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		Description

For the past year, Jeremiah Walker has wandered Equestria in the company of Trixie Lulamoon, seeking atonement and passage back to his own world, unsure if he will ever find it. 
For the past year, Loose Leaf has investigated the events surrounding the human’s disappearance. He releases a full report of that night’s riot, a story Ponyville isn’t quite ready to hear. 
For the past year, Spike has built a fledgling movement in Ponyville, fighting for non-ponies’ rights to citizenship. The tales of prejudice in Loose Leaf’s report invigorates the campaign, but draws opposition to the growing cause.
Now that the report is circulating across Equestria and their cover blown, Walker and Trixie march onward to the newly emerged Crystal Empire, following the only lead he has back home. There he runs into the frantic Twilight Sparkle, the pony who urged along his departure from Ponyville, and now needs his help to save this kingdom. Alongside her is Spike, who recognizes the human is just the figure his movement needs.
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		1: The Report



Rainbow Dash had returned the morning after Nightmare Night to find the sleepy town of Ponyville in ruin. Not something unexpected for Ponyville’s track record, but enough to wilt her whistling tune. Smashed windows, overturned carts and stands, brown blood stains veining their way through the cobblestone streets— there’s only so much a pony can see before her stomach starts twisting in knots. Yet she did not see any broken trees, or collapsed buildings; there was no sign of parasprites, or changelings, or anything that had plagued Ponyville in the last few years. She settled on an uneasy trot as she scanned for any sign of her friends. 
She knocked on the door of The Golden Oaks Library. Five sets of eyes peeped back at her. Thank Celestia, they were all in one piece, if a bit shaken up. There had been a riot, they told her. The library seemed to be the safest spot to hide. A strange creature, a human, had emerged from the Everfree forest in Dash’s four month absence. The cunning carnivore had tried to fit in, but was too violent, too unstable. It had to be driven out of town when the thing killed Pokey Pierce, and tried to kill Lyra too.
The autumn had been a grim affair by her friend’s account. Fluttershy found him savaging her chickens with her own kitchen knife. Twilight tried to find him a new home, but the human and its employers insisted on keeping him in town. The jobs he gathered were disaster after disaster, making a scene wherever he went. He worked briefly on Applejack’s farm, and that only ended in him scaring off all of their hired help. If only Twilight had known how the human’s stay was to end, she would have nipped it in the bud, and driven him back to the Everfree Forest the day he came out of it. 
And what was Dash to do? She would have protected her friends had she been there, though the damage already done, justice already dealt. The last anypony had seen the human was Princess Luna magically banishing it to wherever it came from. With the rest of Ponyville, she rebuilt the broken town, that much more wiser, and that much more cautious about anything else that came from the Everfree. 
Ponyville was no stranger to cataclysmic events. After ursa minors, parasprites, Discord, and marauding dragons, cleaning up after a riot was little more than a weekend chore. For one, Dash was just thankful that none of her friends were hurt, and glad of her purchase of a cloud home. The mortgage was a bit steeper, but then again, it came out of almost every disaster unscathed. As she unpacked her bags from her trip, she took a rare moment to count her blessings. 


A few months after that, the earth pony Loose Leaf approached Dash, asking about any experience she had with the human. Loose Leaf was a bookish pony, yellow coat, a short mussy mane and a cutie mark of stacked paper. He spoke matter-of-factly, and had a judicious manner. Dash had heard he was an out of towner, some pencil pusher for Mayor Mare that moved to Ponyville a while back.
Dash told Loose Leaf what she knew, which was little. He jotted down some notes, and thanked her for her time before trotting off. The whole process took less than three minutes.
She saw him occasionally around town, talking to this pony or that. She heard a rumor that he got Lucky arrested, the pony that saved Lyra’s life. Dash didn’t know Lucky either and gave it little attention. Within a month or two, she rarely thought of him or the human. 


At least until this morning. 


