancient tree, and stood for a moment just outside the house’s threshold. She smiled and heaved herself up on her hind legs. The old girl might not have as much getup and go as she once did, but she certainly had her moments. Granny Smith’s hooves dipped into the pockets of the apron she wore and produce two items: a brass triangle and a wooden spoon.
She struck the instrument in rapid succession, calling out in a croaning voice that could have been heard from Ponyville.
“Luuuuunch Tiiiiime!”
Every sweaty brow from the barnhouse, outhouse, and the orchard turned up at the sound of her voice. Their weary faces cracked, making way for beaming grins. The working ponies wouldn't just throw down their tools or kick off their harnesses -it would come out of their pay should they carelessly damage the equipment - but they did move with haste. It wasn't long before the first wave of empty stomachs started stomping their way up to the big house.
Granny Smith grinned, her heart uplifted by the sight of so many hungry, hardworking ponies. She dropped back to all fours and turned around to call through the open front door.
“Best move your flank, Apple Bloom! Them’s some hungry ponies coming up here. Might be I’ll have to feed you to them if ya keep them waitin’!” The old mare cackled as if it were the funniest thing she had ever said.
A shrill voice, one that could only belong to a filly of eleven or so, called back. “I'm hurryin’, Granny, it’s just these straps. You made ‘em too tight! Feels like I'm fixin’ to pop!”
Granny Smith laughed again. The first couple of pairs were now within only a few yards of the house. The smell of them drifted through the air, pungent and suffocating. Granny didn't seem to mind, however, for she shared with each of them her toothy grin -the dentures helped her greatly with this.
“Boy howdy, I can smell the hard work on ya, so I can,” Granny said to the first of the ponies, a chestnut colored mare. At the her sheepish smile, Granny laughed and added, “Ain't nothin’ to be ashamed of, girly. Tis a good smell. It reassures this old bag of salt that y'all ain't out there twiddling your hooves!”
More ponies had appeared now, and Granny Smith was getting ready to holler at her granddaughter again when the sound of squealing wheels could be heard through the open door. A moment passed and a filly emerged, her own grin almost as wide as the one her grandmother had.
“Ya’ll ponies hungry?” She asked happily. A tiny makeshift harness could be seen around her midsection.
She waited for no reply before she came trotting out to meet the gathering crowd, trailing behind her was a tiny wagon the same color as the blazing red bow atop her head.
“Bout time you got out here, Apple Bloom,” Granny said, giving the filly a loving ruffle of the mane. “Thought I was gonna have to get in there and drive ya out like a steer.”
There was a clammer of chuckles from the farmhands that only grew louder as the filly huffed and shooed away Granny’s hoof.
“I would've been out here sooner if you had fixed the harness like you said you would. Feels like I'm gettin’ a hug from Fluttershy’s pet snake again.” Apple Bloom sulked for a second longer before her enthusiasm boomeranged. The way Apple Bloom beamed at them restored some of the farmhand’s gumption, but her words did the job far better.
“Well, what are y'all waiting for? Princess Celestia? Dig in!”
Lidded eyes first popped wide open, then weary hooves were drove into a near gallup. Granny Smith’s cawing laugh could barely be heard over tromping of hooves. Apple Bloom found herself joining in with Granny as the crowd herded around the wagon.
Hungry stomachs tend to make hungry eyes, as farm hands knew this all too well. It was the eyes that ate first today as the ponies drank in the glorious banquet before them. There were six baskets -baskets much like those used in the orchards- in Apple Bloom's wagon, each lined with a checkered cloth and stuffed to its brim with food.
The first pair of baskets held a simply commodity: cheese sandwiches on wheat. There wasn't nary a pony in Ponyville that had never tasted a cheese sandwich, yet in that moments, the farmhands could think of nothing more delicious than the old mare’s hoof made sandwiches. They would each pick two sandwiches and tear through the napkins wrapped around them almost the moment they had departed from the wagon.
The second and third set of baskets held what the ponies coveted most of all: freshly baked rolls, nearly the size of ripe apples, piled up in two of said baskets. Melted butter glistened on the baked bread’s golden skin much like the sweat clinging to the farmhand’s coats. Lastly, two more baskets held apple fritters fresh from the oven. The ponies gathering up their share were drunk off the intoxicating aroma drifting on the wind.
Granny Smith watched the ravenous horde with an almost motherly satisfaction. The one thing she loved more than seeing hard working ponies was seeing those hard working ponies eat hearty. It had been years, far too many years, since she got to dish up a large meal for something other than a family reunion. She thrived in the labor and relished in the faces smiling around mouthfuls of apple fritter.
It wouldn't take long for the crowd to thin out once the farmhands had their grub. Some -breeze ins from the north without nary a friend, mainly- would sit around in the yard and eat by themselves. Granny would drift amongst them, chatting and always earning a smile or two from these lonesome souls. Others, ponies who had roots buried deep in Ponyville, would take their lunches back to their worksites. Chatter and laughter could be heard faintly, even from the Apple’s front porch.
“I think lunch was a success,” Applebloom chimed, watching with delight as the dozen or so ponies taking their meal in the garden began to scarfed down their sandwiches.
Granny gave Apple Bloom another rustle of the mane, this time getting a grin instead of a frown. “Apple Bloom, with enough grit, spit, and love, ya'll will find that nearly anythin’ will be a success.”
Apple Bloom’s nose wrinkled. “I really hope you used more grit than spit, Granny.”
Granny Smith was just about to make her rounds amongst the gorging ponies when one of the final waves crashed down upon the lunch cart. These were the ponies who either shook down trees in the far orchards or who tilled the field over the next hill. They always started their lunch hour off a bit late, taking the extra time to secure their wagons and plows.The sight of them gave Granny Smith pause. She decided that wouldn't set off just yet. Leading the trudging figures up the hill was a familiar mountain of red fur and brawny muscles.
“Was wonderin’ when ya’ll would be makin’ your way up here,” Granny Smith called out, favoring her grandson with a smile when he neared.
He stopped just short of the lunch cart and blew some of his sandy mane from his eyes. The ponies he lead had no such courtesy. They parted and swarmed the wagon on all sides, though, not with near as much zeal as the first wave.
“You don't look so good, Big Mac,” Applebloom said, reaching to pat her big brother’s hoof. “Is it that new field? It’s giving ya’ll problems, ain't it?”
Big Macintosh winced as pins and needles daned up his aching back. “Eeyup,” was all he said. Seeing that momentary flare of pain in Macintosh wounded Granny Smith, but she did her best not to show that she had seen it. He knew just as well her that these were hard times, and hard times demanded hard work.
“I thank ya big for dragging a plow through that craggy pile of dirt, Big Mac. I think the world of ya for doin it. We need that field tilled and ready for seed soon. With how everything’s boomin’ in town, I'm afraid it’s the only way for us to keep up with demand.”
Macintosh just shook his head and gave the old mare a tired, loving smile. Think nothing of it, that look said. Granny beamed, rising up to plant a sloppy kiss in the stallion’s cheek.
“You're one in a million, Big Mac.” Then, after a moment’s consideration, she laughed and hugged the filly next to her. “Well, perhaps three in a million if you don't mind me sayin’. You youngsters keep the spiffy in this old mare’s jiffy, so you do!”
Though the two siblings didn’t quite understand the old mare’s use of words, the sentiment behind them was clear.
The tender moment was ruined, however, by a low, grumbling sound. Two sets of eyes looked at Macintosh, and under their weight a flare of color on his cheeks managed to cut through the crimson of his fur. Applebloom and Granny Smith busted into a gale of laughter.
“You hungry, ain't ya?” Granny Smith wiped away a tear rolling away from her shining eyes. “Well go on and get you some grub, Big Mac, these two silly fillies don't need no tending after. Do we, Apple Bloom?”
“Nope!”
Macintosh didn't need any more convincing. He gave the two a quick tilt of the head before circled back around to the baskets of food. Though the throng around cart was particularly thick at the moment, the mountainous stallion had no problem getting food. The ponies gathered around parted ways for him. Reverence glistened in their eyes as they watched Macintosh. There wasn't a single one of them who hadn't crept out to the edge of the Apple’s field and watched as the stallion heaved his plow through tough, gritty earth.
The mare who stood closest to Big Macintosh glanced sideways at him, noticing the ripple of muscle beneath his grimy coat. She remembered how those they pistoned beneath a sheen of sweat. The mare shrank away from the stallion, glad she was not born of the winged variety.
Granny Smith stayed where she was for the time being, waiting to see who was left. If her memory served her right -and it did do so on some days- there were still two more teams yet to arrive. They would be the pairs sent on the fatherst end of the orchard.
The old mare’s gaze swept side to side across the treeline. Minutes ticked away, and Granny Smith had the idea of unhitching Apple Bloom and sending her to see if what was keeping them. The thought no more crossed her mind when two silhouettes slipped through the curtain of tree trunks. Granny Smith couldn't quite make the figures out at first, the harsh glare of the sun playing evil tricks on her bad eyesight, but they solidified soon enough.
Granny Smith grinned and then cackled. “Well hello there, you two! Working hard or hardly working?”
Though the approaching mare returned the greeting with equal gaiety, while the stallion only glared down dourly.
****

“She laughs too much,” Grimes said under his breath, his legs aching as he fought his way up the hill. The damn thing hadn't felt near as steep when he set out that morning.
“If she keeps cawing like that, she'll sprout wings and fly.”
The mare he spoke of was still too far to hear him -though I could probably shout it in her face and she not hear it, as old as that bat is- but the one at his side heard him just fine. Grimes had expected a sour look, or perhaps even a few sour words, from Little Whisper. It would have been welcoming to see the bitterness in his heart mirrored on the face of one so sweet. What he didn't expect was the smile and the friendly bump of her flank against his.
“No need for that,” Whisper said amiably. “There’s nothing wrong with a pony who likes to laugh. Might do you some good to try it sometime. Might even find out you like it.”
“Please, you're starting to sound like Pinkie Pie, and I've rather enjoyed the town’s vacation from that pink monster, if you don't mind.”
Despite himself, Grimes couldn't help but smile. There was just something about Little Whisper’s good nature that was infectious. It seemed to spread like a fever. There was no more talk between them as they came upon the party of ponies.
“Working hard, Granny,” Whisper said, still struggling to say that last word. Granny Smith insisted that everyone called her Granny, and she wouldn't accept anything less.
“Always working hard.”
“That's good to hear, dear!” Granny Smith gave the mare a once over, then showed off her dentures in another toothy grin. “Now, if I hadn't seen you buck a tree clean into yesterday and haul a cart around the farm, I'd say you'd been hardly workin’.”
“Well, Granny, it's just like I told Grimes, it isn't ladylike to sweat.” Then, in a thick, syrupy drawl that could’ve been cultivated on that very farm, Whisper added, “It ain't proper like, no siree.”
Everyone around, even the few nosy ponies at the cart who had eavesdropped on the conversation by chance, gave Little Whisper a double take. If it weren't for the fact that the strange mare had blow into town just a few days ago, they probably would've sworn the mare had some Apple in her.
Granny Smith’s reared her head to the sky and roared with a laughter like none before. After a moment, when the gale had slackened to a giggle, the old farmer regarded Whisper with glistened glee.
“Boy howdy! I ain't laughed like that in a moon or more! I say thank ya for it, so I do!”
“And I say you're welcome,” Whisper said, first beaming, then sobering up some. “Is it alright if I take my lunch in town again, Granny? I don't mean to offend, if I do, but I know my friend would like to have lunch together. Still a bit shy around all the new faces, he is.”
Granny waved a dismissive hoof. “Ain't no offense here, Missy. Believe or not, I know what's it's like to have a special somepony…” The old mare tapered off, her good humor turning wistful for a moment.
“Feels like ya just can’t be around them enough. Nay, if you don't mind the walk into town, I don't mind you taking it. You may be a little late gettin’ back, but I know ya work hard enough to make up for it. Ain't like this work is goin’ anywhere anyhow. And it ain't like you're workin’ on my dime anyways!”
Whisper grinned, thanking the mare profusely. She didn't take the time to correct Granny on the matter of her ‘special somepony’. If ponies simply assumed such between Whisper and Alabaster, and many did it seemed, then let them. A story that ponies wove for themselves to believe would be much easier to believe than one she’d have to make up.
Granny Smith took her eyes off Whisper and fixed then upon the next pony. When she spoke, she did so without any of the joviality from before. She almost sounded morose.
“Good to see you're still standing, Grimes. Minding yourself alright?”
Grimes gave a shrug, than glared at the older pony. “Not a whole lot of trouble for somepony to get into while strapped to a cart of apples, is there?”
“You’d be surprised,” was all the mare said.
Granny Smith peered past the two ponies in front of her, glancing left and then right. From the sigh and shake of her head, it was safe to assume Granny Smith didn't see what she was after.
“I don't take it either of ya saw those two dunderheads on your way up here, did ya?”
“Abel and Fable?” Grimes asked, rolling his eyes. “No, haven't seen hide nor hair of them. Have you checked the outhouse, yet? Maybe they've decided to get a return on their brains.”
That was the first time Little Whisper, or Grimes too for that matter, witness Granny Smith scowl. Granny opened mouth to show Grimes just how sharp her own tongue could be, when the air was ripped away from her.
A howl, maybe from fearsome cerberus himself, silenced everything. It hung in the air like some forlorn pendulum in its intensity, weighing upon the world as if it might just crush it.
Eyes were screwed shut and ears were strained. No one was sure how long it yowled on. What everyone at Sweet Apple Acres that day did remember, however, was how the blood in their veins ran cold and how gooseflesh broke out amongst them like an infectious rash. For many it would stick with them even when the horrible beast fell silent.
Heads lifted from their lunches and traced a rising arch to the orchard. Though no one dare say word, their wide, frightful eyes spoke plenty. If Quill had been there and half a country away, then he would have known that look for what it really was: the look of prey scenting a predator.
Thankfully for everypony else, no one had to break the silence -they might be sitting there till this day if they had to. There came first the flight of hooves, and then the screaming. The screaming wasn’t as bad as that mighty howling, but it was close.
“GRAAAAAANNY!” The single world, rising almost as high as the howl itself, was screamed in an odd duet. It came again, but by then two figures had broken through the treeline. The ponies raced like mad cows. They were already halfway up the hill before anyone could make out who the crying duo was.
A second later two stallions, both with shaggy brown coats and matted manes, collapsed at the hooves of the party in front of the big house. While most of the working ponies on the farm had worked up a good sweat during the first half of the day, they were nowhere near as damp as these two. In fact, they were practically drenched in perspiration.
By the gods, they're terrified, Whisper thought. It’s so strong I can taste it from here!
And indeed she could. It was a sour, lemony taste that stuck to the roof of her mouth like gum. Whisper didn't like it, not one bit.
“What in tarnation is goin’ on?” Granny Smith all but yelled at Abel and Fable. Whisper wasn't sure if she did so because her hearing had gone out with that  soul wrenching howl, or simply because of the fear flashing in her eyes.
It was a solid two minutes before anyone got an answer from either Abel or Fable. They laid there for a time, chests heaving and mouths panting. One of them -Fable, Whisper had guessed- opened his mouth to try and speak, but all that came out was a low squeak. He shook his head and fell back down to the grass. Granny Smith was patient, however, or patient enough. The unease in her guts started to wiggle and writhe with each passing second..
By the time the twin brothers had caught their breaths, a gaggle of ponies had gathered. Lunches long forgotten - some even left discarded- they muttered furtively to one another.
“We seen ‘em, Granny!” The one who had tried to speak did so now, actually managed to rise up on long, shaky legs. Fable, Whisper guessed.
“Say true!” the other brother shot off, not daring to trust his own . “Seen them with our own eyes!”
Granny glanced between the two. “Seen what?”
“Out there, at the edge of the orchard!” Able said.
“By the Everfree!” Fable finished. “Saw it lumberin’ around in the shadows all sneaky like. Couldn't quite make it out. It was only when the darned thing broke cover that we really saw it!”
Fear burned and turned to cinders in Granny Smith's eyes. “No more pussyfootin’, ya cowardly cusses! If y'all don't start talkin’ straight, I'll throttle the answers out of ya!”
The ponies closest to Granny Smith took a step back. Anger baked of her old flesh like an oven. Apple Bloom, still trapped by the harness and wagon, looked the most frightful.
Abel shook his head and buried his face into his hooves. It came down to Fable, the eldest of the pair by five seconds. The chestnut colored stallion reeled for a moment, the ground becoming unsteady. He looked to his fellow ponies, eyes seeming to plead for help. When he received none, Fable took a deep breath and pushed on.
“Timberwolves.” The word was no more than a whisper, yet it’s reaction was immediate. There was a collective gasp as the crowd drew back.
Fable continued. “We saw Timberwolves, Granny. Biggest buggers you’ve ever seen.”
“This better not be another tall tale, Fable. Timberwolves are serious business now.”
Though her words hinted at a touch incredulity, anyone could see the truth in Granny Smith’s face. She believed the frightened stallion. She believed, and she was afraid.
“I say true! Honest! But that's not all, Granny, not even the worst of it…” Fable bit his lower lips, chewing it as he chewed over his next words. “There was blood, Granny… the cussed thing was in it from snout to ear… blood… everywhere…”
****

While Little Whisper had the luxury of working under shade this broiling day, many more were not so lucky. Construction of a large scale held sway over Ponyville. Ponies crawled like flies over the bones of buildings still growing, working fast to outpace the heatstroke only around the corner. As they hammered away, piecing together board and nail, the sun hammered back upon dozens of sweating brows.
One worker, an earthpony, spat out his hammer and glared up at the sky with hatefully. The sun glared back. His vision doubled and then tripled as perspiration trickled into his eyes.
After a moment, he shifted that expression from the sun to the ivory pegasus only a yard or so to his right. It was only the two of them on the scaffold. There was another, a twitchy stallion named Peacock, but was now thirty feet or so down on the ground.
“Hey!” the earthpony called, practically yelling over the commotion of machinery. When the pegasus only continued to hammer away at his own board and nail, the earthpony hollered again. “Hey, bub!”
The pegasus sighed and spat out his own hammer. He reluctantly looked at the other pony, teeth already grinding. Alabaster could practically feel brooding thunderstorm rolling over him.
“What, Sandal? Did you think that your hoof was a wooden plank again? I'm sure the clinic would just love to see you again this week. Keep this up and you’ll probably get a half-off coupon for your next concussion.”
The Sandal’s broad brow furrowed. What might’ve started as content in those dull eyes of his now boiled into flesh anger. Instead of retorting, he displayed a bit more intellect than Alabaster had first given him credit for by pointing to the sky. Although many of Sandal woods thoughts were slow, spite was not beyond him.
“Why do you feather brains gotta completely clear out the sky? And today of all days! It’s middle of freakin’ summer. My cousin, Cobble Pot, was able to cook his breakfast on the freakin’ sidewalk!”
Alabaster had to take a deep breath to still his raging heart. Today his nerves were on a considerably sharp edge. Not because of the heat, either. A scorcher in Ponyville felt more like the start of spring in the Dragonlands. It wasn't even the jibs and ribbing he suffered from Sandal or his drinking buddies.
No. The real reason was much simpler, and -to Alabaster, at least- it made the most sense.
I hate this fucker’s face, Alabaster thought. I hate his stupid, idiotic, imbecile face. It’s practically offensive to looking him in the eye! Yet here I am, stuck with him for another gods damn day!
“Tell me something, Sandal Wood,” Alabaster said, his voice betraying none of the obnoxious fumes clouding his mind. “Does it look like I work with the weather team? Does it look like I spend the day clearing the fucking skies?”
Alabaster turned now. The tools strapped around his midsection rattled and clanked. Alabaster had hoped the halfwit would see these things and understand that he had more than enough tools to brain him dead. Instead, Sandalwood only looked at the wings on Alabaster’s back.
Oh, you son of a bitch.
“I don't do anything to the weather!” Alabaster screamed. “I don't even know a single pegasus, let alone a team of them. Stop fucking me with already!”
Sandalwood didn't seem to get the message, however. Perhaps that hard hat of his didn't just protect him from the impact of blunt objects, but blunt words as well. When he only continued to stare incriminatingly at Alabaster, the pegasus snorted.
Why do I always manage to attract the mocho dum-dums? Do I have a sign stuck to the back of my head saying ‘stupid wanted’ or something?
“You know what, forget it,” Alabaster said, looking around for his hammer. “We don’t have the time to waste, big boy. Just fill your mouth with that hammer and stop talking to me.”
“You talk pretty big,” Sandal commented. “Pretty big indeed.”
“That's ‘cause I am ‘pretty big’. If I were to show you how ‘pretty big’ I am, I'd break the damn scaffold. Now shut up!”
Alabaster found his hammer and went back to work. What Alabaster hadn't noticed as he gave Sandal a final, warning look, was how those dull eyes grew dangerously sharp. It wouldn't have surprised Alabaster to see it, however. The desire to fight baked off the flat headed stallion like a fever.
Seems like the kind of guy to get plastered at a bar, then try to pick a fight with any unlucky buck who had the misfortune of crossing his path. Alabaster then smirked. Either that, or he wants to fuck. What a fucking laugh that would be. 
“Now look here,” Sandalwood growled. “Ain't nopony gonna tell me to ‘shut up’. Sandalwood talks as much as he damn well pleases!”
Alabaster rolled his eyes and shifted the hammer in his mouth. There was too much work to be done to waste time on this rowdy meathead. Besides, Onyx would be making his rounds about this time. It would mean a demerrate if Alabaster was caught fighting, and that’s if he was lucky.

Alabaster wasn’t taking the bait, but he feared that wouldn’t much matter. Sandalwood wanted a fight, and from the way he puffed as he stalked towards Alabaster, it seemed Sandalwood was used to getting what he wanted.
Alabaster sighed and waited. He wouldn't mind taking a punch or two if it meant he could reasonably plead self-defense when he bucked the bugger off the side of the building.
Sandalwood had advanced half the distance of the scaffold, face contorted into a wicked scowl, when voice called to them.
“What's going on here?”
Both stallion’s gave a start, each looking one way then the other. It dawned on Alabaster, he knew who that voice belonged to. Think of the devil he’ll pop up to scare the shit out of you.
Alabaster was the first to look up. There he was, standing on a support beam and staring down at the stallions with a mixture of weariness and annoyance. Alabaster had to give it to Onyx, he was more graceful than any earthpony he had ever met -it seemed the tired old sod leapt and skidded across the beams as easily as Alabaster would maneuver a heavy draft.
The wind shifted and Alabaster could smell what he should have before: burning tobacco. A cigarette from the corner of the grey stallion’s mouth, just as it always did. Quite the novelty that was, as Alabaster had yet to anyone in Ponyville sell such a vice.
When the two stallions simply continued to gape, Onyx took a long drag from his smoke and blew out a ring.
“I’ve wasted enough breath asking once. Do i really need to ask again?”
Alabaster waited, knowing it wouldn't due to be the one who blabbed first. Figured he would only get talked over by the big galoot anyways.
Sure enough, Sandalwood went babbling.
“New guy has some lip on him,” Sandalwood said prudently. “Sounds like he's trying to rile a fight, it does. Even went as far to insult me mother.” The stallion had the gile to summon up some look of contempt.
“That so?” Onyx asked, his cool gaze shifting from Sandalwood to Alabaster. “Is he telling the truth, Alabaster?”
Alabaster shrugged. “I don't have time for his games, boss. You're a smart cookie, I'm sure you can figure out what's what easily enough.”
Alabaster said this without the slightest trace of snideness, and Onyx must’ve knew this. He took another drag and nodded. Alabaster figured Sandalwood must have been a grade-A shitster for that to have actually worked.
Onyx returned his attention to that flat browed face and said, “Get ground level, Sandal, I got something else I need you for.”
Sandalwood opened his mouth to argue, but Onyx cut him to the quick. “Either climb down, or get thrown down, Sandal. We don't got time for this shit.”
Alabaster had to repress a grin. Onyx was the only other pony in Ponyville who didn't seem to mind dirtying their tongue up from time to time.
Sandalwood gave Alabaster one last glower before nodding to Onyx. He shuffled by and began the climb down..
Don't go slipping, Alabaster thought, watching him. Gods forbid you do me any favors.
“Alabaster!” Alabaster jumped again.
“Yeah, boss?” Alabaster said, giving an innocent smile. “What's up?”
Onyx studied Alabaster for moment, then said softly, “Meet back up with me before you break for lunch, yeah? I want a word.”
“Am I in trouble?” Alabaster regretted the question immediately. How guilty had he just sounded?
“I think a stallion like you is always in trouble, Alabaster. If you mean that you've got trouble with me, the answer is no. Just want to talk is all.”
Alabaster shrugged, then nodded. “You got it, boss.”
One last drag and Onyx was gone, waltzing off along the beam as if it were a catwalk. Another pony was sent to pick up Sandalwood’s slack, but this fella -a pony even younger than Alabaster- was nowhere near as gruff as the pony before. In fact, he didn't say more than five words to the Pegasus.
That was just fine with Alabaster. His temper now rose with the temperature, and he no longer trusted his bastard of a tongue.
****

The day toddled on till midday, when a high pitched whistle cut through the din of work site nine. There was a symphony of sighs, sounding more like a rising wind, as the sweating ponies put away their tools, switched off their machines, and wiped at the brows that were now free of those hot hardhats.
Lunch time.
Alabaster stretched, welcoming the slight ache of a hard morning’s work, and removed his own hardhat. The last few hours had been a grace without the likes of Sandalwood. Left to his own devices, Alabaster had been able to double his pace.
Won't be long till they’ll have to promote me. Site director Alabaster. The thought made Alabaster grin fiendishly.
He stood atop of the half finished building for a moment, the scaffold abandoned, and watched with interest at the ponies far below. They milled about in the trodden dust and dirt. They clamoring this way and that, looking like little beetles playing amongst the powdery earth.
Better take note, Onyx, I'm on the high rise. Alabaster’s grin faded. Suddenly he remembered that he was due in Onyx’s office right about now.
“Oh, damn it,” he muttered.
Those clusters of ponies beneath him now began to move, filing towards the gape in the tall fence enclosing site nine -most of the workers proffered to take their lunch in town, to the Fancy Tulip more than likely. One pony, no bigger than an ant to Alabaster, did not move. Alabaster didn't need to make out the pony to know who it was. The weight of those granite colored eyes was proof enough for him.
They stared at one another for a moment when at last Onyx turned away. He didn't make for the exit, however -why would he, the bastard doesn't need a lunch with all the nicotine and caffeine he consumes. Instead, Onyx trailed a line straight to the tin trailer set aside to the furthest reaches of the enclosed lot. The working ponies of site nine called this ‘The Hot Pot’, though never when Onyx was ever in earshot.
Alabaster was in no hurry to face Onyx till he was sure that the boss was nice and comfy in that tin can. For the moment, Alabaster closed his eyes and allowed himself to be cradled by the breeze. It was fairly constant at this height. It wouldn't be until a minute later that he would realize that his wings had unfolded.
Briefly, the still waters of his mind rippled, and the faces of his friends appeared on its surfaced. They too would be breaking for lunch soon.
Alabaster was pulled from his thoughts by the call of a distant voice.
“Luuuuunch Tiiiiime!”
“Great,” Alabaster sighed. “Sounds like it’s time I get my ass in gear.” If the Sweet Apple Acres was taking its lunch right now, that meant it would only be five minutes or so before Whisper got to town -depending on what they had her doing up there.
Not wasting any more time, Alabaster leapt. His shadow raced after him as he glided towards the Hot Pot. He was still a story high when he reached it, so he choose to descend in tight spiraling circles.  To a passing pony, he must've looked like a vulture.  He landed with practiced grace at the door.
Better just dive in,  he thought, rapping his hoof against the door. Like a pool of icy water. 
When Alabaster was met with only silence, his ears perked up as he tilted his head and listened. Nothing at first, then the sound of ruffling papers and the closing of draws. Damn, dude, you had a minute to get ready. Why didn't you get your shit together then?
“Come in!” Onyx called.
Alabaster jumped back, then felt silly for such sheepishness. Wasn't as if Onyx could see him listening.
The door swung inward at Alabaster touch. The pegaus was only two steps past the threshold when he was hit with the pungent reek of tobacco. Outside the smell was bearable and -Alabaster hated to admit this- almost appealing. It was a rare odor that had nearly vanished completely upon his and Whisper’s arrival to Equestria. But here, in the Hot Pot? It was like a shotgun blast.
“Something wrong?” Onyx sat behind his desk, if one could call a shabby construct such, watching Alabaster achromatically. Little Whisper always said that Alabaster was an easy book sometimes. Onyx must've just found her bookmark.
To Alabaster’s credit, he did do his best to curb his usual bluntness. Unfortunately, brutal honesty could as naturally to him as profanity.
“Just the tobacco, boss,” Alabaster said as politely as he could. “Just not use to it is all.”
Alabaster closed the door behind him, much to his chagrin. A healthy breeze would’ve aired the place out good.
Onyx gave a small, knowing nod. “You're not the first to tell me so. You should hear the mayor when she stops by. Nearly puts the bitch in a fit.”
There were no other chairs in the office, so Alabaster was left to stand. He hated it. A part of Alabaster expected to see Onyx’s hoof dip beneath to press a button, releasing the trapdoor that would’ve been beneath him.
Nothing was said between the two stallions for a second. They simply stared at one another. Alabaster took this as a scare tactic of sorts. It never occurred to him that the stony faced pony was simply trying to figure out how to start.
“This is about Sandalwood, isn't it?” Alabaster said, too impatient to bear the silence any longer. Onyx was taken aback, but only for a moment. `The pegasus had given him an in to a conversation he had been dreading since that morning.
“In a way, yes…” Onyx trailed off, his gaze drifting. It fell upon a set of filing cabinets to his left, and lingered there for a moment. He hid his frustration well, but perhaps not as well as he would like.
Finally his eyes snapped forward as he said, “You're a straightforward kind of fellow, Alabaster, and I respect that... so allow me to be straightforward with you.”
Alabaster didn't like how those eyes hardened.
“Tell me where you’re from, Alabaster. Where you’re really from.”
Why me, was Alabaster’s first thought. The second was spent wondering why he couldn't just have something nice for once. He hadn't done anything wrong -if one counted having an occasional drink on the down-low wrong, which he didn't. Thankfully, his exasperation worked well to combat his shock.
“Kind of... from all over the place,” Alabaster said. “Like I told you before, me and my friends have been trailblazing for a good few years.”
Onyx sighed. A serpent’s tail of smoke curled up from the corner of his mouth. The current cigarette had already burned half way down and wouldn't last much longer at this rate.
“Don't play me for a fool, Alabaster. I've had a close eye on you these last few days. You're a hard worker, I'll give you that, but you're more than a piece of wondering trail trash. I've seen how you move and how you act around the others. Don't say much, tend to keep to yourself… yet… still manages to create rifts without even trying. I’d say you were made of steel wool by how you rub ponies wrong.”
“Ever think I'm just an asshole?” Alabaster gave a hopeful smile. “Cause I am. You should just ask my friends. If you think dunderheads hate me, imagine what it’s like for someone with more than two brain cells.”
The drawer to Onyx’s desk slid open, and out came the pack of cigarettes Alabaster had been waiting for. ‘Marelboro’ was printed on the side of the green box in blocky letters, the ivory silhouette of a mare prancing about on its front. From the way the cigarettes rattled as Onyx shook one out, Alabaster guessed boss-pony might be due for a new pack soon.
“I'm gonna says this again, Alabaster. Please don’t make me say it for a third time... don't play me for a fool.”
Once the cigarette was in his mouth, next came the lighter -a shiny little contraption with a burning phoenix decorating its side. He flicked it open and lit the bad boy up. By the time the cherry was burning, Alabaster’s nose had become numb to the smell. Small favors.
Onyx snapped the lighter shut. “I know you're not from Equestria.”
Stay hopeful, Alabaster thought. Didn't the Mayor say that there were some ponies who sympathized with foreigners? Though he knew of only one, their current landlady, Miss Dandelo, he supposed it possible Onyx was another.
“I take it Mayor Mare told you?” Alabaster asked. “She said she had told a few people about us and our situation.”
To Alabaster’s mounting displeasure, Onyx shook his head. “That crazy mare steers clear of me as much as she can. No, it's something a little simpler than that. I know the look of an outsider. Suppose I was much like you myself when I first came to Equestria.”
Alabaster’s astonishment must have tickled Onyx fiercely, for a smile peeked around the butt of his cigarette.
“That's right. My father was a vagrant worker from Stalliongrad. He came drifting over here with me and my mom some thirty years ago. Though things weren't nearly as bad as they are now, not many ponies thought too fondly of the Northern Countries. As a child, I found myself at odds with a few children I grew up around. If I had a bit for every bloody muzzle and purple bruise from those days, I’d be a rich pony...”
That flustered look returned now. “Do you get where I'm going with this, Alabaster? Or am I just running my gob here?”
“I… I think I do?” Alabaster didn’t mean for that to sound like a question. “Kinda just… sideswiped me there. This wasn’t exactly what I was expecting… Guess I was expecting more… yelling...”
“No. No yelling. I'd talk more about it, but we don't have much time. I don't want to waste your whole lunch hour, and I don't want anypony on site nine to know I kept you this long. Might start some unsavory rumors about us.”
The fuck do you mean by rumors?
The usually stony expression Onyx wore melted a tad, and through it shone through a softer emotion that Alabaster had known so little of: sympathy.
“You did right by ignoring Sandalwood. Give him a week or two and he’ll find some other sod to pick on. For right now, just hold your patience. I don’t need you breaking somepony’s legs over schoolyard insults.”
Alabaster’s mouth flew open, but before he could even speak his defence, Onyx silence him with a hoof.
“I'm not scolding you, Alabaster. You’ve restrained yourself well, but do you remember what I said earlier today? You’re trouble, whether you try to be or not. You reek of it like an alcoholic reeks of apple beer.”
Alabaster had the urge to act indignant, but he feared that he might not have scrubbed away the scent of the prior night's sin. He looked at Onyx levelly, trying to repress his growing confusion for later questioning. Time was short, after all.
“Alright… but if I'm such trouble, then why keep me on? You make me sound like a liability. Wouldn't it be easier to send me on my way and let me be another’s problem?”
Onyx’s smile was wistful. “Somepony had to give me a chance, or else I would've been more than liability… I’d be a corpse. Suppose I'm that somepony to give you a chance, Alabaster.”
Onyx fell quiet for a moment after that. The Hot Pot suddenly seemed to become even smaller, growing hot and uncomfortable in the smoky air.
Finally, as if not knowing what else to say, Onyx said, “I hope we have an understanding, Alabaster.”
“Don't worry, boss,” Alabaster replied, his thoughts reeling somewhere between disbelief and jubilation. “I read you loud and clear.”
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		Act 2: Smoke Before Flame



Chapter Twenty-One: 
Once Upon a Midnight Dreary

Cold... everything was so cold… It was as if the sun had abandoned Equus decades ago, leaving it to freeze…
Shivering within the confines of his plated armor, Private Weathervane struggling to keep the crest of the surrounding hills in sight. This was made hard by the free roaming clouds coasting the sky. Though he knew this job was an important one, Weathervane considered the darkness a blessing. It saved him from having to look at all that snow.
It’s like a sea of ashes out there, he thought, almost groaning.
“This is such fucking bullshit,” he hissed. Boiling blood, the only source of heat in his frozen hell, blackened his veins. Weathervane normally hatted to curse, but under the circumstances he felt a few obscenities were rightly called for. They flew from him like arrows.
“Fucking bullshit, fucking bullshit, fucking bullshit.” The profanity made Weathervane’s mouth felt filthy. “It’s fucking bullshit!”
“Think you could yell a little louder, Private? There's probably a couple ponies in camp who didn’t hear you.”
Perhaps that anger of his wasn’t so fierce, for Weathervane’s hollering tightened into a squeak of terror. Hidden beneath Weathervane’s raving had been the sound of snow crunching under a hoof. There was the chance that the Private might have heard the other soldier approaching if he were silently manning his post, but Corporal Sunny Fields thought that unlikely.
“Sorry, Fields,” Weathervane mutter, thankful for the swatch of clouds drifting overhead. It helped to hide his shame. “It’s the night! It’s getting to me… My armor’s starting to feel like the inside of a freezer.”
Sunny Fields sat next to the Private. A tough blanket, nearly half an inch thick, protected their flanks from the cold.
Sunny Fields removed his helmet, then shivered as his grey mane was tussled back from his brow. “There’s no one here who doesn’t sympathize with you, Weathervane, believe me. I think most of us were stationed in Canterlot or Baltimare before coming up to Equestria’s freezer box.” 
Sunny paused and grinned at his comrade. “But let me tell you something. If Broadside was to hear you shouting and carrying on like that, you won’t have to worry about the cold for much longer. He’ll toss you on a mound of sticks and make a bonfire out of ya. It’ll be heat for the troops, and maybe even a hot meal later on. You’ll be surprised what a pony on a steady diet of made ready meals will eat.”
“Okay, I get it!” Weathervane was turning a sickly shade of green, his own made ready meal churning uneasily in his stomach. “And you don’t have to be so disgusting. Jeez.”

“Just want to make sure you understand the situation, buddyroo. I kinda like you. Would be a shame to see you get made into pork chops.”
“I’m being serious, cut it out.”
Another flash of that damn grin made Weathervane ready to claw bark, but at least Sunny Fields stopped his ribbing. If there was one thing the Corporal loved more than pushing Weathervane around, it was getting his feathers in a ruffles. 
The two would only sit silently for a minute or two. Weathervane tried to remain stoic and unconcerned, but neither characteristics were apart of him. Weathervane’s wings shifted impatiently as he stared at Sunny from the side of his face.
Hoping he wouldn't get anymore of Sunny’s bullshit, Weathervane at last asked, “So what’s the word? Anything from up north?” 
Sunny sighed. Weathervane readied himself for dismay.
“Yeah, we got word,” Sunny said. “They said our report was received and filed, then told us to hold our position.”
“You gotta be kidding me. Please tell me you’re joking.”
“Not this time, Private.”
“What more do they want from us? We’ve been up here for a month now and haven’t seen diddly! Whoever’s hiding from us doing a damn fine job, and I don’t think that’s changing anytime soon.”
Sunny chuckled. “Well it’s a good thing for the both of us that you aren’t part of intelligence, isn’t it? Nevertheless, our orders remain. The one bit of good news is that we finally know when the convoy is leaving the roost.”
“Well… that’s good right?” Weathervane dared a smile. “At least we know when we’ll be pulling out of this frozen crap heap. When’s it heading out?”
“It’s three days, Private. Three and a half, considering we’ll be catching a ride with Captain Shining Armor and the fourth platoon late morning.”
Weathervane’s wings drooped. “Oh, jeez.”
“Yep.”
“I guess that means we’re going to be moving camp again.”
“Yep again. We’re moving out tomorrow night, headed north a ways. I think Broadside is going to double the scouting parties, though, so don’t expect things to get any easier. All those empty reports are starting to mess with him.”
“But that’s not our fault! There's nothing up here.”
“Welcome to the Equation Guard, Privage It’s a tough business. They should’ve told you that back in basic.”
Weathervane turned away from Sunny Fields, grumbling under his breath. The Corporal considering asking his companion to speak up, if for no other reason than to see him squirm. 
Nah, I’d say I reached my quota of pissed off Privates for the day.
Corporal Sunny Fields let Weathervane stew in his self pitying misery in peace, and instead turning his attention to the desolate stretch of land in front of them. Nearly five weeks out and he still had trouble making heads or tails of the place. That was likely why he kept getting sentry duty with this dunderhead. Scouting parties had to at least be able to find their way around camp.
Sunny Fields sighed. It was going to be a long night, longer still if Weathervane continued to sulk and bitch. The Corporal almost wished for a flurry. At least then they’d be able to go back to camp and hole up in a nice tent with a wooly sleeping bag. 
What’s my life come to when the one thing I want most is a sleeping bag, Sunny thought.
Sunny Fields would get his storm, though, it wouldn't come on a gale of snow. This would be the last cold night that either Corporal Sunny Fields or Private Weathervane would have to suffer.
Death rode the wind which blew back Sunny’s mane and stung Weathervane’s eyes. If only their inexperienced noses could scent it.
	****

If a normal pony was to look down at the third platoon’s campsite, they’d likely think that they were gazing upon a small collection of snow drifts. Though most of the Equestrian guard had a severe lack of applicable experience when it came to certain aspects of wartime and conflict, there was one thing that they had in an abundance: books and dedication.
Lieutenant Broadside was not a stupid pony. He had drilled his troops mercilessly before they had set out into the frozen wastes, making sure that they could properly set up camp and then break it down again in a matter of minutes.
“But what’s key, soldiers,” he had said, undeterred by the dozens of sweaty brows and frustrated faces staring around at him, “Is subtly. That means no hoofprints, no loud noises, and no fires. Every single one of you will have to pull your weight, and then some, if were are to undertake this special mission.”
This had been the day that Broadside had received his orders from Shining Armor himself. He gave the speech to his soldiers from atop a stack of hay bales. The training yard was filled with ponies struggling with strange ivory tents, not standard issue in the slightest.
“Illusion magic is out of the question, you see. The amount of magic it would take mask out camp wouldn’t be too substantial, but it would be enough to be sensed by any practicing magic user with more than three brain cells. More than that, casting an illusion spell repeatedly would leave an arcane residue on us and our equipment. And we can’t have that, can we?”