Wedged between her utilities bill and the newest chain letter from her aunt in Neighvarro, was the little booklet. Report and First Hand Accounts with the Human in Ponyville, Jeremiah Walker, Assembled by Loose Leaf. The title text was black on white, serifed and unassuming; the cover, unadorned. Rainbow had almost not read it, because it did nothing to grab her attention.
Dash did not consider herself a particularly curious pony. She threw it on top of the mound of mail accumulating on her kitchen counter. No time to read the mail now, she was going to be late for her weather duties. At the end of the month, she would perform her regular mail purge, opening or tossing her unread letters as needed. She decided she would pay the bill then, and discard the other two. At least until she saw Princess Luna’s name as one of the many interviewees. If she was interviewed, then that meant there was a first hand account of her kicking the human’s butt. That was something Dash could sink her teeth into. A quick skim through of the report, and she would be on her merry way.
Four hours later, Rainbow Dash finished reading the report for the third time, and it still didn’t make sense. Not to her anyways. How could Loose Leaf get away with publishing this? Were the residents of Ponyville even capable of all of that? 
Were her friends?
With a furrowed brow, she threw it back onto the stack of Daring Do novels by her bed. Then she laid down, and stared at her ceiling. She fought the urge to kick something.
Her friends gave her the full account of the story. Then where did all these made up details come from? Nopony had mentioned his employment with Applejack was ended when a mob of ponies chased him off her farm. Nopony mentioned how he was vilified from the moment he set foot in town, nopony mentioned how he’d tried to make amends to Fluttershy, nopony mentioned how ponies refused to sell him food, or how they threatened him and chased him off. Nopony mentioned how he was legally a pet. Nopony mentioned how Pokey Pierce, minutes before dying, had attempted to frame him for an assault as part of a hare-brained scheme to win Lucky’s marefriend back. 
Her friends would never, ever let all of that happen. They were the Elements of Harmony for Celestia’s sake. Loose Leaf, whoever he thought he was, was just trying to make Twilight and Fluttershy look bad.
She wanted to clear her mind. And as she always did when she needed to think, she flew. 
It was scheduled for a heavy rain all day, a rain that she was supposed to help set up, but Dash didn’t care. Her head was as troubled and roiling as the skies she bobbed and weaved through. She ignored the calls of the other pegasi on weather duty as she saored by. Who let the human —No, Walker-— be treated like he was? 
She ought to go find Loose Leaf and give him a piece of her mind. She decided that, she muttered it to herself, but somehow she found herself flying towards Fluttershy’s cottage.

Even though it had been a year since the human had wandered onto Fluttershy’s property and slayed Elizabeak, she had not taken down the chain link fence around her property, in part because she still harbored a healthy fear of the human, but mostly due to the fact that they were set in concrete, making them notoriously burdensome to remove. 
Fluttershy answered the door fairly quickly; dash only had thirty seconds of thumping on the door. She had taken to only using two of the six locks installed on her door, again, a product of Jeremiah Walker’s unexpected visit, and again, fell into disuse because the knobs and levers were hard to grip with hooves. 
Normally Flutters would have smiled to see Dash, but Dash had a burning fire in her eyes that made her Fluttershy recede back into the doorway. 
Rainbow Dash stepped forward before Flutters had the chance to shut the door. Fluttershy winced, thinking that Rainbow Dash was about to yell at her. Rainbow Dash thought so too, but was surprised to hear her voice, low and choking, ask, “Why didn’t you help him?”
“The human?”
“Jeremiah Walker. He has a name,” Rainbow said, throwing her copy of the report onto the kitchen counter. “You of all ponies, had every chance to help him, and you just hid.”
She tried to respond, but Rainbow Dash cut her off once more. “You know what? You did less than nothing. You broke his arm. Everypony knows it. You, Twilight, and the rest of our friends did nothing but make his life worse.”
As brave as she could, Fluttershy bit her lip. “Rainbow dash, you seem really, really upset, please, just sit down so we can talk about this.”
Reluctantly Rainbow Dash sat down at the kitchen table. All the critters in the cottage chittered nervously. Fluttershy threw them a worried smile. “Don’t worry little ones, The human isn’t going to be coming back anytime soon.”
That made Dash grit her teeth. “You know what? I have every right to be upset. You treated him like a monster, and that’s what he became.” She jabbed a hoof towards Fluttershy.
Fluttershy closed her eyes and took a deep breath before meeting Rainbow’s eyes. “You weren’t there Dash. If you were with us, you would have been just as scared, and confused. I know now I probably should have done something different, but what else would we have thought to do?”
“You’re right, I wasn’t there, and I believed that excuse when Twilight told me when I came back to find the town in ruins. You all told me how you tried to help, but it couldn’t be helped, because he just wasn’t meant to live alongside ponies. 
“I was reading the report, because I wasn’t here, but then it kept on saying how our friends did these horrible things to him. I didn’t believe it though. Not at first, but how could so many ponies lie?”
“I don’t know what you want me to tell you, Rainbow Dash.”
“Tell me, why didn’t you do anything to stop him from being hurt, from being chased out of town?” 
Fluttershy’s mind was filled with what-ifs. What if she hadn’t waited till the last minute to go shopping on that fateful day, and she had gone earlier in the week? What if she had eaten a little less, and had a few things left in her pantry instead of bare shelves? What if she hadn’t stopped to talk to Cloud Chaser on the way back, and she had found him before he even found her cottage? 
She could have greeted Walker like any other animal —no, like any other guest— in need of food and water. She could have easily given him some fish, or worms, or anything. If that happened, maybe nopony would have been afraid of him, nopony would have gotten hurt, and he could have joined Ponyville to open hooves.
But fate conspired against all of that, and she found Jeremiah Walker the infamous human before anypony knew his name, pinning down poor Elizbeak with his knees, jerking her very own kitchen knife through the chicken’s neck as she gave one last desperate flutter.
She had dropped her groceries, and barreled towards him. In the crash she heard the snap of bone. She was standing over him, he was clutching his arm, covered in chicken blood, his own blood. After so much confused shouting and apologizing, she had been too overwhelmed to do anything but order the nearest bear to watch the human while she fetched the veterinarian. 
Dr. Horse came at once to take the human away, leaving Fluttershy to grieve over Elizabeak.
The news spread quickly, and nopony blamed her for avoiding the human. Yes, she was the town’s unofficial animal caretaker, but how could you ever open your home and hospitality to some rabid creature that broke into your home, and slaughtered one of her own pets? 
Guilt still haunted her sometimes though. When anypony had asked her about the human, she only mumbled how she wished he would just go somewhere else. In a twisted way, she got her wish.
There were so many times she could have stepped in. So many ponies were in hysterics about how he ate anything with wings, pegasi included. Everypony whispered how he was just waiting for the right chance to come and kill everypony. What they seemed to forget was how wild, carnivorous creatures often kill their food, at least until they’re asked to stop. And this was a human, a creature capable of speech and reasoning. Fluttershy was well aware that he could be persuaded otherwise by the time Dr. Horse took him away.
He did apologize when he left. But Fluttershy didn’t mention this. She didn’t correct anyone about the rumors surrounding his diet, and just kept her head down. She saw him in the marketplace too, trying to use what few bits he had earned to buy food. Instead he got shouted at. She didn’t say anything then either.
When Loose Leaf, the young stallion started his interviews, he went straight to Fluttershy. She had declined to give Loose Leaf a statement either. 
“Are you sure? This could help Princess Luna find out what really happened on Nightmare Night.” 
She simply shook her head, then too. 