For all it’s worth, Broadside had down a fine job preparing his troops. He had taken every caution and used every trick available to him.
And yet… experience proved to be the superior. Experience backed by an abundance of tact,
This is the third platoon’s doom...
	****

A pair of eyes, so black they swallowed moonlight, watched the sentries. Even though they spoke low, the strong country winds carried their voices far. The superior, a Corporal it seemed, was bragging about a mare he had back home. A real bed winner.
“You should see her shine in bed. Them crystal ponies are the freaking best, I’m telling you.”
Fucking amateurs. The lion in wait glanced up to the moon. It had been carved out, leaving only a pale smile in the sky. This was good. Not only were the thicket of clouds on their side tonight, but so was the moon itself. It wouldn’t be long now. Full dark would descend on the sleeping camp of soldiers, and then…
And then we get to work.
It took no more than ten minutes. An invisible hand had reached up and pulled shut the great curtain. The moon winked out of existence.
The pony stood. If there had been any light, the sentries would’ve seen a stallion with the stature of a log cabin. He stood tall and broad, all features bleached by the dark. The stallion waited only a moment before starting down the slope. He seemed well suited to the snow, despite his size.
Other shadows rose, unbidden, to join him. There must have been half a dozen in total, each one possessing those lethal set of eyes.
“You’re talking out your ass,” Weathervane said, almost chuckling. “There’s no way that’s possible. I mean, how could somepony be that flexible? Is she a gymnast or something?”
Weathervane sat facing Sunny Fields, but the Corporal kept his attention to the rolling hills. This meant that Weathervane wouldn’t be able to see that shiteating grin of Sunny’s.
“You’d be surprised what a pony could do in the moment, Corporal. One time we were in the shower and she-” 
The grin fell. Sunny Fields squinted out into the dark, his brow furrowing.
“Hey, what the hell-”
There came a sharp whistle, then the sound of choking. Though visibility was poor, Weathervane was close enough to Sunny Fields to see tufts feathers hanging in the dark. The arrow protruding from his friend’s neck was barely visible.
Reality moved at a crawl. Weathervane watched stupidly as Sunny Fields reached up to paw the length of wood. His eyes were all whites with a hint of bloodshot creeping in. Sunny tried to speak, but it sounded like he was drowning in the words. After an agonizing second, Corporal Sunny Fields pitched over to one side. He hit the ground facing Weathervane.
Seeing the bip of blood beneath Sunny’s chin brought reality crashing back. Weathervane was on his hooves in an instant, a scream rising to his throat. Unfortunately, it would be ripped out from there by a cruel, steel tip.
In five seconds time, Weathervane fell beside his friend. There would be a second or two more of life for him, but no more. His life’s blood was slowly pooling out onto the snow, mixing with Sunny’s. Private Weathervane’s last moments in life were spent gazing into the face of Sunny Fields.
	****

They stood around the dead sentries. The dark figure to lead the soundless charge stood a head taller than any of those around him. He scanned the hills spanning the perimeter, waiting patiently.
“Think there was a problem?” one shade asked, a mare’s voice. She peered up at the tall stallion, anxious. “We should be seeing something by now.”
The mountain of flesh and armor said only one word. “Wait.” It sounded like the command of some vast gravel pit.
So they waited. A year rolled by in the span of three long minutes when they eventually saw what they were looking for. Off to the groups left came a flashing light, no greater than the size of a bit. It winked at them three times. This was good. This meant that three other groups of sentries along the camps perimeter were dead. 
A few second later came another twinkle of light, this time to the right. It winked twice.
“That’s the perimeter taken care of, sir,” a stallion said, moving the leader’s side. “Six groups of two. Should we give the signal now?”
The leader lifted his head skyward. He studied the clouds.
“Nasu,” he said, “come here.”
With his keen eyes adjusted to the pitch black, the large pony watched the mare strode forward, cradling her quiver of arrows all the way. The bow on her back was nearly as long as she was.
“Yes, sir?”
“The wind’s more unpredictable than I’d like. Will our cover hold?”
The mare lifted her head, almost in an imitation of her leader. She scented the air. At last she met his gaze again.
“Ten minutes, at least. All should be dark. After that, I don’t know.”
The stallion nodded, then turned to the party. “Give the signal.”
The first mare stepped over the dead bodies, getting a few paces away from the group. She shut her eyes and brought her focus to the tip of her horn. The unicorn flashed a dim light six times. 
Even when the unicorn rejoined rank, the party waited thirty seconds before moving out. It wouldn't take long for the message to be passed along to the other five groups. Still, better to be safe.
At last, the big stallion looked to his troops. Though the faces staring back at him were studies of patience, he could tell they were anxious to begin this next leg of the mission.
“Alright,” he said, “let’s move out.”
And so they did…
	****

They descended on the camp in groups of either five or six. To Lieutenant Broadsides credit, the night’s assassins had to analyze the row of tents carefully. They couldn’t overlook one by accident. But those eyes -those empty, unforgiving eyes- had spent two years becoming acquainted with the snowy landscape. The teams moved into position with the utmost confidence.
Nothing was said, not even when the teams of assailants broke off into pairs. One pony would move to the flap of a tent while their partner readied a weapon. Some clutched knives between stained teeth, others used the dark auras of their magic to ready bows. The archer, Nasu, was one of the latters
The archer drew back her bowstring, feeling the swelling tension in every muscle and hollow of her body. It was a queer enchantment. Not many of Nasu’s comrades understood her or her tactics. What they did understand, though, were her results.
The stallion by the tent flap, codename Ocelot, arched an eyebrow at Nasu. “Ready?” he whispered.
She took in a breath, savored the sharp sting of cold in her lungs, then exhaled. “Do it.”
He smirked. “Don’t miss.”
Ocelot pulled back the flap. A stallion, no older than Nusa, slept close to the opening. Though the soldier was piled under layers blankets, he shivered at the rush of night air. The soldier started to blink himself awake.
Nasu fired, planting the arrow between those bleary eyes. The stallion was dead in an instant.
Something stirred behind the corpse. A furry lump sat up, casting aside its blankets. A mare with a bad case of bed head swung herself around, seeing Nasu’s silhouette painted in the open flap. By then, Nasu had already knocked back another arrow. The steel tip found the mare’s throat half a second later.
An arterial spray flew up, decorating the white canvas in a gruesome splatter painting. The mare fell back into her makeshift bed.
Nasu stood there for a moment, studying the bodies. She felt light and empty without that invisible hand pulling her taut. Finally, Nasu took a step back and nodded to Ocelot. He let the flap close shut.
“Good shooting, beautiful,” Ocelot said, smiling wanely. “We got a few more wake up calls to make. You good for a few more?”
Nasu didn’t respond. In fact, she was heading to an adjacent tent, an arrow knocked back. Ocelot watched after her for moment before following.
“Fine, didn’t want to bloody up Mary anyways.”
This wave of death continued on for half an hour longer. Some of the Crystal Empire’s youngest and brightest soldiers went into the afterlife dreaming of warmth and home. A handful would wake to the cold as their assassins crept into their tent, but the ponies in black were as swift as they were merciless. By two in the morning, everyone in the third platoon would by laying dead in their beds…
Everyone, except for for one…
	****

Cold… he was so cold…
He didn’t mind being hogtied as much as he did the cold. The bastards could have at least left him a blanket or something. The lit lantern in the corner of the tent was such a cruel joke. The only upside to the cold was that it helped take the stallion’s mind off the taste of blood in his mouth. They had gagged him as well, so there was nothing to do but savor that coppery goodness.
Why’d they even bother, Lieutenant Broadside thought, Anypony who could help me is dead.
Broadside glanced over to the flap of his tent, the dull ache in his muscles and the cold temporarily forgotten.
They’re all dead… all of them.
Faces flashed through Broadside’s mind. They had all been so young, all so full of potential. Though most were soft and a bit complacent, Broadside knew that they had the makings of truly exceptional soldiers. In allof  them had been the desire to serve Equestria, to try and make it a better place.
And they killed them for it. Slaughtered them in their sleep…
Broadside was left to stew in his anger and grief for nearly an hour. It was close to dawn when someone finally pulled back the flap of his tent. All those simmering emotions were forgotten when Broadside got a good look at the pony.
What surprised Broadside about this stallion wasn't the scar crisscrossing his scruffy face, nor the ridiculously long sword sheathed on his back. What made Broadside balk was the pony’s armor. Though it was the color of soot and heavily dented, there was no mistaking the ornate armor of the Royal Guard. The scrollwork twisting along the black metal looked practically regal compared Broadside’s. Not even a Lieutenant of the Equestria Guard had armor that nice.
“Good to see you’re awake, Lieutenant,” the stallion said, sounding horse. His expression was stoic, as if cut from granite. Even if Broadside was the kind of  pony to beg, he knew there would be no bartering with a pony such as this.
I can see it in his eyes. Whatever love for the world that makes a pony sane has long left this guy.
The visitor took a step into the tent, letting the flap drap lazily over himself. “There’s someone who wants a word with you, Lieutenant. Make both of our lives a little easier and don’t struggle. I don’t like to get nasty.”
A funny statement. From the look of the guy, it seemed that getting nasty would be a talent of his. Maybe even a hobby.
Broadside swallowed. Here was an emotion he had long abandoned: fear.
	*****

In earlier days, before Ponyville was gripped in the throes of its current growing pains, the Ponyville post office had been a peaceful place. It's quiet serenity had only been matched by the town’s graveyard. During these peaceful days, Derpy Hooves, the mare manning the front desk, could set back, relax, enjoy a blueberry muffin and listen to her shows on the radio -a radio play adaptation of a book titled ‘Hearts Across Detrot’ was all the rage lately.
What wonderful days…
“Coming right up!” Derpy said, trying her best to keep her demeanor upbeat and chipper. Her sandy colored mane, usually no more than a little rebellious, was an outright bird’s nest today.
Derpy brought out a book of stamps from under her counter and slid it across the splintered wooden countertop. “Anything else I can help you with today, Cranky?”
The donkey across from her scowled and muttered. This wasn't anything out of the ordinary for old Cranky Doodle Donkey, and Derpy knew he meant nothing by it. It was just how he was.
“No, that'll be all,” Cranky said at last, his voice a slow drawl. He grabbed the stamps and put them in his saddlebags. As he dropped the book in, his eyes locked in on something beyond the open flap.
“Oh yeah, I nearly forgot.”
“Something wrong?” Derpy’s smile twitched and began to dwindle, even before she asked the question. Two more ponies had appeared behind Cranky, bolstering the current line of ponies to a solid ten. 
Oh Celestia, how many packages can we get in a day?
“Yeah,” Cranky replied, not looking at her. “Nearly forgot I’d come to drop off a package too. That’s why I needed more stamps!”
Cranky brought out the box, gripping the thick twine wrapped around the box with coffee stained teeth, and dropping it on the counter with a thud. It's wrapping paper was a muddy brown that resembled Cranky’s own coat all too well.
“Yes, sir, we’ll get that shipped for you right away!” Derpy took hold of it, turned, and put it with the rest of the outgoing packages. The new guy would be by any minute to grab what he could from the stack and take it to processing, but Derpy figured that wouldn't be soon enough. She could see five other ponies in line struggling awkwardly with packages.
And guess what, you’re not even half-way through to lunch yet, either! The thought of waiting three more hours to tear into that hay sandwich and banana nut muffin was agony.
Cranky nodded and offered the mare a seemingly half hearted farewell before departing. That was good. Derpy hoped that she might be able to catch up before the line grew any longer.
As Derpy engaged the next pony in line, her dark knight finally arrived.
A curtain of ivory beads somewhere to her back twitched sideways, and through it walked a pony cut from the same cloth as the night. Derpy paused mid-sentence, hearing that ever familiar rattle. She glanced over her shoulder and grinned broadly. 
“Midnight! The bin’s about full in here. If you could grab it, I'd be ever so thankful!”
There was something in the mare’s voice that sounded more than gratitude. It was something soft and warm. Whatever it was, it made Midnight Dreary flush uncontrollably.
“Sorry about that, Miss Hooves,” Midnight said. “Got a little backed up in the sorting room.”
Derpy Hooves wanted to tell him to stop with that ‘Missus’ business, that Derpy would do quite nicely. Before she could do so, however, a mare cleared her throat curtly. The line had shifted, and the next pony up was glaring daggers at Derpy.  
	****

It was a task and a half, but Midnight managed to drag the full bin past the curtain of beads. What greeted Midnight as he entered the sorting room was a flurry of shuffling hooves and papers, as well as the scent of aged wood and parchment -these odors actually helped soothe Midnight’s frayed nerves greatly.
Ponies bustled this way and scurried that way, but one -a unicorn- stood amidst the chaos, watching Midnight through the circular lenses of his glasses. Unlike the other ponies in the post office, this one actually wore clothes: a neat, black suit with a maroon tie splitting his center.
“You put the spare bin out?” The stallion asked.
Midnight gave start at the sound of that reedy voice, but quickly answered, “I did. Made sure to do it before I started back.”
The stallion gave a prim nod, and a cloud of crimson magic adjusted his glasses. “That's a good, lad. Well, no time for lingering. The sky wagon gets here early tomorrow, and we have to get all this sorted before closing.”
Though he spoke to Midnight, this earned a cry of “Yes, postmaster!” from the other ponies around. Midnight glanced at his co-workers hesitantly. Not a single one of them saw anything unusual about their behavior. Nope, it was just a another day in the Ponyville post office.
“Hurry along now, Midnight,” the well dressed stallion said, not sounding the least bit rushed. Midnight shrugged. Eerie voices spoke to him through the dark mouths of shadows, so who was he to judge ponies?
	****

By ten of the clock, the stream that had nearly swept poor Derpy Hooves away dwindled to a trickle. By ten-thirty, even that had dried up. Finally the office was starting to resemble the peaceful haven it used to be.
Each pony at the Ponyville post office had his or her own way of bearing through the grind. For Derpy it was the radio plays that came and went on 97.5 -that was, when the office was quiet enough for her to hear them. For postmaster Silver Script, it was sneaking some peppermint brandy his cousin floated to him from Canterlot. It didn't take long for Midnight to find his own little niche to help him through the day.
The door stenciled with the words ‘Postmaster’ first opened then closed as Silver Script stepped out of his office. He straightened his tie with a hoof and shivered lightly. The morning rush always left him feeling frazzled, so it was customary that he take a moment of privacy to refresh himself. He smiled to himself, but it was short lived as he noticed the dark stallions shifting absently through some of the sorted packages.
Silver Script’s eyes narrowed behind his spectacles as he approached his newest employee. “What exactly are you doing, Midnight?”
Silver Script couldn't see the stallion’s thoughtful expression with his back to him, but he surely saw it when Midnight turned. It wasn't the look of someone who had been caught with their hoof in the cookie jar. He looked to Silver Script like a child analyzing a showcase of classical art.
“Have you seen where some of these packages are going?” Midnight asked. He pointed over to a map of Equestria tacked up on the opposing wall -a gift, hoof signed by Celestia herself, that Silver Script received when he ascended to postmaster. 
“They're going all over the country! Some as far as…”
Midnight glanced back at the map, already forgetting the name of the city on the far left of the country. When it was too far away to read, a faint voice whispered from somewhere unseen. 
“Vanhoover…”
Midnight hesitated for a moment, then continued. “Vanhoover, that's what it was. Forgot its name for a second. According to the map, it’s a three day travel time by sky chariot.”
Despite himself, Silver Script couldn't help but smile. “That must be Mrs. Butters, sending a care package back to her son. Good on her.”
Now that smile faded. “Wait a moment... Don't change the topic! Tell me what you were doing just now?”
“I was only seeing where the packages were going, and then finding the place on the map.” Midnight's eyes widened. There was the guilt that Silver Script had been expecting. 
“Was I doing something wrong?”
Silver Script rubbed at his chin. Mail theft didn't necessarily run rampant in Ponyville’s branch of the Pony Express, though there had been a few cases. Either way, Midnight didn't strike the postmaster as the thieving kind -the quiet stallion’s initial expression of wonder seemed too sincere.
At least Silver Script shook his head. “No, I suppose not. I forgot you're an... ‘out of towner’.” Silver Script muttered those last words as if they might well condemn him, despite the fact that they had the sorting room to themselves for the moment. “I suppose Equestria must seem like such a novelty to you.”
“Yes… a novelty...” Midnight smiled nervously.
Midnight remembered the trio’s cover story well enough, at least he hoped, but he was thankful he’d never have to recite it to Silver Script. The postmaster was part of the noble few who knew and understood Midnight’s vicarious situation.
Silver Script surprised Midnight by giving him a friendly smile. “Well, things have quieted a bit. Take a break if you like, then see if Miss Hooves needs any help out front. If not, then get to work sweeping the back rooms.” Silver Script’s mood darkened suddenly. 
“I'm not sure who it is, but somepony keeps forgetting to wipe their hooves. A cleanly workstation is a productive one, Mr. Dreary, never forget that. I plan to have the culprit found and tried before the weeks out.”
“Yes, sir, will do!”
With another prim nod, Silver Script was off to check on some of his other employees -the ones whose shifts hadn't ended that hectic morning. Midnight stood there for a time, thoughtful. 
A quick glance at the piles of packages to his left, and already the desire to try and pinpoint the mail’s destinations was gone. Suddenly Midnight was self-conscious and far too aware of himself. Perhaps he would just go ahead and see if Derpy needed his help. 
Besides… Midnight gave the room a wary once-over. It's a little too quiet in here. The voices are starting to come in clearer now.
As if to emphasis his fears, Silver Script’s voice rang out far clearer than it should've considering he was now two room away from Midnight.
“It's a perfectly innocent question, Scrabble, and I don't see why it warrants any hostility. Just tell me if you wipe off your hooves before entering work... What? … What do you mean you smell peppermint on my breath? Just what are you insinuating, sir!?
Hearing enough, Midnight hurried for the exit. He made perfect use of the floormat on his way out.
	****

For most of the denizens of Ponyville, twelve o'clock marked a reprieve from the day to day struggle of work. They'd break from work, go get a sandwich from Tulips or a cupcake from Sugar Cube Corner, shoot the shit with co-workers, and then pretend that they didn't have another four or five hours left of their shift. For Midnight, this process was a little different.
“Guess it’s time for you to be headed out, huh?” Derpy asked, turning down the radio to speak. Midnight had just finished sweeping up the lobby. Broom cradled in the crook of on foreleg, and the stallion eyed the floor skeptically. It didn't seem as if he heard Derpy. 
“Midnight? Are you listening?”
It was the sound of his name that got Midnight’s attention. He turned to her, his expression like that of someone slow to wake up. 
“I'm sorry, Miss Hooves, were you talking to me? I kind of zoned out.”
“So I noticed,” Derpy giggle. “And you really don't have to call me Miss Hooves. Miss Hooves is my mother, and I'm in no hurry to grow up into that busy bee.” 
Derpy grew somber suddenly, something most uncharacteristic of the usually bubbly mare. “Been trying to tell that humbug of a postmaster that for over a year now. It’s because of him that people call me that!”
Midnight shifted the broom into his opposite leg, then scratched the back of his head. “Sure thing… could I… get your name? I've only heard you as Miss Hooves.”
Derpy stared at him flatly, or at least she seemed to -Midnight had a hard time telling what she was looking at when both her eyes seemed to look in opposite directions. That's when she raised a hoof and tapped the tiny, golden placard on the counter. It read thusly: Derpy Hooves
There was a flush across Midnight’s cheeks, followed by an apologetic smile. “Silly me. Didn't see that there.”
Derpy brightened immediately, giggling. “Don't worry about it! Anyways, I was just asking if you were going to get ready to leave soon. It’s ten till twelve now.”
“Is it really?” Midnight spun around to the grandfather clock on the other side of the lobby. The old man confirmed what Derpy said, ten till.
“Wow, time has really flown.” Then, with a frown, Midnight added, “Or maybe I'm just not working that much. Five hours really hasn’t felt all that long.”
“That’ll happen when you’re busy. Don't worry yourself over it, though. You keep up what you're doing, and you won’t hear any complaints. Silver Script likes you well enough.” 
That made Midnight feel a bit better.
“Thank you, Miss-” Midnight stopped, all expression falling from Derpy’s face. They stared at each other, Midnight's mouth agape as he wrestled with his tongue.
“Derpy,” He said at last. “Thank you, Derpy.”
The small, grey pegasus beamed.
It didn't take Midnight long finish up his work. After the broom and dustpan were put away, all that was left was a confirmation from Silver Script and a signature for the time card.
Within ten minutes Midnight was walking back out to the lobby a free pony, though, he didn't feel too happy about it. It was mainly the thought of how Alabaster and Little Whisper would be working halfway till sunset while he was already finished.
Midnight was halfway across lobby when Derpy called out to him. When Midnight turned back, he saw her fluttering along after him, grinning.
“You going out for lunch by chance, Midnight?” she asked. There was a warmth emanating from the mare, as if she was an oven. It was a quality Whisper herself had. Midnight equated it to her being a kind and loving sort of pony. Midnight figured the same could be said for Derpy.
“Actually, I am,” Midnight replied. “Was going to meet up with my friends and go… somewhere.”
The excitement on Derpy’s face sagged at that. “Oh, so you already have plans then?”
Midnight thought for a moment. “Yeah, I guess you could say that. Lunch has been the only time in our schedule for us to try out new restaurants.”
“I see…” Derpy dropped to her hooves. “I only ask cause I just clocked off for lunch too. Was just going to see if you'd like to eat with me.” Then, almost balefully, she added, “No one around here ever wants to. But anyways, maybe we can do it another time.”
Midnight regarded Derpy thoughtfully. The Mayor had told Midnight and his friends on their first day that it would behoove them to make a few friends -or at least acquaintances, if nothing else- as soon as they could. Mayor Mare had assure them that she didn't fear they would be discovered, but she said that ponies who stood apart from others tended to stand out. Standing out was not in the trio’s best interest.
Alabaster had accepted that news well enough, but it was Little Whisper who was thrilled to hear that. All three had promised to themselves -as well as the Mayor- that they would do their best to open themselves up to the town every chance they got. 
Is this such an opportunity, Midnight mused to himself. Why the heck did it have to fall on me, though?
Irony was a fairly new concept for Midnight Dreary, but not one he didn't understand. How ironic it was that it might have to be the timid, introvert to make the first friend in Ponyville.
Midnight swallowed the lump in his throat. “Well, if you'd like to, maybe you could join us sometime? I… I don’t think my friends would mind.”


Midnight stumbled back a step when Derpy exploded into a thunderous squee.
“Really? You mean it?” Derpy’s grin was fit to split her face. “Now, don't let me be a bother. It's really no big deal if you can't or... don't want to.” 
Midnight wasn't sure what to make of the brief flash of hurt in Derpy’s eyes, nor was he sure that he hadn’t put it there. If only Whisper could have been there. She would’ve told Midnight that he was conducting himself rather well. 
But Whisper wasn't here. Midnight thought that maybe his hesitation had betrayed reluctance, and now he acted quickly to rectify that. 
“It'll be fine,” Midnight said. “My friends have said that we need to start meeting new ponies. If we don’t, people around town might start to think we have something catching.”
Derpy giggled. “Ha, that's silly. If you really say it's okay-”
“It is, I promise.’
“Then I won't be one to argue! Maybe we can do lunch tomorrow?”
Derpy was back off her hooves and slowly drifting upward. It seemed she was oblivious, though.
Derpy nearly fell out of the air when throat cleared itself behind her. They both whirled. The ever prudent Silver Script stared flatley at the couple from behind the front clerk’s counter. Neither Derpy nor Midnight were sure how much he had overheard from their conversation.
Silver Script spoke in a sharp tone that rang with all the finality of an ultimatum. “You’re lunch hour is just that, Miss Hooves, an hour. And as for you, Mister Dreary, we don't look too kindly on employees loitering after clocking out. You’ve put in your time, now go and enjoy the rest of your day.”
Midnight and Derpy gave a rigid solute before darting in opposite directions. The front door slammed shut behind Midnight, while beads rattled after Derby.
	*****

Dinner had been eaten and gone for an hour, but still the tiny house smelled of garlic and parmesan cheese. Not that anyone was complaining.
Alabaster sat in a rocking chair the landlord had given them, examining the cotton toboggan he had started to work the day they come into Ponyville. It was a mismatched thing, made with red and yellow yarn. The only place to buy good yarn in Ponyville was currently closed -’Out on holiday’ the sign hanging out front read. For now he was making due with some small spools he bought from the general store up a few blocks.
Fucking froo froo shop is probably overpriced, anyways. And I bet it reeks of perfume too.
Midnight lounged on the couch across from Alabaster, flipping his way through Whisper’s paperback. He had made it three quarters through ‘Hearts Across Detrot’ and was doing his best to grind through the last stretch.
Satisfied that he had royally botched his latest project, Alabaster sighed and tossed his lapful onto  coffee table. The clatter of crochet needles brought Midnight out from the confines of his imagination.
Midnight, not liking the glint of venom in his friend’s eyes, asked cautiously, “Having some trouble?”
“Some?” Alabaster snorted. “More than some, kiddo. Might as well brake my needles and burn my yawn.”
Midnight did his best to look sympathetic. A rather noteworthy effort, considering this was a pony who nearly throttle him once. Alabaster continued to glower. The rocking chair creaked fiercely all the while.
Thinking he had done his friendly obligations, Midnight returned back to ‘Hearts Across Detrot’. He managed another page when his friend interrupted him again.
“Hey, Midnight, can I ask you something?”
Midnight peered over the book. There was something in the way Alabaster looked at him that made Midnight bookmark his current page and set the book aside. 
Somethings bother him. Worms of anticipation writhed uneasily in Midnight’s stomach.
“What’s getting to you, Alabaster?” Midnight asked.
Alabaster smiled, though his gaze remained sullen. “Caught that did you? About time. I’m as easy to read as a picture book once you get to know me.”
“What is it?” Then, by some crazy hunch, Midnight answered himself. “Is it Little Whisper?”
Alabaster stopped rocking. “What makes you say that?”
Midnight’s nose wrinkled and his ears fell flat. Why had Whisper come so quickly to mind? There was something there, like a tiny bone hiding in a particularly juicy slab of meat. Then it came to him.
“It's about lunch, right? 
Alabaster learned forward, his golden eyes alight. “That’s right on the fucking money, guy.”
Midnight couldn’t stop himself from flushing. There was something in Alabaster’s gaze -it’s intisity maybe- that moved Midnight.
“I know you’ve probably heard this a thousand times by now, but you’re going to hear it once more. I got a point to make, but I gotta beat a few bushes to make it.” 
“Okay.”
Alabaster wetted his lips. “ So me and Whisper go back, as you know. We’re both about twenty-five, more or less-”
“More or less?”
Alabaster paused, then shrugged. “Yeah, more or less. What do you want, dude? I never knew my parents, not to mention the fact we both grew up in the fucking wilderness. Keeping track of ponies birthdays seems pretty redundant when you have clans of dragons constantly warring, packs of slavers trying to make a quick bit with the Free Pony elite, and literally everything in nature wants to kill and eat you. Makes for a rough climate. Just be glad that Whisp and I haven’t decided to skin you and wear you as a vest.”
Midnight sank into the couch, his head hanging like a scalded dog’s. The heat on his cheeks flared into spotlights. After he was sure he wouldn’t be interrupted again, Alabaster continued.
“As I was saying… shit, what was I saying?”
“Twenty-five,” Midnight muttered, never looking up. “More or less.”
“Right! More or less. We’re about twenty-five, and Whisp has spent damn near ten years of that time with yours truly. Enough time for me to pick up a thing or two about that little mother of ours. Now, we know Whisper can be quite the actor. She can fool just about anyone… even me at times.”
Alabaster paused to scratch the side of one cheek. There came a soft rasping sound. Alabaster wasn’t sure what pissed him off more, the idea of having to hunt do a decent razor to replace the one he lost, or the fact that his facial hair would likely never grow in well enough to truly warrant shaving. 
Either way, it’s some bullshit.
“But she’s not as clever as she thinks, Midnight. At least, not always. There’s tells. Very subtle tells. I’ve picked up on a few of them through the years so I could know when she’s bullshitting me.”
Midnight tilted his head. “Tells? What do you mean.”
“Clues, my boy, I’m talking about clues. It’s something in the way she acts. They’re very subtle, though… unless she happens to be pissed at you. She’s pretty straightforward with that.”
Midnight nodded, though I wasn’t entirely sure why. “So what’s wrong with her? What tells were you picking up on?”
Alabaster started to speak, when the cave of his mouth slanted to a shrewd smirk. “Tell you what, Midnight, why don’t we make a game out of it? It’ll do you good to do some critical thinking.”
“This isn’t going to be like when you tried to teach me how to play cards is it? I didn’t like that.”
“No, you lucky git, it isn’t going to be like cards. I want you to think really hard on this now: what made you guess I wanted to talk about Whisper a moment ago? And more specifically, why did our little luncheon today come to mind?”
“Well, I guess…” Midnight glanced over to the stairwell, appearing as if to struggle with a piece of food not properly chewed. “To answer both questions, I guess it’s because I was thinking about her too.”
Midnight pointed to the paperback. “Yesterday, she asked where I was in the book. Oh, Alabaster, she was so excited when I told her. Seeing her that way…” Alabaster was genuinely surprised when Midnight began to grin. 
“I’ve been having a hard time getting through the dang thing, but seeing her so excited got me interested in reading it again, which is saying something! Whisper said the next few chapters would really pick up the pace of the story, and was she right.”
The grin faded. Midnight’s expression became hazy and demur, the default expression which Alabaster so associated with his friend.
“I was so sure she’d ask me about it today… but she didn’t... I would’ve brought it up myself if my mind hadn’t been elsewhere.  Not that it’s a big deal or anything. We can always talk about it later. It’s just that it kept popping up in my head as read just now...”
Midnight’s gaze dropping. He didn’t realize that he had been gradually leaning forward as he talked. Long conversations were something of a physical exertion for Midnight, and they always left him feeling a bit winded. Midnight reclined back into the sofa, saying no more.
Alabaster stared at him, but Midnight had the idea that his friend’s attention was elsewhere. There was a spacey look in his eyes.
At least Alabaster’s focus narrowed back to reality. “Funny thing, boyo, but your observation is a tad apt. Hell, you missed the nail, but you still hit the board.”
“How so?”
“You remember our waitress today?”
Midnight smiled. Brie, the tired looking mare who had both seated and waited on the trio all three times they had eaten at Pimento’s Sandwich Shop, had given Midnight a free slice of cherry pie early that day.
~“You’re far too skinny, boy”, she had said with a wink. “Here, this will help ya put some meat on them bones.~
“Brie, you mean. Yeah, I like her.”
Alabaster laughed. “No, you don’t. You like pie. Don’t even deny it, I can tell by the twinkle in your eyes.
“Anyways, she’s my biggest tell. You remember when she started to mention how she used Whisper’s little trick for her flowers?”
Midnight nodded, starting to understand.
“If there’s one thing I know about Whisp, she loves helping ponies out when she can… and then talking about. Whisper has been carrying around little gems of knowledge from hundreds of books for years, dude. If she can spread some of that wealth, it makes her week. Do you see where I’m going with this, dude?”
Midnight nodded. He saw where Alabaster was going now. “I don’t think she said more than four words to Brie today.”
“Or anyone else, either,” Alabaster added. He was rocking back and forth again.
“She spoke to us plenty, sure. Asked about our day, if we were still getting along with everyone, if the work was too much, yada yada yada. But how much did Whisper have to say about her own day when I asked?”
Midnight remembered exactly what she had to say. “It’s about like yesterday.”
“Yes!” Alabaster nearly shot out of his rocker. “Exactly! That’s all she fucking said.”
Midnight’s speculation waned. He wasn’t sure if he was as convinced as Alabaster anymore. “Maybe her day really was like yesterday. That doesn’t seem all that impossible.”
Alabaster shook his head, his exaltation turning mirthful. “Midnight, if there’s one thing Whisper and I have in common, it’s that we like to talk. Granted, we both gravitate to different flavors of conversation, but damn do we have the gift for gab. No, I'm almost positive there's  something eating at her. Otherwise, we would be hearing about how precious the farmer’s granddaughter is, how how their barn’s coming along, or some other hick shit.”
Midnight considered this for a moment, then said, “I do think something’s off, but… I hope you don't mind me saying, but I think you might be looking a little too deeply into this. Maybe she just… I don’t know. Maybe she doesn’t feel well? I heard somewhere that there’s a bug going around. Maybe she got bit?”
Alabaster thought for a moment that Midnight was joking. The seriousness he saw writ upon that dark face cheered him greatly.
“Damn it, Midnight, do me a favor and never change, okay?”
Midnight tilted his head, blinking. “Umm… okay?”
Alabaster sighed and slouched back into the rocking chair. He allowed himself to be rocked for a time, until at least the chair went still. The only conversations held then were between planks of wood as the house started to settle.
“Maybe you’re right,” Alabaster said. “I think a part of me just wants something to be wrong. With everything going so well for us lately, it’s got me a bit on edge. I’ve been convinced that there’s something lurking around the corner, and I want nothing more than to get the drop on it before it drops on us.”
“Then isn’t that all the reason to enjoy what we have now?” Midnight asked. “I’ve come to hate the idea of living in constant anticipation. It’s bad for my stomach.”
Of all the ponies to feed Alabaster some food for thought, he wouldn’t have expected it to be someone who didn’t even know their own birth name. It struck Alabaster funny. Maybe it was that weirdness that conveyed such startling truth in what Midnight had just said.
“Now don’t you go getting wise on me, boyo,” Alabaster said amiably. “You’ll be no fun.”
Alabaster pondering on his friends for a little while, eventually reaching for the ugly toboggan to give it another try. Midnight tried to get back into his novel, but it was hard going. Something Alabaster said kept sizzling, hot and fresh, in Midnight’s mind.
Midnight closed ‘Hearts Across Detrot’ for the final time that night. “Hey, Alabaster?”
He waited for Alabaster to look up from his work before continuing. “You’ve told me about some of places you and Whisper have seen and some of the places you’ve gone. However… I’ve been wondering a bit about before you two met. You’ve told me little about the ponies you lived with, and nothing at all about Little Whisper…”
With a wry smile, Midnight added, “I’m sure they would make for some good stories, maybe even better than those about Dozer and Phoniks. I know you said you didn’t want to talk about how you and Whisper met yet, but I was hoping...”
Midnight tapered off, leaving the question to hang in the air like a pendulum.
Of all the things in Alabaster immediate future that he wouldn’t be prepared for, this was a conversation that he had seen from a mile away.
Okay, maybe half a mile away.
“Those are some long stories, buddy, and not particularly happen ones at that. I won’t speak for Whisper. If you want to know something about her, then ask her.”
And let her deal with making up those lies.
“As for myself?” Alabaster started back to work on his project, hoping that Midnight wouldn’t see how troubled his really was. “Let me get back to you on that. There’s some things I don’t think I’ll mind talking about, but… just let me think on it, okay?”
Midnight nodded eagerly, his face practically beaming. Even if it would be weeks or months before Alabaster decided to open up such stories to him, Midnight was more happy just to have finally touched on the issue. 
The weight of Midnight’s curiosity, like that of a lead ball, had left his stomach. What Midnight didn’t realize was the lead ball wasn’t really gone. No, he had just dropped it on Alabaster instead.
****

The day was spent. Sunlight drained from the windows as the air began to fill up with the chirping of crickets. Midnight laid across the tiny couch, his stomach full and his body comfortably weary. A part of him was ashamed to be tired. Lugging packages, hauling bins, and tidying up after ponies; it all seemed so trivial when compared to bucking apple trees or scaling the sides of buildings.
It had been nearly five minutes since Alabaster had left Midnight to his own devices, and he now found himself sad to see the pegasus leave.
Leave me to drown in my boredom, why don’t you?
Midnight thought briefly about the book on the coffee table, then wrinkled his nose.
“I've had enough of that grizzled sad sack,” Midnight muttered, thinking of the stoic faced lead in the novel. “I’ve got one jerk too many in my life as it is. Another just make things feel too crowded.”
Midnight sighed and rolled over onto his back. It took some wiggling and worming before he felt truly comfortable. Those bottomless pools of blue traced circles along the popcorn ceiling. The old lamp above Midnight’s head burned away, it’s light casting tiny pockmarks all across the ceiling. Midnight’s gaze felt them like an abrasion of the skin.
“I’m bored,” he said at last. Admitting to it seemed to give the feeling an oppressive weight. Repeating the phrase only made it worse.
~“We gotta find you a new hobby,” Alabaster had said the other day. “Hell, we all need new hobbies.”~
Midnight had agreed. He knew Alabaster must have been feeling particularly antsy. The scarf Whisper had shown him back in Appleloosa was tucked away somewhere, likely with that toboggan. Both would remain unfinished for the time being.
Midnight spoke to himself again just then -a bad habit he was picking up from Alabaster. “Maybe that’s why his has been working on his other hobby. Though, I don’t really see how ‘sampling the local flavour’ can be considered a hobby.”
Thinking about the bottles hidden beneath the loose floorboards, it wasn’t surprising that Midnight’s train of thought would quickly steer into Whisper’s direction.
“Does Whisper have any hobbies?” When the flecks of shadow refused to answer him, Midnight continued. “I know she’s bought some books, but is that all she does for fun? Read? That’s all I’ve seen her do…”
Mulling over the idea, mulling over his friends too, Midnight cracked a small smile. The singularity of their nature, their simplicity, was probably the greatest thing the three of them had in common. A bunch of boring pees in a boring pod. Midnight understand that he needed to grow into this world, but he was comforted to see that his friends did too, in some way.
Despite that warm gush of affection, Midnight was still being crushed by his own boredom. He knew very well where the silence was leading. Crickets and cicadas sang for the fallen sun, but their voices weren’t the only ones that did so. Beneath their accompaniment, a vein of white noise ran like a subterranean river. Midnight felt it more than he heard it.
I think it’s time for a walk…
Midnight sat up, ears twitching. It was highly likely that Alabaster and Whisper would be asleep by now. Even if they did happen to come downstairs for a glass of water or to use the bathroom, Midnight doubted he’d be missed.
“They’d think I was asleep,” he mused. “And if not…”
Midnight thought about two nights ago. He was lying in his bed, listening to those darker friends of his, when he’d heard the shuffling of hooves from downstairs. The clattering of glasses, followed by the soft click of a closing door, told Midnight just who it had been. He would get no trouble from Alabaster as long as he knew about the bottles beneath the floorboard.
Despite all of his justifications, Midnight still hesitated halfway between the couch and the door. He glanced over his shoulder at the stairwell. A part of him was convinced he’d see Alabaster or Whisper staring at him from the bottom step. Neither were there, though. 
After a long second, Midnight moved to the door. The night opened up to him like unfolding arms.
	****

Though it was warm outside, a steady breeze carried with it the memory of a much kinder spring. It swept back Midnight’s mane and planted a kiss upon his dark brow. Midnight’s heart stuttered along with his clopping hooves, but at least that wind managed to elevated his spirit.
Midnight studied the houses of his neighborhood. There were no stars out tonight, a thick curtain of clouds had separated the earth from the sky. This was fine by Midnight. When there were no stars to gaze upon, one only needed to turn their face to the houses. Most windows were snuffed out at this hour, but a few still burned the late night oil.
These sparse few piqued Midnight’s curiosity, but he managed to force himself along. He wanted a little more distance between himself and home before he really opening up his ears. Briefly thinking back to last night made Midnight shiver. 
“I couldn’t bare to hear that sobbing again,” Midnight thought aloud. “It sounded like someone was being torn in two.”
It didn’t occur to Midnight that maybe it wasn’t the sorrow in those muffled cries that disturbed him so, but how familiar the pony sounded. Then again, Midnight wanted to give that poor soul as little thought as possible. The sound had been wretched.
Midnight turned off his street, and onto another labelled ‘Willow’ by a nearby street post.
“If I stay straight for about ten minutes, I’ll be at the post office.” Then, after taking in the empty sidewalks around him, Midnight added, “Heck, I would probably get there in about five… Ponyville almost look like a dream at this hour.”
Though Ponyville remained a mystery to him as a whole, there were at least some parts that were laid comfortable within his grasp. He felt uncharastically at ease as he strolled down Willows Street. Now far enough from home, and certain that he remained unseen by any prying eyes, he picked out a bench half a block ahead of him. Midnight went to it and sat
Though Midnight was at rest, he started to feel Ponyville sway around him. Midnight’s previous walks had been accompanied with a teeming sense of anticipation, as if the night itself had been expecting him. Tonight was now different.
This is what it must feel like to be on a boat, Midnight thought, recalling Alabaster’s reenactment of their cruise from the Dragon Lands.
At last Midnight closed his eyes, allowing himself to swoon. It took some time and concentration, but eventually his mind slipped into that dark sheath of ice. Consciousness focused itself down into no more than a knife point, then plunged hilt deep. That current hidden beneath the world surged forward in a rush. A river of shadows babbled to the pony, its voice that of many.
Though Midnight was developing a knack for bidding and dismissing the shadows, he couldn’t help but be momentarily overwhelmed. It was like being pummeled by a hurricane. That sliver of concentration threatened to slip from, but Midnight gritted his teeth and held to it.
“Quiet,” he whispered, adjusting himself. The bench was horribly uncomfortable. “Quiet now, please.”
The shadows responded instantly, their collective shrinking down to an excited murmur. Smiling, Midnight cracked an eye open. He was still alone. Only a couple of windows were lit now. Taking single breath, Midnight felt ready at last to listen.
Speak to me, he commanded. The voices came forward once more, but as a trickle. Swallowing an ocean whole would make a pony choke. But if that pony were to use a straw?
So much of what Midnight heard sounded like a jumbled gargle. He wasn’t sure what these voices were trying to tell him, so he gave them little of his attention. That grotesque slurry of words made Midnight uneasy. He used the blunt of his focus to tone them out. It didn’t leave much left, only half a dozen or so snippets that he could understand.
A few of these floating voices:
“I’m tellin’ you, it’s out here somewhere. I saw it Tuesday night!” It was a filly, her voice pitched high with youth. “The thing was stalkin’ about, all spooky like.”
Another filly responded, “Oh please. Your have to be full of horse apples if you think there’s actually a ghost out here. It sounds like you’ve been hanging around Pinkie Pie too much. Next thing we know, you’re gonna be getting freaked out by twitchy tails and achy knees.”
“Scootaloo! How can say that?” Midnight actually flinched. Somehow this third girl’s voice was higher still, her octives tickling his eardrums. “Applebloom is at least trying. Can you imagine how cool a ghost hunting cutie mark will be? It’ll be so awesome!”
The second filly, Scootaloo, grumbled beneath her breath.
The first filly tittered. “She’s just draggin’ her hooves cause we had to practically pull her out of bed. She’ll come around once we’ve caught ourselves a bonafide ghost.”
The second filly protested, the third questioned, and the first just laughed. Midnight followed them for minute. Though he couldn’t see the fillies, he heard them clearly enough as to be standing amongst them. There wasn’t much more they said that wasn’t bickering.
I hear enough of this from Alabaster and Whisper, Midnight thought, allowing his mind’s eye to roll. He was wading back into the shadowy murk. Though there was so much Midnight couldn’t comprehend about this talent of his, he did understand one thing: that the number of intelligible voices would grow fewer and fewer still as the night waned on.
Thankfully, he wouldn’t have to dig around too long. Another voice, a pair of them actually, fluttered from the gloom.
“I know it sounds cruel, but there’s nothing we can do now. He had every chance to clear out before things got bad. Heck, we offered to pay for the train ride, for Celestia’s sake!”
The voice, that of a stallion’s, sounded horse. Midnight wondered if the he hadn’t been gargling gravel.
“Cruel? Cruel!?” This was a mare. She sounded like she was on the edge of hysteria. “Our brother is laid up in some hospital with a ventilator crammed down his throat, and your saying we should just… what? Ignore him? No, Fin, I’d say that’s heartless.”
Fin was quiet for a moment. The silence was so palpable that he wondered how neither of them choked on it.
At last he said, “Dad… have you even told dad yet?”
“Oh please, I know exactly what he’d say. All that bastard cares about is work. He abandoned his son and then replaced him with bits.”
“Pearl… first off, Dad didn’t abandon him. Surf chose to stay in Detrot, even after his so called ‘friends’ destroyed Mint’s home. And second, I think you’ve overlooked just how hard dad’s worked to make a life for us here. Do you know how many other ponies were interviewed for site manager? Nineteen. Twenty equally qualified ponies, and dad was one of six picked. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”
Silence again. Midnight found it hard to breath. The last thing he heard before shifting away was a single sentence spoken with enough venom to make Midnight sicken.
“You’re just like father.”

This wouldn’t have been the first time Midnight eased dropped onto an argument, yet it still left him feeling dirty and vile. He couldn’t completely say why.
There were a few more tidbits scattered across the night. He found them here and there, like a crow picking up shiny peeples. Thankfully, there was nothing more scandalous than a young mare than reciting dirty poetry to a friend. Midnight’s perusing would only be interrupted every few minutes when he would sneak a peek at the sleeping world he had left behind. Still no one.
What Midnight enjoyed the most about these little stints wasn’t the gossip or the secrets in embroched on -in fact, it would be about a half hour after he finished eavesdropping before he could say he wasn’t disgusted with himself. No, it was the pease. The longer he listened to the shadows parasailing about him, the more placated they became. It was only until he started humoring them that he was able to silence the pests.

Nearly an hour had passed since Midnight had stepped out for his walk. More lights had winked out. Dozens of windows gaped out at the world like the hollow sockets of a skull. The herd of idling clouds had finally moved on, making room for the moon to assert herself.
It wouldn’t be long now before Midnight would need to head back home. Besides the fact that his erect back ached and his flank hurt, Midnight’s mind was starting to feel taxed. Holding that sicle of ice in the center of his head had nearly exhausted the poor fella’s reserve of willpower. Beside’s, it wasn’t as if there was anything else worth listening to. The last clear voice to cut through the din of garble was the whispered rambling of a madpony. More than likely a sleep talker.
Midnight was getting ready to withdraw from the drying pool when he heard it. A single word drifted from the ether of darkness, carried on ebony wings starlight.
~Midnight…~
Midnight’s heart stopped. The breath he had just drawn caught like a lump in his throat.
~Come to me, Midniiiiight~
Midnight was suddenly no longer in Ponyville. That wailing, pleading voice transported him, taking the stallion back… back to Appleloosa. The street side bench was replaced with a wingback chair and the crickets were now Alabaster’s syrupy sleep talk. And what was that smell? Why, it was the smell of a stallion wearing ten thousand miles and had just bought Midnight lunch. What was his name? Gavell?
~LISTEN~
Fear threatened to seize Midnight then and there. He was knocked senseless by memories a few weeks old. So much had happened since the trio had come to Ponyville in such a short time. How easy it had been for Midnight to push aside all those unpleasantries in place where most ponies greeted you with a smile.
“No,” Midnight hissed, “I can’t let myself panic. I can’t! I-”
~Midniiiiight~
His eyes flew open. Fur damp with sweat clung to Midnight like a wet blanket. Though he had closed himself to the shadows, Midnight still held onto that cold blade of concentration. It was as if he couldn’t let it go.
Midnight breathed deep, giving himself a count of ten. That voice, distant but drawing ever closer, sounded just as serene and just as inviting as it had in Appleloosa. And though his rubbery legs pleaded for him to run, to flee, Midnight forced himself to stay.
Midnight had yet to be introduced to the concept of valor, however, that wasn’t to say he didn’t have an example of it. That room in Appleloosa dissolved from his inner eye, and was replaced with an image of Alabaster. It was Alabaster standing before Dozer in Flutter Dust’s cantina.
Midnight allowed himself a smile. “If Alabaster was brave enough to stand up against a beast twice his size, then the least I can do is sit here without losing my head. And if anything does happen… well, I’m in the middle of town, ain’t I? I can just screa-”
~COME TO ME~
Midnight nearly bit the tip of his tongue when his teeth clacked shut. Whatever the voice was, real or not, it sounded as if it were on top of him. But the street was still empty. Midnight shifted uneasily, wishing the streetlamp over head didn’t feel so much like a spotlight.
Something had happened to the night. It was somehow different than when Midnight first stepped out of his home. It took Midnight a long second to identify what was off. Then it clicked.
I’m not sitting beneath a streetlamp.

“Then how can I see,” Midnight asked himself. “How the hell can I see?”
There was a street lamp across from Midnight, but it’s circle of light was weak and flickering out. Half an hour ago, the hulking shape behind the lamp had been just that… a shape and nothing more. Now Midnight was not only able to make out each of individual brick from the building, but he could even read the sign hanging from the front door.
~No immediate vacancy. Speak to Miss Haymaker to place a reservation on an apartment~ The rest was just an address.
Midnight gaped. Ponyville shone with a bright, pale illuminessence. There was the crazy notion that morning had come early. This was absurd, of course. Midnight couldn’t have been sitting on that bench for more than an hour. Besides, this looked nothing like the harsh bray of daylight. It reminded him more of the nightlight Whisper left on in bathroom.
“But that’s no where as bright as this… what even is this?” Midnight no longer bothered to whisper. “Is it… the moon?”
Just saying the word had a peculiar effect. Gravity suddenly reversed, and it felt to Midnight as if he was hanging onto the bench by the fur of his ass. Something was pulling Midnight… tugging Midnight… trying to raise Midnight above Ponyville and all those who slept within it.
“It’s up there… it’s up there watching.” Midnight didn’t know what he was saying, but that it couldn’t be good. The fear on his voice sounded too much like madness.
“It’s waiting for me to look up.”
Oh damn, why did I say that!
It was as if speaking the act made it inevitable. Midnight’s eyes bulging with strain as he tucked his chin to his chest. He made himself stare at the cobblestone
I won’t do it. I won’t! I-
~Midnight~
The muscles in Midnight’s neck were welded steel, yet the turned as easily as greased lightning. Hot tears raced tracks down his cheeks.
“Please don’t make me,” he cried. “I just want to go home!”
But there’s no pleading with destiny. Midnight looked up.
~There you are, Midnight~
A milky mass had eaten the stars and the darkness between the stars. There weren’t even clouds anymore. The pale body above Ponyville was massive. There wasn’t even a sliver of sky to be seen now.
Holy hell, I think that’s the moon!
Midnight couldn’t breathe. His jaw hung down to his chest, and still he couldn’t inhale. At last he could. Midnight’s breath came in a sharp gasps that stretched his lungs to maximum capacity. The pearly surface of this alien moon crumpled and creased, pulling away from a massive ring of blue.
It was an eye. A great, watching eye.
~NOW I SEE YOU~
Midnight hardly heard the voice. He had waded into the waters of that eye, an eye that was so much like his own. Its undertow drug him up and up, up to the pit of tar set in the middle of that ires.
Perhaps this was for the best. If Midnight could see what was happening to the world he knew, then there really would be no coming back from the waters of insanity. 
Phantasms of pure depth were leaping and careening down the empty streets, uncaring of all the hard surfaces that had subjugated them for so long. Reality had been abolished tonight. For now, the shadows would rejoice in their improbability.
The moon spoke to Midnight again, but it spoke with a power beyond the poor stallion’s canny. He felt the earth vibrate beneath the bench.
~YOU’VE RAN FROM ME, MIDNIGHT, BUT HAVE STILL SOUGHT ME OUT. YOU’VE DEAFENED YOUR EARS, YET HAVE OPENED THEM ONCE MORE. THIS IS ALL GOOD~
Midnight trembled. The calms waters of his soul broke as the words came falling on him like so many stones.
~EVEN FOR A LIFE BORROWED, THERE MUST ALWAYS BE CHOICE. YOU CHOSE TO LISTEN… YOU CHOSE TO FIND YOUR WAY BACK~
Midnight’s mouth had never been so dry, yet still he managed to croke out, “I… I chose?”
The silhouettes froze. Whatever music had carried them along the street of cobble and stone had ceased. The pony on the bench now commanded their attention.
~YOU CHOSE~
The eye shook. Midnight couldn’t help but to shake with it.
“B-but I don’t understand…” The phantoms moved, drawing closer to Midnight as if to hear him better. “W-what did I c-choose? W-what the heck did I choose!”
~YOU CHOSE ME~
Midnight laughed hysterically. He had held onto sanity with bloody fingertips, but was now slipping. 
“A-and what are you?” After a second, he repeated the question with a flavor of Alabaster. “What the fuck are you!?”
The eye, or moon, or whatever the thing was, spoke no more in words. What came next did so in a rush.
The bud of ice held between Midnight’s eyes blossomed into full winter. Claws, claws colder than anything imaginable, sliced Midnight from forehead to brainstem. But they didn’t stop there. Starting at his neck and traveling down to the tips of his hooves, the blades dug furrows through Midnight’s body. It felt as if he was being flayed alive.
Midnight, robbed of thought, screamed at last. He screamed for Little Whisper. He screamed for Alabaster. He screamed for anyone in world. Yet the only ones to hear his wails were the entourage of specters. And at the sound of Midnight’s cries, they fell upon him. 
Midnight never realized he was choking. Probably couldn't. The shadows of the world poured down his throat like an ocean, filling his belly cold, cold darkness.
Midnight had come at last.
	****

As morning came the following day, the citizens of Ponyville would awake to blankets kicked to the floor and to pillows sticky with sweat. Partners will have bruises from beloveds who had kicked them in the night, but they themselves would wonder how they had managed to stay asleep.
A dreamless night had passed, leaving many unrested and some even ill. They would all swear that they had slept right through the night. Yet…
Oh well. They would only shrug and go for seconds of coffee. Soon enough, most would find their stride and go about their day as they normal would. For that’s all this was. A normal day.
Wasn’t it?
	****

Alabaster, bleary eyed and half-asleep, stood before the stove. The kettle of water on the front burner was hot, but it would be another minute before it started to steam. 
Bad dreams had wracked him through the night, leaving him awake and unrested. Strange dreams they must have, given that he woke up in a puddle of sweat around midnight. He couldn’t remember a one, though.
No trouble on me, though. I’ll just drown that shit in coffee.
Curls of steam were beginning to curl from the kettle’s spout when Little Whisper stepped into the kitchenette. Alabaster half turned, and considered her for a minute. Her coat shone, as if freshly brushed, and her eyes were clean of the gunk that crusted over Alabaster’s.
Still, last night’s talk with Midnight weighed on his mind.
“How you doing this morning, Wisp?” Alabaster asked, his rusty voice cracking.
Whisper was adjusting her braids, but she stopped when she laid eyes on Alabaster.
“Holy crap. Better than you, by the looks of ya.”
“Heh. I ain’t never been no sleeping beauty, babe. And no, before you ask, it’s not because of you. A touch of insomnia, I’m guessing. Happens to the best of us.”
Whisper moved to his side. Alabaster sighed as he felt his friend’s loving warmth press against him.
“You want to talk about?”
Alabaster shook his head. “Nah, not really. Midnight will be getting up soon, and… yeah, just better not.”
The motherly look Whisper was giving him turned amused. “You know you’re going to have go wake him up, right? He’ll sleep all day if you don’t.”
“What?” Alabaster’s lip turned up into a petulant scowl. “Why me?”
“Because it’s your turn.”
“You know, I thought the deal was that I fed him and you change his newspapers. You were the one who wanted to keep him after all.”
Whisper’s tail give him a resounding *whack* to the flank. “Don’t you even try to give me that stony resilience, Al. It isn’t befitting of a blowhard such as yourself. Besides, I’ve seen how you two are getting along.” With a mischievous grin, she added, “It’s plum enough to make a mare jealous, so it is.”
Alabaster bumped her back a step, glaring. “Alright, that’s enough out of you. I’ll go get him if it means you’ll shut your trap. Just be sure to mind my coffee, will you?” 
Whisper gave Alabaster another *whack* as he started away.
Grumbling and grunting, Alabaster started off for the stairs. He made quite a show of it, stomping along each step as he ascended to the second floor.
If the racket I’m making doesn’t wake Midnight up, I’ll buck his ass out of bed.
He knocked on the door when he got to Midnight’s bedroom, but this was only a preliminary courtesy. If a simply knock or two on the door could wake that pony up, there would be no need for anyone come fetch him.
“Yo, Midnight, time to get up!” Alabaster spoke as he twisted the door knob. Perhaps it was sleep deprivation that made him do so, but what he said next came out as a sort of sing song.
“~The sun’s not up, but we got you a cup! A cup of stimming cow pi-~”
Alabaster was halfway into the room when his song tapered off into a croak. It was still dark out, but there was enough moonlight streaming through the open window to light the well enough. And it was by moonlight that Alabaster saw the empty bed.
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		Act 2, Chapter 22: Marching Order



Though the sun had yet risen, its ever growing presence colored the sky in light purples and deep gold. Quill watched as the paint of dreams was mixed atop the canvas of life. He had always loved sunsets, even when he was little more than a hatchling. There had been the fear, some years ago, that a sunrise might not be near as wondrous here in Equestria as it had been in the homeland. Quill was glad to know he had been wrong.
The wind picked up, and a memory tumbled forth like a fallen leaf: 
Quill waking up to his mother’s dewy eyes gleaming down at him, a painted talon gently nudging him awake. She asked if he wanted to go with her on a little a morning flight. Nothing too adventurous, just a once over their estate to watch the sunrise. Quill was too young to fly at the time, but he was gluttonous for even the tiniest taste of flight. His mother, sweet Edina, had always been one to indulge.
Quill smiled ruefully. Getting sentimental, are we? That'll get us killed one day, you know.
As daylight crept out from the horizon, the Crystal Empire stirred awake. Ruby reds, platinum blues, and emerald greens twinkled sleepily, turning the city into a kaleidoscope. Quill had to squint for moment. His eyes had become quick to adjust.
The squeal of rusty door hinges told Quill that he was no longer alone on the balcony. Hooves patted up to his side. Quill felt a sweet warmth as a tiny body pressed itself close to him. Instinctively, he draped a wing over the filly and hugged her tightly.
Speira’s head poked out from the crook of Quill’s wing. Her pink mane was pulled back into a ponytail, revealing in full the face underneath. It occured to Quill that Speira would never grow up to be a ‘pretty’ mare. Even at her young age, that face was haunted by a decade of pain and strife. 
If Speira was closer to his own age, Quill suspected that the hard years would have left lines like ruts along her face. Instead of wrinkles, there was that constant look of quiet defiance.
It’s the face of a fighter, Quill mused. Savagely handsome.
“You didn’t need to get up,” Quill said after a moment. “We’re not expected at the castle for another few hours.”
“I know.” Speira glanced away from the glittering city, looking Quill in the face. “You didn’t sleep well. I heard you tossing and turning.”
“Did you now?”
Speira nodded. Quill’s wing gave her an amiable squeeze.
“There’s no hiding anything from you, is there? Don't worry. It was only a bad dream.”
“Just a bad dream?”
“Yes.”
Tiny pimples of steel wool bristled along Quill’s face. A queer sensation, but not alien. Quill knew from it that Speira was studying him.
“Papa… you’re worried about this trip.” 
There was no question in that voice, only certainty. Quill sighed.
“I guess I am, my dear. I guess I am.”
“Do you think…”
“If you want plain answers, Speira, I need plain questions.”
Speira had to think for a moment. “Do you think that Shining Armor is lying to us? They way he looked during our briefing… well...” she shrugged. “Something just didn’t seem right, I guess.”
“Outright lying?” Quill shook his head. “I don’t think so. Half-truths, more than likely. I can’t blame him for that, though. Half-truths are a given. Something tells me that he won’t be keeping the other half from us for long, though.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because, dearest daughter, he knows we’re suspicious of him. He has to. We’re far too observant.”
Speira’s ears twitched, a slight sign of irritation. “And we’re continuing along, then? Until he clues us in?”
“That’s right. Lies or no lies, it’s still good money. Besides… I hate to admit it, but I’m rather curious to see what the Prince is up to.”
The two were quiet for almost five minutes. Voices could be heard in the streets below. Some were the idle chatter of ponies sharing greetings on their way to work, others belonged to the occasional patrol of city guards. Watching the ponies below was like watching a river bed. They all shone like polished pebbles.
“Papa?”
Quill glanced down. “Yes?”
“What do you think is going to happen on this trip?”
Quill frowned. “I can’t say for certain, only that we should keep our wits sharp… and our weapons close…”
	****

While most of the denizens were busy rousing themselves from a pleasant night of sleep, the secluded world of the Crystal Palace tarried on into the dawn with the same restless persistence that had propelled it up through the night before.
Shining Armor sat on the corner of his bed, head lowered. An unruly carpet of mane hid his sad, puffy eyes. Princess Cadence sat beside him, looking miles better in contrast. Her coat was brushed, her mane straightened. The makeup she wore even managed to cover the bags under her eyes. 
Those maids of her’s work wonders, Shining Armor thought. Maybe I’ll drop by their quarters and ask Sherry to spruce me up a bit.
“I saw the carriages all lined up outside,” Cadence said. “Looks as if you’re going to take the whole Guard with you. Wouldn’t surprise me. You just might be able to fit them all in those big boats of yours.”
Shining Armor didn’t respond. He had heard the edge in her voice, though it was blunted. Cadence had slept less then Shining Armor had, and was too weary to be mean. Besides, it just wasn’t in her nature to be so.
“Did you hear me?” Cadence asked, the bed creaking as she turned to look at him “Are you awake?”
Boy, if I could actually sleep, he thought.
“Yeah, I’m awake.” Shining Armor lifted his own head. The joints in his neck crackled. Might need some of the stuff Ratchet greases the chariot wheels with.
Cadence studied him, her face sickened with sorrow. It was a long time before she said anything else. Shining Armor had almost began to think that they could enjoy this last morning together in silence, and maybe even in comfort.
“I know I can’t make you reconsider,” Cadence said suddenly. “Celestia knows I would if I could. But…”
“Cadence, please-”
Cadence’s eyes flashed. “No, I’m speaking now!”
That explosive tone rocked Shining Armor to attention. Cadence had always been slow to anger, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t get there. Perhaps Shining Armor just needed a reminder of this.
Cadence’s eyes softened when she saw her husbands hurt. “I’m sorry. This is just so hard for me… and if I don’t have my say now, then I might not be able to later…”
Shining Armor nodded, thinking it the more prudent. Cadence took in a breath, held it, then released it in an agonized sigh.
“I understand that something has to be done, Shiny, and I understand why it has to be you that does it… but it's foolish why you’re doing it, and Auntie would say likewise. I don’t want anymore good ponies to die… but more than that,  I don’t want to see you amongst them.”
Cadence’s face withered. Thin brows drew close and tears blossomed in stunningly pink eyes.
“I’ve reviewed thirty death certificates from the outer holds this week, and not a single of those poor ponies died from natural causes, Shiny.”
Shining Armor knew about the certificates well enough -he actually had copies of his own tucked into his study- but said nothing. He understand what she was getting at.
“Do you understand? These ponies… however they are…” She broke off before finally adding, “I just couldn’t bare if something happened to you.”
Cadence turned away before the tears had a chance to fall.
Wrapping a foreleg around his wife, Shining Armor pulled Cadence to him. At first she wouldn’t look at him. This was remedied with a quick nuzzle to the sensitive place just under the shelf of Cadence’s chin. With an involuntary laugh, she was finally able to meet Shining’s gaze.
“Not. Fair.” Each word punctuated with a poke to Shining’s chest. “How am I supposed to make a point with you tickling me like foal.”
Shining Armor was glad to see that smile, however wan it might have been. In the heat of the moment, he spoke the two words his training absolutely forbade him from saying.
“I promise… I’m coming back, Cadence.”
This seemed to startled his wife. Cadence studied him for a long time, seemingly in disbelief.
“I… don’t promise, Shiny. I suppose now that’s what I’ve wanted to hear from you for days now, but…” she shook her head. “Now it just seems like bad luck to hear it. If you want to promise something, promise that you’ll hold me till it’s time.”
Shining Armor kissed the tip of her nose. “I can do that.”
	****

When the knock on the royal couple’s chamber door came, Cadence and Shining Armor were tangled atop their bedspread in a rather shameless display. There was little passion as they cuddled, mainly just the need to hold close the other half that completed them so thoroughly. Their days. apart would be short if everything went to plan. However, uncertainty seemed to have pulled a steel shutter over the foreseeable future.
Shining Armor raised his head, nostrils still full of Cadence’s scent. “Enter.”
There was no sense in wondering who had come knock knock knocking. After Cadence had spent half an hour with her maids, the staff had been instructed to leave the royal couple undisturbed for the time being. That is, all of the staff except on person.
The bedroom door creaked open as Speckled Band entered. The Corporal stood at the threshold, his gilded armor glittering and his wary eyes wandering. He appeared to be looking past the couple on the bed.
“Sir, ma'am.” Speckled cleared his throat. “Just reporting in. Ratchet says the carriages are nearly ready, also Snow Dew and her cousins are packed and ready to depart at your behest, Princess.”
After a long and rather uncomfortable silence, Speckled added hastily, “I’ll just wait out here.”
And with that, the door clicked softly shut behind the Corporal. Cadence used a hoof to stifle a giggle.
“I know I shouldn't laugh, in fact it feels wrong, but could he be any more of a goofball?”
Shining armor grinned. “Given the kid’s history, I'm just glad he isn't some hyped up meathead. Celestia knows we've got enough of those as it is.”
Kid? As if I’m much older than he is. Heck, that kid is practically Twily’s age.
“I'm glad you're taking him.” Cadence’s humor evaporated, turning somber. “Please tell me you're keeping him close. I know you've vouched for those two mercenaries enough times as it is, but I'd sooner place my faith in true threaded Equestrian.”
Shining Armor said he would, and hated himself for lying. How would Cadence feel if she knew Shining Armor had actually planned to have the Corporal positioned at the opposite end of their little caravan. The Prince figured he’d have plenty of time to feel guilty about a lot of things once they reached Canterlot.
If we reach Canterlot.
“Then you shouldn’t worry. We’re going to be nearly forty strong heading out, and that’s before Broadside and his ponies fall in with us. That’ll be before we even leave the North.” Shining’s smile turned sly.
“What do you think Celestia will think when we appear with an entire regiment in tow?”
Cadence gave him a playful shove. “She’s going to clout you for looking for trouble… and I’m going to stand by and laugh…”
But Cadence didn’t look like laughing just then. The moment that they had feared all of last night had come at last, and it was now time to see it through. They embraced one last time. They both tried to hold the scent of the other, each hoping to carry it with them as a talisman.
“I love you, Shining Armor,” Cadence whisper.
“And I love you, Mi Amore.”
Cadence was the first to leave the bedroom. Speckled Band was busy staring into the empty sockets of his helm, but looked up when he heard the door open. He snapped himself to attention. Cadence rolled her eyes. She surprised the both of them when she pulled the Corporal into a tight. This made awkward by the sheathed sword riding high on his back, but nevertheless, Speckled Band was struck with gratitude by the gesture.
When Cadence pulled away, her eyes peered grimly into Speckled’s. “You know your duty, bonds-pony?”
Her voice was steel, tougher and colder than the armor protecting Speckled's hide. The Corporal swallowed and nodded.
“Good,” said she. “Then you know to bring my husband back to me… to bring all them back… including yourself. Your princess expects nothing less.”
“Y-yes, ma'am.” 
Cadence gave him a curt nod before moving on. She set a prim pace, appearing to be heading towards the maid’s quarters. 
Speckled Band closed his eyes and sighed, relieved.
“Now you know what I have to put up with.” 
The Corporal hadn't heard the bedroom door reopen. His commanding officer stood at its threshold, grinning impishly.
“You’re a braver stallion than me, Captains,” Speckled Band said, laughingly. Then, as if remembering himself, the Corporal snapped into attention.
Shining Armor pretended not to notice. “Everything more or less ready, Speck? Speak plainly now, it’s only us.”
“Yes, sir. I put the lookalikes in the first floor sitting room... if that’s alright.” Speckled Band’s nose wrinkled in disgust.
Shining Armor cocked an eyebrow. “What’s that look for?”
It’s just… I don’t trust actors, sir… not these, at least. They look like Snow Dew and her cousins well enough, but… sir, they’re wretched. One’s sleeping off a hangover and the other…” Speckled Band went a startling shade of crimson. “She keeps offering to… to do stuff to me…”
Now it was Shining Armor’s turn to laugh. Clapping a hoof on his protege’s shoulder, Shining said, “It’s not like we need them to give a speech to the Princesses or anything. As they follow orders and don’t steal anything from the our sitting room, I could hardly care.”
Then, with a hint of scrutiny that quite hide his amusement, Shining Armor added, “You didn’t take the mare up on her offer, did you? I was expecting you to report in ten minutes ago.”
“Not funny, sir.”
****

The sun baked scent of sweat and body odor was always a glorious thing to savor first thing in the morning. Quill, whose sense of smell was slightly more attuned than that of a pony’s, could tell you that the sour aroma had stained the very cobblestones of the royal courtyard.  This wasn’t a bad odor, in his opinion. It was undeniable proof that the ponies fussing and bustling about were actually busy instead of just appearing to be.
Quill and Speira sat side by side, well out of every ponies way, watching the spectacle with well guarded interest.
Four teams of soldiers -the running teams, Quill assumed- were being hooked up to some of the biggest carriages that the old bird had ever seen. They must’ve been the begotten children of a hearse and a locomotive. Yet, those armored soldiers had pushed them out into the courtyard without so much of groan of effort.
Speira muttered something under her breath. She was hard to hear over so many clopping hooves. Quill glanced down at her, then gave the filly a nudge.
“What was that, my dear?”
A little louder, Speira said, “Those… things. I said they’re enchanted.”
“Oh? And how can you tell?”
“It’s…” Speira strained her eyes against the sun’s mischievous glare. “It’s something to do with all that  gold trim on them. They shimmer, but not like gold flakes should. You can see it when the clouds hide the sun.”
Then she shot a glance at Quill. “That... and the designs of them… they sorta remind me of my armor.”
Quill glanced back at the carriages, this time giving them more than just a cursory once over. He studied the gold trim. It was almost like a spiderweb of fire compared to the black wood it sat upon.
Within a minute, Quill also found himself surmising that carriages were indeed enchanted. But it wasn’t the tinkle of gold. He had seen enough of the Crystal Empire to know that everything glittered there -especially gold. What did the trick went more along with the second thing Speira said.
I’ll be damned, those do indeed look like glyphs. Nothing that’s like ones on Speira’s armor, however, but glyphs nonetheless. Makes sense now how they were able to push the damn thing in full armor... How in the seven hells did I overlook that?
Quill reached into a pouch sewn to the side of his armor, producing a tiny, worn-out notebook and a dull pencil. As he slid a single claw along the pencil’s tip, sharpening it, he gave Speira a beaky grin.
“A very astute observation, dear. May I share one of my own?”
Speira raised an eyebrow.
“Take a look at the rigs they’re strapping those lads to. Take a long look at them, then tell me what you see.”
Speira did as her mentor bade. At first she appeared soberly confident with her observation, but as the seconds turned to a minute, Speira’s brow began to furrow.
“Those aren’t… what are those? They aren’t like any rig I’ve seen used before. It’s…”
“I’ve heard a few ponies call it a ‘ripcord’ system,” Quill said. He had brushed away the pencil shavings and was doing a quick sketch of the glyphs on the carriages.
“They are set up so with that trigger-bit near the mouth, so that all you need to do is give it a tug. The whole rig falls apart and you’re good to go, lickety split. Quite nifty. They’re a pain to work with, though.”
Quill’s point was proven with a machine gun precession of snaps and pops. A pony strapping in one of the soldiers, a mare only a few years older than Speira, reared back, screeching. The series of straps she had been tightening unwound in a flurry. They lashed out at her like a bouquet of vipers. The soldier watched with pity as the belt buckles bit through her jump suit and found flesh. Her pretty brown pelt was decorated with long, bleeding stripes. They drummed off his armor as easily as raindrops.
“I see what you mean,” Speira said. “A pain.”
A large stallion strolled up to the screaming mare -waddled, to be more precise- scowling all the way. Quill had heard the fellow before he saw him, for his slooped belly was held up by a belt weighted with a wide array of tools and instruments.
Why, he’s a walked hardware store, Quill thought. 
“By the sun and moon, Brush, how many times have I told you to watch your tension? A damned good thing you didn’t lose an eye!” 
The stallion glanced at another worker pony nearby before nodding to the pony writhing on the ground. “Get her to the infirmary, Haddok. Be sure to grab Anvil on your way back. Just tell the bastard he can finish that chassis later. We need to have these buggies ready to move yesterday!”
All those tools rattled as the stallion did an about face and started as if to inspect the other carriages. That when he caught sight of Quill and Speira. The stallion froze. That doughy face of his worked, kneaded mercilessly by some contemptuous hands.
Quill gave the stallion a polite smile and ticked off a small salute. Speira only stared at him.
Though the courtyard was still rank with noise, the stallion’s voice only seemed to be amplified by it all. Quill had the suspicion that this was a pony who never had a problem being heard.
“It’s sad days when we got the likes of you loitering about. Like a flock of rooks waiting for spilled blood, so you are. You ‘for hire’ types should be packed and shipped to wheres you came.”
Quill, his good mood unaffected, said, “Perhaps you’d be kind of enough to pay that postal fee then, good sir. Otherwise, I guess we’ll have to keep working till we can afford it ourselves.”
The stallion glared at them for moment. His beady eyes appeared to be searching for a retort on Quill’s. He only grunted, hitched up his toolbelt, and troddled off. Quill watched after him before looking back to his sketchbook.
Quill flew too high on his own spirits to let someone else storm clouds drag him down. Besides, the two mercenaries had been getting dirty looks all morning, and would likely get many more if the job went according to plan.  
If anything’s going to ruin this morning, Quill thought, it’s not going to be a fat jaw with a few mean words.
“You’re too nice.”
Quill lowered his sketchbook, surprised. He studied Speira intently.
“What’s the alternative, dear? Should I have ripped his throat out? Brained him? Maybe a good skinning? Pony hide makes for bad furs, I can assure you that.”
Speira didn’t respond, nor did she dane to look at her father. There was something petulant in her silence. Quill decided to leave Speira be for the time being. It really wasn't the time or place for a talking to.
Five minutes passed. Quill was gazing long and long at his sketch when he was josled by a loud ‘Atten-hut!’. This was followed by the unified snap of hooves as the soldiers came to rigid attention. Even the worker ponies, in their jumpsuits and tool belts, stood tall amongst the ranks. 
Quill tucked away his sketchpad and stood. Speira following suite.
Quill had been expecting Shining Armor. Why, who else would have commanded such attention. He was pleasantly surprised, however, to find that the sound of marching hooves had proceeded the Corporal and not the Captain.
Speckled Band stood some yards off, helm cradling under one leg, and inspected the carriages with the scrutiny of an unhappy drill sergeant. His exposed brow revealed the mottled coat of blue and white. The lad’s cropped mane was slick with sweat. 
It seemed to Quill that the boy had aged a year or two in just the days they had met. This was interesting enough, but what struck Quill’s curiosity the most was the sword sheathed on Speckled’s back.
“At ease,” Speckled Band said, rather uneasily. One by one, the ponies appeared to relax. The hitching picked up up their tools and went back to work, however, none of them would resume their idle chatter. Not with Speckled Band nearby.
The large stallion returned, ambling along as if on a summer stroll. Speckled Band gave him a polite nod, one that the stallion did not return. The two were close enough to the mercenaries that Quill and Speira were able to note the exchange. Quill saw that same look of contempt that had graced themselves only minutes ago.
Speckled Band shifted his helm to the opposite foreleg, and said, “Are the carriages about ready to go, Ratchet? The Captain will be along shortly, and we’ll want to be off at once.”
Ratchet grunted. “We’ll be ready by the time his immanience arrives. Don’t you worry, boy. Haste has made room for some nasty accidents this morning, but you’ll be rolling out on schedule.”
A few nearby ponies looked up from their work to quickly glance over at the two. Suddenly they were nervous. It had been something in the way Ratchet had said ‘his immanence’.
Speckled Band’s smile was as thin and strained as a taut rubber band. “You’ve done a good job with the iron boxes. You and your ponies are to be commended for your quick work, Ratchet… but there’s no need for unseemliness. You know my rank, and I only ask that you respect it.”
Ratchet snorted. “I’m not one of the Prince’s toadies, boy. These carriages came from my workshop, as well as the ponies working on them. If it’s respect you want, then get out there and start strapping down some of your buddies. Until then, you’re nothing more than the prince’s glorified lap dog to me.”
Speckled Band’s smile darkened, becoming almost like a snarl. Quill noticed the look and was oddly glad to see it. It was like seeing sharp steel glittering in murky water.
“Remember that we both work for the crown. However, while you do the crown’s bidding, I enforce its will. Respect me or not, I guess it matters little. But I at least demand the same tolerance that I show you. If that wild tongue of yours calls me boy again, or insults Shining Armor in front of me, and I’ll have you carted back to Detrot in pieces. Let’s see you fix taxis and stage coaches with stubs for legs.”
Ratchet was thunderstruck. He peered into the younger stallion’s face for a time, suddenly unsure of himself. Quill what’ve paid a pretty penny to know what the older stallion had seen just then. At last Ratchet gave a curt nod.
“Alright, Corporal.”
Speckled Band relaxed. “The Captain will be out here in ten minutes, Snow Dew in fifteen. I want these big bastards ready to move before either of them even step foot in the courtyard.”
Ratchet nodded. The large stallion walked past Speckled Band, heading to the soldier whose harness had just popped. Ratchet quickly went about picking up Brush’s slack. The soldier Ratchet worked on was grinning, and Quill could see he wasn’t the only one.
Speckled Band sighed and raised his head to the sky. It seemed as if had deflated and was now simply trying to fill himself once again. After Speckled Band had his moment, he turned to the mercenaries. Quill gave a quick wave. The smile Quill received in return was far more sincere than the one given to Ratchet.
“A fine day for a trip,” Quill said as Speckled Band made his way over to them.
“I suppose it is,” said the Corporal dubiously. “As fine as it can be.”
Speckled Band eyed the bags at the dou’s feet. “Traveling light, aren’t you?”
Quill chuckled. “You’ll never see a griffin weighed down with baggage, Corporal. Besides, heavy luggage is bad for the joints. Isn’t that right, my dear?”
Speira’s flicked an ear at Quill, but she said nothing. Quill wrapped a leg around the filly in a little half hug.
“You’ll have to pardon her. Never the morning person was me daughter. Would sleep till noon if I didn’t drag her out of bed”
At that word -daughter- Speckled Band flinched. Quill had long grown used to these nervous twitches from ponies that he hardly noted them anymore.
The Corporal smiled, rather self consciously, to the filly. “Well, you’ll have plenty of time to on the ride down. Plenty of miles between hear and Canterlot.”
“I hope you don’t mind me bringing up old business,” Quill said, “But I just want to make sure that our accommodations in Canterlot will be taken care of. Not going to leave us shivering by the road, I hope.”
Speckled Band said somberly, “We wouldn’t think of it, sir. You have Shining Armor’s word.”
Quill nodded, and decided that would just have to suffice him. At least his patron had supplied a healthy bonus for this little escort detail. Quill and Speira were more the richer if nothing else.
Quill’s gaze fixed on the hilt sticking up over Speckled Band’s left shoulder. A gem the color of obsidian shone on the tip of the sword’s pommel. It was inlaid with polished silver.
Quill felt a momentary wave of disgust to see such a gaudy decoration -gaudy by griffin’s standards, anyway- on a soldier’s service weapon. The feeling passed, however, when he took in the rest of the hilt. The silver was worn dull with much use. 
A little flashy, maybe, Quill mused. But these ponies have a flare for the theatrics.There’s at least the chance that he knows how to use the thing.
Quill opened his beak to ask if he might have the honor of examining Speckled’s weapon, when his was rudely cut to the quick. There was a resounded ‘Atten-hut!’. Quill almost laughed when Speckled Band did an immediate about face. It was as if the boy’s strings had been given a hard jerk.
They’re all so rigid, their sphincters could probably crush coal into diamonds. Though Quill chastised himself for the thought, he couldn’t help but chuckle.
Just the hitching team began to withdraw from cluster of soldiers, their jobs done, heads suddenly began to turn towards the head of the cobblestone road. Strolling from the castle end of that road was the stallion of the hour.
If the royal guards’ armor were resplendent, then their captain’s was downright immaculate. It had the same ivy scrollwork as the rest of them, but that’s where the likeness ended. Patches of gold metal were overshadowed by a beautiful midnight lavender. This color, along with shades of blue, were reflected in the plume rising from Shining Armor’s helm.
Theatrics. Damn good ones, but theatrics nonetheless.
Shining Armor idled up beside Speckled Band, regarding his troops with a bright and sunny smile. It scrubbed away the long days of the past week from his face.
The soldiers held their breath, waiting to hear those three special words. Finally, Shining Armor spoke his command came with all of the authority of a booming thunderhead. Quill felt himself break out in goosebumps. He had heard stories of the royal voice, but never the thing itself.
“Troops! We’re moving out!"
	****

Whatever aches Broadside might’ve felt after his time spent trussed up was suddenly forgotten as he felt the stinging night air. He watched the ground pass by beneath. It was slow going for the pony who carried him, but the Lieutenant was just happy he wasn’t being drug.
No, I’m happy that the bastard with the bastard of a sword isn’t carrying me. Probably would’ve neutered me.
The cold transformed into a sickening heat as they slipped into another tent. Broadside figured this must’ve belonged to his midnight assailants. The black canvas tent was far larger than any of the one’s he or his troop had brought. Hell, it was practically a pavilion.
The sudden transition of pure white to utter darkness was enough to make Broadside’s eyes hurt. There was enough light in the tent for Broadside to make out the ring of silhouettes crowded inside the tent before he was rudely deposited to the floor.
“Oof!” Broadside grunted, just managing to turn away before his muzzle met cold ground.
“Excuse you, Private. That is no way to treat a prisoner of war.”
Broadside’s breath froze in his lung. It was as if a mountain had spoken.
That voice… by the sun and moon, that voice couldn’t belong to a pony!
Broadside writhed on his stomach, trying to get a better look at his captors. This was made all the more difficult by his armor. He’d have cursed all that plate and padding if it hadn’t helped to keep him warm.
“I d-didn’t mean to be so rough, sir!” This voice was practically the squeaking of a mouse when compared to the former. “H-he’s heavier than the devil, he is! I-”
“Quiet.” 
And all was quiet, for a second, at least. Broadside thought he could here the private shaking in his armor.
“You’re excused, private.”
Broadside had managed to roll over on his side. The tent was briefly flooded with moonlight as the front flap opened. That’s when Broadside finally got a glimpse of the soulless cretins crowded around him. When the darkness came back, he almost found it to be a relief. Almost… He could still see the glitter of eyeshine staring at him through the murk.
“Who the fuck?” Broadside wasn’t aware he was speaking. “Who the actual fuck...”
“Who indeed.”
Broadside was afraid to look towards that voice, but was hopeless to do otherwise. A shadow, bigger than the others, loomed above him. Broadside’s bowls turned to liquid when he met the dead eyes suspended within that dark mass.
“It’s been sometime, Lieutenant, but I think we’re still well met. Best that you settle yourself. We have much to talk about.”
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		Act 2, Chapter 23: First Blood