She conveyed as much to Rainbow Dash, who only scowled throughout the whole explanation. 
Fluttershy looked up. “I’m sorry. I think we all are. But you shouldn’t be mad at Pinkie Pie. She didn’t do anything to the human.”
“Except spread rumors like it was her job,” Rainbow dash muttered.
Fluttershy continued. “Rarity either. She helped him when nopony else would too.”
“I guess she’s the only friend I have that gives a damn about non-ponies.” Rainbow got back on all fours and marched through the door. “And they call you the element of Kindness,” She muttered scornfully.
Fluttershy tried to apologize one last time, but Rainbow Dash was already airborne. 


Rainbow banged on the door of Golden Oaks library, but Twilight had left town a week earlier, to visit her family and ‘visit Celestia.’ Dodging out of town before the report was released, Rainbow Dash realized. Her last knock left the door with a horseshoe indent and short a few splinters. “Out of town my flank,” Rainbow muttered under her breath.


Rarity poured her troubled friend a cup of Jasmine Oolong tea. The pitter patter of rain turned into constant drumming against the window pane of her kitchen. Rarity stirred a lump of sugar into her own cup, taking a sip as she looked expectantly at Dash. 
Rainbow Dash sat quietly, brow furrowed, too deep in her troubled thoughts to drink. Her gaze was lost somewhere in the steaming cup between her hooves. Rarity thought to prompt her into discussing her feelings, but waited for her pegasus friend to give voice to her own thoughts. 
“I don’t get it,” Rainbow Dash finally said. “We’re the elements of harmony. We’re supposed to prevent stuff like this from happening. But here they all were, shouting the human down. Applejack let a mob chase after him, Fluttershy broke his arm, and Twilight spent the entire time trying to kick him out of town. I thought we were better than this!” She thumped the table. Rarity levitated their cups up just enough to prevent them from spilling. 
“Rainbow, darling. I know it’s awful to think that we all played a part in this. Although you have to understand, Applejack was trying to help Walker, by giving him a job. And Twilight, while misguided, was trying to find a safer, better place for the human to live. Pinkie Pie,... well, is Pinkie Pie. Don’t you think you’re being a bit harsh?”
“Harsh? Harsh?” She flared her wings out. “Letting a mob chase after somepony for what they eat is harsh. Not batting an eyelid when somepony is threatened with a gun in public is harsh. Standing by when somepony is harassed for trying to buy food is harsh. Letting a lynch mob chase after somepony is harsh. Ponies died. And they’re all just as guilty for not having done anything.”
Rarity tapped her hooves together gently. “Well, I suppose you’re right. Although you must realize, Elements of Harmony or otherwise, we are not without faults and errors. For what’s it worth, Applejack and Twilight both spoke to Loose Leaf, and told him the truth, even though it didn’t reflect well on them. It’s because they told the world what they did wrong that you even know about this. They’re not guiltless, but they’re doing what they can for the situation.”
Rarity cast another glance at her friend “It’s hard to take a step back and look at a situation objectively when you’re in the thick of things. I was afraid of him too, at first.”
“Then what changed your mind?”
“Second impressions, Rainbow Dash. I’d heard everything about him, and when he came knocking on the door to my boutique I thought I was going to die. But he acted like the perfect gentlecolt, and I gave him the benefit of the doubt. He was a paying customer who wanted nothing more than a new set of clothes and to apologize to Fluttershy. That last part didn’t end so well, but regardless, I think you would do well to take some time, and look at the situation again. I understand you’re upset about how our friends acted, but they need that second chance from you, just as Walker needed that second chance from me.”
Dash huffed, and took a gulp of tea that did more to agitate her knotted stomach than to soothe it. “I guess I can talk to AJ.”
Rarity smiled warmly. “It’s a start, Dash.”


Applejack rested a foreleg against the porch beam. She shook the rainwater from her mane, and readjusted her hat. “Ain’t you cold? You’re soaked to the bone for land’s sake.”
“You’re changing the subject, AJ.” 
She met Rainbow Dash’s gaze, even and steady. Her green eyes looked at unflinchingly, even if with a pang of remorse. “I did wrong by Walker, and I’ll own up to it.”
Rainbow Dash scowled. She thought hearing somepony confess would set her back at ease. It only made her grit her teeth harder. “Owning up to it won’t fix what you did. You were supposed to be giving him a job, but you let him get chased off your farm by a bunch of angry ponies.”
“I tried to help, RD, honest. I still thought he was dangerous, and I was doing anything and everything to give him a job, and to make all the ponies feel safe.” She sighed. “Then he goes and puts his hoof in his mouth like nopony’s business, shouting to the whole wide world that he eats cows and he’s damn proud of it. What would have happened if I stood by him when he said that?”
“He would be safe right now,” Rainbow Dash spat. A cold drop landed on her nose. 
“Could I have calmed down the situation if I’d done something differently? Even if I could have, he was making it mighty hard to help him. I ain’t proud of what happened and I’m not proud of what I did, but it’s in the past, and there isn’t nothing to do but to learn from it and live with it.”
“You have a lot of learning to do, that’s for sure.”
“Rainbow, this human wasn’t exactly what you’d call a model citizen. He killed his own brother, in addition to everything else. It said so in that report.”
“It’s not fair to judge him for that, damn it! You didn’t know that when you kicked him off your farm!”
“I reckon I didn’t. It doesn’t paint a pretty picture of him though. If I had known that I wouldn’t have even let him set foot on this farm to begin with.”
Rainbow gave AJ a dark look. 
The front door to the porch creaked open. “AJ, Is everything alright?” Apple Bloom asked.
Applejack ruffled her sister’s hair. “Everything’s A-okay sugarcube. Would you get Rainbow a towel and some hot cider? ” She turned to Rainbow. “We can talk later if you like. I know it’s a lot of bad sounding stuff in that report. I’d be huffing and puffing like a bull in a tomato patch if I were in your horseshoes. Come, get yourself warm and dry. Stay for dinner and we can have a full talk afterwards. I recognize we don’t exactly see eye to eye on this.”
Rainbow stamped her hoof. “I don’t want to talk about it! I want…” she trailed off.
What did she want? Justice? Answers? Apologies? She clutched her head, trying to put words to the nameless feeling burning in her chest. She wanted to help somehow, she wanted to hurt, and to feel hurt. Yet no one had acted against her or her friends. She wanted to shout and to cry, to carry on and pretend the whole thing didn’t exist. Yet it did exist, and nothing she could shout would change that fact. She wanted this to never happen again, not for any human or other creature coming to Ponyville, and not for Ponyville either.
At the end of the day, she could not in good conscience let Ponyville fall down this path, and that’s all she could decide with any kind of certainty. 
“Did you read the report?” Applebloom asked softly, barely louder than the falling rain.
“I did,” Dash replied. She did a double take. “When did you get a cutie mark?”
“I got it when the riot happened,” Apple Bloom said, with a bit of embarrassed glee. She looked at her new mark, a magnifying glass on top of a shield. 
Rainbow looked at it. “You helped him, right?”
“I guess so,” Apple Bloom said. “Ms. Rainbow Dash, I know you must be really upset about the riot and the report and all.” Rainbow nodded stiffly in agreement. Apple Bloom continued. “I know a way you can help. Not the human, but a lot of folks out there aren’t being treated like they should be.”
Apple Bloom handed Rainbow Dash a flyer.
“Non-Equine Rights movement?” Dash read aloud.
“You’ve must have heard of it! It’s been all the talk around town,” Apple Bloom said. 
Dash dimly remembered throwing out such a flyer during the previous month’s mail purge. “Um, yeah. Totally.”
Apple Bloom scratched her head. “I guess you weren’t here when all this stuff was happening. Well, Spike realized that the human wasn’t able to become a full citizen of Ponyville, and neither was he. Or anybody that’s not a pony. We’re trying to fix that. I help Spike with some of the stuff too. 
“We’re actually having a meeting this weekend. He’s calling it a town forum, I think. Tons of ponies are going to be there talking about the report, and the movement, and all kinds of stuff. I know ponies are up and arms about the report, but I think you should come.”
AJ’s flat look was ignored by Apple Bloom. 
This so called town meeting wasn’t going to bring Walker back. It wasn’t going to change what Rainbow’s friends had done. It wasn’t going to make the town magically friendly to any stray humans.
Rainbow reluctantly accepted the flyer. “Well, it’s a start.”
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Twilight had spent countless afternoons in Celestia’s study, sharing tea with her. Although she never appeared quite so nervous. Her mane was in slight disarray, and she trembled slightly. Then again, she never had anything to appear quite so nervous for.
Celestia hid her weariness behind a demure smile, as she poured Twilight a cup of tea. Amidst the cups and saucers and teapots, Twilight’s essay about the human rested on the table.
True to her student’s nature, it was thorough, from sketches to approximate measurements, eating habits (both observed and rumored), to its social behavior and linguistic capabilities. Prescriptive, objective, something to please any biologist in pursuit of a taxonomic report on the Homo Sapien. 
And true to her student’s nature, it totally missed her point. 
Celestia sipped her tea. She was vaguely aware of Twilight talking her through the subsections.
The day the human arrived in Ponyville, she had been enroute to Zebrica with Rainbow Dash. Twilight’s letter on the human had been forwarded from Canterlot to her. And on that carriage, she read the letter hastily. A strange and interesting creature, came out of the Everfree forest. Potentially dangerous. Potentially friendly. Strange and unusual creatures were nothing unusual in Equestria. So unimportant the letter, and so pressing were the diplomatic arrangements, her post haste reply was simply,
Twilight,
I have full confidence that you will handle this situation appropriately in my absence. Please report back to me on the situation as soon as I return to Equestria.
 