The crystal city was a gemstone slowly receding into the throat of the horizon. Though Speira watched its retreat with cold indifference, she couldn’t deny the tiny twist of unease in her chest. How many times had she looked back at the city as she did now? Too many to count. So why was this any different?
Because it feels like the last time, she thought. Speira shook her head. The wind whipping around her and threatened to unravel her neat ponytail.
So what? We only ever stayed for a week or two at the time. And it’s not like we were particularly welcome. Sure, everyone was friendly enough. ‘Yes, sir, Mister Quill’, ‘Thank you, Lady Speira’. Always smiling… but always staring. They may never tell us just how uncomfortable we make them, but their eyes say plenty…
Yet… despite all that, Speira was betrayed by a wave melancholy. This trip to Canterlot would take her farther south than anytime before... to the Equestrian heartland…
A voice cut through the gale, practically yelling. “I’m sorry, but could you come in now? It’s getting cold in here!”
Speira glanced back, but didn’t move just yet. She was currently half way out the window, hooves propped up on the wooden seal and head dipped into the cool morning winds. Before returning to her seat, Speira chanced a glance up ahead. She had to squint to see properly. 
The lead carriage was marked by a faint flurry of white powder. Quill was there. He felt so far away in that moment, as if the distance between them was that of a gulf. Speira wanted to hate her father. He had happily went along with Shining Armor’s ridiculous plan of splitting up, despite how dangerous that could be. They were lesser when apart, and it hurt Speira to think that he didn’t think so.
Trust him, Speira begged herself. Trust him as he’s trusting you now...
At last, Speira swallowed her temper and lowered herself back onto the velvet seat. The four other ponies seated with her and the Corporal crowded the opposite end of the compartment, almost as if afraid they might be seated with a wild animal. This amused Speira greatly. She had managed to get a window seat and plenty of legroom without having to say a single word.
Once Speira was situated again, Speckled Band closed the window. The torrent of cold air was severed, but Speira’s skin still prickled with it’s icy touch. She ran a hoof along the length of her neck, relished the cool, silky texture of her fur. What a delicious contrast it was compared to the bubble of warmth inside the compartment. The musky fever made Speira shift under her cloak.
Speckled Band, unphased by her presence, gave the filly an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that. I know that it’s cramped in here, but just give it a couple hours or so. Once we’re a little further south, you can look out the window all you like. We should be in a warmer part of the country then.”
Speira glanced around. She was still rather surprised by how roomy the carriages were. It really was like riding in a locomotive. There were two rows of seats facing each other, both capable of seating three ponies easily. 
There was a second compartment adjacent to their own. Six more ponies were seated here. Three were soldiers, the others were civilians. The “nobility”. The idea that those gits were being passed off as nobility almost made Speira sneer.
Speira wasn’t sure who Shining Armor was trying to fool. Sure, the ponies in the other compartment looked like the snobby diplomates she helped escort from the north. They even sounded like them too when they bided the mercenaries a good morning. They weren’t the same ponies, though. 
Speira could remember how the priggish stallions reeking of perfume and chewing mints. Today, when they boarded the carriage, all Speira had smelt was cheap wine and makeup.
And after slipping into a puddle of the crap back at the inn, I should know what cheap wine smells like.
Speira pulled her cloak tight, nestling into it like a nest. She spoke for the first time in nearly two hours. 
“How long until we’re out of the Northlands?”
Speckled Band had reserved himself to staring through thin crack between the curtain and the window seal. Breaking that focus was like casting a stone into still water. He jumped and looked at Speira as if for the first time.
“I’m sorry, what did you say?”
Speira repeated herself. Her voice drew the attention of the huddled soldiers. The Corporal and the filly missed the brunt of soldier’s shock, which was probably for the best. Speckled Band likely would’ve clouted the slack jawed vacancy from their faces simply because there wasn’t another officer around to do it.
“Y-you can talk?” One stallion asked stupidly. The helmet clutched between his hooves slipped as the carriage rocked suddenly. It clattered noisily to the cherrywood floor.
The stallion --a private, according to the rank engraved into his armor-- flushed when five sets of eyes settled heavily upon him.
Speckled Band’s easy demeanor flashed hot. “Of course she can talk. What, did you think she was mute?”
“I-I mean… um…” The private glanced over to his mates, but found no support there. They had all taken up an uncanny interest their own helms.
The Private had to wipe away a bead of sweat. The Corporal’s glare was bad enough, but the filly’s even gaze bore through him like a drill bit.
“Y-yeah, I did. Heh. M-my mistake.”
They stared at the Private for a moment longe. By the time Speckled Band resumed his conversation with Speira, the blood rushing to the Private’s face felt like acid. One of the soldiers seated opposite of him hid a snigger behind her hoof. The Private would’ve brained her with his helmet if the damn thing hadn’t rolled underneath their seat.
“It’ll be about four hours,” said Speckled Band, then reconsidered. “Five, now that you got me thinking. Then another three afterwords.”
Eight hours on the road didn’t sound too daunting. Speira had become more than accustomed to long trips. It was the thought of having to stay cooped up with these goons that made her want to chew nails.
I need a hobby. Papa is always at his sketchbook… maybe I should get one too...
Thankfully, now that Speira had the Corporal’s attention, she had been itching to ask since they boarded for their journey.
Speira nodded to the sheathed sword cradled in the crook of Speckled Band’s foreleg. “May I see your sword?”
After a moment, Speira added the word Quill had been trying so hard to beat into her vocabulary.
“Please?”
This surprised Speckled Band. “You… you want to see my sword?”
Speira nodded. Speckled Band glanced away nervously. His armor felt heavy under the weight of so many eyes.
Shifted into the sword into his hooves, Speckled Band finally gave the filly a curt nod. “Sure... I guess that’s alright.” 
The sword was passed carefully between them. The current stretch of road was littered with potholes, and it seemed that the whole carriage had become one shifting womb. Speira was careful. Once safely in her grasp, she ran a hoof along its gem studded sheath.
Speira’s first impression of the instrument was, why, it’s almost jewelry.
It took only a moment’s inspection for her to realize her mistake. Yes, the ivy like scrollwork racing up from the tip of the sheath -scrollwork that mimicked the design on Speckled Band’s royal armor- appeared gaudy with it’s flecks of gemstones here and there. But something about the sword seemed to thrum between her hooves.
Speira closed her eyes and focused what little magic she had. A faint, mossy ball of magic coalesced at the tip of her underdeveloped horn. This was one of the only spells Speira had ever been able to learn, and it cost great effort for her to cast it. Her brow furrowed. 
With eyes shut, there was no way for Speira to see Speckled Band’s worried expression. He rose slightly in his seat, readying himself to reach out and snatch the sword.
The Corporal asked timidly, “What are you doing?”
“Just curious about it's make.”
Though this short answer didn't seem to placate Speckled, he remained still.
From the looks of it, Speira had taken the sheath to be made from a baser metal. Probably gold. She now saw that she had been wrong. It was steel alright, tempered to the density of a shield. 
Still holding the spell, Speira slowly drew the sword from its sheath. She only brought it a quarter of the way out. Her eyes and her spell had both captured a wonder.
Hovering just above the hilt, engraved almost lovingly into the ivory steel, was the tiny depiction of a smiling alicorn. With both wings and arms stretched to either side of her, the beautiful caricature appeared to be offered the filly a hug.
Speira didn’t need to be a full blooded Equestrian to recognize a depiction of the princess Celestia. The benevolent princess had been a near mythical figure, seeming to haunt the halls of the Crystal Palace in so many dazzling portraits. 
But seeing the princess here, in cold steel, affecting the filly so profoundly. From the glimpse of a cutie mark peeking around both flanks to the swirling vortex of her mane, the attention to detail was absurd.
Wonders didn’t stop there, however. Speira’s spell continued to whisper knowledge into the back of her mind.
Iced steel, she thought. Just like my wings. A great conduit for enchantment.
Speira slid the sword back into its sheath. She became painfully aware of the full, open faces in her peripheral vision. The soldiers were craning their necks to try and catch a glimpse… but a glimpse of what? The buds of roses on Speckled Band’s face answered that question.
“This is a good weapon,” Speira said, passing the sword back. Speckled Band took it, but gave only a nod to the complement. He was embarrassingly flustered.
They rode in silene for ten minutes or so. It was only when the soldiers appeared to have grown bored with the other two ponies that Speckled Band felt the courage to voice his own bit of curiosity.
“So could I… possibly see your’s?”
Curled up comfortable into her robe, Speira was getting ready to drift off. She looked up now, but didn’t seem to comprehend what Speckled Band meant.
“Your wings,” Speckled Band said timidly. “I haven’t heard much about them, except that they’re… pretty effective.”
With a forced chuckle, he added, “What enchanted weapon isn’t, though, am I right? I… I hope I’m not imposing.”
The chuckle died instantly, along with the Corporal’s curiosity. Speira stared at him with the wide, lucid eyes of a feral animal peeking out through steel bars. She spoke only one word.
“No.”
A pistol shot couldn’t have been more abrupt. Suddenly the cabin was cramped despite its wide seats. Speckled Band shrugged off the chills racing along his hide, and even managed a wan smile.
“That’s too bad, but I can understand. Wrong place, wrong time and all that. I-”
But he saw there was no point in continuing. Speira had turned herself away from him, burrowing deeper into that sweeping black cloak of her’s.
A quick glance to the other soldiers in the cabin, and each of them glanced away in a hurry. Speckled Band shook his head, then leaned back into his seat. It wouldn’t be long before the hand rocking the great cradle they rode in lulled him to a doze. He only hoped he could sleep through the entire trip.
	****

Just the day before, the sun had seemed so lush with life. But now… it was as cold as grey fluorescence twinkling off of a rusty coin. Little Whisper looked up from her half empty basket -any other day it would’ve been half full. She stared dumbly at that bright bastard. It was hard to see him through the thick canopy of leaves overhead, but Whisper had found a gap the size of a kick back.
Nearby, Grimes grunted as he hauled a basket of his own up and into their cart. He needed a second to catch his breath before hopping down from the splintered wood. Sweat flew from his mane as he landed on soft earth.
Grimes trotted around the cart, then froze when he caught sight of the mare. Whisper stood like a statue. With her unbraided mane spilling over her cheeks and that forlorn expression awash in sunlight, Little Whisper had the look of some woeful madonna.
Grimes would’ve been taken back by her appearance if not for the unfilled basket at her hooves…
“Whisper?” Funny enough, Grimes’s voice came out as its own little whisper. When she didn’t stir, Grimes spoke louder.
“Hey, Whisper! You hear me?”
Little Whisper didn’t answer him right away. She blinked around at him slowly, as if waking from sleep. Dull green eyes stared through Grimes. It was a second and a half before Whisper’s gaze gained any consistency.
“The hay’s wrong with you, Whisper? You’ve been plodding along all morning, looking as if someone took a crap on your birthday cake.” 
If he sounded angry, it was only because of how badly Whisper’s zombie like state frightened him.
“If you’re sick or something, maybe you should take the day off. It’s better for you to clock off early then get half the farm hands sick. You can just tell Granny. She’s reasonable.” Begrudgingly, he added, “Mostly.”
Whisper brushed back her mane. The days where she didn’t fix her mane into braids were rare and far between… but they did exist. Given her peculiar condition, Whisper could’ve fixed this in an instant. Normally she chose not to because of how terribly lazy it made her feel. Today, however, Whisper simply forgot that she could.
“I’m not sick.”
Grimes studied her. “Alright. If you’re not sick, then what’s got you moving at a crawl?”
“It’s…” Whisper’s thoughts churned sluggishly. “It’s hard to explain, Grimes. It’s one of my friends-”
She broke off when Grimes came towards her and started to fill her basket. There were plenty of apples to collect. The few trees that Whisper had bucked must’ve been practically slouching from the weight of so many apples.
“Don’t do that, please.” 
Embarrement, the first true emotion Whisper had shown all morning, flared hotly in her cheeks. “I’m sorry I’ve been so darn slow.”
“Sure, go right ahead. But you can work and talk at the same time, can’t you?” 
He gingerly picked up an apple and plopped it in her basket. Grimes was smiling sardonically. 
“You haven’t had any problem doing it before. Besides, we really do need to catch up some. Only got an hour or so till lunch, I think. What were you saying about your friend?”
Little Whisper gathered a few apples, and her thoughts along with them. Anxiety and caution were at war within her like a pair of tangled snakes. Anyone could have seen it in her eyes. Thankfully, Grimes only had a view of Whisper’s backside at the moment.
Grimes began to wonder if Whisper wasn’t going to continue. After they had both collected more than half of the apples in their vicinity, Whisper dropped the last apple into her wicker basket. She spoke finally, but without turning to Grimes. 
“One of my friends is gone.”
Grimes blinked, bewildered. “Gone? Gone as in…”
Whisper nodded. “Missing. Just… gone. Another friend found his room empty this morning. No note, no nothing. His bed hadn’t even been laid in it… it was just as neat as he leaves it every morning.”
Whisper turned to Grimes at last. He was stricken by the sad confusion on her face.
“That’s… huh-” Grimes ran a hoof through his tangle of mane. “-not what I was expecting. Have you guys… er… have you guys talked to somepony? I don’t know who-”
He broke off when Whisper picked up her basket and made for the cart. Grimes watched after her for a moment before following. Speaking seemed to be easier when he didn’t have to see how upset she was.
Whisper climbed up into the old cart, unconscious of all its creaking and complaining. 
“My other friend is going to look around town today. Said that Midnight might’ve just decided to take stroll or… or something. If we don’t hear anything soon, I think we might go to city hall.”
Grimes waited till she had joined him before asking, “Midnight? I take it that’s the missing friend?”
Whisper nodded. “Midnight Dreary.”
There was a flicker of recognition in Grimes’s face, but it was gone in an instant. He cocked his head sideways, thinking. 
“That name sounds kind of familiar.”
“Pretty sure I’ve mentioned him before,” said she. “As much as I talk, I’ve had to mention him at least once.”
“Maybe,” Grimes said, though he sounded doubtful. “Guess that’s likely. I probably just forgot. So, what makes you think that this Midnight fella really didn’t go for a walk or something?”
Whisper sighed and dropped down onto the hard pack of earth beneath them. Her back rested against the carts ancient wood. 
“Just feels that way. Midnight is a strange guy, and he does strange things from time to time but… well, let’s just say he isn’t the kind of pony to just go wandering off on his own.”
One could only wonder what Whisper might think if she had ever spied Midnight creeping in on one of his late night strolls.
Grimes stepped forward and joined Whisper in the dust. “I don’t know, sounds a little like my mom. She was pretty odd herself. Every now and then, she’d get up early in the morning and catch a train out of town. She would never tell anypony that she was going or how long she’d be. Sometimes she was gone for a day, maybe two, but she always came back.”
Whisper raised an eyebrow. “Really? She would just leave out of the blue?”
“Yep.”
“Where was she going?”
Grimes smiled faintly, that strange childhood memory still fresh and rip in his head.
“My brother followed her once. Turns out she was taking trips up to Canterlot. Tracked her to some cafe where he found her dressed as a maid, sipping coffee and reading trashy poetry.” 
Grimes couldn’t help but laugh before continuing. “All ponies are strange, Whisper, and they do strange things. I’m certain your friend’s okay, and I’m sure he’ll be back around sooner rather than later.”
“You sound so certain of yourself,” Whisper said, smiling. 
She wasn’t sure why, but the picture of Midnight reading Hearts Across Detrot while wearing a frilly Prance maid outfit wouldn’t leave her mind.
“I have reason to. I’ve lived in Ponyville for most of my life, and it isn’t the kind of place where ponies just mysteriously go missing. You’re not going to find him in a ditch somewhere. Even with the way things have been the past six months or so, it’s still a small town at heart. That’s what everypony loves so much about this place.”
Whisper remained silent for a moment. She watched the canopy of leaves overhead sway rhythmically to a surging breeze. It was possible for her to sense all of the upturned brows cooling themselves on that cool wind. What an oddly comforting imagine it was.
“You know, Grimes,” Whisper said at last, “I figured there was more to you than grunts and complaints. Talking to you like this is nice.”
She laughed and added, “You’d better be carefully, though, or I might just start to think you’re actually a good guy.”
Grimes stood and brushed the leaves from his backside. He produced a scowl, but Whisper could see that it was mostly show.
“Yeah, well… don’t get used to it. I just got tired of you dragging your tail. We got work to do, and it’s my backside if it’s not done. Granny would never believe that you were the one slacking off.”
Whisper gave him a wide smile. It was obvious that she wasn’t going to be her usually chipper self, but it seemed as if a couples of pounds of fret lifted away with that smile. Grimes felt a tingling at the base of his neck and a sticky warmth in his extremities. He didn’t care much for either sensation.
Grimes grunted and moved towards the front of the cart.
“Better move your flank,” he called back. “If you’re not in the cart by the time I’m hitched up, I’m leaving you!”
Whisper giggled, then almost looked disgusted with herself. It felt almost sinful to laugh. Her thoughts drifted to Midnight, to Alabaster who would surely have combed through a quarter of Ponyville by now, and lastly to her own dull feelings.
Grimes is probably right, but… but why do I have this feeling… this feeling that everything's gone rotten here?
She couldn’t say why. All Whisper could do was stand and get back to work.
	****

Whisper started to come around. She still felt as if she was trudging through a bog of murky confusion. Grimes’s kindly prodding only reinforced this peculiar feeling, but at least it kept Whisper from slowing. When Granny’s voice rolled out and over the orchard, signaling lunchtime, Whisper’s and Grimes’s cart had just been filled up to its brim.
A close one, Grimes thought, now riding shotgun. He swayed with the cart over the uneven ground.
I really don’t think Granny would mind much if we came back with our wagon half full... but Big Mac? Not in a million years.
A few other teams had made it back already and were currently digging into their meals on the front lawn. Whisper watched these ponies as she approached, noting how mechanically they appeared to eat. There was none of the relish in the act as there had been before. The farm ponies chomped rapidly on buttered biscuits, pausing only to glance periodically at the orchard. The smell of apprehension in air was sour to Whisper’s nose. She tried her best to ignore it.
There was a small line of wagons not far from the Apple’s house. Whisper parked theirs to one end, added another link to the chain. Grimes hopped down and trotted up to Whisper. He helped unhitch her from the cart, working almost methodically.
Grimes glanced up from the assortment of straps to gander at the milling farmhands. The line to the food wagon was probably a third of its usually size. Grimes saw that there were some ponies who only sat and watched as one or two other co-workers eat.
“Looks like you’re not the only feeling down today,” Grimes said absently. “Looks like half the farm lost its appetite. By the sun and moon, you’d have thought somepony died from the look of them all.”
Whisper gave a sigh of relief as she shrugged off the harness. She looked first at the ponies on their break, then back to Grimes.
“They’re probably still thinking about the other day,” Little Whisper said quietly. “Can’t say I blame them. It was a bit… eerie.”
Grimes rolled his eyes. “Oh, please. Some of these have lived through the strangest events in Ponyville history. You’d think it would take more than a couple of screaming fruitcakes and a cranky dog to make everypony lose their cookies.”
The two plodded towards the slow churning line of ponies. A few seated on the grass gave the pair a slight nod as they passed.
“If ponies are going to be spooked by just that, imagine how frightened they’d be if I said that I saw a conga line of manticores shuffling about town last night. Its idiocy!”
Grimes carried on this way, but Whisper’s thoughts had already began to shift. Her friends were never out of mind for long. She didn’t want to dwell on them, but it seemed what Whisper wanted had no say in the matter.
Whisper and Grimes waded into the crowd. Little Whisper was looking forward to having a word with Granny Smith, if for only a moment. She was thinking that she might actually ask Granny for the rest of the day off after all. Two ponies could cover a lot of ground. And besides, she had the itching sensation that Alabaster was going to get up to something if he spent enough time by himself.
Little Whisper would never get to have that conversation with Granny Smith. Far off, to the orchards deepest stretches, a flock of birds rose like a column of smoke. No one saw omen of things to come. They did hear what followed it, however.
What ponies there were at Apple Bloom’s food wagon chatted merrily while in the company of Granny Smith. The old mare made it hard not to. Anyone and everyone who passed by got an earful.
Whisper and Grimes had moved halfway up the line when the babble about them was muted by a sudden shriek of horror. All conversation stopped. 
Gooseflesh prickled up the necks of swiveling heads. A pond of wide eyes and twitching ears began to shift uneasily. The shrill wail of terror had sounded almost familiar.
The only person who got any say on the matter was a young buck standing next to Granny Smith. He didn’t notice how the buttered biscuit had slipped off his plate, nor did he notice the dentures that fell from Granny’s slack jaws. What he did notice was the pillar of migrating birds over the orchard.
“What the flying buck is that?”
The stallion was answered almost at once. The cry came again, only now it was clearer... and this time it was not alone. Others cried along with it, seeming to harmonize. It was like hearing a chorus of the damned. Hackles rose in a wave.
Granny Smith was the first to come to her senses. She whirled around. Big Mac had only meant to grab a biscuit before going off to see on the other teams in the orchard. Seeing the wildfire in Granny’s gaze confused the large stallion even more.
“How many we still got out there, Big Mac?” Granny asked, her fragile voice cracked with panic. “Six? Eight?”
The butter biscuit stuck out from the massive stallion’s mouth like a pacifier. It quivered. Neurons misfired, and any train of thought was derailed.
The biscuit tumbled to the ground as Big Mac tried to answer. The words never came. What did was the sound of screaming ponies and pounding hooves.
Ponies began pouring out of the treeline. They raced as if their manes were on fire and their tails were catching.
It became painfully clear why all this felt so familiar. Leading the exodus from the apple orchard were those infamous dullards. Seeing the two brothers filled every heart with burning dread.
Able and Fable were battered, dirty, and covered from head to hoof in tiny scratches. It was as if they had taken a spin cycle through a thick set of brambles. The ponies screaming and fleeing after them looked no better. A tiny trickle of blood ran down the face of one mare, started from a nub that had once been an ear.
Other than their injuries, every single one of them shared that same look of mad horror.
“Killer timber!” Able yelled, then repeated the two words like a war chant. “Killer timber! Killer timber! Killer tim-”
That’s when he tripped. Hoof tied, Able’s chant turned into the screech as he went face first into the dirt. Fable didn’t even notice. He went on as Able was left to spit out clots of bloody dirt.
Whisper knew what came next. The sour smell in the air thickened as fear turned to panic. It was almost enough to make her wretch.
Little Whisper braced herself as the crowd began to churn. Ponies bumped and collided into one another, turning the once calm gathering into a mosh pit. 
Whisper braced herself as a stallion knocked her aside, almost sending her sprawling. Grimes was barely visible through the thicket of bodies. He was fighting to stay on his hooves, but appeared to losing.
The wave pool of equine bodies only held for a few seconds. It didn’t take long for them to take flight when the orchard opened its maw and gave a bloody roar.
The cry was that of some primordial beast. It was as if twisting tree trunks and grinding boulders had lent their voices together to deafen the world itself. The sound made Whisper’s eardrums ache.
With the crowd broken, another thirty bodies joined the exodus. As fast they could flee, however, none of them were quick enough. They had all just turned tail when the treeline exploded into a spray of splinters and leaves.
Able tried to get to his hooves, but the wobbly jelly legs beneath him hardly heard his cursing and urging. His fury and fear was voiced in one last cry as he fell back into the dirt.
Able’s eyes, which had been screwed shut with effort, opened as a shadow fell over. There was only second for Able to marvel at the dark cloud of destruction above him.
Death fell like hail. Slab-like paws came down on Able’s back. There came a snap as loud as a pistol shot.
Little Whisper, a statue amidst the chaos, watched in horror as the massive creature fell upon Able. The stallion threw his head back. From the big O of shock and pain writ upon his face, Whisper guessed that the snapping had been the stallion’s spine.
Able’s misery would not last for long at least. With his throat exposed, the beast atop his back lowered itself. Arrowhead teeth sank into Able’s tender flesh. With one quick movement, the pony’s throat was torn to bloody ribbons.
Whisper hardly saw the blood, or the gaping hole. Whisper didn’t even see the corpse of the stallion who had offered her his lunch a few days ago. The only thing that made any sense in Whisper’s reality was the monster.
Clots of moss and vines clung to a mountain of knotted wood. Wood creaked noisily as the thing turned its bloody maw up to her. Through stained grin, Whisper saw stone teeth honed to a suicidal point. The beast did indeed resemble a wolf, though Whisper was too frightened to tally the comparisons.
It wasn’t seeing all those teeth that frightened Whisper the most, nor was it the way it leered hungrily towards her. Curds of black icor were bubbling around its grinning maw. Little Whisper even saw the same crud crusting around its iridescent eyes.
It’s like some of the animals back at the marshes… it looks... rabid?
Other figures could be seen stalking through the remains of the treeline. Their stature was unmistakable. A dozen green eyes gleamed in the gloom.
The Timber Wolves sprang, quick as greased lightning. The one in lead found pony flesh before the mass of ponies had even made it to the dirt road leading back to town.
Little Whisper still hadn’t moved. She watched as blood and dust flew. A brief commation to her left drew Whisper’s attention. Big Macintosh had thrown Granny Smith over one large shoulder and was currently making a beeline for their house. The filly, Applebloom, ran frantic cycles around her brother.
The old mare cupped a hoof around her mouth a shrieked, “Get to the house, you fools! To the house! You’ll lead ‘em into town!”
But Granny Smith’s failing voice was overridden. The wolves tore into the fleeing crowd of ponies, and brought with them shrieks of pain and terror.
Whisper looked away from the bloody carnage. Cold rivulets of fear coursed through body as she turned back to the timber wolf standing over Able her. It was regarding her with murderous curiosity. When it moved it do so slowly, always staying close to the ground.
There was little more than twenty feet between her and the timberwolf, but Whisper wasn’t sure if that meant much to the beast. One leap could probably cut through the distance in an instant.
And here I am like a goose on an archery range, Whisper thought. Gods, had I really thought this day couldn’t get worse.
The strange unreality of it all finally begin to melt away. It did so when she felt a pair of shaking hooves took hold of her neck and pulled. If it weren’t for the wide gate of her stance, Whisper probably would’ve been yanked off her hooves.
Whisper swung her head around, and the cold cycles in her belly bloomed into icebergs. Not for her, however, but for her would be rescuer.
“The actual heck are you doing!” Grimes screamed. 
He tried to give Whisper another pull, but no avail. Whisper held her ground easily. Grimes’s strength had faded as quickly as it had came.
“No,” Whisper breathed, then after a second, added, “Get to the house, Grimes. It’s safe.”
“You’re coming with me!” Grimes was hysterically now. Seeing their death drawing closer, he redoubled his efforts.
“Celestia damn you, Whisper, don’t be stupid!”
Whisper snarled and shoved Grimes aside. He was sent to his flank with a grunt. Grimes stared down for a second at his shaking hooves, before looking up to her. His eyes were doleful and vacant. This was the prey finally giving into the inevitable.
Whisper turned from him… turned to the timberwolf. It was closer now, and Whisper was certain it would leap upon her within a matter of seconds. Yet, it remained where it was, hunkered close to the ground. Those ghostly green eyes watched her. Waiting.
It wants me to run, Whisper decided. It wants a chase.
This thought did more than steady Little Whisper... it angered her.
“We use to trap and brain gators back home,” Whisper said suddenly, not entirely sure why she was speaking aloud. “And here I thought was done with all that mess.”
The only response the timberwolf gave was a slight shimmy of its hindquarters. It was like a cat ready to pounce. 
Whisper smiled wanly. What she did next should’ve been hard for her. The years of caution, nearly half of her twenty-four years of life, were thrown away with only a single thought.
It wasn’t Alabaster who broke cover this time.
Grimes watched their doom with utter dismay, certain that his young life had come to its abrupt end. It was in the acceptance of the enitivable that a wonder happened.
Grimes’s frowning features were suddenly highlighted by a green iridescences. His dismay melted into astonishment. Whisper stood, wreathed in flames of deep viridian. Before Grimes’s eyes, Little Whisper began to change.
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		Act 2, Chapter 24: A Loving Sin



The cold was vampiric. It had fangs like needles and stole precious life sips at a time. You would think anyone submerged up to their neck in that chilly slurry would be helpless shiver or shake…
But these ponies, the ones in black armor, were not like anyone else. They burrowed deep into a high snow drift and lay like corpses. The ponies probably could’ve fooled a vulture, if only there were any to fool.
Time was a thing of myth out here in the frozen wastes. It could be discerned by the arc of the sun and the slow movements of low hanging clouds, but even those means would be little more than guess work. The gusty quiet reigned up here, though, it was dethroned every so often. 
“How much longer, you think,” one soldier asked. 
The half a dozen or so bodies shifted momentarily, trying to see who had broken the silence. A stallion at the peak of the snowdrift glanced over one shoulder, his gaze skating over stoney faces.
“Not long, I think,” he said, then looked up to the sun. “I’m guessing it’s nearly ten. We’re only a couple of hours from the city.”
This made the troop shift again. The thought of their blood running hot with murder excited them, mostly because it meant they'd no longer have to wade submissively through the icy cold.
The stallion taking point saw this and hissed. “Easy. We’ve waited this long. Don't go getting restless on me now.”
A different soldier this time, and much closer. “Do you think the charges will work, Silver? The… the snow won’t… you know… mess up the paper?”
Silver, the stallion on point, was beginning to lose patience. He met the darting eyes of the pony who’d asked the question and growled. 
“Boy, I know magical system ordinates about as well as you do... but if Tempest says the scroll will work, then it’ll work. Anything beyond that is my concern, not your’s.”
The soldier’s eyes turned away. Silver was glad. Too many questions tended to make him nervous. If there were questions, let them be for the inner circle.
The simple thought of that strange bunch had an almost magnetic effect on Silver. Though his will power alone should’ve welded them in place, the joints in Silver’s neck began to turn like rusty hinges.
While most of the troop were huddled close to preserve some semblance of warmth, two figures laid apart from the group. Their presence was almost as chilling as the snow’s. Silver squinted against the glare cast off the snow, but he was able to make out the mare a yard or so away.
Silver cleared his throat politely. “Tapia, how’s your armor? Snow’s not… snow’s not messing with it?”
Before today, Silver would’ve sworn that being drenched to one’s nethers was the worst kind of cold a pony could feel. Seeing those charcoal colored eyes turn his way made Silver reconsider the notion. The gaze that met his own was as heartless as the chill trying to kill him.
The narrow slit in Tapia’s helm partially revealed a sooty black face.  What features were visible were doleful and soft, making up the face of a caring mother instead of a killer. Judging her on looks alone, however, would be a grave mistake for anyone foolish enough to do so. The grin she gave Silver was enough to show her true nature. It was large, wolfish, and fool of teeth.
“How sweet of you to ask,” said Tapia sweetly. “What a good little gentlecolt you are. My armor’s fine, thanks for asking. When the excitement starts, however, I may need a moment to shake the snow loose. Lots of places for it to get packed down. Woe is me.”
Yeah, woe is you, Silver thought. If the poor bastards headed our way are lucky, they’ll be dead before you can even make it down the embankment.
Though the tiny mare was neck deep in the snow, Silver sensed the metal instrument beneath as if it were ill will. He prayed that none of the troops got in Tapia’s way. It was hard enough to bury corpses out amongst the frozen earth when they weren’t cutlets.
On the other side of Tapia sat the furry monstrosity known only as Gnar. There was volumes to be said about Gnar in simply the fact that he was the only one amongst them brave enough to stay so close to Tapia. Silver figured that made sense. The hide of a diamond dog was reputed to be astoundingly resilient.
Gnar threw back his shaggy head, his eyes rolling leisurely back. The cigarette at the corner of his mouth flared as smoke curled lazily from his nostrils.
“Put that out,” Silver hissed at him. “Can’t believe you’d light that shit now of all times.”
It was Tapia, still grinning, who responded. “Leave him be, sweet pea. It’s not like anyone’s going to see a speck of smoke from up here, anyways.”
Silver huffed. “If they don’t see it, then they’ll surely smell it. We’re upwind.”
There came a throaty, gravelly sound. Both Silver and Tapia glanced at the diamond dog. Gnar’s throat bulged and shrank, bulged and shrank. It took a moment for Silver to realize the bastard was laughing.
“Pony’s funny. Angel grass smelly, but other ponies will smell their sweat and musk before grass. Besides-”
Gnar finally looked at them. The whites rimming his beady eyes were bloodshot. As far as Silver knew, they were always like this.
“If there be bloodshed coming, Gnar wants to enjoy it.”
Tapia giggled musically. “Oh, poor Gnar. Can’t get it up without a little smoke.”
There came that guttural laugh from Gnar again. There probably wasn’t another diamond dog in Equestrian that laughed as much as Gnar. Then again, there probably wasn’t another dog that stayed as high on angel grass. 
Silver turned away. He hoped neither Tapia nor Gnar saw the nausea in his face. The young buck cuddled next to him looked about as green as Silver felt.
By sun and moon, I can’t believe I’m actually missing Tempest. I’d rather deal with that large ego than these maniacs.
The next half hour passed in blessed silence. Silver was about to check his dented pocket watch for the tenth time when his scout gasped.
“I see something, Sir!” the mare exclaimed, lowering her binoculars. There was high color in her cheeks as passed them to Silver.
“Really? You sure?”
“Look that way, sir. It’s a little hard to see.”
Silver followed the mare’s pointing hoof. He felt a sudden shift of amongst the cluster to his back. It was as if a switch had been flipped, and an electrical current was jumping from one circuit to the next. They wouldn’t waste hours of chilling patience, however. The ponies in black were far too well trained for that.
Silver scanned the horizon, seeing nothing at first. He was getting ready to ask the mare to point it out again when he finally caught sight of something. His eyes widened behind the frosty lenses.
A cloud of billowing dust and snow hung far up along the road. Silver noted that it moved rapidly, like an ivory dust devil. It would be impossible to make out the team pulling the wagon at this distance, but his eyes were sharp enough to pick out the glint of armor.
“Yep, that might be them,” Silver said, almost panting. “That crazy bastard, Shining, is actually making a move… sweet hell.” 
Silver glanced around at the troop and hissed, “Everyone stay down, but get ready to move. I’m guessing they’re fifteen minutes out, but I can’t be sure.”
It turned out they were ten minutes out. Soon the scouts could see the moving cloud without the aid of binoculars.
When Silver could hear the sound of many tramping hooves, he reached gingerly into his cloak and withdraw a rolled up piece of parchment. Tugging at the ribbon tying it off, Silver unrolled the scroll before him. There was no fear of the snow dampening the thing. The paper was thick enough to almost be considered clothe.
Seeing the crimson webwork made Silver’s heart flutter. The enchanted ink ebbed like the smouldering coals of an abandoned campfire. 
Silver pressed a hoof to the spellworks center. An invisible fish hook skewered his conscience, lifting it up and away from his body.Silver was no longer up high, lying in wait, but instead lying prone by the road.
Wait, Silver urged himself as the carriage drew near. Wait for the second one. Your objective is the second carriage.
Wait he did, though, not without testing his restraint. His nerve endings practically sizzled with arcane energy. It felt to Silver as if he had inhaled dragon fire, and to exhale would turn this frozen waste into a sea of boiling water.
Wait, damn you.
When the first carriage did pass, Silver had to bite down to keep from crying out. The team passed a mere foot or so from his expanded consciousness -really a planted rune much like that on Silver’s scroll.
The dust hadn’t even settled on the road when a distant voice, Silver’s scout, said, “The second carriage is in sight, sir. No more than ten minutes away.”
Too true. Even as the vibrations of hooves subsided, Silver could feel more on their way. Things were moving fast now. It seemed more like seconds before Silver’s head rang with all those galloping hooves. Now there was only mere moments.
“Get ready to move!” Silver commanded, no longer even trying to keep his voice low. It wouldn’t matter even if they were seen. The second carriage had just entered the blast radius.
There came the soft sound of shifting snow as everyone rose. Gnor shook blankets of white powder from his thick pelt. He took a last, long drag from his cigarette before casting it aside. The diamond dog had worked up a nice high. Gnor bent over and pulled a large, rolled up bundle of canvas from the snow. A pair of hilts protruded from one end.
Silver would’ve been glad to miss Tapia as she stood. Snow slid from her black armor, revealing the wicked array of blades jutting from her. They lined the plates on her back like crude porcupine quills. Tapia wiped at the snow packed into the creases of her armor, heedless of the steel claws adorning her armored hooves. She wouldn’t so much as nick herself.
Let my timing be true, Silver pleaded, not sure who he could’ve been praying to. Whoever had been listening, however, granted Silver his request.
When the second carriage fell upen the rune, Silver allowed the bubbling rush of power inside his chest to burst.
“Now!”
Silver’s scream was answered by a thunderclap of flame. For the first time in months, heat gushed across the soldiers’ faces.
	****

It was nearing ten o’clock. Three hours of skulking through Ponyville, asking the same questions five dozen times, and Alabaster fearing that his patience might run out.
“I’m sorry, sonny, you’re gonna have to speak up!” The old cogger learned over his cluster of pears, head cocked. “It’s pretty noisy out here today, and my hearin’ ain’t too good.”
The thing atop his head, Alabaster assumed it was supposed to be a mane, looked faker than a tin bit. He had to restrain the urge to flap a wing and send the tuppee sailing.
Alabaster was practically screeching now. “I said I’m looking for my friend! He’s gone missing!”
“Oh, is that so?” The cogger had enough decency to look grieved. “Well, ain’t that a pity. Well maybe I can help ya. What’s he look like?”
Alabaster gave a quick description of Midnight. The line behind him grew longer by the second. Their displeasure danced off his backside like the teeth of so many mites. It made Alabaster clumsy with his words, and at times he had repeat to himself.
When Alabaster mention that his friend’s cutie mark -or lack there of- the cogger’s placating smile grew saddened. “Oh, a younger fella then. Poor colt.”
“No, he’s an adult, old father. Young, but about the same age as me.”
The term ‘old father’ had been an expression of endearment during his early childhood. ‘Old father’ for the chieftain when he was pissed you had chased away the tribe’s chicken, and then ‘old mother’ for the crone you had to help in recompense for the chasing said chickens. 
This ‘old father’ saw not the enderement. He thought Alabaster was mocking him.
The cogger’s expression soured and tucked into itself like a raisin. “Ain’t seen nopony like that, and I gots a pretty a good memory for faces. If your friend’s been through the market, he didn’t do so past my stand.”
“Are you sure?” Alabaster asked doubtfully. “Maybe if I run through what he looks like one-”
“Hey! Is this gonna take much longer?” About midway down the line, a rather prim looking mare with a beehive hairdo stood tall on her hind legs. “Some of us have appointments to keep!”
There was a murmur of approval at this. Alabaster glanced back, unwary and uncaring of all the furrowed brows turned his way.
“Come on, is there really no other place you idgets can get pears!?”
More murmuring, but now clearly agitated.
“Best you move along, sonny,” the cogger said, his wrinkled face frowning. “Ya chose a busy time to hold up my line.”
Alabaster’s feathers ruffled irritably, but he resigned himself with a sigh. “Fine. Sorry for the trouble… but you’ll keep an eye out for him? If you see him, you can tell some… somepony at town hall. They know how to get a hold of me.”
Although the cogger nodded, Alabaster could see his reluctance to do so.
Why’s everyone so high in vitamin bitch today?
Alabaster stepped away, grumbling to himself all the while. “Rotten ass lookin’ pears. Hope you give someone food poisoning.”
While this hot day had proceeded in overall disappointment, the benefit afforded to Alabaster was that the mass collection of stalls were affixed with long canopies. The angry stallion trotted aimlessly, but he did so in shade. A few vendors eyed him suspiciously as he passed. These were the ponies he had already spoken to.
Alabaster was pondering the next step of his search party when a voice sliced through the noise of the market.
“Yo, Alabaster!”
Alabaster’s mounting anger was coldcocked at the sound of his name. He glanced about, startled and confused, when he finally saw her.
The stood upright, a foreleg resting on the end of her counter. The lecherous grin she gave Alabaster was all the invitation he needed.
“You’re looking pretty pleased with yourself, grape head,” Alabaster said, approaching the stand. His enthusiasm was only half-forced.
“I’m always pleased when a returning customer comes rolling back around. It gets my coin purse all warm and tingly.”
Berry Punch reached over and plucked one of the many grapes crowding her stall. It was the same livid shade of purple as her coat. Berry munched it, eyeing Alabaster greedily.
“So whatcha in the shop for today, snowflake?”
“A stallion, actually. Long, dark, and surprisingly handsome.”
Berry Punch choked. Alabaster had to hold his stomach to keep from rocking with laughter.
Berry Punch coughed out the half chewed clump of fruit. Alabaster’s chuckles died to giggles as the lump landed with a wet splat at his hooves.
Berry Punch wiping at her muzzle. “Well, well. If that’s what you’re looking for, I have a cousin I can send your way.”
“I’m only playing, Berry… sorta. I’m out looking for a friend.”
“Oh?” Berry Punch’s ears perked up.
“Yeah. You remember me mentioning my roommate, Midnight?”
“You mean the weird one who stares too much?”
“Yeah… that one…”
Alabaster went through the routine again, though, a bit easier than before. As he finished, Berry Punch popped another grape into her mouth. 
“That’s indeed some shit,” she said somberly.
Alabaster nodded. This was something else he liked about Berry Punch. As far as Alabaster knew, she was the only pony in Ponyville with a gutter mouth as foul as his own… well, maybe not as foul, but enough to make him feel at ease.
“I’ve been looking for the s.o.b. all morning, but… well, I know he has to be around here somewhere. Town’s not that freakin’ big.”
Berry Punch gave a sympathetic smile. “That’s nice of you to be out here looking.”
Alabaster shrugged. “My other friend has done the same for me more than a few times, so I guess it’s only karma I’m doing it now. If only the little shit storm was more like me. Then all I’d have to do is find which alleyway he passed out in.”
Alabaster sighed harshly. Berry Punch studied him, concerned.
“I’m sorry, Alabaster, I can only guess how hard this can be. Must’ve kept you up last night, because you don’t look like you’ve gotten much sleep.”
“What? No, we found the bastard missing this morning. You’re right, though, I didn’t get much-” Alabaster broke off momentarily in a yawn. “Damn it, you just had to say something. I was doing fine too.”
“Heh, sure you were.” Berry Punch dropped to all fours and raised a hoof to Alabaster’s face. She touched his right cheek. 
“The dark circles around your eyes say as much… maybe you should take a break, snowflake.”
Alabaster lifted an eyebrow. “A break? You’re kidding, right? I’ve still-” another yawn. “-ground to cover.”
This was bad. Now that his anger at the pear seller and his stupid customers had dwindled, Alabaster’s wits were starting to grow dull. Anger had always a great motivator for Alabaster. With all that frustration sputtering out, Alabaster started to feel as weary and useless as a damp towel.
“Look… I get it if you feel like you can’t,” Berry Punch said, smiling slowly but kindly. “Just thought a breather might do you some good. You look about halfway to finding your own alleyway to pass out in.”
Then with a smirk, “Might even have a pep talk I can give you to get ya going again.”
Alabaster bit his lip. “This pep talk wouldn’t happen to be in a cup, would it?”
“It might.” 
The stallion salivated. He tried to look abashed, but Berry Punch wasn’t convinced for an instant. 
“Jeez, Berry, it’s like ten o’clock. Don’t you think that’s a… a little soon?”
“Ha! It’s five o’clock somewhere, snowflake. Besides, if there is anypony in Ponyville who needs a drink more than you, I can’t think of them.”
The stallion grunted. “Ain’t that the truth...”
Alabaster considered her offer for a moment… although, saying he considered it might be giving Alabaster too much credit. The decision was made the moment Alabaster thought about the case of cider he had at the house that might be to drunk alone.
Alabaster knew this would make he feel wretched. Midnight was somewhere out there, maybe hurt, maybe lost. The thought should’ve corralled Alabaster back to his search, but instead it only wetted his thirst.
I’m so tired of think about what’ll happen if I can’t find him, Alabaster thought, then scolded himself for it. No, don’t lay blame on Midnight for your damned needs, pussbag.
At last, Alabaster said, “I don’t suppose a small break will eat too much time.”
Berry Punch gave a small cry excitement. She reared up to lean over the counter, then called to someone back there. The pegasus was thunderstruck when a head popped up beside Berry Punch. The tiny pony had a purple coat a few shades lighter than Berry, but other than that the likeness was undeniable.
“Huh… a berry sized Berry. Go figure.”
Berry Punch cleared her throat. “Alabaster, this is my sister, Pina Colada. I’m stepping out for a bit, Colada. Watch the stand for me?”
The filly beamed madly when she laid eyes on Alabaster. “Really, sis? Remember the last time you stepped out with somepony for a bit? You spent the next day at White Coat’s cli-”
Berry swung at the Pina Colada, nearly taking her head. “You hush your lying mouth!”
Alabaster felt like this was a practice routine. The filly ducked beneath the swipe easily and came up grinning.
“Just don’t say I didn’t warn you, sis!”
Berry Punch sighed. “Just mind the stand, okay? And I better not hear that you’ve jacked the prices again. You leave my signs alone.”
The filly gave Berry Punch a sallut as she and the strange stallion trotted away.
	****