Kind Regards,
Celeste Apollo Asteria
How she came to regret that expediently drafted letter.
Twilight was still talking. “I was able to to interview him, and although he seems dissimilar to most civilized, social races, he told me that humans have their own towns! Not only are they capable of building structures, but like us, they also have totally distinguished and specialized roles. He told me he was training to be a pastor, which—”
“Twilight,” Celestia interjected softly. “The very same day that Luna released her report, I wrote you that we needed to discuss the human. Did you truly believe that I wanted a scientist’s perspective on the human’s social habits?”
“I.. I wanted to impart all the information I gathered.” She kneaded the pillow underneath her with her hooves. “I want you to know that I tried to solve the problem, that i’ve been taking my studies seriously.”
“You only saw him as a creature to be studied and relocated, when more than anything Jeremiah Walker needed a friend.” It felt as though there were a stone in her stomach. She continued. “I’m disappointed in you.”
Twilight’s pupils shrunk to pin points, her ears drooping. “P-Princess, I can write you a better essay, I can tell you whatever you need to know. If I knew the rubric, I could…”
“I’m not disappointed in your essay writing abilities. I’m disappointed in your conduct. I’m disappointed that you let this human be kicked around by Ponyville, and that you let the situation escalate into a full blown riot.” She realized her voice was starting to crescendo. She steadied her tone. “I have expectations of you Twilight, great expectations. I could understand any other pony’s inaction, but I hold you to a higher standard. I need to know I can rely on you to stop these things from ever reaching such a boiling point. I need to know that you’re helping keep the peace instead of adding fuel to the fire.”
Twilight was fighting back tears as she spoke. “I let you down princess Celestia. I... failed you.” She winced as she said the word. “I don’t deserve to be your student. A real student of yours wouldn’t have let the human be mistreated. Especially a student studying friendship. I just… I don’t want to leave Ponyville. I want to be around the girls and Spike. Without you, without my studies, they’re all I have. Please…”
“I did not call you to Canterlot to dismiss or punish you. You forget Twilight Sparkle, failure is a part of learning. I will not pretend that i’m not hurt. I feel let down by what became of the human under your watch. But I am looking for a way for us to move forward from this.” She took a breath to compose herself. “Now, let us understand what went wrong, and hope you use that knowledge to better your future judgement.”
“I.. don’t know where to begin,” Twilight murmured, tears on her cheeks. 
“In your own words if you will, tell me what happened.” Celestia poured herself another cup, and added three scoops of sugar. 
Twilight sighed and rubbed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I mean, I thought that it wasn’t safe to let him live in town. I thought he was a liability. Fluttershy is the kindest pony, and the best at handling wild animals. If she was afraid of him, I thought maybe he would be better off with creatures more similar to him. I didn’t think he would fit in, especially if his first reaction is to kill animals without even asking permission.”
“So you thought he was not a good fit to live among us.”
“I didn’t. Not right away.”
“And you were so invested in trying to relocate him, you didn’t acknowledge he was trying his best to coexist,” Celestia said, “And you became so ingrained into thinking how to remove him that you didn’t consider alternatives outside of that. You didn’t see any other aspect to the situation.”
“Something like that. Towards the end I realized that he was genuinely trying to adapt to our society. He came from a society like ours, and he actually could have settled here with my help. But by then it was too late.”
“This is not the first time you had such tunnel vision. Do you remember when you had the whole town fighting over your smarty pants doll?”
Twilight fidgeted with her cup. She still had not taken a sip. “I was so focused on the fact that I hadn’t sent you a weekly friendship report, that I tried to manufacture a friendship problem, just so I could write about it. I should have realized that sending you a friendship report wasn’t that important.” She eeped. “I mean, they are important, but I should have told you I had nothing to report on, instead of causing a scene.”
“The friendship reports were not as dire of a priority as you made them out to be. But you were so focused that it didn’t cross your mind. Your focus is a great strength of yours, but to a fault. Twilight, recognize this tendency, and know when to stop and fully asses the situation. You could have prevented the riot if you had stopped to think about this situation outside of your friend’s biases.”
She bowed her head. “I’m sorry, I feel like such a failure.”
Celestia lifted her chin. “Failure is a part of learning. You have made some critical mistakes. But I know you were acting with the best interests of Ponyville in mind. It was merely a misguided attempt. I have failed too. I gave you this task without fully understanding it. I should have taken more time to gain a fuller picture. Leaving you in charge without further instruction was a rushed decision.”
“You can trust me though! I won’t let you down.”
“I hope that is the case. You’ve proven yourself to me many times before. And you have let me down before. But I have big plans for you, and I need to know that you’re capable of thinking clearly in tough situations like these. I need to know that I can rely on you when all the cards fall. I need to know that you won’t get locked into one frame of mind at the expense of other avenues.”
“What do you want me to do? I’ll do anything! I promise!”
Celestia sighed. “I have a letter from Spike. He’s telling me that he’s started a movement to allow non-ponies to become citizens.” She stood up, and walked to the window. Outside, she saw Canterlot, and the valley below, the southern swath of Equestria. Since the nation’s founding, it had been a nation of ponies. And they thought it daring to unite earth ponies, unicorns, and pegasi under one banner.
What would the founders think of this movement now? She almost chuckled at the thought. 
“He has been. And it’s been causing a lot of tension. Between him and me, and in Ponyville,” Twilight said.
This did not surprise Celestia. “Tell me, what do my little ponies think of Spike’s proposal?”
“I’m not sure… a lot of ponies are against it. Some are for it. The mules and donkeys and griffins, I’m not sure what they think.”
“I ask that you keep an eye on things in Ponyville for me while this happens. Spike’s movement was born of the human’s arrival, and now that Luna’s report has been released, I fear that Ponyville is a powder keg for unrest.”
“You want me to support Spike’s movement?”
“As ruler of Equestria, I will leave that up for my ponies to decide. If the nation calls for a vote, I will host one, and act according to the will of my ponies. I will not tell you which causes to support. I only ask that you make sure that there’s not another riot. Make sure voices are heard, and make sure the conversations are constructive. Truth be told, I never before entertained the idea of non-ponies becoming citizens. It simply never occurred to me. But Spike feels a need for it, and I will listen to what him and others say.” 
“Celestia, consider it done!”
“Twilight, do not be afraid to contact me if you feel that things are getting out of hoof.”
“I won’t let you down!”