A few minutes? Had Alabaster really said that? Had he really believed that? What a bitter joke that was, about as bitter as the wine in his glass.
This would be his sixth glass. Six glasses within ten minutes. Good job, boyo.
Alabaster raised the glass to his nose and breathed deep. The aroma was about as strong and as bitter as the drink itself. Alabaster’s eyes rolled back in ecstasy. The joints in his neck felt like greased ball bearings.
“Does me good to see a pony with good taste.”
Berry Punch sat across from him in a muddy colored armchair. She sloshed the contents of her glass, but kept her gaze on the stallion. Though Alabaster sat in the middle of the sofa, his wings extended out to graze the armrests on either side. Berry Punch thought he looked like a snow angel. That made her giggle.
“Don’t really need taste after a few glasses of this,” Alabaster said. 
Alabaster’s words were clear and coherent, despite how clumsy his tongue felt. Berry wouldn’t have known the bloke halfway down a bottle if she hadn’t watched him get there.
I get the feeling this fella could bullshit his way through a drop dead slosher, then completely forget he did so in the morning.
Fixing his somber eyes on Berry Punch, Alabaster took a modest sip of his glass. Amidst the gripping taste of strong wine, he could’ve sworn there was the barest hint of blueberries. He was surprised he could taste that much after all the rum and whiskey in his life
“So.” He smacked his lips. “How long has this one been sitting? It's quite the kicker.”
Berry smirked. “You haven’t had anything yet if you think this is a kicker, snowflake. The berry’s I use only get stronger with time. I’ve got another bottle of this that’s been baking for nearly four years now.”
Alabaster gave a low whistled. “Jeez! While I’m always up for a little alcoholic masochism, that sounds plain suicidal.”
“What are you talking,” Berry Punch laughed. “That shit is going to be ambrosia. Ambrosia straight from Celestia’s tit.”
The pegasus wrinkled his nose. “I don’t know Celestia, and I definitely don’t know if I’d want anything from her tit.”
Berry Punch stared at Alabaster, befuddled. Though her gaped mouth said nothing, Alabaster could clearly see the word ‘what?’ stamped neatly on Berry’s lips.
Alabaster faked a coy smile and fanned himself. “Holy hell, am I buzzed. Uh… how long did you say you aged this bottle for?”
Berry Punch continued staring at Alabaster for a moment longer, when at last the corners of her mouth began to curl. Berry Punch was now howling with laughter. Alabaster joined in after a second, more relieved than anything.
After a minute or so, when she finally had control of her funny bone again, Berry Punch wiped her watery eyes. “Oh, you’re a card, snowflake, an absolute card. Oh, and that’s five months. It doesn't usually get much time to age. Got lots of ponies looking for a good, quick buzz, to know?”
Alabaster shook his head in disbelief. “It’s no wonder your house smells like a distillery, it practically is one! And you said the other bottle has been aging for nearly four years? Damn. That shit will be strong enough to be considered gasoline.”
Berry Punch poked out her lower lip. “Does that mean you don’t want to partake in the uncorking ceremony, then?”
“Fuck no! I’d better get an rsvp!”
Berry laughed. She raised her glass in a toast, which Alabaster returned. Though they both drank deep, it was Alabaster who found himself unable to smile at the occasion. A single thought had murdered all of his good humor:
Boy, how funny would it be to get Midnight to drink some of that stuff?
Alabaster drained the glass. Instead of thinking of poor Little Whisper toiling away under the sun, or even thinking about the missing pony who he had started to consider a friend, Alabaster decided to focus on the warmth spreading in his belly instead. There seemed to be a tangible weight to it. The harder Alabaster focused on it, the deeper it drug him into his seat.
That was where he really wanted to be… sunken deep into a thoughtless void of booze and heat.
“You alright there, snowflake?”
Alabaster’s eyes unrolled like window shades. Berry Punch watched him, her cheeks high with color.
“Sure,” Alabaster lied. “Peachy.”
“Thinking about your friend, aren’t you?” Berry Punch stared down at the remains of her drink guiltily. “Suppose that’s a dumb question, huh?” 
“Yes and no,” Alabaster said. “Thought maybe taking five… er… taking a half hour breather might help clear my head, maybe give me a new perspective on this whole ‘search party’ thing…”
Berry Punch peered at him hopefully, but Alabaster only shook his head.
“Got a head full of wasps, but no ideas. Nothing new there.”
“Well, the alcohol doesn't really help.”
Alabaster shook his head a second time. “The condition of my condition hasn't changed since I was a foal, Berry, and booze doesn't change that.”
Berry Punch watched as the sulking stallion slide deeper into himself. It was as if Alabaster was shrinking.
There had been many instances like this the past few weeks, times where Berry Punch felt bubbling with questions for her new friend. Knowing this wasn’t the time, she held them off for the time being. What Berry Punch did ask…
“You know, snowflake, I can keep an ear to the ground at the market, ask around even. It’s a good place to look if you know the flow of the place.”
“I mean… it wouldn't hurt. I've been asking around, but…” Alabaster raised an empty hoof, then let it drop. The gesture said enough.
Berry Punch chuckled sardonically. Alabaster cocked an eyebrow.
“I'm not trying to belittle your efforts, snowflake, because there's just no way for you to know any better.”
“Know what?”
“The flow. You gotta know the flow. The market might look like an overcrowded hodgepodge to the uninitiated, but luckily I am initiated. There's a lot of moving and shaking that goes on down there. Heck, how do you think I sell such strong alcohol when nopony can right now?”
Alabaster had to concede to her that point.
“All of Ponyville trickles down to the marketplace. You just have to know how to ride the rapids.”
“Hmmm.” Alabaster chewed his tongue a moment, enjoy the after taste of Berry’s ‘punch’. “You’d do that? You’d ‘ride the rapids’ for me?”
“Of course! I'm nosy by nature, so it's no trouble.” Berry’s sunny mood demurred as she added, “I’m sure Mi… Midnight? I'm sure Midnight is fine. Funny ponies do funny things sometimes. And you said he didn’t have a cutie mark, right? That’s something that’ll stick in somepony’s mind.”
Alabaster smirked. “He is indeed pretty funny. Maybe you're right…”
Alabaster sighed, then begin to rise. He spread his wings and gave a mighty stretch. Berry Punch marveled at the rippling sheath of muscles beneath his white fur coat.
He’s not jacked like Bull Work or Bulk Biceps, Berry thought. But by the sun’s sinister sister, he ain’t no string bean.
It was no wonder he could hold his drunk.
“I need to get back out there,” Alabaster said. “I appreciate the hospitality, Berry, but I think I've sat on my ass long enough.”
“Don't mention it. It’s nice to have somepony to chew the fat with.”
There was a twinkle in Berry’s eyes as she learned over and picked up the half empty bottle beside her chair. She pointed it at the glass Alabaster had set on the coffee table. 
“Maybe a little something to send you off with? Might help the long day ahead of ya feel a tensy bit shorter.”
Alabaster hissed through clamped teeth. “I really shouldn't. I've made enough bad decisions as it is.”
“Heh! Then how bad could one more be, snowflake?”
Alabaster considered this, then damned himself for a fool.
“Fine. One for the road.”
	****

Three drinks later…
	****

While Berry Punch had come close to guessing Alabaster’s ability to feign sobriety, he wasn’t quite the heavyweight she took him to be. The long weeks of weak beer and apple cider had done little to keep the pegasus’s tolerance in shape. This wasn’t the drunkest Alabaster had been, but it was also a far cry from a buzz. It didn’t help that he had had an empty stomach for the past twelve hours.
Alabaster drifted from Berry Punch’s house, moving almost automatically. While the smell of brewing alcohol would always be a welcome scent, the air outside was deliciously fresh and clean.
Alabaster didn't bother going back to the market, but neither did he head home. Alabaster couldn’t have told you where he was going, although he had a vague idea. There was only one kind of place for a lowly drunkard to sober up… at least, in his opinion.
The smell of strong liquor followed him like a storm cloud. Ponies wrinkled their noses as he passes. A few suspected the ivory pegasus to be the source of the stench, but said nothing. They simply quickened their pace.
Alabaster’s nose might’ve been numb to the smell of the alcohol, but another, more sensual odor wafted by as he turned the corner. It practically caressed his senses.
Holy shit, that smells like fresh bread. Alabaster’s mouth began to salivate.
It was another half block before Alabaster found the odor’s source. While the crystal castle looming over Ponyville remained to be the most ridiculous building Alabaster had ever seen, Sugarcube Corner was certainly a runner up. Still, the sight of it made Alabaster smile. With it’s gingerbread roof and icing shingles, the bakery could have sprang straight from the pages of a fairy tale.
Finding what he had been searching for, Alabaster approached Sugarcube Corner cautiously. It wasn’t the bakery itself he was interested in, however. Even if he possessed an appetite, Alabaster wouldn’t have even thought about tainting the childhood innocence of such a magical place with his drunken ick. It was the alleyway right next to it that Alabaster wanted.
Moving into the shade of the alley was like slipping between cool bed sheets. The farther Alabaster went, the quieter the bustle of the streets got. Soon Ponyville would be little more than a murmur. 
Alabaster slunk along its length until he came to a tall brick wall. When he felt sure that he wouldn’t be disturbed, Alabaster made a seat for himself on the cobblestone floor.
In all honesty, this was probably the nicest alley he had rested in. There was little to no litter. This made sense. The front windows to Sugarcube Corner’s neighbor had looked in on a space void of furniture and ripe with dust. The bakery itself kept its trash cans out back.
No graffiti either. Most times you could find out who gave the best blowjobs in a town by checking for names spray painted on those hidden walls. It seemed Ponyville had better ways to pass the time, however.
Alabaster felt no fear in undoing the straps to his saddlebag. He set it beside him and reclining back, using the weathered pack like pillow.
Alabaster was oddly comfortable. Perhaps it was due to the booze, or maybe he was just well experienced at sleeping in alleyways. Alabaster’s white mane flowed around his head like a snowy halo.
“I should be comfortable,” Alabaster murmured, speaking to no one in particular. “Pieces of shit are the most comfortable in the gutter… in the gutter where the belong…”
Though this particular “gutter” was nicer than some of the hotels and inns Alabaster and Whisper had stayed in during the past, that didn’t change the nature of the place. This was where trash went to be forgotten, where bums went to sleep off hangovers, and where dying desires went to perish. This was the bottom of the barrel. Alabaster felt right at home here.
Looking up, there was a sliver of sky barely visible. Alabaster watched a fat cloud shuffle lazily by. His eyes sparkled like flecks of tarnished gold. Watching the cloud helped him ignore the world spinning beneath him. Unfortunately, it didn’t keep out the thoughts spinning around in Alabaster’s head.
Oh, Midnight… where’d you go? I was gonna try and finish the story of Red Molly tonight…
Alabaster scowled. “No, don’t go getting all moopy about this,” he said to himself. “Leave that shit to Wisp. The asshat is probably… probably lost on some kind of day trip. Got adventurous and… and got turned around somewhere…”
Really? Well, I’d be inclined to believe that if Midnight was actually adventurous. That bugger still asks for grilled cheese sandwiches everytime we go out to eat, and only tries something new if he sees you eat it too.
“Yeah? Well…” Alabaster broke off.
Well what? He chewed on his bottom lip.
“Well, you’re drunk, so shut the fuck up.”
There was no answer to this. Things were, for the time being, blessedly quiet. Alabaster closed his eyes and gave himself a wan smile.
“Great job, Al, your both drunk and insane. What a combo.”
Wrapping himself with his wings, Alabaster was asleep in minutes. He had every intention of resuming his search when he awoke, but figured he’d be of better use once he finally had the nightmares lurking in his subconscious. In fact, Alabaster thought he was still in a nightmare when a chorus of screams woke him half an hour later.
The pegasus sat straight up, his eyes blinking blearily. His mane hung limply on either side of his vacant face. “The hell?”
His ears rang with all those terrified voices. A part of Alabaster told him he was drunk with sleep as well alcohol. Would probably be for the best he just laid back over and went back to sleep.
It was the rolling thunder of galloping hooves that convinced him he was awake. A herd of ponies flooded past mouth of the alleyway, they voices raised and terrorfied. Alabaster was getting to his hooves when he heard the blood chilling howl of a wolf.
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		Act 2, Chapter 25: The Timber Wolf Among Us



While Grimes’s aching back side might have disagreed, Little Whisper saved his life when she pushed him aside so rudely. The timber wolf dropped right next to Grimes, kicking up a hail of dirt and glass. They were close enough to sneeze on each other. Grimes felt a splash of warmth across his cheek. Blood?
Oh my god, it just killed Whisper. It killed Little Whisper!
The timber wolf, confused, lifted a paw. It cocked its head quizzically. There was only scarred earth and dark soil beneath its paws.
Grimes’s, paralyzed, could only stare in frank terror. His bulging eyes stung the dust in the air. It was only when the beast lifted a shaggy head that Grimes realized just how close they were.
The rank odor of wet decomposition rolled over Grimes, burying him beneath its weight. Thick curds of icky black dripped from the corners of its maw. If Grimes had gotten the chance to eat his lunch, then the timber would’ve been wearing it.
The wolf leaned forward gingerly. Its greedy eyes told the stallion all he needed to know. Here was a new plaything, and within easy reach. Oh, what fun.
Grimes backpedaled, his hooves pawing at the soft earth for purchase. The timber wolf would allow him none. A cavern of sharp teeth yawned opened, ready to snap at the stallion. Grimes had enough time to scream.
The wolf was inches from Grimes’s hide when it happened… 
The mighty hand hovered above the two for nary a second before clamping down over wolf’s head. Glowing eyes stared at Grimes through thick cords of furry fingers, astonished. Grimes himself was breathless.
As if it were a naughty puppy, the hand lifted the wolf up. The figure towering over Grimes was a giant, standing nearly ten feet tall. The thing had to be as wide as an apple cart.
Squirming and kicking, the wolf writhed beneath those steely fingers. The giant never hesitated. There came a loud crunch as the massive hand clenched into a fist. Those glowering, iridescent eyes vanishing in a spray of splinters and icor. Grimes watched the wolf go limp before it was thrown unceremoniously.
Grimes marked the arc of the body’s travel in amazement. Scraps of wood and swathes of moss trailed off after it in a flurry, decorating the yard in bits of rubbish. The timber wolf made it to the start of the dirt road before landing in a heap.
Grimes gazed up at his savior. His ears still rang with the screams of his co-workers and the snarls of the timber wolves, but these were distant sounds now. They grew fainter by the second as the fleeing herd made its way to Ponyville. 
The looming figure moved closer, and Grimes couldn’t help but cringe. The ape was massive. 
While Grimes had seen pictures of such creatures before in school textbooks and wildlife magazines, none of them did the beast justice. The ape had arms like wine barrels and a chest like a barn door. No wonder it had handled the timber wolf so easily.
Grimes was astonished further to see the ape was wearing what appeared to be a uniform of sorts. A blue button down decorated with gold buttons stretched itself over bulging muscles.
“Get up, Grimes,” the ape said. Its voice rumbled like thunder. “There could be more. Get to the house now.”
The shuddering stallion didn’t seem to hear. He stared long into the ape’s large, chestnut eyes. They were expressive and warm. 
Grimes's tongue felt numb as he spoke. “Whisper? Is… is that you?” 
When ape flinched, Grimes knew he had been right. “Sweet summer sun, it is you! B-but how? I don’t-”
Grimes rose shakily, not waiting for an answer. He would’ve fallen right back down on his flack if Whisper hadn’t been there to steady him. The hand which had popped a wolf’s skull rested on Grimes’s side tenderly.
“No time,” said she. “Might be able to help the others before-”
Whisper trailed off, her gaze narrowing on something behind him. The ape’s coarse fur bristled suddenly. Grimes saw this, saw how the creature’s wide nostrils flared, and felt himself become afraid.
“What? What is it, Whisper?”
That’s when Grimes heard it. Beneath the dwindling chorus of shrieks and snarls, there was the snapping and popping of wood. It sounded like the exploding knots in a campfire. 
Grimes followed Whisper’s gaze. At the head of the dirt road, the shambling mound of sticks and shrubbery was moving…
No, Whisper thought, sweet heavens, this can not be happening!
Whisper bared a pair of deadly looking fangs. “Go! Go now!”
Though far from the master of his faculties, Grimes at least managed to conquer the blunt end of his panic. He scrambled towards the Apple’s home on rubbery legs.
Whisper watched after him for only a second, just to make sure he didn’t stumble again, but it was a second she couldn’t afford to waste. The creature was sitting upright when Whisper turned back A single eye glared at her.
The creature’s head had been mulch only moments ago. Whisper watched in horror as fibrous sinews knitted diseased flesh back into place. Through the wreckage of its face, a grisly maw gaped. The beast appeared to be grinning.
Carefully, the timber wolf tried for its feet. Bits and pieces crawled about the length of damaged body, filling in gaps to its anatomy. The wolf regarded the great ape a moment longer before throwing its head back. The beast’s howl nearly deafened Whisper.
Whisper needed only a second to shuffle her wits back in order. Crouching forward, her burly fingers dug furrows into the soft earth. Whisper’s clenched muscles thrummed with power. 
The ape exploded skyward. She was up and clearing the distance in an instant. The ground shook as Whisper landed atop the wolf. 
Inside of the Apple’s home, windows rattled in their frames and silverware shook within their draws. The family of farmers were all eyes as they stared at one another… waiting for what came next.
The wrath of a hundred wasps set themselves upon Whisper's hands and feet. She stumbled sideways off the remains of the wolf, her teeth flashing in a grimace of pain. Lacerations peppered the soft meat of her palms and feet. Whisper could feel the bits of wooden shrapnel buried within the woods.
Lifting her hands, she marveled at the stream of greenish blood trickling down her arms. This wasn't the time for shock, however. Clenching her fists, Whisper allowed the pain to spur her anger. She looked down at the wolf. It lay where she had squashed it, like a twitching pancake… but it wouldn’t be for long. 
The ape went into a flailing frenzy. One fist pummeled mercilessly while the other scooped handfuls of the beast. Whisper flung  handfuls of twigs and mulch to the wind. The deceased icor of the wolf and the green life blood of the changeling rained down all around them.
Whisper had nearly scattering the timber wolf to all corners of the yard when she heard a howl drifting over the din of her carnage.
The great ape glanced about cautiously. Whisper had managed to kick up a mighty cloud of dust in her rump. Not trusting her eyes, Whisper lifted her head to sniff at the air. Another other day, the farm would’ve smelt like farm animals, sweating ponies, and ripe apples. But now… blood, death, and…
Whisper groaned. The wind sweeping down from the orchard carried the sickly smell of the timber wolves with it.
Half turning to the big house, Whisper thought of making a break for it. While the the strength of this form was immense, Whisper feared she might not have the energy to wield it much longer. Thrashing the one wolf had left Whisper winded and panting. Transforming into something so large had taken more out of her than she had expected it would. Made sense. When was the last time she had needed to transform into something larger than a pony?
The damned thing was strong enough to snap Able’s spine. What could a pack of them do to a house?
Whisper was still wrestling with these thoughts when she saw the iridescent glow of eyes cutting through the dusty haze. She didn’t need to see to know that she was facing the orchard. 
The air came alive with the sound of a snapping twigs and rustling leaves. It was as if the whole orchard was alive and quickly crawling towards her.
“No,” Whisper moaned. Her wide chest hitched once, then twice. It felt as if she couldn’t breath.
“Please, just n-”
The first timber wolf lept forth in a whirlwind of swirling leaves. Curds of black ick flew as it charged. There were more, but it seemed this one had a head start on them.
Whisper’s decision had been made for her it seemed. Baring her teeth, Whisper rushed to meet the wolf. Three loping steps brought the ape halfway to the snarling predator.
The wolf rose, meaning to pounce, but Whisper drove it back to the ground. It’s head detonated beneath her knuckles like a grenade. Her hand was now wore a slick glove of warm blood.
Thankfully, the beast’s comrades were just as subtle. Whisper’s ears rang with their pattering feet. With the dust settled, she could clearly see the next contender advancing upon her.
No time to think. Whisper grabbed the felled wolf by one foreleg, first lassoing it up and then bringing it down. She was just in time. The impact of the blow reverberated up Whisper's arm. 
Both wolves shattered upon impact. Squinting against the spray of wood chips and moss, Whisper saw parts of the wolves fly in all directions. The only thing left mostly intact from them was the leg in Whisper’s grip.
Panting, the ape stumbled back a few steps. She didn't need herself tripping on a thick length of branch.
Hefting the remains of her makeshift club with both hands, Whisper readied herself for the next challenger. She needn't wait long. A third wolf was running head long, cutting a clear path through its broken comrades and scattering their twitching remains. This saved Whisper some trouble at least.
Batter up. Whisper whacked the speeding wolf like a fast ball.
For all their ferocity and blood lust, the timber wolves were still nothing more than sticks and stones. There was a resounding crunch and then a flurry of flying limbs as Whisper sent the wolf back to the orchard. She shaded her eyes against the sun to watch it fly. Hearing it crash down somewhere in the distance made Whisper savagely happy.
What a short lived triumph it was. Destroyed and dismantled, the wolves were already pulling themselves back together.
The second wolf was dragging itself up by its claws. While it might've been weighed down by its smashed hind legs, Whisper could see they were gradually straightening out. It wouldn’t be long before the wolf would be back on all fours. 
Whisper shook her head. What a chore this was going to be. 
Steely arms swinging, Whisper made her way over to the injured wolf. With a quick crack she twisting snarling head free from its body. A second later, the headless wolf was sent sailing to the orchard after its counterpart. Blinking sweat from her eyes, a rictus grin spread from one stubby ear to the next.
That’s for Able, you bastards.   The thought alone compelled Whisper to turn her head, to look upon the dead friend strewn out some yards away. She forced herself not to.
The door to the Apple’s home swung open. There was a resounded bang as it struck the house. A wide eyed and shaking Grimes stood in the doorway, the wolves black ick smeared across his left cheek. Behind him was the filly, Applebloom. She had a mouthful of his tail and was tugging frantically.
“Come on!” Grimes called. “Whisper, you’re clear! Get to the house!”
Whisper spun around. The shock at seeing her friend lasted only for a second. It was the dire severity in his eyes that spurred Whisper onwards. If only either of them had seen the shadow lurking behind the ape.
Whisper had only taken two steps when the wolf leapt on her. A dozen fiery needles sank into her back. Grimes’s blood ran cold as he heard the ape’s screams. It was like hearing a bulldozer in the midst of childbirth
While rows of stone teeth sank into the fleshy bit of meat between Whisper’s shoulder blades, four sets of mercilessly claws gored trenches into her back. In only seconds her blue uniform was torn to bloody rags.
Whisper wheeled around, flailing and cursing wildly. “Mother of fuck! Get off my fucking back, asshole!”
Under better circumstances, Alabaster would’ve been proud.
While the sheath of muscle on Whisper’s back was hard and compact, cords of flesh were being stripped by the second. She reached around to grab the wolf by its head. However, those thick, burly arms bulged with muscles larger than a pony’s head.  Whisper found she could only get her hand a little ways past her shoulder before it stopped. That snarling, biting maw was inches away from her fingers.
Grimes watched on in horror. Seeing the growing pool of green at Whisper’s feet, Grimes was thankful once again that he hadn’t eaten. 
Turning around, Grimes yelled for someone. A second figure emerged beside Applebloom seconds later. Grimes found himself pushed aside once again. Big Macintosh was a pony and a half, and there was no way both stallions would be able to occupy the doorway.
Peering up into the farm pony’s eyes, Grimes pleaded with him. “That’s Whisper, Big Mac. Don’t ask me how, it just is. But we have to help her! She’ll be torn apart if we don’t!”
Big Macintosh glanced from the screaming ape in the yard to his tiny cousin. Grimes whined.
“Do something, damnit! Please! There's not much time!”
If Macintosh had been a pony of deeper thought, or of lesser grit, than things might’ve gone differently for Little Whisper and the Apples. As it was, Macintosh saw the fear and truth in Grimes streaming eyes. This was enough for him. Heart jackhammering in his chest, the tall stallion started out across the porch.
Macintosh only spared his family one final glance. “Stay.”
Applebloom spat out Grimes’s tail and starting off after her brother. Grimes had just enough time to catch the filly. This didn’t stop Applebloom's cries from chasing after Macintosh.
“Big Mac, what the hay do you think you’re doing! You get back here right now before I tell Granny! Big Mac! Big Maaac!”
Macintosh ignore her.
The great ape was on its knees now, sweat pouring down her contorted face in rivers. Whisper was pawing at her back in vain. So wracked with pain was she that she had no idea when her world flipped sideways. Whisper opened her eyes to see she was face down on the ground.
Positioning himself behind the ape, Macintosh had bucked the wolf as if it were an apple tree. The blow disintegrated the timber wolf from the shoulders up. Macintosh cried out as sharp debris showered his back legs.
While Macintosh expected the cuts on his legs, Whisper slowly lifted herself to her feet. She shrugged off the limp body, grimacing as she did so. Macintosh’s eyes grew wide, first at the mere size of the ape and secondly at the gashes racing along Whisper’s back. It looked as if old splitfoot had went after her with hell’s own weed wacker.
Whisper turned slowly. She gave Macintosh a small, grateful smile.
“T-thanks.” The voice was low and labored. “I owe you, Big Mac.”
Macintosh could only nod.
“Guys! They’re getting up!” This was Grimes. Applebloom joined her screams along with his own.
“Ya’ll get your flanks in here NOW!”
But was running even an option? Both of our combatants could here the crackling of reforming wood and the snapping of hungry muzzles. 
Whisper and Macintosh glanced behind them to see one of the wolves up and moving. Half of its face was mulch, but the other half was pulled back into butcher’s grin.
Whisper sighed.
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		Act 2, Chapter 26: Boiling Point



Dazed and bleary, Alabaster stumbled to the mouth of the alleyway, his saddlebag quickly forgotten. This would be the least of his worries, however. 
Stepping out, Alabaster found himself almost immediately blindsighted. A blubbering stallion took him by surprise, nearly bowling him over. Alabaster cursed and threw his weight into the fellow. The stallion was sent wheeling into another.
The street had turned into an arcade machine; ponies pinballed about, bumping into anything and everything around them. The only sense of order here was that everyone seemed to be fleeing in the same general direction.
Alabaster knew there was no rationality to be found amidst a stampede, so he wasted no time searching for any. Moving against the careening flow of ponies, Alabaster batted aside anybody who got too close. Those ivory wings were oddly efficient tools for assault.  
“Fucking ridiculous,” Alabaster grumbled, “Can’t get drunk during the day without the world turning into hen house full of squirrel shit. Nope!”
Knocking aside a whaling mare clutching a potted tulip, Alabaster called out, “Anyone who doesn’t want to be wearing their flank for a hat better get the hell my way!”
Really, what was the point of screaming when the entire town decided to scream with you? Alabaster’s words were raindrops in a hailstorm. Thankfully, another voice did manage to cut through the madness.
Alabaster made it a block and a half down when mare's voice rose above the ruckus.  “Everypony, please! Remain calm and move in an orderly fashion! For those who can’t get to the safety of their homes, the doors to Princess Sparkle’s castle are open and offering refuge. Proceed quickly, but mindfully, to either your home or the castle!”
Recognition softened Alabaster’s flaring tempter. That voice was familiar, but it sounded too warbled to be properly placed. Pushing further, and bruising a few more faces, Alabaster finally found the one island of sanity in within this sea of disarray. It was Mayor Mare. 
The elected official stood upright, hind legs parted in a defiant V. An oversized megaphone in one hoof flung her voice into the world like a giant fist. 
Alabaster wondered briefly how she wasn’t getting trampled. That’s when he noted the pair of muscly boulders breaking wave after wave of fleeing ponies apart. Hard hats lay askew atop thick, sweaty brows. Thankfully, Alabaster didn’t recognize either of the construction ponies.
“Ponies, please!” Mayor Mare cried again. “There’s no need to-”
She broke off. Looking down, the Mayor saw a battered pegasus prodding at her stomach. Properly seeing her now, Alabaster couldn’t help being taken back by her appearance. The Mayor had fallen far from her usual ‘town hall’ primlyness. 
Bowtie missing and well maintained mane laying limply down her neck, it looked like the poor mare had just finished running a marathon. Alabaster was even sure he saw black rivelets trickling from the roots of her mane.
Is that… mane dye?
Alabaster shook his train of thought back in line. “Mayor, what the flying fuck is going on around here? There a fire or something?”
The lines of strains creasing her face were smoothing clean with recognition. Dropping to all fours, Mayor Mare grinned fiercely at Alabaster.
“Albatros! Oh Celestia, am I glad to see you!”
Alabaster blinked. “Wait, what? That’s not… nevermind. Just tell me what’s happening!”
But the Mayor didn’t hear him. Her back was to Alabaster and her head was neck deep in the saddlebags of one of the construction ponies standing guard. The heap of muscle and testosterone only gave the Mayor a cursory glance.
Ah shit, I forgot my saddlebag! Oh well, least I don’t have to worry about someone stealing… least I don’t think so...
When Mayor Mare spun back around, she was clutching another megaphone. She promptly shoved it into Alabaster’s hooves.
Alabaster only frowned. He was started to reiterate the question when Mayor Mare pressed a hoof to his lips.
“No time for questions! Ponyville is under attack. A few pegasi have confirmed it to be timber wolves, though I’ve never know them to get so close to Ponyville. Nevertheless, the danger is very real… I’ve already heard reports of casualties. That’s why everypony needs to get off the streets, but if only they weren’t too busy panicking! I need every pegasus to fly overhead and help direct those still fleeing from the danger. Either they get to whatever cover they can, or to the castle.”

Alabaster tried to keep up the machine gun assault of words, but he found himself losing track of what the Mayor was saying. Words like “attack”, “danger”, and “casualties” kept flashing before his eyes. Alabaster tried to blink them away, but did so in vain.
When he saw that Mayor Mare was staring at him expectantly, all Alabaster could think to say is, “I’ll try to help, Mayor.”
When the Mayor cupped a hoof to an ear, Alabaster simply gave a weak salute. Mayor Mare understood that well enough. In one quick motion she hooked a leg around Alabaster neck and pulled him close, kissing him flat on the mouth. There was a startled whoosh as a Alabaster’s wings shot out. One poor stallion passing by nearly got his head taken off.
When she pulled back, the Mayor only chanted, “Fly, fly, fly! Go, go, go!”
Surprised, confused, and slightly aroused, Alabaster took to the air like a rocket. The Mayor shielded her eyes against the gust kicked up at his departure. She spent only a second or two watching the pegasus. Then the mayor of Ponyville was back on her hind legs and trying her damnedest to shepard her citizens to safety.
	****

Alabaster’s wings felt nice and loose after pummeling through a half a dozen ponies or so. The sent him climbing up easily, and within moments Alabaster was high above the town. 
For a second, all Alabaster could do was stare in disbelief. It was one to be packed in amidst that chaos, but now Alabaster could see the full scope of Ponyville’s madness.
The exodus of ponies trampled anything that remained in their way. Potted plants, rocking chairs, small stands. All were laid to waste beneath so many hooves. It was a path of destruction that looked all too much like a dried up river bed to Alabaster.
You know, I really wasn't ready for today.
With his heart fluttering and blood pumping, Alabaster tucked his wings in and dove. A few seconds later there came the smashing of plastic as the Mayor’s megaphone shattered across the cobblestone. 
Alabaster’s eyes narrowed at the streets below. There wasn't a single shred of doubt about what he needed to do. Other pegasi drifted about, but there were too busy shouting orders at the ponies below to notice Alabaster. Every one of them wielded a megaphone.
How many of those damn things did she have?
Alabaster coasted along the rooftops, swerving occasional to avoid a chimney stack. The streets below were deserted except for a few stragglers. He was nearing the market when it seemed the day’s carnage reached its peak. 
Alabaster’s eardrums shook as an explosion of wood and glass. It sounded as if a wrecking ball had just took a high dive into a shallow pool cinder blocks and window panes. Fresh shrieks of pain and horror erupted like a fountain. Alabaster flared out his wings, coming to an immediate halt. The other pegasi dotting the sky stopped as well. They watched in awe as more of their feathered brethren took to the sky like scarred birds stirred into flight. Some of the flying pegasi carried what appeared to be foals.
First Alabaster’s stomach dropped. A year’s worth of repressed nightmare’s came back in a rush. Suddenly it wasn’t the lush fields of Ponyville beneath him, but the arid plains of the Dragon Lands… Empathica... 
A white hot flash of pain rocked Alabaster sideways. It was only the inbred instincts of a pegasus that kept him airborne. Alabaster held his head, afraid that the skull between his hooves might fly apart if he didn’t. A python had him by the noodle and was proceeding to wring it into rotini.
The world twisted amidst his throes. Smouldering thatch roofs, crumpled adobe huts, scorched earth, but worst of all… the strewn bodies...
The past reverberated inside of Alabaster as if her were an echochamber… and it was only getting louder by the second. 
Alabaster’s respiration withered into a choking gasp. Slowly, slitted eyes turned to the epicenter of the bedlam. Snarls and barks could be heard amongst the panic.
A shadow fell over Alabaster’s heart. With a snap of his wings, Alabaster darted forward. Curls of smoke were twisting from the corners of his snarling muzzle.
	****

Mass hysteria, utter turmoil, and despair, all wrapped up with a touch of bloodshed.
Ponies scrambled along Honeysuckle Street, practically knocking one another over. Behind them, the band of timber wolves were in an almost leisurely pursuit. There really wasn’t any need to hurry. Every minute or so, one poor soul would either trip on a bit of debri or would be ruthlessly knocked over. The pickings were easy. It truly seemed as if the prey was stumbling into the wolves open maws. 
Honeysuckle Street appeared to have been redecorated by a splatter paint artist. A splash of gore here, and eviscerated corpse there. It all really seemed to accent the scenery quite nicely. And what was this? It appeared that this demented artist from tartarus was wetting his brush once more.
Toot Sweet, a petit mare with about as much constitution as a cauliflower, focused only on getting her daughter out of the street and away from the monsters hot on her tail. So concerned was she, Toot Sweet completely missed the remains of a nearby fruit stand.
The cobblestone street ran slick with the squished guts of watermelons, cantaloupe, and pumpkins. Toot Sweet’s back hoof came down, then immediately slipped out from under her. She stumbled forward, hollering to the sweet sun. The poor mare nearly caught herself… nearly.
A portly stallion behind Toot Sweet had worked himself nearly into a frenzy. When the mare in front began to slow, he wasn’t beneath scampering over the pony nearly half his size.
When Toot Sweets’ back leg shot, a ham sized hoof stomped neatly down onto it. She heard crack of breaking bone, and had just enough time to register what it meant before the pain set upon her. Toot Sweets’ went down howling. It was only by the mercy of Celestia that the rest of the hooves passing around her were a bit more merciful, least she be trampled.
Even with choes all about her, the Toot Sweet’s daughter knew the sound of her mother’s voice. Only now it wasn’t just her voice, but her screams. Sweet Tart whirled, her pink pigtails slapping the sides of her face. She saw her mother sprawled out behind.
“Momma!” Sweet Tart cried. Toot Sweet only continued to writhe around in the muck.
She had to get to her mother. Perhaps she could get Toot Sweet back her feet, and away from the wooden beasts. The distance between the them was short, yet every step Sweet Tart took felt like a battle. Bodies nearly twice her size battered her from every side.
Sweet Tart summoned what gile she could, lowered her head, and charged forward. “Momma! I’m coming, Momma!”
When at last the filly reached her mother, she threw her legs around the mare’s neck. At last it seemed something broke through Toot Sweets’ agony.
Blinking through the tears and muck, Toot Sweet quieted long enough to notice her daughter. Sweet Tart was pulling at her, trying to get Toot Sweet up and on her hooves. The fiery hot wires of pain racing up her back leg was suddenly forgot. Now there was only one terror now.
“No, get out of her, Tart! You gotta go now!”
Sweet Tart wouldn’t listen, however. Legs locked around her mother’s neck, the filly pulled with all her might. Determined as the filly might’ve been, the two were covered in fruity pink gunk. Sweet Tart would give mighty pull before her grip slipped and she went tumbling backwards.
The injured mare might’ve been able to pick herself up and hobbled away, if only the ground hadn’t have been so slick.
Toot Sweet cursed her daughter all the while. When she saw that berating and pushing get rid of the filly, Toot Sweet started yelling to the herd around her.
“Please, somepony grab my daughter! Get her out of here! Please!”
There be no one to help her, however. The last pegasus had taken off seconds prier, and it didn’t like like any of them would be coming back. Within seconds the destructive wave of pony flesh receded. Toot Sweet watched in disbelief as the pony’s up ahead continued to flee. 
Now empty, it looked as if a twister had torn through Honeysuckle. A vendor’s canopy hung lopsided, windows were either cracked or shattered, and the cobblestone road was streaked with trampled fruit. It was the smell of that fruit which dominated Toot Sweet’s senses. The mare choked on a sob. She hardly registering the grunts of her struggling daughter anymore.
All at once she felt Sweet Tart freeze. The legs around Toot Sweet’s neck tightened as the filly buried her face against her mother. She began shaking. 
Suddenly the odor of corruption drifted over that of the fruit. More than that, it was growing stronger by the second. Invisible hands of ice plunged themselves deep into Sweet’s stomach.
Slowly, Toot Sweet began to turn her head. Long, skeletal shadows stretched across the houses. The timber wolves crept up as slowly as Hearth's Warming Eve, but with all the malicious intent of Nightmare Night twinkling in their eyes. 
Toot Sweet saw a handful of them lined up, almost uniformly, but suspected there were more when there came a crash from behind them. It was if a door had been kicked. A second later, Toot Sweet’s fears were realized when she heard the muffled screams of ponies.
Oh,sweet Celestia, they can get into the houses!
Thoughts of chastising and pleading set aside, Toot Sweet looked down at her crying daughter. There was no way the little filly could get away. The timber wolves were only yards away now, and it would only take a leap and a bound for one of them to snatch the filly up.
Toot Sweet pressed her face into her daughter’s mane, taking in the scent of lemon shampoo, sweat, and watermelon. If she was to die here, then Toot Sweet would have her last thoughts be of that sweet filly of her’s.
One timber strolled forward to take the lead. It licked it’s chops, sending splatters of black icor to the cobblestone below. The wolf stopped to hunker. It would relish this, the anticipation just before the kill. With nostrils filled with the scent of fear and despair, it readied itself to strike.
Just before wolf sprung, its pricked pricked up. What was that? A sound? It sounded like the distant snap of a whip. 
The miserable thing would only have moments to consider this before the ivory pegasus crashed into it like a blazing comet.
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		Act 2, Chapter 27: Snap, Crackle, and then Pop



Sweet Toot screamed. She hugged Sweet Tart even tighter, shielding her against a shower of sharp pebbles. A cloud of dust hung between the ponies and the wolves, parting them.
The wolf pack stirred nervously, yipping and yapping. They waited for some kind of response from their comrade, but only heard the clattered of debris raining on the cobblestone.
It didn't take long for the cloud to dissipate. Already both parties could see the silhouette of pony amongst the wreckage. The figure stumbled for a moment, fighting for balance, then quickly righted itself. The first feature Toot Sweet noticed was the shape of wings.
Finally they were able to make the pony out, an ivory pegasus standing astride a tiny crater. The cobblestone beneath his hooves was cracked and fractured, revealing tiny patches of wounded earth. 
The pack snarled and whined when they saw the remains of their comrade. Like a wind up toy dashed against a wall, the wolf had flown into a dozen or so pieces. It was as if a woodshop's waste bin had been upended onto Honeysuckle Street.
Alabaster gazed at the wolves cooly, nary a trace of fret. With wings unfurled and lips peeled back to reveal shark like teeth, Alabaster looked as if he could've crawled out of the same den as the timber wolves. 
“You poodles should turn tail now. I've got some shit to work through, and I've got no qualms working it all over your faces.”
Toot Sweet rubbed at her eyes, thinking that maybe some dirt had gotten in them. Considering what she was seeing, that seemed the only logical conclusion. It quickly became clear that she wasn’t seeing things, however. Thick coils of steam were rising from the stallion’s back, looking as if he had just been dunked in a vat of boiling water.
The wolves shifted uneasily. There was something about pegasus's slitted pupils and gold rimmed eyes that held the pack in place. They glanced to one another, each seeming to ask the same question. 'Who goes first?'
It seemed there was just enough intelligence rattling around in those wooden heads of theirs to be cautious. Alabaster doubted they’d just flee, however... or perhaps he was simply hoping they wouldn’t. Like he said, there was some shit he needed to work through.
All at once, the question was answered. The wolf who’d manage to break into a home was pushing his was back outside. Remains of the house’s door were sent clattered down the steps after him. He stopped long enough to scent the air before his head swung around to the pack. The smell of prey was in the air. This was enough to get the timber wolf running.
This new wolf came bounding up to the scene, ignorant of its brethren's unease. It charged through the scrimmage line, parting them as easily as a curtain. 
With blood on its muzzle and blood on its taste buds, the timber was in the throes of murderous ecstasy. Seeing fresh prey simply standing out in the open, almost asking to be eaten, the wolf had no say in the matter. 
Meat. Blood. KILL!
The timber was deadly fast. It had cleared the distance in an instant and was rapidly closing in on Alabaster.
The wolf hung over Alabaster like the shadow of an eclipse. Toot Sweet had only a second to see the stallion’s wing dip down before Alabaster made his play.
Mr. Eager Beaver was caught mid stride by an uppercut. The timber had enough time to feel rows of teeth shattering in its maw before the world melted away into a gyrating blur. The pack watched in awe as their  comrade sailed up, head over ass, into the air.
Alabaster landed, legs spread wide, but kicked off the moment he touched cobblestone. He vaulted into nearest timber wolf. Wings folded, Alabaster threw his weight into a somersault. 
One slack jawed wolf was still staring at the sky when a pair of back hooves drove through his face. Alabaster passed into and then out of the wolf like a bullet.
Glided for a moment, Alabaster's wings finally flared out. He caught the wind and allowed himself to hang there, suspended.
Toot Sweet watched the timber wolf crumple, headless. Amazed, she stared at the hovering pegasus. With his wings outstretched, he looked like a snow angel of death.
“Mama?” Sweet Tart, cheeks still wet with tears and squashed fruit, peered around Toot Sweet. “Mama, who is that?”
Toot Sweet couldn’t answer. All she could do was grasp the back of her daughter’s head and bury it into a her breast. No need for the little filly to see… whatever this was. A fresh bolt of pain raced up her broken leg, seeming to remind Toot Sweet of their predicament.
The wolves continued to stand by, shocked, as Alabaster dove again. He crashed into one timber with enough force to crack the beast’s chest. Up close, Alabaster flew into a flurry blows.
CRACK, CRACK, CRACK!
Punches, kicks, and curses rocked the wolf like an earthquake. Each blow chiseled a little more of the wolf away, scattering chips of wood and moss in every direction. A splotch of the wolf’s black ick splattered across Alabaster’s neck. He took not even a hint of notice 
Staggering back, the wolf lifted a paw to take a swipe at the stallion… tried to, at least. Its claw only got halfway up when the arm fell away. The timber wolf glanced at where his arm had been a moment before. When it saw the severed tendon of moss hanging from its shoulder, it threw its head back and howled.
Alabaster hissed through gritted. “That’ right, scream for me, you mutt! Howl while I turn ya into a whittling stick!”
Dropping back to the cobblestone, Alabaster tucked in his chin and jumped. His head collided with the wolf’s. The headbutt silenced the creature with a resounding CRUNCH. Beaten and battered, the wolf fell. 
Alabaster wiped at a trickle of blood in his eye, grinning all the while. There would be little time to recover, however. His blood ran cold as felt the predator's shadow closing in on him. Toot Sweet screamed.
“Look out!”
Alabaster danced back just in time. The timber wolf came crashing down on the spot where he had stood, splitting the cobblestone with his weight. Eyes wide, the wolf did a double take. It saw the pegasus standing by, grinning.
A quick hop, and then-
CRACK!
Alabaster dropped onto the wolf’s neck like an anvil. Its spine snapped in two beneath Alabaster’s hooves. When he stepped back from the wolf, its head came free.
The headless timber flopped over, kicking and bucking. The snarling head glared up to Alabaster accusingly. 
“Nothing but play purtys,” Alabaster sneered, punting the severed head through a nearby window. The sound of shattering glass wasn’t as satisfying and snapping wood, but it was close.
Alabaster’s grisly satisfaction was cut short when he realized something… there was one more wolf… but it wasn’t attacking him...
Alabaster whirled. The remaining timber wolf was only a few yards away, its back facing the pegasus
“No, stay away! Help! Please help us!” It was the voice of Toot Sweet. 
The mare was crawling through the muck on the street, trying to put distance between her and the foaming maw of teeth. She was nudging her filly to run, but poor Sweet Tart was shell shocked. She could only stare up at the wolf with wide, watered eyes.
The foreign cuisine must have been too much to prepare for the remaining timber wolf. Thankfully, there was still a bit of fast food lying around. The wolf loomed over the two ponies, black saliva trickling through a toothy grin.
“No,” the mare whimpered. She could only watch as death-
CRUNCH!
Suddenly, Toot Sweet wasn’t looking into the iridescent glare of the wolf, but of the golden eyes of Alabaster. She looked down and saw the pancake that used to by the timber wolf’s head. 
The wolf struggled to pull away from Alabaster, but those four hooves might as well have been steel rails. Alabaster rolled his eyes. A single buck sent yet another headless wolf was sent sprawling onto the street.
Alabaster gave the frightened mare his best ‘ain’t we just getting along’ smile. This only seemed to horrify the mare farther. Alabaster was covered from belly to hoof in tiny cuts and lacerations. He looked like a walking, talking pin cushion.
I don’t even think he knows he’s hurt, Toot Sweet thought. 
“You know,” Alabaster said, chuckling, “They’re not so bad. Sure, a bit toothy and smelly, but… meh. I’ve kicked over sand castles worse than-”
He stopped. That’s when Alabaster heard it: the crackling of wood. Shaking, Toot Sweet pointed at something behind him.
Alabaster turned. The remains of the wolves were… moving. Ligaments and bones crackled and writhed like worms. Hoof sized craters were filling themselves out, and shattered faces carved from sawdust and mulch were gradually solidifying. The regenerating beasts started to shamble upward, looking more like the freshly risen undead. 
Alabaster drew in a sharp hiss. “Fuuuuck… I guess it would be that kind of day, huh?”
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		Act 2, Chapter 28: Step Into My Shadow



As damning as the ponies herd mentally could be, it did manage to save quite a few lives on the day of the timber wolves's attack. It was that inbred urge to follow which brought so many panicking ponies to the safety of the crystal castle. With so much disarray, there was no telling which streets in Ponyville would be safe. One wrong turn and… lunch.
Mayor Mare placed herself by the mouth of this flooding river. Setting atop the back of the construction worker she had recruited, the Mayor was shouting instructions to the massive herd through a megaphone.
“No pushing! Children first! There’s plenty of room, everypony!”
She would carry on like this for minutes more, but little of what she said would make any impression on the herd. Ponyville was an aquarium rolled over on its side. The fish were helpless to do anything more than ride the waves to safety. In the midst of the all that bedlam, it shouldn’t surprise anyone that one little fish swimming against the current went by unnoticed.
Through the rainbow colored throng of ponies, a speck of black was staggering deeper to the heart of the town.
Though the stallion wheeled forward, he never bumped into a single pony. The crowd parted around him without even realizing they did so. Two calm eyes, the color of raindrops, glared wearily into the chaos.
	****

The lone stallion was a Koi pond of sensation. On the surface, pain and fear wrinkling his face like stones cast into water. Gazing deeper into his faded blue eyes, one might gleam the hundred or so darting entities in the depth of his mind.
When he stopped to collect himself, he was on an empty stretch of cobblestone. Though he was nowhere near the ransacking beast assailing Ponyville, the screams of the unfortunate were still ringing painfully in his ears. It made the stallion’s heart, as well as his eardrums, ache to hear so much suffering.
~Berry, you have to get up now! They’re coming, Berry, I can hear them!~
~No fighting, please! Children first!~
~Keep pressure, Bloom, we don’t need the bandages slippin’. I don’t care if it smells, she’s bleedin’ like a stuck pig!~ 
Midnight Dreary not only heard the growing chaos, but he felt it. His entire being had been pressed to the throat of the town, and now the ringing of its vocal cords shook him to his core. 
Even standing was becoming a chore. Though he was still, the earth seemed to sway beneath him. He reeled a step or two before catching himself.
Shivering and whimpering, tears began to roll down the stallion’s cheeks… down Midnight Dreary’s cheeks...
 So much death... can I be sure that Whisper and Alabaster are even alright? 
The thought seemed to release a nest of cold, writhing eels into Midnight’s belly. All the while, nearby shadows continued to cry out in the voices of the afraid and dying.
Midnight’s face contorted in a effort to wrench the voices free from him mind. Skull thumping and legs shaking, Midnight slunk to his stomach as he began to hyperventilate. It felt as if the weight of that noise was crushing him. Maybe it was...
“I can’t do this,” Midnight rasped, “I can’t! I’m… gonna faint…”
It was within the throes of his desperation that a defiant mote rose up from the chorus of agony.
~“That’ right, scream for me, you mutt! Howl while I turn ya into a whittling stick!”~
Midnight’s eyes flew open. The voice was distant, but distinct. It was accompanied by the rapid percussion of snapping wood.
It was Alabaster. Though Midnight couldn’t see him, the picture held within his divided mind was vivid… It was an image of Alabaster, standing before the mountainous Dozer in some far away cantina. Midnight listened in awe as Alabaster fought whatever creature dared to stand in his way.
“He’s not even afraid, is he?” Midnight’s teeth gritted. “He’s fighting for his life, and here I am… groveling…”
~So you’ve already surrendered then?~
Midnight’s gasped, his skin breaking out in gooseflesh
Swiveling around, Midnight's eyes darted about. There was no one else with him. No one who could’ve possible heard, let alone speak, to him. This did nothing to calm Midnight’s racing heart.
That voice… it sounded like…
An image flashed in Midnight’s mind. It was the image of an eye blotting out the night sky.
No.
When the voice came again, it came from directly below him. Midnight’s skin felt as if it might crawl right off him and scurry away.
~I did not call you into our fold to have you shrivel up at the first hint of resistance, Midnight. You wanted control… and we’ve offered it~
Midnight wanted nothing more than to shut his eyes and never open them again. Though most of the previous night was a smudged blur, he remembered the pain in his throat, the ice pool in his belly… and the terror of a great unknown.
~No,~ Midnight’s head shook with the word. ~There will be no more terror. We will not tolerate fear any longer. Now, gaze upon us again, Midnight~
“I won’t!” Midnight cried out. 
The word had no more left his mouth when a cool hand slipped up the nape of his neck. Sharp fingers nestled into his tousled mane, burrowing down into his spine. Midnight felt his head being pushed. 
There would be no resisting. His muscles moved on their own accord. Midnight saw what was beneath and quaked.
Where there should’ve been cobblestone was instead a puddle of some tenebrous sludge. Bubbling and popping, it looked as if the pool was boiling. It looked like hot tar, yet Midnight’s felt neither an iota of heat, nor its viscous embrace.
Just when Midnight thought this was all too much, something broke the surface… 
It was an eye… it's iris was the same faded  blue as Midnight's.
“I don’t understand,” Midnight said, whimpering. “What have you done to me?”
The pool shuddered. It dawned upon Midnight then that the shrieking and crying which had nearly torn his mind asunder had dampened to a whisper. The quiet was a relief, yet somehow ominous.
~For now, that doesn’t matter~
“Then what the heck does?”
~Are you willing to set aside your fear and stand? To stand as your friend does?~
Midnight blinked. Since his awakening only hours ago, his entire being had ached with the death and loss of those in Ponyville. Alabaster was out there, doing his best to protect ponies he hardly knew. While Midnight was sure the pegasus could knock down whatever he set up, he was only one pony.
The decision was made in an instant.
“I want to help Ponyville,” Midnight said, almost as determined as he was afraid. “I want to help my friend. Tell me what I need to do, and… I’ll try.”
The murky puddle sloshed and swirled. Before Midnight knew it, a second blue eye popped up beside the first. A second later and it was joined by another. More appeared by the second.
Moments later, Midnight found himself lost within the black gaze of some mighty being. More than two dozen eyes stared up at him expectantly. Midnight’s mouth felt dry and papery. It was as if the world around him was a silky veil ready to be snatched away.
A hundred voices spoke in tandem. It was as if the entire city were speaking to him now, both in the voices of the dead and the dying.
~Listen to us. You neither walk alone, nor fight alone. The children of the Unseen walk with its vessel. But before you wield our might, you must first harness the apathy of our being~
An icy dagger tip pressed itself to Midnight’s forehead, slowly driving itself forward without even a hint of resistance. Only once before had he felt something so cold and empty.
~Give yourself freely, and wholly~
Midnight remembered what to expect. He opened his mind and fell onto that cold sickle, impaling himself on that sharp nothingness.
	****

They weren’t going to make it, the castle was still half the town over. Trying to duck into one of the buildings would be suicide. The timber wolves were hot on the family’s heels and would be upon them before they could even turn a doorknob.
The stallion glanced over his shoulder, and immediately regretted doing so. Rows upon rows of stone teeth were feet away from his backside. The timber wolf snapped once, almost playfully, spurring the panting stallion onward.
The two mares next to him were in a ragged state. Their lungs burned and their muscles screamed. It would only take a cramp or an upturned cobblestone to send someone sprawling.
The timber wolf, however, was tireless. In fact, the wolf was having the time of his doggy life. Sure, running these puny sacks of meat would get boring before too long, but the chase was only part of the fun. 
The timber really wanted to see which pony fell first: the big pony, or one of the two sweet smelling ones.
Drunk with the blood crusting around its maw, and the timber’s vision narrowed down to an arrow’s point. It saw only the juicy flanks of its pray… and not the flicker of movement at its feet.
CRACK!
The wolf stopped dead in its tracks.
The family continued to flee. Within seconds, they were around the corner and off of Maple Street. It wouldn’t be till they made it to the courtyard of the crystal castle that they would dare slow down.
Wood groaned as black icor splashing across the timber wolf’s paws. There was a hot sliver pain radiating from its chest. The wolf craned its head down to see what appeared to be a spear. 
The black pike had materialized from the ground some four feet away and it ran the wolf through as cleanly as a shish kabob. Growling and thrashing, the wolf clawed at the spear, but to no avail. He was stuck.
Moments later, dust flew as a pair of timbers came skidding up to their comrade’s side. They had been running drogue encase any of their prey managed to circle around them. 
The two timbers studied their forerunner, puzzled. One stretched out its neck and gave the spear a sniff.
The impaled wolf’s eyes widened. A lithe, equine shape strode towards them. The pony was a few yards from the pack, yet it didn’t carry even a hint of a scent. Even amongst the odors of death and destruction, a ponies scent would ring through like a bell toll. 
The injured timber made a sort of choked squeak. Its comrades glanced up, then noticed the newcomer. While they also noted his lack of scent, none of them noticed the eldritch webwork beneath him. At the stallion’s hooves was a sludgy, churning black pool. A thin tendril extended out from its frothy lips and drew a straight line to the shaft of the spear.
The timber wolves bared their teeth. The leftmost wolf started forward, murder gleaming in its dull eyes. The pony before it might not have a scent, but it was still a pony… and ponies were prey...
Midnight's face twisted in an effort. The cold sickle planted in his skull curled into a hard, knotted rope.
The impaled timber felt the spear inside him shift. Suddenly, it was alive and moving. The wolf managed a hurt yelp before the world fell away from his paws. The spear grew like a beanstalk, hefting the timber wolf high into the air. The advancing wolf glanced up, gnarled jaw hanging agape.
Midnight cried out as that invisible rope snapped taut. 
The wolf was swung like a yoyo. The tendril lassoed it around before dropping anchor. The wolf came down right on top of its gaping comrade. The ground shook with the collision.
Midnight turned away as chunks of cobblestone and slivers of wood  peppered his face. A small cut was opened just beneath his eye.
I can’t believe that worked, Midnight thought, blinking the dust from his eyes. How is this even happening?
In Midnight’s amazement, he had completely forgotten about the third wolf. Before he could reign in his focus, it emerged from the cloud of carnage like a fiery eyed specter of vengeance.
Slicing through the babble in his head, Midnight’s head exploded. 
~Look out!~
Instinct took over as the invisible knot of rope evaporating into a storm of knives. The pool of shadows beneath Midnight responded thusly. 
As the wolf leapt, the pool rose like wave to intercept. It peeled itself back, revealing a half a dozen black spears. The timber realized its mistake, but only a second too late. It fell, thrashing, upon a bed of spear heads.
For a moment, Midnight could do nothing more than stare at the wolf suspended above him. It was like some kind of gravity defying marionette show.
~Steal yourself. We can’t afford to break our connection~
Though he didn’t understand, Midnight complied. His focus was quickly brought back to the wintry sword tip digging into his skull. The battle was not only for his concentration, but also his rising gorge.
The stench of the wolf was that of an open sewage tank. Curds of black slime oozed from its wounds and splattered onto the surface of Midnight’s shadow. His stomach turned into a den of wrestling snakes.
“What kind of trash heap did you crawl out of?” Midnight’s asked, tasting bile in the back of his throat.
~They’re getting up, Midnight. Be weary~
This was punctuated by the rattling and popping of living wood. Midnight peered through a curtain of spears and witnessed the same spectacle as Alabaster and Little Whisper. Wood crept like organic tissue as the wolves slowly pulled themselves together.
Midnight’s brow furrowed. “What the heck am I supposed to do about that?”
~Nothing right now. There are still others searching for safety. We will help them~
Midnight nodded. Looking back to the wolf in his grasp, the stallion’s brow furrowed. Those glowing eyes glaring down at Midnight suddenly went wide. With a quick jerk, the tendrils ripped the wolf to pieces.
Midnight stumbled back from the rain of wood chips and icke. With a toss, the remains of the wolf were sent flying.
~Just run~
Midnight did as instructed. Turning tail, he sprung into a full gallop. Shattered bits of ceramic crunched under hoof.
Midnight had made it nearly half a block when he heard the bumbling crashes of his pursuers. It wouldn’t take long for them to catch up, even with a head start.
“What now?” Midnight asked. 
Though his pulse thundered in his ears, Midnight’s breathing remained surprisingly even.
Midnight made it a few more steps before his question was answered. The swatch of ethereal night racing beneath him contracted, becoming as dense as a swatch of obsidian. That's when Midnight felt the shadowy pool grab hold of him.
In one second, Midnight was sprinting along and the shadow was following. Now it was the other way around. The pool sped forward, moving like the shadow of some bird of prey, and Midnight had no choice but to be drug along. He cried out as he felt himself accelerate.
Wind whistled in his ears and buildings passed by in a sickening blur. Midnight chanced a look down. Though his hooves remained motionless on the black bed, the cobblestone was sliding away rapidly beneath them.
Midnight gritting his teeth. “This is weird. I don't like this!”
~Keep calm and trust us. All you need to do is keep our connection strong~
“Calm. Right.” Midnight swallowed.
Though Midnight knew not where the shadow was taking him, he did know one thing… the screams in his head were getting louder.
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		Act 2, Chapter 29: Oh, Canterlot Nights



The weeks leading up to the Equestrian Landsmeet left Canterlot nearly splitting at the seams. Ponies of all kinds swept into the capital in tides. The first wave was the politicians. Lavish stagecoaches rolled through the main strip, flags emblazoned with their city’s crests streaming overhead. 
Ponies from far and wide rode the politician's backtrail. Historians crowded in cafes and libraries, waiting to glimpse the start of a new era in Equestria, while entrepreneurs tilled the rich soil of this booming city. The taverns were practically overrun by the swarms of minstrels and bards that trickled into Canterlot. 
Cultures clashed in a splatter painting of personalities and ideas, with all of the colors washing out into the streets of Canterlot. Nighttime was alive with music, conversation, and the smell of cooking food. From atop the reaches castle Canterlot, it looked as if the city had become a sea of fireflies. 
Twilight Sparkle breathed in deep, savored the aromas of the delicious fares. Her head began to swim with it all.
Twilight was tempted to leap from her balcony, to glide down and join all the festivities below. Her friends would be among them… her happy, merry friends. This week would be the first in months where they could all just relax and enjoy each other’s company.
“And here I am,” Twilight whispered. “Shut up in my room, pouring over a stupid book-”
She frowned suddenly. “Sweet Celestia, it’s just like I'm a filly again.”
Disgusted with herself, Twilight pushed off the railing and trudged back into her room. The glass door leading to the balcony light up as Twilight’s magic closed it behind her. 
The room was dimly lit, a few candles placed about like sentinels. Twilight levitated one towards her. Its watchful warmth comforted her. She brought the candle over to her bed and set it on her nightstand. Twilight flopped onto the bed, sinking into a mattress as soft as a cloud. 
Dragging her pillow closer, Twilight buried her face in it. Seconds passed in forceful darkness. Only when her chest tightened and her lungs complained did Twilight finally surface. As her eyes opened, they immediately went to the book sitting next candle on the nightstand.
Twilight stared at it, almost transfixed. Her horn glowered as she picked it up. It laid comfortably on the pillow, just over the imprint of Twilight’s face. 
She touched the cover gingerly. The double-edged sword twinkled beneath Twilight’s hoof. One side of the sword shone with the tenderness of a rising sun, while the other glittered like moonlight skittering over water.
Two halves… one whole…
“You can’t be real,” she whispered. “No... you shouldn’t be. Numerous courses in Equestrian History say so. Yet… here you are.”
Twilight closed her eyes and dove into an ocean of tumultuous thoughts. To say it was overwhelming would have been an understatement. 
Lists upon lists of tasks stood at attention like battalions. There was a fleet of ponies that she needed to meet before the Landsmeet, not to mention a full library’s worth of papers and documents that would have to be read over. 
Then there was this book… this strange and impossible book. It was the candied cherry atop an already toppling cake of cluster fuck.
And yet… it was amidst this mental clutter that Twilight began to feel herself assert control over the situation. Lists were a specialty of her’s, after all. Years of studying in Canterlot and organizing the wonderful mess at Golden Oaks had breed an uncanny ability to juggle task.
Comforted for the time being, Twilight nestled herself under the covers and opened the book. Flipping to the page she had bookmarked nearly a week ago, Twilight’s eyes fell immediately upon the passage that had started this downward spiral:
‘The risks of negotiation had become too high. Tyrion’s brood were picking apart our reconnaissance parties like carrion. We couldn’t afford to lose anymore lives, but control over the Seripose mines were crucial to passage to the North. 
Captain Frostbite and party of Sentinels were sent to deal with the brood. While I doubted their methods, I couldn’t deny they’re results. What struck me the most was that the Princesses trusted them with the-”
An artillery shell went off. Twilight’s bedroom door was flung open with a bang! Twilight sprung up from the bed, screaming. She spilled out onto the floor as a tangled mess of limbs, blankets, and feathers. The cry was cut short as the fall knocked the breath out of her.
“Ugh, sweet Celestia,” Twilight groaned. Her sides ached worst than after a Pinkie Pie ice cream party.
A shadow fell over Twilight. She looked up to see her intruder and was met with a wide, toothy grin.
“Twilight, you need to come see this! There’s this band playing in the great hall, but I swear they must be some kind of circus act or something! There’s a pony breathing fire, another swallowing swords, and even one-”
Spike stopped. Twilight, still gift wrapped within her covers, was glaring up at him. The tiny dragon chuckled weakly.
“Heh… sorry, I probably didn't need to burst in like that. Here, let me help you out.”
Seconds later, Twilight was freed from her cotton straight jacket.
“Thanks for the help,” Twilight said. “Don’t worry about it. Just be more carefully from now on.” 
Twilight levitated the covers back onto the bed and smoothed them back into place. Spike started to help her, then paused. Something on the floor caught his eye. Bending down, he came back up with a book clutched in his tiny claws.
“Wow, too cool,” he exclaimed, voice hushed. Spike ran a claw along the sword printed across the cover.
Bed made, Twilight turned back around. Her face went pallid when she saw what Spike was holding.
“Where’d you get that!”
Spike didn’t even have time to answer before Twilight’s magic ripped the back away from him. The sword glittered in the candlelight for an instant before vanishing underneath Twilight’s pillow.
Spike’s astonishment passed quickly, and was replaced with agitation. He propped two fists on his hips like a disapproving mother.
“Twilight, you haven’t been up here reading all day, have you? You said that you were feeling sick and needed to rest! You weren’t lying, were you?”
Twilight sat beside her bed and massaged her temples. “No, Spike, I wasn’t lying. I’ve been asleep for most of the day, but when I couldn’t get back to sleep I got restless. It was just a bit of light reading.”
At that, Spike’s agitation instantly softened into curiosity. “Hmm… Say, what were you reading? That cover looked pretty sweet.”
Twilight lowered her hooves to studied Spike for a moment. The tiny dragon fidgeted under such scrutinizing attention.
“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
Twilight chewed her bottom lip. “I really shouldn’t say, Spike. It’s…” 
Twilight thought for a moment, then smiled as an idea flickered into life. 
“It’s something that the Princess wants me to study up on before the Landsmeet. Kind of a sensitive subject, which is why I haven’t said anything about it.”
“Really? Explains why you’ve been so research-y lately… or at least, more research-y than normal.” 
Spike shrugged. “Well, it’s nothing to me long as you’re not skipping out on us.”
“You know I wouldn’t do that.” 
“Yeah…” Spike’s face lit up like a Hearth’s Warming tree. “But you’re feeling better, right? There’s this band in that great hall-”
Spike rattled on, almost as if nothing unusual had happened. Twilight listened enthusiastically enough, and even allowed the tiny dragon to drag her out of the room. For the remainder of the night, however, Twilight’s mind would remain restless.
When was the last time I’ve lied to, Spike? Twilight thought as they made their way through the winding hallways of Canterlot. 
Well, it wasn’t necessarily a lie... pretty disinengues, though.
Twilight would have most of the night to make up her mind on the matter.
	****

The great hall of Castle Canterlot was a social beehive of activity. Large round tables populated the room by the dozens, and almost all of them appeared to be filled to maximum capacity. Not since Shining Armor’s wedding had Twilight seen so many ponies within the Castle.
Twilight and Spike weaved through a throng of tuxedo clad stallions and cocktail dress wearing mares. It looked as if the castle’s entire staff was on duty tonight. Even the head maid, the prim and proper Chasset, was out hustling amongst the swarm. She was barking orders one second, then making pleasant small talk with city council members from Fillydelphia the next. Chasset was a mare of many talents.
“There they are!” Spike said. He pointed to a table halfway across the room. 
Twilight squinted through the crowd. It only took a second for her to spot the familiar faces. As they drew closer, a pink figure stood up in her seat and gave an exaggerated wave.
“Hey, you guys, we’re over here! Here!”
Pinkie Pie’s shrill voice broke the classy ambiance like brittle china. A few heads glanced her, only to raise an upturned nose a second later. There were even a few looks from the circular stage at the hall’s center. A few musicians glanced up from their sheet music, clearly unhappy with the disruption.
“Dang it, Pinkie Pie, not so loud.” Applejack sat right next to the pink party pony and was currently nursing a sore eardrum. “I’m pretty sure they can see us.”
Rainbow Dash, a few seats away, stifled a giggle. “Think there might be a few ponies in Ponyville who didn’t hear you, Pinkie.”
Pinkie Pie beamed. “Oh, I could get louder if I need to!”
Just as a Rainbow Dash brightened, Applejack brought down swift justice. “No more yellin’! I swear, you’re worse than Apple Bloom at a rodeo.”
“No need to fuss, dears, they’re heading this way,” said Rarity, giving her own little wave. “One of us should get a chair for Twilight.”
“Yeah, I’m on it.” Rainbow Dash stood and sauntered over to a nearby table of four.
Across from Rarity, Fluttershy was already scooting her chair closer to Pinkie Pie. “I’d really like it if Twilight sat next to me. I want to tell her about our visit to the hanging gardens!”
Twilight and Spike arrived at the table just as Rainbow Dash made it back with the chair.
Twilight smiled. “Thanks, Dash, I appreciate it.”
Rainbow Dash fluttered back to her own seat. “No biggie. Just glad to see you up and about.”
Spike wasn’t in his seat for more than two second before he had twisted himself around. Hands on the back of the seat and knees digging into the velvet cushion, he craned his neck to try and see the stage.
“Aww, where’s the jugglers? And the fire breathers? Why are they playing this slow, waltz-y crap?”
Rarity’s easy smile turned into a hurt pout at Spike’s retort, but she chose to remain silent.
Applejack ran a hoof across the top of her hat. The place that should’ve been reserved for a plate of food was instead occupied by the farm pony’s weathered stetson.
“They stopped all that a minute after you cut out. One of the fire breathers had a… an accident.”
“He puked fire!” Pinkie Pie exclaimed.
“Yeeeah. Thankfully, his crew kept him from doin’ any damage, but they decided to cut out anyways. Probably a good thing, too. Folks weren’t lookin’ to happy.”
“The snobs are probably afraid they’d catch fire,” Rainbow Dash said. She was listlessly pushing around a plateful of sweet potato casserole with her for. 
“With all the hair spray and clashing egos in here, I’m surprised the fire marshal hasn’t made a house call yet.”
A forkful of spinach leaves and baby tomatoes stopped halfway to Rarity’s mouth. She glanced at Rainbow Dash, clearly taken aback.
“There’s no need to be so judgmental, darling. Sure, there might be few ponies who are a bit… er… extra tonight, but it's only because it is a special occasion.”
Rainbow Dash snickered. “Just how special can it be? There only one princess who’s showed up, and it looks as if it’s against her will.”
Twilight straightened in her seat. “Wait, what? Not so! I’m still just a little under the weather, is all. That headache was trying to work its way to a full on migrain.”
“Maybe you should get some more rest,” Fluttershy chimed in. “We hated that you missed out today, but you can’t afford to be sick, Twilight.”
“Thanks, but I should be fine. Besides, I want to hear what you all did today. Did you get a chance to see the hanging gardens, Fluttershy?”
The meek pegasus’s wings fluttered excitedly. Fluttershy was happy to regale Twilight of her time at the hanging gardens, and Twilight was simply happy for the distraction. Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie resumed a previous conversation, while Applejack and Spike simply listened in discomforted silence. The only one who appeared really attuned to the classy madness all about them was Rarity. She nibbled at her salad and soaked in the velvety smoothness of the Canterlot Orchestra.
A few minutes of amiable peace passed. It ended when Twilight felt someone hover over her shoulder. She twisted in her seat and found a young, neatly dressed serving mare.
She smiled sheepishly. “I’m terribly sorry for the wait, Princess.  We weren’t sure if you were joining us tonight.”
The serving mare’s smile was as taut as a string. Twilight thought that it might snap at any second and split the poor girl’s face in half.
“There’s really no need for apologies, it’s obvious that you’re pretty busy tonight. To tell you the truth, I’m not even that hungry.”
“You’re too kind, Princess. I can assure you it won’t happen again. Now, can I get you something?”
“Just some water, please… Unless you girls need any-”
As Twilight spoke, the serving mare reached into the front pocket of her uniform. She produced a folded sheet of paper. Cautiously, she laid it in front of Twilight.
Twilight broke of to look at the paper. She blinked, befuddled, then glanced at the mare. “I’m sorry… what is this?”
“It’s… it’s a message, ma’am.”
“From who?”
“The... sender said that it’s of a private matter, Princess.”
“So what, you can’t even tell her who it’s from?” Rainbow Dash asked, her head propped up on one hoof. “Sheesh, you’d think this place was carpeted with eggshells by the way she’s tiptoeing around you, Twi.”
The serving mare blushed. “I’m just following their wishes, ma’am… and they wish that I didn’t say anything aloud...”
“Of course you are, dear, and good on you for being so discreet,” Rarity said consolingly. She threw a dirty look at Rainbow Dash and added, “What has gotten into you tonight?”
Rainbow Dash shrugged and smirked. “Must be how stuffy it is in here.”
As they went back and forth, Twilight opened the letter. The message was short, written in rigid, almost frantic hoof-writing. She slumped as she read. Anxiety bubbled in Twilight’s lower belly like indigestion.
As Twilight finished, she realized that the serving mare still stood nearby. When Twilight looked at her, she couldn’t help blush again.
“Do you have a response for them, Princess?”
“Do they… want a response?”
Though the serving mare said nothing, her eyes practically pleaded for Twilight to say yes. After a moment of consideration, Twilight nodded.
“I’ll see them tonight... but not right now. I haven’t been feeling well today, and right now I want to spend time with my friends.”
The serving mare lit up like a lantern. “Of course, Princess! They wanted me to tell you that they’d be around till we started cleaning up, so there’s no hurry.”
Twilight only nodded. The serving mare turned quickly, and was about to rush off when something else dawned on her.
“Sorry, I almost forgot… can I get you anything?”
“Pomegranate juice will be, thank you.”
“Yes, Princess.”
Alone with her friends again, Twilight tried to rejoin conversation with her friends. However, all the troubles she had shrugged off for the evening had come sidling back. 
The letter laid in front of her like the discarded skin of some ugly snake. Just being around it made her feel uneasy. She’d have to ask the serving mare to take it away when she returned.
It wasn’t long before curiosity got the best of Twilight’s friends.
“So, who’s the letter from, Twilight,” Pinkie Pie asked cheerily. “Wait, lemme guess…. a secret admirer?”
Rarity rather liked this idea. Sipping from a wine glass, she mulled over the prospect. 
“Hmm. How interesting. And you even said that you were going to see them later tonight... Perhaps it’s some strapping stallion from far across Equestria, who’s traveled long and long to meet our beautiful and intelligent princess…. kind of sounds like a novel from Penny Dearful, doesn’t it?”
Applejack smirked. “And I wonder why that’s the first thing you go with.” 
“What can I say,” Rarity chuckled, “this sensual music and soft lighting sets a rather romantic mood, don’t you think? What a better setting to meet a secret admirer than here?”
“I guess. Or maybe it’s because you're on your second glass of wine.”
No one could help laugh at Rarity’s exaggerated gasp of indignation.
“If only it was a secret admirer,” Twilight said, quickly growing somber. “I could probably deal with a one-on-one with some awkward stallion better than… well-”
Twilight prodded the letter. “-this.”
“Who is it from,” Fluttershy asked.
“It’s from a stallion named Pendleton Falls.”
The party blinked, puzzled.
Applejack tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Why’s that name sound so familiar?”
Mimicking her gesture, Pinkie Pie added, “And why does it make me think of vaseline and a pack of weasels?”
“The name should sound familiar. It was all over the news only a month ago.” Twilight stared at the letter. “He’s the mayor of Detrot.”
Faces across the table crinkled in repulsed recognition.
“Great,” Rainbow Dash muttered. “I can only imagine what Equestria’s biggest con artist wants with a princess.”
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		Act 2, Chapter 30: A Reason to Kill



Toot Sweet stared at the rushing rooftops below and clung to the darling filly in her arms even tighter. Her poor, earth pony heart quailed at all that empty space beneath her and the earth. She sent a silent prayer to Celestia that the pale pegasus carrying them didn’t loosen his grip.
The filly, Sweet Tart, was having the time of her life. She waved her legs and laughed as the wind swept back her mane. The filly had often fantasized of flying like a pegasus. For Sweet Tart, this swelling sense of liberation and adrenaline had bleached away the horrors of the day.
Neither of the mares realized that they were sweating profusely. The rushing wind helped to mask the heat generated from the pegasus.
Alabaster flew in a beeline to the castle at the edge of Ponyville. He was numb with adrenaline and fueled by an anger that was slowly subsiding. The rage wouldn’t gone completely, however. Rage was always close at hand for Alabaster.
The pegasus circled the entrance twice before finally landing. Their hooves touched down on soft, churned earth. If Alabaster hadn’t know any better, he’d have thought the place had been tilled by a stampede of bulls.
Toot Sweet stumbled forward on shaky legs, trying to her best to get reacquainted with gravity. Her coat was slick with sweat and her mane was swept back across her head. A gust of wind sent her into a fit of shivers.
While her mother fought to stay upright, Sweet Tart was practically prancing about. She bounded around Alabaster, chattering a mile a minute.
“Gosh, mister, that was so cool! You’re so cool! They were like: GRRR! But then you were like, ‘I don’t think so!’ It was something out of Daring-”
Alabaster payed the filly no heed. He stretched, but instantly regretted doing so. Shallow cuts along his legs and belly stung like was wasp stings. They weren’t the worst injuries he’d ever sustained, but they definitely didn’t feel like hugs and kisses either.
Gonna be sleeping on my back for a fucking week.
Alabaster’s ears flickered at the sound of approaching hoofbeats. He turned and saw four figures galloping towards them. 
Alabaster planted a hoof on the filly’s tail as she bounced by, pinning her in place. Sweet Tart’s chatter came to an abrupt halt. 
She looked up at stallion. It was then that Sweet Tart noticed being this close to him was like standing next to a fireplace. Blood wept from his cuts, yet he didn’t even seem to notice. Sweet Tart was growing nervous. 
Gaze still fixed on the advancing party, Alabaster said, “Kid, go see to your mom. Get her inside.”
He released her tail. Sweet Tart gulped and scampered off after Toot Sweet. One of the approaching ponies, a bulky stallion in a hard hat, diverted towards the mother and daughter. He would be the one to usher the pair into the castle.
Alabaster thought that the lead pony looked familiar. It wasn’t until she came to a skidding a stop that he was able to place her face. Alabaster furrowed his brow.
“Mayor, is that you? Wow, you look like shit.”
It hadn’t even been half an hour since he last saw the Mayor of Ponyville, yet somehow she looked even worse than before. Pink roots were showing through her disheveled forest of a mane, and her fur was matted with splotches of dirt.
Looks like the poor girl got trampled. 
Mayor Mare panted, but managed to speak between each huff and puff. 
“Was there anypony else headed this way? We haven’t seen anypony else in minutes.”
“I saw no one, Mayor… no one we want in there with us, at least.”
Mayor Mare nodded. “I hate to say it, but we need to get inside too. We should be safe after we bar the doors.”
Alabaster frowned. “I’ll come along, but if I don’t so my friends in there, then I’m popping out through one of those windows. I’m not gonna hunker down when they might be in danger.”
“That’s… fair enough, I guess.”
The party turned and hurried towards the open door, but only made it halfway when they realized one of the muscle bound ponies in a hard hat hadn’t followed. He was looking west, up the road leading towards town.
“Tar Dust,” a fellow hard hat grumbled, pushing his way through the party. “If you don’t move your flank right now, I’ll buck you clear to Canterlot. Move it!”
Tar Dust didn’t look at him, however. He cocked his head.
“Don’t ya’ll hear that? It sounds like-”
But there was no need for Tar Dust to finish. They not only heard the drumming of hoofbeats and the creaking of wood, but saw the cloud of dust emerging from the builds. It was hurtling towards them like a comet.
The stallion who had scolded Tar Dust began to shrink back towards the castle. “W-we really should be getting inside now. That might be the monsters heading this way!”
“No,” Alabaster said, squinting. “I definitely see a pony. Sounds like they’re pulling a wagon. Maybe that means we’re getting a few more house guests.”
They decided wait. The party watched the nearing figure like a group of deer, ready to bolt at the slightest hint of danger. It wasn’t until an old wagon came rattling up to the castle that everyone relaxed. Tethered and harnessed to the wagon was an all too familiar face.
“Big Macintosh!” Mayor Mare cried, exalted. “By Celestia’s burning butt, what the hay are you doing here?”
The large stallion said nothing. All he could do was pant and shake his head. Alabaster was struck with recognition: first by the name ‘Big Macintosh’, and second by the dozens of cuts riddling the large stallion’s hide. The wounds were identical to those on himself.
A raspy voice hollered from wagon. “Careful, Grimmy, we finally got them bandages to stay!”
“Damnit, we can fix them inside! Right now we get moving.”
“Well, at least wait for Applebloom to help ya! Come on, girl, grab Whisper’s legs. He can’t be doing all the heavy lifting.”
“I got her, Granny!”
Alabaster’s stomach lurched. 
The fuck did she just say?
He rushed forward, wings flared. Mayor Mare followed him, but the construction ponies stayed back to help Macintosh free himself from the cart.
A mare, withered as a prune, was carefully lowering herself from the cart. A filly with a silly red bow was helped her down. Alabaster hardly noticed either of them, however. He stared, shocked, at the puke green stallion standing in the bed of the cart.
Grimes was battered and beaten. A long gash ran the length of his left flank. He struggled under the weight of the figure slung over his back, but his expression remained hard and determined. Grimes would not falter. Alabaster’s stared at the thing laid limp over the stallion’s back. 
It was equine in shape, but almost insectile by nature. What should’ve been fur was instead a shiny, black chitin. Holes perforated its legs, as well as the horn jutting from a bed of pink, silky hair.
It was a changeling.
Tears sprung to the corners of Alabaster eyes. Oh fuck… Oh, Whisper...
Through translucent wings, Alabaster could see the sodden bandages haphazardly pressed to Little Whisper’s back. His heart throbbed with anger.
“What the hell happened to her?” Alabaster growled. “Was it those fucking dogs?”
Grimes looked at Alabaster, surprised by his sudden appearance. “Who the heck are you, pal? I don’t think you-”
“What happened to Whisper!” 
Grimes flinched. After the morning he had, he didn’t think there was anything short of a rampaging timber wolf that could frighten him. And yet, here was this wildeyed pegasus who looked damn near ready to claw Grimes into chunks. 
A warm breeze slapped the apple farmer across his face. For such hot day, Grimes was feeling awfully cold all of a sudden.
Mayor Mare came up beside Alabaster. She moved to help Granny Smith, but froze when she saw Grimes’s cargo.
“S-sweet lunar lunacy, is that a changeling?”
The ponies helping Macintosh peered around the hulking stallion and spotted the source of the cummotion. A variety of emotions bubble up between the lot of them, fear and anger being the dominating two. Hush conversation broke between them like a sickness. Big Macintosh watched them wearily.
The majority of Mayor Mare’s terror was dampened as a hoof rocked the backside of her head. It wasn’t a heavy blow, but hard enough to smart. Mayor Mare turned and found Granny Smith glowering at her.
“Did you just hit? You did, didn’t you? What the hay for!”
Granny Smith prodded the Mayor with one grubby hoof. “For flappin’ your ever lovin’ gop! Can’t you just go a minute without havin’ to be in the middle of everythin’? This ain’t the time, nor place, to be makin’ a scene!”
Granny Smith pushed past the slack jawed mayor and limped over to Alabaster. Her faded eyes met his, and they held each other’s gaze for a long second. Some kind of understanding seemed to pass between the two.
“So you know who that is, sonny?” Granny asked.
“Yes. Little Whisper’s my friend.”
Granny Smith nodded. “You’re the stallion she moved into town with, ain’t ya? Aluminium, right?”
“Ye-” Alabaster paused. “Alabaster. You got the first two letters right, I guess. Are you gonna tell me what the fuck happened to my friend, or not?”
Granny Smith sighed. “You already guessed the most of it. Those timbers attacked our farm.” 
“Whisper fought them off.” 
This was Grimes. He had wrangled the remains of his courage and used it to glare intently at Alabaster.
“She saved me from one of them… from a lot of them, actually. It’s just... they kept…”
“Not dying?” Alabaster suggestion.
“Sure. When we couldn’t drive them away, she helped us get our cart.”
“Yep,” Granny agreed, “that’s when one of the buggers got a real good hurtin’ on the girl.”
Mayor Mare shuddered. “You really consider that thing a girl?”
Granny Smith shot the Mayor a look that could’ve given snow frostbite. “If ya ain’t got nothin’ reasonable to say, ya git, maybe you should get movin’ on. Won’t be long before them beasties catch up to us-”
Granny Smith paused and surveyed the nearby cluster of buildings. The howls and growls of timber wolves could still be heard, but they were distant.
“They were right on us, though. Why’d they stop chasin’ us?”
One of the construction workers stomped forward, eyes fuming beneath the brim of his hard hat. 
“You want to hear something reasonable, old lady? How about this: put down the bug and let’s get inside! There’s no way you’re bringing it inside.”
The stallion’s “reasonable” notion was answered with a single firm word. 
“Nope.”
The party jumped, clearly forgetting about the pony who had driven the carten. Big Macintosh moved to stand next to Alabaster. His posture was erect and defiant. 
The construction worker glared up into Macintosh’s face. The farm pony stood nearly a head or two taller than himself, but the construction worked was no string bean. He was barrel chested. With a gut as hard as a steel beam and a head as wide as a cinder block, the stallion looked as if he could’ve been registered as a vehicle.
“We’re not leaving her,” Grimes agreed, adjusting the unconscious changeling. “She’ll die out here, either to those damned wolves or to blood loss.”
The construction worker snorted. “Well, you’re not bringing it into the castle, squirt! We’ve got families in there. For all we know, that thing could be just as bad as the timbers.” 
“She protected us from the timber wolves, damn it!”
“So? Don’t y'all remember that one of her kind spent nearly a quarter of a year playing pretty pink princess up at Canterlot? That bug nearly killed the princess! Who knows what kind of long con this one could be-”
“ENOUGH!”
Alabaster whirled, eyes blazing and wings flared. Macintosh was struck by Alabaster’s right wing and was nearly sent sprawling. 
The construction worker recoiled. Seeing a brick house of pony get bitch slapped by a pegasus was crazy enough, but the electrifying rage pouring off of said pegasus was actually palpable. It rolled over the construction worker in waves. He thought it might just bury him.
Alabaster stepped forward, his gold rimmed eyes shining like swamp fire. “This bullshit ends right. You pussies are scared of a half dead changeling? Or a pack of barking matchbooks?”
Alabaster’s sneered, flashing a vicious row of sharp teeth. “Mother fucker, be afraid of me. If that ‘bug’ dies, there won’t be enough of you for the fucking wolves to scavenge off of. This shithole will be a crater. You read me, twatwaffle?” 
Although the construction worker had to crane his neck to see Alabaster, it felt as he was standing the pegasus’s shadow. Sweat ran in rivers along the back of his neck.
“I… er…” the stallion glanced towards his partners, but found only gaped mouths and shuffling hooves.
Alabaster chuckled. “I take that as a yes. Good. Now, get the hell out of our way before I have to move you.”
	*****