The sung hung low in the sky. Celestia met her sister on the topmost balcony of the castle. The two nodded towards each other. With some telekinetic persuasion, she rocked the sun beneath the horizon.
There. The day was finally over. A sudden wave of weariness hit her, so she slumped onto her hindquarters as Luna raised the moon.
“I’m feeling more confident about my princessly duties,” Luna said, looking at the stars.
Celestia gave a slight smile. “I’m glad.” Even though it had been three years since her return, she still grateful for Luna’s presence, her support in controlling the heavens and the kingdom.
Luna saw her sister on the marble floor. She walked over. “You seem distressed. Tell me sister, how did the conversation with Twilight go?”
Celestia was grateful for her emotional support too.
She rose to her hooves, and rested on the balcony. “I think she understands the gravity of her actions.” Celestia paused to look at the stars. In Luna’s absence, they had fallen into disarray. It took her some time, but Luna had arranged them back into beautiful swirls and constellations. “I think the best thing for her is to stay in Ponyville, and make sure there’s no aftershock riot in the wake of this report.”
The two walked off the balcony, and toward the dining hall. 
“Do you still think she’s princess material?” asked Luna, with the faintest hint of contempt.
Celestia kept her voice low as they passed by guards, servants, and other attendants out and about. “I don’t know anymore. I think everyone is in need of a second chance, so I gave her one. She’s too valuable of an asset. I care too much about her. I… I have a hard time believing that this happened under her watch is all. I feel betrayed.”
“Yours is a philosophy of forgiveness. I am not so,” Luna said as they rounded the corner. “I would have dealt with her harshly.”
“I may be a ruler, but I am also a teacher. Punishment can only teach so much. I’m not prepared to lose another pupil without trying to help them see their own weaknesses.” She stopped to think. “What about the human, Jeremiah Walker? Whatever became of him in this whole mess?”
“Now that the report is released, we can serve justice to the ponies that tried to kill him. Though this will do little to send him home. He still wanders Equestria, searching for a way to atone for killing his brother. It is the only way to find passage back to his own home. But for the life of me, I can find no information on how that is done.”
There was a small circular table set in the corner for the two princesses. No other ponies ate at this time, the long feasting tables empty. They sat down as their meals were presented to them, a light dinner for Celestia, and breakfast for Luna. “I can only remember so much from those days,” Celestia said. Before her was a pear and goat cheese salad, with toasted walnuts and vinaigrette. She poked the salad with her fork, trying to get each of the components of the dish into a single bite. “I thought I might try to help you, but I found little about the Wanderers in the archives.”
Luna chuckled as she drizzled syrup onto a stack of pancakes. “I do remember you saying on countless occasions that you were too busy making history to write it down.”
“Yes, when you live as long as we do, everything we say seems to come back and bite us in the flank.”
“Do you remember that one Wanderer, Ishmael? The one that helped defeat Tirek before the Crystal Empire vanished?” 
“Hardly. I think he went home after that happened. I remember not how. Do you remember that cat like creature, also a wanderer that helped us save the Breezies?” asked Celestia.
Luna swallowed a mouthful of pancakes. “No.”
“Oh. My apologies. I believe that one happened in your absence. I only heard rumors about that one. I think that all happened in the time you were on the moon.”
“Don’t remind me.”
Celestia had finished her plate, and was now eyeing Luna’s scone. She levitated it to her mouth and took a bite. Luna gave her a flat look. “Did you want to split, Lulu?”
Luna sighed. “No, Tia. I wanted that for myself. Why didn’t you just ask the cook for another?”
“We’ll have to do that next time,” she said with a wink, and she ate the rest in a matter of seconds.
“Well, I’m glad to see you’re back in better spirits.”
“A good meal sets the mind at ease,” Celestia replied. In truth, she did feel better. Spending time with her sister did more for unburdening her troubles than most anything.
“What do ponies call that now?” Luna tapped her chin. “Is it, ‘eating your feelings’?”
“Lulu, I’ve been eating my feelings for a millennium now.”
“That explains the couple pounds of pudge,” Luna said wryly. “And the suspicious lack of foals around the castle.”
Celestia rolled her eyes. “Speaking of foals, how is your little assistant Loose Leaf doing?”
“Harr harr. He’s doing fine. I would hardly call him a foal, though. I visited Ponyville the other week for the last interview. He’s sent me letters, saying that—”
“—That Ponyville is a little tense?”
“Yes.”
“So what will you have Loose Leaf do? Now that his work is done, and the report complete?”
“I instructed him to stay in Ponyville. Conveniently there was an opening for town clerk.”
Celestia furrowed her brow. “Why keep the colt in Ponyville? I thought you would want him to leave after he kicked the proverbial hornet’s nest.” The two of them got up and walked away from the dining hall as soon as the dishes were cleared.
Luna sighed. “I need somepony in Ponyville to make sure that all the ponies involved are brought to justice in a court of law, and that new laws are made to prevent this from happening.”
“If you were going to bribe a politician, you might have wanted to find somepony a little higher up, and preferably in the legislative branch.”
“Harr, Harr, Celestia. I don’t need to put my hoof on the scale, the evidence is sufficient. I only need someone to make sure that the lily-livered mayor of Ponyville does something for once, and acts on the report. I’m going down to Ponyville as soon as a trial starts. And truth be told, I want Loose Leaf there. I need someone there I can trust.”
“Luna, I didn’t realize you felt so nervous. I can come with you,” Celestia said. She extended a wing, wrapping it around Luna.
“Sister, I’m afraid that this is something that I must do without you. It’s time that I made my authority known, independant of yours. I don’t want to be seen as forever walking in your shadow. I want to know ponies trust and respect me because I’m me, not the sister of Celestia.”
“I see.” Celestia paused. “Did I tell you of Spike’s movement?”
Luna shook her head. “But Loose Leaf has told me much about it. I wonder what will become of it, and if it might play a role in my own plans.”
“Ha, my wayward student in Ponyville, and your young politician in the same area, working on the same civil rights movement.” Celestia looked at her sister, a bemused twinkle in her eye. “Perhaps we should arrange a date.”
Luna rolled her eyes.