Every intake of breath was death. In the dim confines of the stagecoach, ribs were bruised, heads were cracked, and limps were aching. Thankfully, Speira’s instincts were honed to a fatal edge. Even as she groaned, she was pushing herself up to the vein of light overhead.
There were plenty of obstacles amidst the disarray. She scampered over ponies and luggage as if they were stepping stones. Perhaps this was a good sign. Despite how Speira ached, she was still well enough to climb.
Moments later, the compartment door swung open with a bang. Speira surfaced from the compartment like a diver. She hung on the lip of the door, trying to catch her breath, before hoisting herself up. Speira rolled over and simply laid next to the door, trying to catch her breath. A hitch pitched ringing was gradually fading in her ears.
Other ponies were emerging from the overturned stagecoach. They coughed and groaned as they helped each other out of compartments. Thankfully, the stagecoach was massive. The armored ponies clustered along its broad side as if it were a raft.
“W-what was that?” one soldier asked. Though she spoke clearly, her cloudy eyes glanced about, not focusing on any one thing.
Speira’s finally managed to catch her breath. Her eyes fluttered open. The wood beneath her had been stained black with soot and ash, yet she felt not even an iota of warmth. Inches from Speira’s nose, a threadwork of runes glistened through the coat of soot.
Not a bad enchantment.
The chilly air went colder as someone started wailing. Speira forced herself to stand at last. Turning around, she spotted a soldier peering over the front of the stagecoach. 
Speira pushed her way through the bleary eyed survivors. A few of them were sticking their heads through the open doors as if they were ostriches. She paid them no mind, and instead joined the stallion at the front.
The situation was no good. A ring of scorched earth encircled the stagecoach like a coaster stain. Curls of steam rose as snow continued to fall. It looked to Speira as if the very ground was exhaling a long sigh. 
What had wretched the sanity from the soldier’s lungs, however, was the row of crispy flesh and melted armor in front of the stagecoach.
“Sweet lunar locus,” he whimpered. Speira heard the rattling of steel as he trembled. “Briar Berry, Terry Top, Gossamer… what the hell happened?”
The soldier buried his face into his hooves, trying to smother his tears. 
A familiar voice spoke to Speira, startling her. 
And why are you sitting here like a doorstop, girl? 
Though the thought was Speira’s, it was Quill’s rough voice who spoke to her.
Shake off that concussion and get your head on straight. Why would a stagecoach just spontaneously explode in the middle of a frozen wasteland?
Speira’s mouth went dry. “An ambush.”
The soldier lifted his head and stared at Speira, confused. Then he understood. His eyes widened.
Speira’s glanced away from the dead soldiers. She studied the road ahead of them, following along as it cut through the countryside. It didn’t take long to find what she shouldn’t seen in the first place.
Just over the horizon, a column of smoke hung lazily in the air.
For the first time in years, Speira felt herself become afraid. “Papa...”
Throughout her childhood, Speira had helped Quill fill countless unmarked graves on their journeys. If death was their business, than Quill had made Speira into an entrepreneur like no other. Speira was a killer by heart, and merciless by nature. 
Yet, despite all of this, that column of smoke in the distance reminded Speira of what she truly was: a child, lost and parentless.
Not again… please, not again...
In an instant, reality came roaring back into focus. There was a sudden flurry of activity as the stranded soldier rose to their hooves. Over the sounds of rattling armor, someone cried out.
“Armed ponies approaching from the hillside!”
Another pony answered with, “To arms! To arms! Ambush! Ambush!”
Speira went numb, but not with fear, as many of the soldiers did. A sterile fury had settled over her nerves like a blindfold.
Death was Speira’s business, and today... business would be plentiful.
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		Act 2, Chapter 31: Battle Born



Everyone was armed in seconds. Swords flew from sheaths like startled birds. The Royal Guards glanced at one another. They remained atop their overturned stagecoach, timid and unsure.
The ambush party was nearly halfway down the hillside and advancing rapidly. A storm of galloping hooves and steel would be upon them in only a matter of seconds.
“Sir!” a mare cried. “Orders?” 
Speckled Band was pulling himself up out of the carriage. Heads turned in tandem towards the Corporal, eyes expecting. Speckled Band blinked against the strong winds. He had no more than a second to survey the situation before someone broke rank.
A figure leapt from the carriage and hit the ground running. They were off in an instant, sprinting towards the oncoming wave. Speckled Band galked at the pony. Whoever it was, they didn’t wear the gold of the Guard. Wait...
That cloak… that tiny frame… that’s right...
Speckled Band gritted his teeth. He had completely forgotten about Speira. 
Mustering his courage, Speckled Band turned towards his comrades. “Everypony, ready yourselves for battle!”
Fellow soldier stared at the Corporal, stunned. A second later they remembered the weapons they held. This would be the first time any of that Equestrian steel would be used outside of training. Suddenly those swords held an ominous weight that hadn’t been there before.
Out on the field, Speira’s heart knocked restlessly in her chest. The mechanism of her body were relentless and untiring. Though Speira was in a dead gallop, every inhale was smooth and calculated. She dipped her chin to quickly work the clasp of her cloak with her mouth.
Their numbers are staggered, Quill said to her, his voice a soothing stream over the rapids of her biology. Punish their eagerness, then wait for assistance. Don’t get surrounded.
A stallion at the head of the enemy’s vanguard marked the filly with pleasure. He grinned around the handle of the sword. A red lust lifted elevated his heart. He’d make quick work of the pipsqueak and claim first blood.
They were upon each other in an instant. The marauder swung his sword, bringing it down with all of his strength and momentum. The blade cleaved clean through the cloak. That murderous grin vanished as the he watched two strips of cloth flutter to the ground.
A flicker in his peripheral was all the warning the marauder had before the tip of Speira’s wing sunk into his jugular. The marauder’s face peeled back in anguish. Speira jerked and uncorked the stallion like a wine bottle. A wave of warmth drenched the right side of Speira’s face.
The charge skidded to a halt. The vanguard, a cluster of three now, stared in wonder at the filly crouching over their dead comrade. Enchanted wings unfurled on either side of her. One steamed with fresh blood. It was like something from a dream.
Or perhaps a nightmare.
“The fuck kind of armor is that?” one asked, shifting. He glanced towards the stallion to his left.
Silver blinked, then shook his head.“Doesn’t matter. Just stay alert and-”
A shadow fell upon the stallion a second or so before the pegasus did. There was an explosion of steel as the marauder was driven to the ground. Beneath the pegasus, Silver lay motionless.
“Captain!”
The first marauder hefted his sword and started forward. He managed a single step before the earth slanted sideways and sent him toppling. The stallion howled as he clutched a bloody foreleg. It had been severed at the knee. 
Speira spared nary a second before ending the stallion’s misery. With a flick of the wing, the stallion went limp. He wore the same bleeding necklace as his companion.
Speckled Band rose, the marauder crumpled beneath him. Staring at the body he had skewered, Speckled fought back a wave of revulsion.
“Get ready.”
Speckled jumped at the voice. At his side, Speira stood with her back to him. She was between him and the body of marauders.
Sweet Celestia, she’s quick.
The attackers stood some yards away from the pair, uncertain and hesitant. Whether it was the sight of Speira’s armor or the loss of their captain, Speckled cared not. With every passing second, an encroaching rumble of hooves was growing louder behind them.
A unicorn mare had shouldered her way to the front of the party. Her horn glowed a livid shade of magenta. In the grip of her magic was a dagger.
“Don’t just stand around, ya idjits!” she screamed and then flung the dagger.
It sailed, end over end, in a perfect arc. Speira slapped it out of the air. It clanged harmlessly off one wing. Speira glanced at Speckled, her gaze sharp and venomous.
Is she scolding me?
“For Equestria!” The air shook with the battle cry. Speckled Band couldn’t help but shiver at the sound. 
Their comrades were close now. Speira and Speckled Band heard their approach, but could almost feel the rumble in the ground. The marauders responded to their advance in kind.
“Leave none alive!” the unicorn cried. She would lead the heard of death in place of the silver haired stallion.
Speckled Band bent down and took hold of his sword. Warm blood gushed into his mouth. It was only the buzz of adrenaline that kept him in control of gorge. He wretched the sword from the marauder’s neck and faced the oncoming tide. 
Speira was off in a cloud of white powder. In her head, visions of Quill’s corpse growing stiff in the snow were saturated in a film of searing rage. A hornets nest broiled in her belly and came buzzing up her throat. Speira knew not that she was screaming.
A shadow rushed past her. Though Speckled Band’s hooves were mere inches from the ground, he flew with the practiced ease of a Wonderbolt. 
Winds up there are something else. Strong. Gonna have to stay low.
Though the sky would hold little refuge, at least Speckled Band knew he could rely on gravity. With a snap of his wings, he vaulted up and over the marauders.
Headless of numbers, the Royal Guard and mercanary alike were flung into combat.
	****

Heads lifted, almost instinctively. They marked Speckled Band ascent. It would be their fear of an aerial attack that would give Speira her starting point.
Full plate armor would’ve been impractical in this snowy landscape. A lucky advantage that Speira took for all its worth. She came in low, aiming for the distracted ponies legs.
A swipe from each wing and two ponies fell, wailing, into the snow. Although unable to finish them off, Speira was confident neither were be able to do much fighting. She danced back as some of them engaged her. 
Though in the throes of battle fever, a tune from an old record player droned on in the furthest reaches of Speira’s mind. She felt Quill’s approving gaze even now. The tune played and her hooves responded. She turned the battlefield into a dancehall.
Cursing and snarling, marauders lashed out with both mushed words and rapid slashes. Speira weaved between blows. She was nimble, even in the snow, and those wings provided an amazing defense.
More circled around her, but wouldn’t get the opportunity to properly flank. The heart of the world thudded like a baseline as a wall Royal Guards slammed into marauders. 
Speira was smack dab in the middle of the skirmish. She made herself as small as possible and waded into the Guards ranks. Her retreat wasn’t seamless. Speira was stepped on by a mare with a longsword, then knocked aside by a unicorn chanting a protection spell. A mosh pit closed around her like a metal womb.
It was as the two forces met that Speckled Band plummeted. He dropped onto the marauders like an anchor from the sky.  

The impact was enough to stagger a handful of the attackers. It sent them bumping into compatriots, even tripping a few of them. One mare had no more regained her balance when cool steel slipped through a chink in her armor. She blinked. For a brief moment, she met the gaze of the Corporal. The eyes that stared back at him twinkled like swampfire.
Speckled Band’s wretched sword his sword free. Before the blood even had a chance to fall, he had dashed towards another. The Corporal passed through the marauders as if a sickle through wheat. 
A hurricane had been released behind the enemy’s line. Speckled moved like humming bird and fought like a wolverine. Those closest were disoriented by a flurry of blows. A mare blocked one strike only for it to be followed one, two, three more. The impacts sent her head ringing and her teeth aching.
Allies were a strange commodity to Speira. Surrounded on all sides, yet none of the blades or spells were aimed at her. For once, the threat lay mostly dead ahead.
However, Speira found it a task to traverse the battlefield. She was used to having room to dance and maneuver. Here she was downright claustrophobic.
Thankfully it seemed that the Royal Guards remembered their training well. They held a solid wall at the skirmish line, protecting each other and striking when it was most opportune. 
Their reluctance tested Speira, however. She took it upon herself to make up for their lack of aggression. It was a struggle not to be trampled at first, but she found her rhythm quickly. Speira stalked amongst the skirmish line like a wrath, unseen until sunlight glinted off the steel of her wings. 
One Royal Guard reeled from a heavy blow. The marauder saw her falter, and pushed to break her guard. Time slowed as the mare saw her death bearing down-
*clank*
*shink*
The guard watched, stupefied, as the stallion crumpled. Speira felled a few more of the marauders in the same fashion. But for every third or fourth marauder she killed, a Royal Guard fell with them. The battlefield was becoming cluttered.
Removing their leader wasn’t enough, Quill whisper. Given their numbers, I fear they’ll outlast you at this rate. Something needs to be done to turn the tide.
“Turn the tide,” Speira muttered, raising a wing to shield an injured Guards hobble to safety.
Look, Speira. No force is without its faults. Find it, exploit it. 
Speira did as instructed. It took a few seconds, but she realized that the marauder’s weren’t pushing the line dispite their superior numbers. Instead, they appeared to be occupied by another battle all together.
Speira squinted through the fray, then blinked. “Is that… the Corporal?”
It’s opportunity, my dear.
Speira nodded. “Opportunity... Alright.”
	****

Speckled Band pinballed from blade to blade, allowing no one even an inch of ground. It was as if a pit of vipers had cornered the world’s most vicious mongoose. He was nearly a blur as he parried and countered. The circle of marauders around him could do little more than defend.
“The hell we supposed to do with this guy?” one hollered. “Intelligence didn’t say they actually had any fighters!”
As amazing of a display he made, Speckled Band wouldn’t be keeping this breakneck pace for much longer. Fatigue would catch up sooner or later. Already his muscles felt drenched in molten lead.
Fuck me, this seemed easier in training!
“Let ‘em wear himself out,” another marauder called back. “The hotshot’s slowin’!”
The marauder grinned. He was about to lunge forward when he heard, “Hey! Watch out for the filly!”
That was when something scampered up his back. Speira posed herself over the stallion’s head, wing arched like a cat’s back. She drove it into the marauder’s neck.
“Agh! What the fuck!” 
The mare next to them recoiled as an arterial spray splashed in her face, blinding her. Just like that, a hole was made in the curtain of vipers.
The marauder was wiping gore from her eyes when Speckled Band barreled into her. His sword ran her clean through.
“Bastards! Don’t let up on ‘em!”
The onslaught continued. This time Speckled Band didn’t fight alone, however. Speira stayed close, moving like his shadow. The Corporal’s fighting style was unorthodox and erratic, but not without some pattern. Speira was nothing if not a versatile dance partner.
Though Speira was warily let Speckled Band take the lead, he didn’t disappoint. He attacked high as she attacked low. Their strikes were woven together like a tapestry of death, tearing about one marauder after another. 
Realizing the danger, more and more of the marauder’s turned to deal with the raging weedwacker at their rear. The battle was suddenly on two fronts.
Together Speira and Speckled Band plowed a bloody path through the attackers. By the time Speckled Band saw the glint of Royal gold, the enemey line had broken from the strain of their attack. The Corporal fell into formation happily, Speira doing likewise. They were both panting heavily.
The Royal Guard learned that day just how elastic time could be inside the haze of battle. The clashing of steel and flashing of magic seemed to go on for hours. In reality, the fight by the northern road lasted no longer than two minutes.
The ambush party had lost nearly three quarters of their numbers. Rallying around the Corporal and the mercenary, the Royal Guard pushed the marauders back towards the snowy hillside. Caution was key when navigating through the bodies strewn about.
Confidant that the battle was won, Speckled Band retreated and sheathed his sword. His comrades moved to seal the gap in their ranks instantly.
“Holt!” he cried. “Holt! Damn it all, everypony stop fighting!”
Like dying thunder, the sound war rumbled on for a second longer before finally petering out. The two sides parted. Between them lie a pond of blood and bodies. Though a few groaned and writhed amongst the gore, most were corpses.
Speckled Band stepped back towards the front. Steam hung about him like an aura. The band of battering and bloodied ponies behind him numbered nine. Only four stood against them.
“Enough of this!” Speckled Band had to raise his voice to be heard over the dying. “For Celestia’s sake, enough. A truce, please! No more killing!”
Speira glared up at him. She could’ve thrashed the stallion for being so stupid. However, she would keep herself in check for the time being. Though her heart yearned to push on ahead to the other caravan, she was still a hired blade.
The marauder's looked at one another. Speckled Band hoped that if the bastards were conniving enough to set up an ambush, then maybe they’d know when they were beat. More than that, who knew what was happening up the road. Speckled Band wanted prisoners if the worst had come to past.
One of the Royal Guards broke from their party. A mare dropped her sword and started dry heaving. Other than that, all was still amongst the two forces.
One marauder’s sheathed their sword. It was a stallion with a pastel coat that barely peeked through his dark barding. When he spoke, it was with an accent Speckled Band wasn’t familiar with. 
“Oh, yeah? And what kinda truce can we expect?”
“The kind where we take you into custody. Surrender your weapons, and we’ll see to your injured.”
The stallion spat.
“Not sure what I was expectin’,” he laughed. “Nah, I don’t think so. It’s time you lot learn to finish things for once. If that means ya start with us… so be it. We’ll get to hell soon enough to hold the door for ya.”
Looking to his companions, he cried, “To death!”
The battle cry echoed as they rushed forward. Though Speckled Band was disappointed, he was not dismayed. He took arms and led the charge. Speira raced along side him, the remaining guards in tow.
What came next was quick, but brutal. The stallion who parlaid with Speckled Band lunged at him. Speckled Band parried easily. A quick counterstrike and the stallion was cut down.
Speira despatched the second just as quickly, and the Guards dogpiled the final two. They fell in a hail of steel.
Sudden silence.
The survivors stood stock still amongst the carnage. They glanced about the corpses, seeing familiar faces staring up at them but not seeming to comprehend. One of the guards stumbled away from the battlefield until he found clean snow. There he collapsed.
Speckled Band sheathed his sword. Like most of his comrades, gore decorated him in sproratic splotches. Already he could feel his coat growing sticky with it all. That morning’s breakfast churned like a whirlpool in his belly. Never before had he thought of death as something someone could actually smell.
Swallowing his nerves, Speckled Band he called to his comrades. Some semblance of life stirred within their rattled brains when they heard his voice.
The Corporal relaid orders in rapid succession. “Apricot, Dandy, Garter, see to our injured. The rest of you, we’re mounting up. We need to need to meet-”
Speira only heard half of what Speckled Band said. She jerked head jerked to the hillside. Her eyes widened. Though still in good form, the battle had whittled her down and dulled her keen senses.
“More coming!” Speira shouted. “Two more from the hills!” Her wings unfurled, steel pinions ruffling.
The voice was so rare to his ears that Speckled Band almost didn’t recognize it. It was raw nerves that kept him on his toes. The guards spun, swords drawn. 
The rolling hillside was a vast, ivory blanket. It was only after a second or two that they finally spotted the figures.
The pair trudged almost lackilasily through the snow. They were about forty yards away before being spotted.
The first figure, the one to draw the most eyes, stood tall and lanky on its hind legs. Stories of diamond dogs were near mythical this far north. Their numbers were sparce, as the frozen ground made for poor mining. Few, if any, ever dared to ventured from the southern badlands. 
And yet, here one stood. Matted white fur stood out beneath the leather armor it wore. A lit cigarette was tucked into the corner of its grinning maw, and a rolled up bundle was clutched in its paw. Only Speira noticed the hilts protruding from the top end.
“Not bad for a bunch of rookies!” A voice, as shrill and sharp as a dagger’s tip, slit through the wintry winds. “Not bad at all!”
This was the second figure. Obviously equine, obviously female. Every word was punctuated with a rattle and clink. 
When the pair stopped, they were close enough for everyone to better make her out. The gasped at the nightmarish conglomerate of steel she wore. An array of hooked barbs rose from the many segments of armor like devilish burrs. It seemed you cut yourself simply by looking at her. 
Tapia brought a hoof to her chest and bowed respectively, displaying her talon-like gauntlets.
Holy shit, Speckled Band thought. The mare’s a walking cutlery rack.
“I commend you,” Tapia continued. “Our intelligence had us believe that the Crystal Empire weren’t in possion of any actual killers.”
Tapia’s armor rattled as she lighted her head. A mischievous gaze found Speckled Band before flickering towards Speira.
“Guess we’ll have to correct that oversight, won’t we, Gnar?”
Gnar said nothing. He scanned over the fallen dead and found the captain, Silver Stead, crumpled up some yards away.
“I liked Silver-pony,” he grunted. “What shame.”
“I know, dear, I did too. Kinda cute, kinda handy with a blade to boot. We don’t come across that too often.”
Gnar took a long drag from his cigarette. Smoke hung around his head like a halo. The stench of angel grass was pungent enough to punch through the cacophony of blood and death. 
“Don’t know about cute.”
Tapia laughed.
“No, I don’t suppose you would. Take my word on it, though, yuuum.”
Gnar nodded. His dull, bloodshot eyes remained fixed on the Corporal. Speckled Band felt his hackles raise.
“Gnar likes this one,” the diamond dog stated. “Likes his sword more.”
“Oh, baby, I understand completely.” Tapia leered at Speira as she spoke. Her eyes studied the shimmering breastplate and bloody wings almost lustfully.
“Hmmm. Sweet gear, girly.”
Speckled Band found his voice, though it sounded awkward and young to his ears.
“Whoever you are, I ask that you stand down now. You’re ambush failed, we have you outnumbered. There’s no need for anymore bloodshed.”
Did Speckled Band really think diplomacy would work the second time? Did he really? He must not have, for he wasn’t surprised in the least when he was answered with laughter.
Tapia clutched her armored sides, howling. Even the diamond dog was chuckling. 
“Heh heh. Need? Oh, of course there’s no need? Ha!”
Tapia sombered, though a ghost of a smile remained on her wicked face.
“There’s never any need, soldier boy. There’s only want. What we want, to be specific. At least, that’s how we see it. Ain’t that right, Gnar?”
Gnar plucked the cigarette from his lips, then flicked it into the wind. He was no longer smiling.
“Right.”
It happened in a blur. The Royal Guards had survived one hell only to be shoved into another.
Gnar planted the end of his bundle with one paw and took hold of Tapia’s ashy colored tail with the other. In one powerful motion, the diamond dog spun and launched Tapia like a frisbee. She was airborne in an instant. 
Speckled Band dove headfirst as a cackling, pony-sized shuriken whizzed by over head. A slurry of blood and snow flooded his sinesses as someone screamed.
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		Act 2, Chapter 32: Hello, Stranger



Mayor Mare sprinted for the castle doors, her hard hat entourage in tow. Tools rattled ceasely on the construction workers’s belt.
The Apple family clustered around Alabaster as he lifted the unconscious Whisper onto Big Macintosh’s back. Grimes tried to help, but Alabaster drove him back with a toothy snarl.
“Alright, alright! I’m just trying to help.” Shaken, Grimes retreated. Granny patted him reassuringly.
Apple Bloom was practically running circles around the group. She darted one way and then the other. Every alleyway, doorway, and walkway seemed like a hiding spot for one of those nasty timberwolves.
“Will y'all hurry the heck up! It sounds like they’re getting closer!”
“Don’t rush me,” Alabaster hissed. “I’m not having her falling and reopening her wounds.”
Applebloom whined like a teething puppy. “Ooooooh. Dang it, Big Mac! Ya couldn’t have parked closer? We’re could’ve walked here at this rate!”
Macintosh gave an offended ‘harumph’, but said nothing else.
Uncertainty breeds fear. Perhaps that was why Alabaster wasn’t afraid like the farm ponies. If one of those mossy mongrels showed their ugly mug, he was certain that he’d pummel it flat. Alabaster made sure to take his time with Whisper.
Is this really for her, or are you just reassuring yourself that she’s okay?
Alabaster briefly lowered his head, coming brow to brow Whisper, “Oh, Wisp… what the hell have we stumbled into?”
Whisper’s only response was a sharp inhale and a grimace. Caressing her, Whisper’s expression softened. Though the segmented chitin across her body was rigid, those cheeks were soft. 
When’s the last time I saw you like this?
Alabaster removed his hoof and tucked Whisper’s long, pink mane underneath her. They didn’t need the hick tripping on it.
There. That’s all I can do for now.
When Alabaster faced them, Granny Smith and Grimes recoiled. His eyes... A pair of slitted pupils lay in ponds of glowing magma.
Alabaster nodded to them. “Let’s get our asses moving. The pups might have-”
He was cut off by an explosion of wood and mortar as a timberwolf burst forth from an alleyway. It staggered, then lifted its head and sniffed. One of the beast’s legs was a twisted and busted mess of moss and timber. Greedy eyes fell upon the ponies. It smelled flesh blood in the air.
"-scented us." Alabaster gritted his teeth. “Mother of fuck.”
Apple Bloom screamed. “I told y’all!” 
Though Apple Bloom and Grimes moved to help Granny Smith -her arthritic joints seized like rusty machinery- Macintosh was off with a bound. Whisper’s head bobbed on against his back, but otherwise she remained as Alabaster had set her. 
Macintosh would get those heavy front doors open for them. The only one who didn’t break for the castle was Alabaster.
He turned towards the timberwolf. He heard the rapid popping of wooden bones being reset. The beast raised its shaggy head and howled. Alabaster’s hackles stood on end.
“A mouthy mutt,” Alabaster growled. “Gonna have to show you how to use your indoor voice.”
From behind the timberwolf, the gleam of wolfish eyes lit the dark alleyway. A pack was on its way. Alabaster would have to trust the Apples to protect Whisper, as much as he was loathed to do so. 
The small cuts riddling his body went numb as a spark of heat coalesced in his belly. Crouched low, wings cocked, and jaw clenched, Alabaster became a ballistic missile set for take off. 
Hearing the snapping of jaws and the raking of claws, Grimes couldn’t help but look back. He saw the encroaching pack and despaired. They weren’t even halfway to the castle.
“We’re not gonna make it,” Grimes cried.
“Not with you oglin’, we ain’t!” Apple Bloom said through clenched teeth. She was practically wearing Granny’s flank as a hat.
“Get over here and help Granny, dang it!”
Grimes opened his mouth to respond, but was immediately gagged by a flying dirt clod. The spacecraft Alabaster took off in a billow of dust. The pack of timberwolves had reached the end of the alleyway before being stuffed back in by an ivory bullet.
Grimes sputtered and coughed. A second later he hawked out a thick, muddy glop. He glanced back to the alleyway. Scraps of moss and wood were drifting lazily to the ground.
Grimes hiccuped. “What the heck is that guy?”
	****

Alabaster blew into the next street like tidal wave. Perhaps he shouldn’t have used so much ‘oomph’. As the Apple family made their way to the castle, Alabaster was exiting a furniture store. Unfortunately, he was leaving through the hole he had made in the front display. Glass tinkled to the cobblestone as Alabaster hoisted himself from the wreckage.
“Good job, Al,” his groaned, shaking off depri. “You destroyed one of the two furniture stores in town. No one's gonna help us renovate now.”
Stumbling into the street, Alabaster nearly tripped. He cursed and kicked at a thick, knotted branch. It went clattering across the street.
The string of curses ceased as Alabaster noticed the kindling littering all about him. 
Twigs, logs, branches, and pelts of moss. All them were jittering and twitching with life.
Alabaster sniffed and picked out a sliver of glass caught in his pinions. “Right. Welp, hope those yokels are hustling, ‘cause I’m not sticking around for a rematch if I can help it.”
Alabaster’s wings twinged as they unfurled. He hoped that the feathers weren’t too damaged to carry him.
Just as Alabaster readied himself for take off, he heard the nearing drumroll of hooves.
Alabaster sighed. “You gotta be kidding me!”
The words had no more escaped his lips when pair of ponies rounded a nearby corner. Two mare’s raced towards Alabaster, timberwolf remains crunching under their hooves. They had no idea what they just ran into.
They skidding to a stop beside Alabaster. He was almost taken back by their presence. Mane’s slick with perspiration and eyes frantic with panic. Alabaster inhaled the sharp tang of sweat and urine.
“C-castle still open?” one gasped, nearly choking on her words.
Alabaster saw the other mare’s leg wobble, and he lended a hoof to steady her. She glanced up, still panting, and managed a grateful smile. Adrenaline had rubbed the mare’s nerves raw, and thus, she was too numb to feel the sting of heat at Alabaster’s touch.
“Should be,” Alabaster said. “If not, bang on the door. Tell ‘em the coast is clear for a minute longer and they should let you in.”
The first mare nodded. “T-thank you. There was someone else with us. He…” She glanced about.
“H-he helped us. I don’t see him thou-”
The mare froze, color draining from her face. Two yards away, a disembodied foreleg was pulling itself across the ground. The claws digging into the cobblestone were stained red.
“Sweet solar solstice!”
Alabaster grabbed the mare and pushed her towards the alleway he came through. “Go! Get to the castle!”
The mares didn’t argue. They scampered off in a hurry.
Alabaster walked over to the disembodied leg. He stomped down on it, grinding the wooden flesh to mulch. A howl of agony responded in kind.
Alabaster whipped around and saw the half-formed timberwolf. It was crawling towards him, teeth bared and eyes glistening with murder.
Alabaster smirked. “I hurt ya paw, big guy? Here, give me the other and I’ll-”
That’s when the second timberwolf leapt. It moved like a floater in the pegasus’s peripheral. Alabaster had only realized the danger he was in when-
*chhnk*
-he heard the sound of a blade passing through wood. 
Alabaster whirled, heart thumping in his ears. “Come at me then, rat bastard!”
Alabaster stopped. The ambushing wolf was hoisted above him, ran clean through by a black pike. The beast gave a low, gurgling groan as it clawed at the protrusion in its midsection.
Alabaster gasped as the black pike came to life. It bent to one side before flicking the timberwolf off like a booger. Alabaster watched the beast fly up and over the rooftops. There came a resounding crash somewhere beyond.
Alabaster looked at the first timberwolf. One second it was staring at Alabaster, awestruck. The next, there was a loud *snap!* as the wolf’s head twisted backwards. Alabaster saw the dark collar looped around its broken neck. This is when confusion turned to fear.
Alabaster watched in horror as the collar tore the wolves’ head clean off. The body fell limp, its head being cast aside to the gutter.
Alabaster patted his cheeks, wondering if he was hallucinating. “Gotta be brain damage. Boy, I hit that glass harder than I thought.”
“That was a pretty nasty crash. You gonna be alright?”
Alabaster stiffened. That voice… The joints in Alabaster’s neck creaked as he turned his head. At his side stood an unassuming stallion. A black mane, greasy and unwashed, framed a soft and almost feminine face… a familiar face.
Midnight Dreary eyed the gash along his friend’s forehead. “Wow, that’s pretty bad. We should-”
A hard right hook knocked the words from Midnight’s mouth, along with most of his taste buds.
	*****

The tapestry of Midnight’s eyelids were decorated like the night sky. With the array of stars he saw, he thought it actually was nighttime. That’s when Midnight opened his eyes and realized that he had been laid out flat.
Midnight struggled up to a sitting position, a hoof massaging his ringing temples. The earth churned beneath him. If that didn’t stop soon, than Midnight feared he might be sick.
“B-but why, though?” he muttered, eyes rolling in their sockets.
Midnight blinked his vision back into focus. When he saw the unholy visage of rage and violence advancing towards him, Midnight wished he had been knocked unconscious. An empty grin pulled Alabaster’s features taut, revealing the row of cutlery beneath. Eyes like headlamps burned circled into Midnight’s retinas.
“And just where the fuck have you been?” Alabaster asked in high, jovial voice. It sounded to Midnight like the brink of insanity.
“I… we… it’s...” Midnight swallowed. “K-kinda complicated.”
Alabaster glanced down at the boiling puddle of shadows Midnight sat in. Midnight blushed.
“Complicated, huh? Ya don’t say!”
As the distance between them diminished, the clattering of woodshop leavings grow louder. Half assembled timberwolves were growing by the second.
Midnight looked from Alabaster to the wolves. “Umm… maybe we should-”
“Oh, I see them.” Alabaster now loomed over Midnight. The scent of sulfur stung Midnight’s nostrils.
“Okay… should we-”
Alabaster fell upon Midnight before he could even finish. Midnight decided there and then that he wouldn’t pass into the abyss willingly. Screaming and kicking, Midnight tried in vain to escape his fate. He was consumed by a rolling swampfire, then buried beneath its intensity.
Alabaster took his burgeoning right leg and wrapped it around Midnight’s midsection. Midnight was still shrieking as they took off.
Alabaster grunted, trying to get a better grip on Midnight. “Stop squirming! It’s hard enough flying with a fucked up wing!”
The pair bumbled their way into the air and out of danger. The more assembled timberwolves watched as they cleared the rooftops, mouths salivating. They’d be in pursuit soon enough. 
Alabaster struggled against both gravity and the tearing strain in his wing. He dipped occasionally, but managed to quickly climb back up.
“Oh yeah,” he grunted. “Definitely tore something.”
Though Midnight had stopped fighting, he was nowhere near calm. The shadows -those sudden, but powerful allies- were quiet for the first time all day. Their absence was somehow more frightening than the yards of open air beneath them.
Midnight keened. “Not good, not good, not good! I don’t like this!”
“Yeah, and I’m havin’ a fucking hayday!”
As they approached the castle, they heard an all too familiar sound. A chorus of timberwolves sang their displeasure for whole town to hear. 
Midnight craned his head back and saw movement stalked in the shadows between buildings. A second later, the timberwolves were pouring from the alleyways in droves. There had to be nearly two dozen of them.
They raced after the ponies, heads raised and tongies lolling. Midnight gasped as some of them tripped and collided with each other. Small skirmishes broke out amongst the wolves. Given a reason, the timberwolves were just as happy to tear into each other as they were ponies.
“What are they,” Midnight asked.
Alabaster squinted against the afternoon sun. "Rabid. Not much we need to know beyond that... I mean, other than an easy way to kill 'em. That'd be cool."
	*****

As ostentatious  as the castle was, Alabaster found himself grateful for its outlandish design. There was no shortage of balconies for them to land.
“Tuck in your legs!”
Midnight quickly turtled up just before they spilled over the nearest railing and onto the floor.
Midnight was instantly overwhelmed by a cacophony of voices. Angry, desperate, and brimming on the edge of violence.
"You hear those things outside? There's no way we're opening those doors again, now just let us pass!"
"And I told ya to take a flying leap. You're not bringing that bug near the other ponies in here."
"Fine, we’ll take her someplace away from everypony. Just get out of-"
Midnight shook himself free from the argument. He and Alabaster were an aching tangle of limbs and wings. It took a moment to decipher where one began and the other ended, but eventually they were sitting opposite of each other, panting.
Midnight was soaked from mane to tail in sweat. The warm summer breeze felt more like winter. He shivered nonstop, but was thankful for it all the same. He reeked of sulfur and soot.
Alabaster rested against the railing, wings drooping to either side. He wiped some blood from his eye and studied Midnight.
"So… uh…” Alabaster tapped his chin. “How’s the jaw?”
“Hurts,” Midnight said timidly. “Like a lot.”
“Yeah, I… a… I’m sorry about that. Never was any good at dealing with stressful situations… at least, not in any logical way.”
Alabaster chuckled reluctantly. “Spent the morning looking for you, getting sloshed with a moonshiner, passing out in an alley, and then waking up to the whole town going to hell. As if that wasn’t enough, I proceeded to throwing myself through wood wolves and window displays… Yeah, I don’t think logical is in my vocabulary.
Midnight frowned. “I never meant to leave. It’s just-” He paused and motioned to the shadows still pooled beneath him.
“Say no more. We can-” Alabaster groaned as his started to his hooves. “-talk about it later. Gotta make sure Whisper’s okay first.” 
Midnight rose too, excited to see Little Whisper again. He expression demored almost instantly.
“Okay? Is she hurt?”
“Yeah, but I’m not sure how badly. C’mon, let’s go find out.”
Midnight followed Alabaster from the balcony. Through a gem studded doorway, they found themselves in a bedroom. Alabaster surveyed the room. Everything here was almost unnaturally tidy. From the made bed, to the blank picture frames. 
A musky, dusty odor tainted every intake of breath. As they passed a closet, he chanced a quick peek inside. Empty.
“Spare bedroom,” Alabaster commented. “One of many, I’m guessing.”
Midnight closed the bedroom door behind him. Turning around, he was struck by the regality of the place. Fine furniture and lush potted plants decorated a crystalline hallway for yards in either direction. Beneath their hooves was a lush, lavender carpet.
While Midnight gawked at such spendor, Alabaster sniffed indignantly.
“Crystal doorknobs, walls and floors made of gems, and enough purple to choke a monarch. Finding our way downstairs is gonna be fun.”
Midnight shuffled his hooves. “I… I think can help with that.”
Alabaster cocked an eyebrow. “Alright, and how’s that?”
Midnight dipped his chin, gesturing to the bubbling mass clinging to his hooves.
“Can’t really explain how. I just… I know I can.”
Alabaster had questions aplenty, but he’d stuff those down for later. Little Whisper first, Midnight later.
"Well, buddy, lead the way."
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		Act 2, Chapter 33: Small Talk



Quill leaned forward and peeked through the carriage curtain. White hilltops rolled by, zigzagging against the sky. Seeing all that high ground made him uneasy. Even when he squinted against the white glare bouncing off the snow, Quill could barely see the many nooks dotting the hillside. 
After a minute, Quill let the curtain drop. He would have to move back to the window soon, or risk the possibility of drifting off. The carriage seats had no right to be so comfortable.
What, do they stuff these cushions with cloud fluff?
Quill looked at Shining Armor. “Looks like we’re making good time. Wouldn’t have thought an armed unit would make for a decent running team. The enchantments on these carrigies are quite impressive.”
Shining Armor had spent the better part of the journey staring listlessly into space. Now he was roused from these thoughts like an old dog. He glanced about uncomprehendingly for a moment before finally registering what Quill had said.
“Yes... impressive.”
Quill studied the Captain. Shining Armor’s youthful face betrayed trouble decades older than the stallion.
“I’m surprised I haven’t heard of such an innovation. Perhaps my ear isn’t as close to the ground as I thought it was.”
Shining Armor rested a hoof on the helmet setting beside him. Though still distracted, it seemed that Quill had engaged him for the time being.
“That’s not surprising, actually. These enchantments are fairly new.”
“That so?”
“Yep. We commissioned the Scholars last winter, and these big buggers only rolled in last month.” 
Shining Armor tapped beside the window and continued. “Steel wood imported straight from Califoalnia. Enchantments make it incredibly lightweight, and resilient against an array of spells. I was even told it could withstand dragon fire. Although... that could’ve been Misty Vale trying to talk her way into a bonus."
As Shining Armor spoke, Quill chanced a glance at their fellow passengers. The “nobles” -if those are nobles, than I’m a boiled goose- were fast asleep. Beneath the aroma of leather armor and freshly cut lumber, there lay the barest hint of whiskey.
“Color me amazed,” said Quill. “But dragon fire? Really? Isn’t that a bit much?”
Shining Armor frowned. “Like I said, that probably isn’t the case. But you’ve seen how lawless it is out here. We should be ready for anything.”
“What I’ve seen, your highness, are half-starved robbers with the tactical sense of rapid badgers. Even the unicorns running with them are nothing more than scrawny hornheads. Doesn’t seem like the kind of precautions you’d take just for bandits”
Shining Armor’s expression darkened. “You’re insinuating something.”
“Not insinuating. I’m saying that you think I’m a fool.”
One of the sleeping ponies snored suddenly, pulled their cloak tighter around them, then fell still again. Neither captain nor mercenary noticed. Their eyes remained locked on one another.
“I hold you and your expertise in the highest regard,” Shining Armor said, voice low and brooding.
“I don’t doubt that. However, you’ve underestimated my capacity for deductive reasoning. Like right now. I’m trying to understand why we’re trekking to the capital by convoy, why our carriage is outfitted for an outright assault, and more importantly-” Quill gestured to the sleeping ponies. “-why we’re transporting decoys.”
For all his preconceptions of Shining Armor, Quill had to admit that he composed himself admirable. Color drained from his face. Otherwise, Shining Armor remained stoic.
For a long minute there was only the sound of the rumbling hooves and creaking wood. Quill decided to cut the tension with a polite smile.
“Don’t misunderstand me. I appreciate a ruse as much as the next soldier. I only wish you had clued me at our briefing.”
Shining Armor’s eyes narrowed. “You knew from the start, didn’t you?”
“Heh. Now you’re giving me too much credit. Did I suspect something? Yes. I only began to grasp what was happening when we departed.”
Quill dipped a talon into his cloak. Rummaging through the various pouches on his belt, he produced a tin pocket watch. Pressing a tiny button on the side, it flipped open. Nearly noon.
Quill looked back at Shining Armor. The Captain was regarding him warily.
“I don’t need to know all of the inner mechanisms of the Equestrian military, your highness. I’m neither one of your officers, nor one of your soldiers. I’m a sellsword. Your coin buys our talons, our steel, and from time to time, my advice.”
Quill snapped the watch closed. “In return, you disclose the details most vital for Speira and I to do our job. Now tell me, your highness, did you tell us everything we needed to know?”
The question was rhetorical, and yet, Shining Armor’s sour expression answered it plainly enough. Quill nodded.
“There’s a lot of road between here and our destination. Plenty of time for us to reevaluate the specifics of this guard detail…”
Then, as if sucked away by an undertow, all of Quill’s amiable civility vanished. What remained was the cold, calculating gaze of a predator.
“I want to know what we’ve signed up for.”
Shining Armor nodded slowly. He scolded himself for being so negligent. Wasn’t one of the reasons he hired Quill explicitly for the griffon’s ability to see situations in ways he couldn’t? Had absorbing himself in all of this cloak and dagger work made him short sighted?
There was no use in sulking about it now. He wanted Quill in his pocket, and if that meant bringing to light this operation of his… then so be it.
After making sure that their guest were soundly asleep, Shining Armor took a deep breath. He needed a minute to figure out where to begin. But it was as Quill had said, they had plenty of time and road ahead of them.
Except… perhaps there wasn’t as much time or road as they had expected. Even as Shining Armor worked his train of thought into line, something twinkled in the distant hillside…
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		Act 2, Chapter 34: Temper Your Temper



 Grimes hit the ground, head ringing and eyes rolling. He quickly tried for his hooves, but only rose halfway before collapsing. He tasted copper as his chin bumped the floor. Consciousness faded quickly, saving him the pain of biting his tongue.  Grimes’s attacker loomed over him. Beneath the rim of a hardhat, a twitching mass of muscles pulled the face there into a snarl.
The throne room was abuzz with chatter. Nervous faces were peeking in from the doorways, trying their best to peer around the large, decorative table at the center of the room. Their eyes flickered between the stallion laid out on his back and the limp changeling. And here they were just starting to believe that the danger had been locked outside.
Macintosh started forward, fur bristling at the base of his neck. He would have rushed to his cousin’s defense if not for Apple Bloom. The filly jumped in Macintosh’s way, unthreatened by her mountainous brother. Apple Bloom's pleading eyes peered through a curtain of disheveled mane. Sometime during their dash into town, Apple Bloom had lost her bow.
Apple Bloom didn’t need to say anything. She pointed to the changeling on Macintosh's back. It took Macintosh a second to remember Little Whisper. The changeling was so light, it was easy for him to forget she was even there.
Macintosh’s flaring temper felt strange and ill fitted in his soft disposition. He would wrangle it in for the time being, but only for Little Whisper’s sake. Bowing his head, Macintosh took a reluctant step back.
Granny Smith lowered herself to Grimes’s side. Cradling his head, she patted his cheek lightly. Grimes muttered something unintelligent and fell back into unconsciousness. The old mare glared up at the hulk towering over them.
“Dagnabit, Sandalwood, I outta tan your hide! You better back off before I find somethin’ to beat ya with!”
Sandalwood’s broad, cinder block brow furrowed. “You’re the one who needs beaten! How crazy do ya have to be to let one of those things in here? Of anypony, I’d figure an Apple wouldn’t be so stupid.”
Macintosh gritted his teeth. A strained vein popped along his neck. Sandalwood saw this and sneered.
“You ready to try something, big boy? Got my hoof warmed up, and I’m itching to leave another welp or three.”
Glowering, Macintosh nodded. “Yup.” 
Granny Smith turned and jabbed a hoof into his chest. The old gal was boney, but certainly not brittle. Macintosh flinched at her touch.
“Don’t you dare! You and that filly are stayin’ right there!”
“Filly,” Sandalwood snorted. His derision quickly mettled. In its place, disgust and anger bubbled.
“There’s monsters outside, killin’ ponies, and you all of the gale to stand up for-”
As Sandalwood spoke, an ivory pegasus pushed his way into the throne room. One look at the stallion was enough to pacify any pony shoved too harshly. Riddled with cuts and smelling like a campfire, he held the visage of a winged warlord. And his eyes… they were the eyes of some prehistoric predator. Ponies shrunk back from the doorway, some even running away.
Temperatures in the room spike as the pegasus walked around the table. With his voice raised, Sandalwood couldn’t hear the approaching hoofsteps.
“-I’m not waitin’ around for that thing to wake up and-”
Sandalwood paused, eyes going wide as teeth clamped tightly to his tail. Like a chew toy, Alabaster yanked Sandalwood up and flung him over one shoulder. The large stallion's screams were cut off by a *thud* as he fell on the table, the wind having been knocked out of him. A pony at the opposite side of the room ducked as a hardhat came flying by.
Sandalwood gasped as he found his breath. He looked glanced around, dumbfounded.
“W-what just happened?”
Sandalwood had just rolled over onto his stomach when he spotted Alabaster. Murder was written in bold lines across the pegasus’s face.
Sandalwood balked. “N-no... You?”
Wings extended, Alabaster crouched low. “Me.”
Alabaster vanished in a puff of wind, only to drop back into sight with a cosmic elbow to Sandalwood’s back. The stone table shattered as the stallions drove through it. The deafening sounds of demolition were matched by the screams of those still watching. Now everyone fled, sprinting as if the timberwolves were after them.
Only the Apple family remained. They stared, mouths agape, at the wreckage before them. Once the rubble had settled, the silence of the throne room seemed almost as loud as the table destruction. It was then that Grimes stirred. 
Moaning, he lifted himself up to a sitting position. Grimes touched the side of his face gingerly. His left eye was beginning to swell shut.
“That sucker punching jerk wad." Grimes's voice was thick and slurred. "Where is he, I'll-” Grimes tapered off when he noticed the pile of ruble. “Celestia’s sunny backside, what happened?”
From the rubble rose a shape. It lurched forward and caught itself on one of the nearby chairs. It took the Apples a moment to recognize the pegasus. Alabaster hawking up a glob of brown phlegm and spat.
"Swell," he sighed. "Gonna take a week to get this junk outta my sinuses."
Alabaster pushed off the chair and limped over to the Apples. They shifted uneasily, looking as if they might bolt at any second. It was only the calm, pacified look on Alabaster's face that stilled them.
Joining them, Alabaster shook himself like a dog. Pebbles pattered about his hooves. Grimes blinked blearily up at Alabaster. Still reeling from Sandalwood’s haymaker, Grimes didn't have the sense to stop himself from speaking.  
“Jeez... you look freaking awful.”
Alabaster stopped and studied Grimes. Those sharp, reptilian eyes twinkled like a pyre. 
“I went head first through a pack of wolves and a pane of glass. The hell is your excuse, bub?”
Grimes stared at Alabaster for a moment before finally finding rationality. Sweating, Grimes quietly laid himself back down.
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		Act 2, Chapter 35: Fatigue



There was no one to stand in their way as they left the throne room. Since Big Macintosh already had a passenger, it was left to Apple Bloom and Granny Smith to help Grimes along. With a leg swung around each of their necks, the mares were practically dragging the stallion.
“D-don’t,” Grimes said, feebly wriggling. “I can walk.”
“Oh, just shut up,” Apple Bloom hissed. 
“Yeah, you’re heavy enough without squirmin’,” Granny Smith agreed.
Grimes fell silent. Twisting his head around, he spat out a wad of spit and blood. His face was a bruised overcast of emotion. Sandalwood should have just knocked his block off. A coma would've been preferable to this sinking feeling of uselessness.
The group shuffled out into a hallway. Voices echoed through the castle, seemingly from everywhere. Alabaster led the way and the rest shuffled along behind him. The Apples glanced at one another, all seeming to ask the same question. 
Granny Smith finally raised her voice. “Hey! Just where the hay are you leadin’ us?”
Before Alabaster could answer, a dark figure materialized amidst the group. “There’s an empty room on the other side of this floor. It’s well away from everyone else.”
The mares shrieked, almost dumping Grimes over. Macintosh danced back till his flank was pressed against the wall. Midnight Dreary only stared back at them bleakly. His usual consciousness felt buried beneath a mile of exhaustion.
“The heck are you?” Apple Bloom cried. “Where’d you even come from!”
Midnight frowned. “I’ve been here the whole time. None of you noticed me?”
Now halfway down the hall, Alabaster called back. “He’s with me. Just keep moving!”
The Apples were slow to follow, but follow they did. Questions were held for the time being. The craziness felt par for the course by this point.  First Whisper, then Alabaster, and now this dark fellow? Still, they made sure to keep Midnight in their peripheral.  
Midnight sensed their unease, but paid it no mind. He cared more for the creature draped across Macintosh’s back. Midnight couldn’t keep himself from staring at the changeling. Tuffs of her pink mane had become untucked and now hung around her neck like a scarf.
So that’s Whisper... What had that mean pony called her? A bug?
Midnight found himself both profoundly fascinated and confused. For the first time in weeks, Midnight found himself really questioning just who had joined up with.
	*****

The door banged open to complete darkness. Alabaster groped along the wall before finding a light switch. He flinched as the lights came on.The room was small, with an odd array of furniture. Four armchairs, a coffee table, a cabinet, and nothing more.
“The bastard wasn’t lying,” Alabaster muttered. Turning, he said louder, “Good find, Midnight. Alright, everyone, get her in here.”
Entering, the group went about accommodating themselves to the room.
Letting Grimes try and walk on his own, Apple Bloom left his side to inspected the nearby cabinets. “What the heck kind of place is this?”
“Sitting room, maybe,” Grimes said, hobbling forward. “Kinda small, though.”
Apple Bloom snorted. “Sittin’ room? Why’s Twilight need a whole room just for sittin’?”
“Doesn’t matter what it is,” Alabaster said, motioning to the coffee table. “We’re gonna set Whisper down there. But before that-”
Alabaster went over to one of the chairs and pulled off its cushion. Glancing over his shoulder, Alabaster looked to Midnight.
“Help me gather up some cushions. We’re about to turn this table into a bed.” Then to himself, Alabaster added, “Already destroyed some noble’s table. What’s ruining a couple of cushions?”
Midnight sidled pass Grimes, giving him a polite nod. In a minute’s time, Alabaster and Granny Smith were standing over the unconscious Whisper. The changeling laid comfortably on the makeshift cot.
The rest of the Apple’s had gathered at the opposite side of the room. Apple Bloom looked over Macintosh’s gashes while Grimes fought to keep himself awake in one of the armchairs. 
Midnight stayed by the door, his back against the wall. He watched everything calm, impassive eyes. Midnight would wait until he was needed. Until then, he feared that he would only get in the way.
Alabaster massaged his temple, trying his best to calm the throbbing vein there. Little Whisper’s bandages were soaked clean through with bright clean blood. It was a wonder that the dressings held.
“I’m guessing one of you knows first aid?”
Granny Smith nodded. “Yep. I’m the one who put them bandages on her in the first place.”
“I helped!” Apple Bloom piped in. Neither Alabaster nor Granny Smith seemed to hear her.
Alabaster brushed his mane back, trying to keep it pinned behind his ears. “Say, what are the chances that there’s more injured here?”
Granny Smith studied him gravely. “All too likely, I’d guess. Why do ya ask, sonny?”
“Because if there’s injured, there might be someone tending to them… someone who’s had time to ransack this dollhouse for supplies.”
“Sounds likely, I reckon,” Granny Smith said, rubbing the back of her head. Alabaster nodded once before turning away.
“Now hold up! Where the hay are you going?”
Without stopping, Alabaster answered back, “We’ve got injured, and thus need something for them. I’m going to go get it.”
Granny Smith chewed on her lower lip. The image of Sandalwood lying broken and buried beneath a pile of rubble hadn’t left her mind. Granny Smith wasn’t about to try and stop the pegasus, but she feared for anyone who might.
Pausing at the door, Alabaster glanced down at his friend. Midnight held his gaze, but Alabaster could see the stallion’s lips twitching at the corners.
“You look like you’ve got something to say, buddy.” 
Though his tone was calm, Midnight saw the urgency in his gold ringed eyes.
“Things are still crazy out there, Alabaster. I can...” Midnight glanced at the shadows boiling around his hooves. Though the pool had shrunk, it had followed him dutifully. The voices trickling through it were little more than whispers.
“I can hear them all rushing around. They’re nearly in a panic.”
Alabaster smirked. “Fine by me. Better to take what we need when everyone’s too busy pissing themselves to stop me.”
“That’s… I guess a fair point.” 
Alabaster only nodded. A second later the door snapped shut as he left. Midnight stared after him, mulling the situation over. How long would it take for Alabaster to find what he was looking for? More so, what if the pony who had it didn’t give it to him. 
It didn’t take long for Midnight to come to a decision. A second later, the door rattled closed again as Midnight followed after Alabaster.
Rolling back his head, Grimes breathed a sigh of relief. "Holy cow, did it just get cooler in here?"
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		Act 2, Chapter 36: At Our Doorstep



Midnight could still make out what the shadows were saying, but their voices were slowly growing murky. The icy sickle planted in his mind was melting. A drizzle of exhaustion trickled down into his limbs, leaving them feeling heavy and waterlogged.
As Midnight’s resolve wavered, he found himself looking to Alabaster more and more. Riddled with cuts, painted in bruises, and wearing the powdery dust from his trip through a stone table. Alabaster appeared to be upright out of sheer willpower and spite. Midnight did his best to follow his friend’s example.
The silence between them was crowded with the distant howling and barking of timberwolves. Between the din of wolves and the chatter of shadows, Midnight’s dulled anxiety was beginning to rile. 
He cleared his throat. “So… uh… about Whisper.”
Alabaster’s gaze snapped sideways. Having already faced the brunt his anger before, Midnight felt oddly serene staring down this smoking gun once again. 
“What about Whisper?”
“I just wanted to know if you think she’ll be okay.”
Alabaster’s expression softened.
Gotta pull yourself back from a ten, Alabaster thought. Can’t afford to be a hair trigger right now... not with him.
Alabaster sighed. “Whisper’s a tough girl. She’s pretty banged up, but I’ve seen her pull through worse.”
This didn’t seem like much of an answer to Midnight. Feeling bold, he tried to dig a bit deeper.
“Can you tell me... what is she?”
Midnight had been braced for Alabaster to bristle up at him. Instead, Alabaster’s wings drooped and his ears fell flat. It was as if he had suddenly been saddled with the weight of all the heavens.
“That’s kind of a long story, Midnight, and too long to get into on a quick walk about. When this shitfest blows over, when Whisper’s up and at ‘em… maybe then. For now, let’s just get what we need.”
Midnight nodded once and said no more. He hated seeing Alabaster look so defeated.


Their trek would bring them close to the castle’s front door. It was then that they began to hear it… 
*thud* *thud*
They stopped, ears cocked.
“What’s that?” Alabaster looked at his friend. “Eh? The hell is that?”
Midnight didn’t hear him. He had closed his eyes and was concentrating on the cold sickle beneath his brow.
*thud* *thud*
One after another. The air reverberated with each blow. While it was offbeat, it was constant. Each thud made hallway shake like a drum.
Adrenal glands tuning up, Alabaster left Midnight to rush on ahead.
*****

A pair of ponies sat, side by side, on the marble floor of the lobby. They watched as the castle’s reinforced doors rattled in its hinges. 
“Think they’ll hold?” a mare asked, hooves nervously tapping. “Sounds like those buggers are really giving it their all.”
“Of course.” The stallion beside her spoke confidently, though his face was all tipid eyes and clenched jaw. “This is the castle of a princess! If they can’t even get in through the windows, I bet the enchantments on the doors are even more ins-”
*THUD*
The doors shook violently. There was an angry yelp, a flurry of scratching claws, and then another thud. The two ponies were shaking.
The mare swallowed. “You’re probably right… all the same, think I’m gonna go check in with Butternut.”
The mare was on her hooves and hustling away before she could even finish speaking. The stallion did a double take before scurrying off after her.
From the opposite side of the room, Alabaster watched the two ponies flee. Brow furrowed, he turned his attention to the doors. If they were enchanted, then the timberwolves were still doing a hell of a number on them.
Perhaps it was Alabaster imagination, but he thought the hinges were starting to bend slightly.
Midnight caught up with the pegasus, but remained in his friend’s wake. Both were visibly unnerved. Although their instincts told them to flee, sounds of the full-on assault left the stallions rooted in place.
*thud* *thud* *THUD*
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		Act 2, Chapter 37: Licking Wounds



Alabaster plopped onto the floor, wincing at the scratches on his flank. Everyone in the sitting room was finally settling down. Bundle of bandages in hoof, Granny Smith set about tending to Little Whisper’s wounds. Alabaster watched, impressed with the old mare. Although her narrow frame trembled with age, Granny Smith scrunched her face and willed her hooves steady.
Glad there’s ponies here who can keep their shit together, Alabaster thought. 
His head still rang with the chattering voices of the ponies packed into the dining hall turned infirmary.
	*****

“You, uh…” Alabaster glanced over his shoulder. “You wanna go first?”
Midnight glanced at him, head cocking, then peered in through the doorway. A wall of flanks and tucked tails were backed up to the door. There was hardly a hoof width of room between them all. Midnight’s heart stuttered.
“Think I’ll wait out here if it’s all the same.”
Alabaster sighed. “Thought so. Sit tight. I’ll try to be quick.”
Midnight moved aside. Alabaster stepped forward and craned his neck up. The vaulted ceiling was nearly a story and a half tall. The only thing occupying all that empty space was a crystal chandelier.     
Alabaster unfurled his wings. “Guess it’s an idea.”
Alabaster scampered atop the back of a pony. If the mare had been anything other than an earth pony then her legs would’ve buckled under his weight. Alabaster sprung into the air, the mare’s cries following him up.
Alabaster squinted down. Part of the dinner hall was occupied by bandaged ponies laying on makeshift beds, but mostly it was filled with a strewn mess of ponies milling about. After a minute, Alabaster was able to discern a faint flow to how the crowd’s movement. Loose lines wound around the long tables. They began at the door and ended at two small clearings towards the back.
Hovering in that direction, Alabaster spotted Mayor Mare in the center of the first circle. Her voice could barely be heard over the din.
Crowd control, I’m guessing.
It was the second clearing that captured Alabaster’s attention. Two ponies sat in it’s center, one of which who wore a bright, white coat. Eyes narrow, Alabaster dove down.
Gloomy faces waited and watched as the mare in the white coat inspected a small filly. They broke out into wide O’s as Alabaster landed in front of them. Ponies scuttled back a step before they were standing on other hooves. A cluster of voices hollered out from the crowd.
“Hey, pal, there’s a line for a reason!”
“Wait your turn!”
“Get to the back, get to the back!”
Their words fell on uncaring ears. Alabaster strode forward, head high and chest puffed out. The mare, a murders worth of crow's feet perched around her eyes, inspected the cuts along a shivering filly’s back. She chewed thoughtfully on a tongue depressor. Bags of supplies were piled chest high around them. It looked as if the castle had been raided for everything it was worth.
Alabaster spoke. “Yo doc, I need a second.”
The mare’s ears tilted back as she looked up. Her gaze fixed on Alabaster like scope reticles. The shouts and insults from the crowd died immediately.
“You’re pretty cut up,” the mare said, her voice raspy and dry. “But it doesn’t look like you’re dying. Get in line and wait your turn.”
“You got it wrong. I’m fine, but I have some friends who are worse off. I can patch them up, I just need some-”
The mare dipped down, grabbed a bulky tote bag, and tossed it towards Alabaster in one quick motion. It smacked Alabaster in the face before he finished his sentence. As he fumbled with it, he heard the faint clatter of glass from inside. Alabaster turned the bag over and saw a bright red cross stitched into the canvas material.
“Good, go tend to your friends,” she said, turning back to the filly. “And hope you don’t have to bring them back here. We’re backed up enough as it is.”
*****

The scene felt as if it happened yesterday, not within the hour. Who am I kidding. Most of the day feels like a year old fever dream.
Alabaster snorted. “Would you believe I was drunk in an alleyway just this morning? Boy, could I go for some more of that wine right about now.”
The rest of the Apple family glanced at Alabaster, unsure who he was talking to. After a moment they resumed what they were doing. 
Grimes had propped himself up in one of the cushionless chairs. His half-swollen face stared vacantly around the room, sometimes drooping as he nodded off. Meanwhile, Applebloom helped Macintosh dress the stocking of cuts along his right leg. Occasionally Applebloom would lean over and tap the back of Grimes’s neck, just to make sure her cousin was still awake.
Midnight couldn’t help but feel guilty. Other than the old mare, he was one of the few who’d made it to the castle unharmed. Midnight’s stomach squirmed at every flash of scarlet. The smell of blood and sweat hung about the room like a miasma. Slouching forward, Midnight tried in vain to push himself through the floor. 
Midnight’s shadow had gone from a steep boil to a dying simmer. The din of the world outside subsided into an unintelligible murmur. For the first time that day, Midnight heard only that which was immediately around him.


Midnight wasn’t sure if he should feel relieved. While the screaming and the crying had strained his brittle psyche to its limit, the encroaching silence was almost worse. It brought with it the phantom echoes of the banging at the front door. Uncertainty tangled with Midnight’s nerves like a bed of vines.

Sitting up straight, Midnight noticed Applebloom glance away. Macintosh studied her, his expression disapproving. It took Midnight a moment to realize that the filly had been staring at him. Cheeks flushed, Midnight turned his attention to Alabaster.
Alabaster sat across the room, expressionless. He watched Granny Smith work on Little Whisper. It was eerie seeing Alabaster so docile. Images of that face twisted vy a murder’s rage were still burned into Midnight retinas. Now? Calm as a koi pond. The visage was only disrupted by the pyre burning in Alabaster’s eyes.
Alabaster cleared his throat. “Midnight?”
Midnight jumped. He feared for a moment that Alabaster might have seen him staring, but his friend’s gaze never left Whisper. Midnight licked his lips.
“Y-yeah?”
“Can you tell if those mutts are still trying to get in?”
Now everyone was watching them. Even Granny Smith, clean bandage gripped between her teeth, couldn’t help glancing up from her work. It felt as if the room itself was holding its breath.
Midnight frowned down at his hooves. He prodded his shadow inquisitively, hoping for some kind of response. Can’t believe I’m saying this, but I hope you’re still there.
When no response came, Midnight decided on the only course know to thim. He closed his eyes and opened his thoughts. The invisible blade held in his mind had melted to an icy knode at the center of his forehead. There was an immediate response as Midnight funneled his thoughts into it. The voices murmuring beneath him spoke up.
Four sets of eyes widened. Inky tendrils were curling from Midnight’s coat, drifting lazily like rings of smoke. Midnight himself appeared unbothered, serene even. The only thing to disrupt the peaceful facade was the rapid eye movement beneath his shuddered lids.
Only Alabaster appeared unphased. He glanced from Midnight over at the Apples and noticed a faint hint of condensation clinging to their breath. None of the farmer’s realized they were shivering.
“What’s he doing?” Applebloom squeaked. She crawled atop Macintosh, trying to put as much room between her and Midnight as possible. “What’s he doing!”
Alabaster raised a hoof and shushed her. No one said anything else. Midnight’s eyes fluttered open a minute later. Those eerie strings of black smoke dissipated at once. 
“Still there,” Midnight said shakily. “Still banging on the castle… sounds like they’re in a frenzy.”
Alabaster nodded and rose to his hooves. He scowled when a couple of feathers fluttered to the floor.
Granny Smith set aside a bundle of gauze. “And just where do you think you’re going?”
“For a walk,” Alabaster answered curtly.
“You just sit your flank right back down! You’re not going anywhere until those cut are cleaned up.”
The Apples flinched when Alabaster turned his gaze on them. They saw the molten gold in his eyes just before a wave of warmth dissolved the chill in the room. Images of Sandalwood lying broken amongst a pile of rubble flashed in their minds.
Alabaster sneered. “As if any of you would touch me with a ten-foot pole, let alone your hooves. You wanna do me a favor, look after my friends.”
Alabaster stomped towards the door, but was stopped when Midnight entered his path. Midnight struggled to hold his head up. He recalled the calm, quiet resolve when he faced down the timberwolves. Drawing comfort from the voices bubbling from his shadow, Midnight was able to summon the strength to meet his friend’s eyes.
Alabaster glared at him. “And what are you doing?” His voice was as reframed as a lighting bolt ready to strike.
Midnight wetted his lips. “M-maybe it’s best if we just sit tight… at least until Whisper wakes up. We’ve done enough. We might be borrowing trouble if-.”
“Midnight,” Alabaster sighed. Midnight tensed as Alabaster approached him. Every instinct was telling him to flee.

“I appreciate you looking out for me, but one save doesn’t make you my caretaker. In fact, my caretaker is currently incapacitated on a coffee table. Now-”
Smiling, Alabaster rested a hoof on Midnight’s shoulder.
“-get out of my way.”
Midnight felt the need to protest. He only wanted to keep his friends far away from all those teeth and claws outside. The collection of cuts and gashes riddling Alabaster seemed like dark promises of things to come. 
But the heat on Midnight’s shoulder was undeniable. Despite his injuries, the vitality radiating from Alabaster was terrifying.
Reluctantly, Midnight moved aside.
“That’s a good boy. If I’m not back in half an hour, than you might have to come retrieve me.”
Midnight blinked. “Wait, wha-”
But Alabaster was already hurrying out the door. Midnight stared after him, wondering if he should pursue. It had taken a considerable amount of effort to stand, how much more would it take to run?
And what exactly happens when I catch up to him? As I am now, all it would take is a huff and a puff to knock me down.
“Let ‘em be, boy.”
Midnight turned. Granny Smith was staring at him with a knowing glint in her eyes.
“B-but he, I c-can’t-” Midnight paused, biting down on his stuttering tongue. When he spoke again, he did so evenly.
“I don’t think he knows what he’s doing… I think… I think he’s about to do something reckless.”
Granny Smith nodded. “Probably so. But from what I’ve gleaned about… what was his name? Aleister? From what I’ve gleaned about Aleister, he’s the Hard Headed type. And I mean hard headed with two capital H’s. I think you’d be better off negotiatin’ with one of those doggies outside.”
“But maybe… hmm…” Midnight lowered his head. Everything she said sounded par the course with Alabaster. 
After a second more of deliberation, Midnight slunk back to his spot by the door. He dropped to the floor. His muscles felt like nothing but dead weight. Midnight closed his eyes and tried to will himself to sleep. At least in sleep he wouldn’t have to think anymore.
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		Act 2, Chapter 38: Warpath



The voices dwindled with every passing step. By the time Alabaster made it to the fourth floor, they were nothing more than a whisper drifting out from the stairwell. All was silent when the door slammed shut. Alabaster assumed he had retraced his steps accurately, but there was no way to be completely sure. The halls in the castle appeared identical.
Alabaster made it partway along the corridor before stopping. He stumbled sideways, catching himself on a nearby table. The potted plant on the table rattled. Although Alabaster no longer heard the refugees downstairs, there was an ominous thump and drum echoing in his ears. It wasn’t until he touched his chest that Alabaster realized he was hearing his heartbeat.
Alabaster squeezed his eyes shut. Against the black canvas of his eyelids, his mind painted an image of Little Whisper as she was in the sitting room… motionless… swathed in a bundle of stained bandages. If only his imagination stopped there. Memories came, unbeckoned and unwelcomed, bleeding through into his thoughts like angry watercolors.
The images warped together. One moment the mare was the changeling, her perforated limbs laying limp at her sides and her bubblegum mane pooling beneath her head. The next… it was her. Instead of chitin, it was ruby fur. That mane, now a deeper pink, framed the mare’s vacant face like a corona.
Alabaster was transported from his early twenties to his early teens. Coarse sand grinded beneath his hooves, and the smell of burning sugar cane stung his nose. He was suddenly small... insignificant... useless.
Alabaster shuddered, his muscles twitching as if prodded with a hot poker. “No… It’s not the same. It’s not…”
In a flash of movement, Alabaster grabbed the table and flung it. It struck the opposite wall with a resounding crash. Chunks of wood and bits of glass pattered to the floor like heavy rain. Alabaster stood over the wreckage, swaying and panting.
There was a sickening relief at seeing the damage done. Reminded of his strength, the embers of Alabaster’s rage into were fanned into sparks. Alabaster kicked aside a table leg and stomped forward. Glass crunched under hoof. 
A molten spike drove itself between Alabaster’s eyes, pinning all those painful memories to his mind’s eye. His ears were numb to the rattling of his heart. A steady stream of smoke followed Alabaster down the hallway.
	*****

He moved through a blood red delirium. Alabaster would stumble only once more. Catching himself again, Alabaster blinked and saw the jewel encrusted balustrade holding him up. As the wind whipped back his mane, Alabaster realized where his was. He had stumbled back out onto one of the balconies. Alabaster’s shimmering gaze narrowed.
With a snap of his wings, the balcony fell away from Alabaster's hooves. Soon the entire castle was beneath him... as well as the churning moat of thrashing bodies.
Biting, yowling, brawling. The timberwolves had turned the castle yard into a bullpen. Even drifting alongside the tips of the castle's spires, Alabaster could smell their sick depravity. It made his insides broil.
"You hurt my friend..." 
The words fell from numb lips, and were promptly swept away by the winds. They were little more than a drizzle compared to the ruckus below.
Teeth clenched, hot blood rushed into Alabaster's cheeks. His serpentine eyes flooded with firelight. The words returned louder.
"You hear me, you numbfuck mongrels? You hurt my friend!"
His words punched through the wall of noise like a ham's fist. A timberwolf scratching at a low window paused, ears twitching. It cocked its head up and sniffed the air eagerly. One would wonder how it could make out anything amid such chaos. Sure enough, it picked up the clear scent of pony. A second later the wolf spotted the pegasus hovering over them. It threw back its head and unleashed a throaty howl.
While some of timberwolves continued to brawl, others responded to their kin’s cry. More shaggy heads snapped up to attention. They would glance around, confused, before finally looking up. It wasn’t long before a pool of crusty, iridescent eyes glared up at Alabaster.
The response of seeing fresh meat was immediate. The timberwolves were wound up into a feeding frenzy. They scrambled over one another, as if they might actually be able to make a ladder to the pegasus.
Alabaster huffed. A steady stream of smoke curled up from his nostrils. When Alabaster opened his mouth to speak, his throat shone like a smithy's forge.
“Hurt her… hurt her…” Alabaster shook raw, untapped energy. “I’LL END YOU!”
That last word rose into a roar. Windows all along the castle shook in their panes. That budding coal at the center of Alabaster’s forehead burst into a comet, washing his body in an ion tail of fury.
	*****

The pegasus painted a purple streak over the rooftops of Ponyville. Zigzagging over Honeysuckle Avenue, zooming past Sugar Cube, then finally came to a screeching halt. The pegasus studied the streets. 
Flitter’s peripherals were stained by a hint of light blue. Her bow had tumbled off some time ago, and now her unruly mane was whipping about in the high winds. Flitter brushed it impatiently out of her face. It was hard enough to make anything out among the broken carts and chips of cobblestone.
Still, Flitter found the outlines of the limp corpses unmistakable. Her stomach lurched. She hoped dearly it wasn’t anyone she knew.
Yeah… but what’s the likelihood of that?
Other than the dead, the streets had grown ominously calm. Flitter still heard the din of rampaging timberwolves, but it sounded somewhat distant.
Whatever. At least the screaming stopped.
The beating of wings drew Flitter’s attention. She glanced around, then noticed the figure flying towards her. Flitter’s heart leaped when she heard a familiar voice cry out.
“There you are! Sweet Celestia, what are you still doing out here?”
The other pegasus streaked towards Flitter, not stopping until they collided with a fierce embrace. Flitter beamed, despite having the air squeezed from her. She held a near carbine copy of herself. The two mares would’ve been indistinguishable if not for the other’s spiky mane and lighter blue highlights.
Cloud Chaser stank like a stale sweat house, but Flitter couldn’t help savor the smell. It grounded her, told her what she was feeling and seeing was real. When they finally peeled apart from each other, Cloud Chaser held Flitter at leg’s length. Her face was colored passionately.
“Why the heck didn’t you catch up with us? For buck’s sake, I thought something happened to you!”
Flitter smiled weakly. “A colt got turned around on Baker’s Street… I couldn’t just leave him.”
Cloud Chaser’s expression softened. “Were you able to help him?”
“Yeah, he’s home safe. What about your group?”
“Holed up at city hall. I’ve mainly just been searching for you. We need to hustle back to the castle now.”
Flitter slipped out of Cloud Chaser’s grasp and looked back down. Nothing had changed.
“Should we?” Flitter asked, voice trembling. “What if there’s somepony-”
Cloud Chaser cut her off with a shake of her head. “I don’t think there’s anypony else, Flitter. The streets are empty… haven’t even seen any timberwolves for a minute.”
Flitter’s brow furrowed. “That’s strange. Where could they have gone? I still hear them. It sounds like they’re-”
Both mares turned towards the echoing madness. When they saw the castle at the other end of Ponyville, their eyes widened.
“No…” The word was little more than a gasp wrung from Flitter’s lungs. “How many ponies… I… those doors are strong enough to hold of timberwolves, aren’t they? I mean, it’s a fricken castle!”
Cloud Chaser’s mouth moved, but she said nothing intelligible. It was a long, piercing howl that snapped her back to her senses. This wasn’t the time to dawdle. Cloud Chaser didn’t know what they should do, but just floating around wasn’t it.
Putting a hoof on Flitter’s shoulder, Cloud Chaser said, “We gotta get going, Sis. Maybe there’s-”
“Who the hay is that?” Flitter blurted, pointing.
Slightly irritated, Cloud Chaser followed her sister’s hoof back to the castle. She squinted, not sure what Flitter was talking about. Finally Cloud Chaser saw it. Someone was taking off from one of the castle balconies.
“Probably a flier the Mayor’s sending out,” Cloud Chaser suggested. “We can see when we head back, okay?”
Not waiting for a response, Cloud Chaser sailed on towards the castle. Flitter trailed after her. The sisters were nearly at the castle when they heard a voice on the wind.
Flitter’s ears pricked up. “Are they… yelling?”
“Sure sounds like it,” Cloud Chaser said. “Wonder who they’re-  holy crap!”
They nearly collided when Cloud Chaser snapped her wings to halt. Flitter was ready to scold her sister when she saw what gave Cloud Chaser pause. Her jaw dropped.
Flitter stared at the mass of lithe, lumber bodies through a fish-eye lens of terror. Waves of green eyes and flaring nostrils struck them like a spotlight, pinned them in place. A primal chill tickled her hackles. So enthralled by their own horror, the mares forgot of the pegasus drifting around the castle’s towers.
“I’LL END YOU!”
The mares’ heads snapped up. The stranger glowed like a flickering fuse. Flitter’s nostrils stung with the stench of sulfur and crackling ozone. 
All of the senseless barking and yipping went silent. There was a sudden weight in the air that threatened to drag the mares earthbound. Flitter nudged Cloud Chaser onward, urging her. Something was wrong, and it was only going to get worse by the second. There would be no time for them to make it to a balcony, however. Everything vanished in one giant flash.
The world became an over saturated negative of itself as Celestia’s fiery right hoof punched through the canvas of the sky. For the first time in pony history, a second sun blossomed over Ponyville.
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		Act 2, Chapter 39: Wailing Shadows



Midnight could almost make himself believe Little Whisper was sleeping. Her breathing was shallow, so shallow that it was hard for him to mark its rise and fall. Midnight held a hoof in front of her face. He was relieved when the fur along the back of his leg bristled at Whisper’s breath. Perhaps Whisper had survived the worst of her injuries.
Bandages changed and bleeding stopped, Granny Smith moved from the coffee table to the chair where Grimes sat. His face in her hooves, she gently turned his chin one way and then the other. The bruised left eye had swollen completely shut.
Granny Smith hissed. “He sure cocked you good, boy. Got you puffier than a winter jacket.”
Grimes groaned a noncommittal reply and said no more.
Midnight took it upon himself to remain stationed by his friend’s side. He studied her, partly concerned, but mostly curious. Midnight’s eyes drank in Whisper’s appearance. From the jagged horn on her head, to the holes perforating her limbs. Every inch of her was a dark, distorted visage of equestrian anatomy. Whisper’s true self looked more like something from a storybook. Something with ghastly bridge trolls, wizened old mages, and aloof fairies.
It wasn’t long before that curiosity got the better of him. Midnight reached out and cupped a locke of Whisper’s pink mane. It was soft and silky. Letting the strands slide from his grasp, he noticed an oily sheen left behind on his hoof. Eyebrow arched, Midnight sniffed it on an impulse.
This scent is so sweet… honey, maybe?
“What she smell like?”
Midnight jumped. He spun around to see Apple Bloom watching him. The filly was taken aback by the shock and guilt in Midnight’s face.
“I… ugh… um...” Whatever else Midnight may have said was lost as he tried to bury his face into his chest.
Macintosh elbowed his sister. Apple Bloom was ready to defend herself, but hesitated upon seeing Macintosh scowl. Forelegs crossed, she resigned herself to sulky silence.
It was a long minute before Midnight felt sure no one was watching him anymore. He returned his attention back to Whisper. He had enough time to catch Whisper’s mouth open in a large intake of breath. Black lips hid a row of sharp teeth. Midnight’s heartbeat stuttered when he saw the pair of almost dagger-like fangs.
Before the fear could manifest in full, Midnight summoned what memories he had of the night before… of the mare Whisper was then... 
Warm, patient, and quick with a smile. Even when troubled, she did her best to make him feel welcomed and wanted. Midnight held this version of Little Whisper in his mind, then laid it over the one before him. The comparison wasn’t even close.
It’s still her, though… isn't right? From the way Alabaster acted, I think she’s always been this… even when…
Midnight’s thoughts reeled back to the day that would plot the rest of his life. The memory was vivid, more so than it had any right to be. He could feel the dust beneath his hooves and hear the creaking of old wood from the buildings around him. Appleloosa.
Standing some yards down the dusty thoroughfare, Little Whisper and Alabaster huddled close. Her words filtered through to Midnight in a dark, shadowy trickle from the shadow at his hooves.
~~“You heard his story. Midnight doesn’t even know who he is! Could you possibly imagine what that’s like, to be lost in a country with no idea who you are or who to trust? At least we have each other, Al. He doesn’t have a thing in this world except for the saddlebags on his back. If we leave him now, it would be like leaving a little foal to fend for himself.”~~
	Midnight turned away, hooves pressed tightly over his eyes. He wasn’t sure what stung worse, his tears or the shame they brought. It felt nearly sacrilegious to cry with one friend at death's doorstep and the other one probably catching up to her.
The other…
Perhaps it was a sign from the divine that as soon as Midnight's thoughts turned to Alabaster, the mindful quiet of the sitting room was shattered by the whooping cough of a giant. 
KEEERFOOOM

The fixtures overhead flickered, plunging the sitting room into a nauseating transition between light and darkness. Macintosh and Apple Bloom sprung to their hooves. From deeper in the castle, the cries of ponies echoed down the corridors. It seemed that the day was not through with the screams of Ponyville.
Grimes squinted at the sitting room door with his remaining good eye. “Those things got in?”
“Oh, crab apples!” Apple Bloom tugged at the ends of her mane, threatening to uproot them. “Do we need to move up a floor? We should move up a floor!”

“We ain’t moving nowhere,” Granny Smith said in a huff. Clutching to Grimes’s chair, the old mare struggled slowly to her hooves. “If them beastie outside got in, I don’t think we’d have to ask. Even if they did, ain’t like we’re outrunnin’ them in a dollhouse full of ponies. Besides, Whisper’s finally stopped bleedin’. I ain’t riskin’ starting that mess up again unless-”
Her tongue went limp as she looked over at the coffee table. Little Whisper was as Granny Smith had left her, but the stallion… 
Midnight was rigid. Even with the flickering lights, she noticed how his muscles were pulled tighter than a strained corset. Granny Smith could only see half of Midnight’s face. A single blue eye stared off, distant and unfocused.

The shadows had been quiet. They had left Midnight to the uncertainty of silence, left him alone with his fears and his hurt friends. Gone. But then what was this sound emanating from below his hooves? A long droning note, like the buzz of a mighty engine. It was swelling quickly. Within seconds, Midnight was enveloped in its violent might. His skull shook as if under the weight of a cider press.
Sensing her disquiet, the rest of the Apples followed Granny Smith’s gaze. Three pairs of eyes widening.
Apple Bloom groaned. “Ooooh, not again. What in the fresh hail storm is going on in here!”
A chill over them as Midnight shed inky tendrils of black smoke. Those strained muscles were now trembling. Midnight raised his forelegs, bringing both hooves to his temples. His movements were slow and labored.
“As if we didn’t have enough crazy,” Grimes said. Although his tone was sarcastically, his complexion was waxy. The stallion looked ready to faint. Meanwhile, Macintosh moved in front of Apple Bloom.
It was then a second wave of screams crashed over the castle, drowning those of the ponies. Twisted, guttural howls of agony and terror. The Apples looked at one another. They were no longer sure what to do. Even Granny Smith’s stern resolve was crumbling to jittery nerves.
Midnight’s pursed lips parted, allowing a whistling sigh to part between them. The sigh rose into a hiss as the lips stretched back. Teeth clenched, those blue eyes now bulged.
The words came at first as a low chant hidden beneath every exhale. They quickly swelled into a mad bellow. Within seconds, eardrums were quaking as Midnight screamed.
“It burns! It burns, it burns, it burns! Someone help me, I’m BURNING!”
Midnight feel to the cold, crystalline floor. A bed of invisible flames swallowed him whole.
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