	
		3: The Champion of Lost Causes



Loose Leaf’s day began with a newspaper tossed onto his doormat, and a little later, a brick thrown through his bedroom window. The crash might have startled him awake had he not already been in the snooze-button-phase of his morning routine. After making his bed, he fetched a broom and dustpan he now left out for easy access. The brick had a booklet tied to it; as expected, it was his report. Instead of the usual profanities and threats that normally occupied the margins, the commenter had thought his point was better made by pressing a cow pie between the pages. On the back cover was scratched, Next time it won’t be your window.
This statement was truer than the author probably realized. His apartment had increasingly fewer windows to throw bricks through. He deposited the booklet into the dumpster in the adjacent alleyway, and placed his newly acquired brick with the others. There were now four beside his night stand. Loose Leaf didn’t know exactly what compelled him to keep them somedays. Luna had asked him to stay in Ponyville for the time being, so that only meant more for him. He entertained the idea of building a fireplace out of all the bricks thrown through his window. Now wouldn’t that be something? Failing all else, it would be quite the conversation piece. Of course this all relied on him actually having panes of glass to smash through. He would have to go speak his landmare about scheduling some repairs. Part of him wondered if he should forgo his dreams of a fireplace entirely and install iron bars over his windows.

He brewed himself a pot of coffee, and poured it into a tea cup. His friends back in Las Pegasus had found it endlessly amusing that a pony named Loose Leaf would only drink black coffee, and as a birthday present one year, bought him a tea set. He missed them. 
After smearing jelly on top of an everything bagel, he retrieved the newspaper from his door mat, and placed it on his table. With a deep breath, he unfolded the pages, skimming through for any mention of the report. Sure enough there was a story in the back section about it, nothing too deep, just a description of a “controversial” report on the Nightmare Night Riots.
That couldn’t be all there was. He searched further into the paper. Just in case the brick didn’t fully convey the town’s opinion of Loose Leaf and his report, the editorial section of the Ponyville Herald was kind enough to spell it out for him. 
Yes, there was a disturbance caused by the human on Nightmare Night, and some ponies were injured and even killed. But to call such an event a riot, as both Princess Luna, and her lackey Loose Leaf do, is to misconstrue ponies simply attempting leave a crowded area for their personal safety. 
The tall tales of the human’s mistreatment are hyperbole at best, and at the end of a day, a fruitless attempt to shame us for pushing away a human (who shouldn’t have entered Ponyville in the first place.) 
Another writer accused Loose Leaf of libel and slander. The supposed targets were the local heroes Twilight Sparkle and Lucky, the latter whom Loose Leaf had unjustly arrested. (Like most ponies, this commenter missed a step in the fact checking; it was Lyra who levied the charge against Lucky, not Loose Leaf. Though he did encourage her to do so, admittedly.)
In yet another column, Lacey Loom, widow of Pokey Pierce, weighed in on her husband’s death. She adamantly refused to believe that Pokey and Lucky were trying to frame the human, and insist the two stallions were there only to save Lyra. To the widow and children, Loose Leaf was telling wretched lies about a dead stallion to further some twisted agenda. As for Lyra, her head took enough knocks for her horn to fall off that night; whatever Lyra remembered, she probably remembered wrong. Her testimony must not be taken at face value. This second article ended with,
If Loose Leaf hates Ponyville so much, I don’t see why he sees the need to live in our humble town. I think he’d be much happier somewhere else, where ponies don’t mind their names being dragged through the mud under the guise of ‘justice’.
He let out a sigh. One should not seek peace of mind by perusing through editorial sections, the earth pony decided. 
Still, the newspaper was not all doom and gloom. The editors of the newspaper put an op-ed on the adjacent page, that appeared to actually discuss the ramifications of the report. The human Jeremiah Walker was not as vicious as we believed. Rather, our town was unaccommodating, and dare I write, hostile. This event shines an uncomfortable light on how uncivilized we can behave. It was not Jeremiah Walker that destroyed the town, or killed Pokey Pierce. It was ponies that did all that. He is not the monster, we are.
Loose Leaf sipped his bitter coffee. Well, one hundred twenty pages, and ten months of work. At least one pony seemed to get the message.
He read it again. He thought he would find a voice echoing his own reassuring, affirming even. Instead, the experience was oddly deflating.
He got up to look out his one good window at the streets. Apart from missing bricks from the adjacent building, everything was business as usual in Ponyville. Loose Leaf wasn’t quite sure why he would have expected anything different. He didn’t think that everypony was going to storm town hall, begging mea culpa, begging Mayor Mare for laws and reform. But he didn’t think that they would all be doing nothing, either. 
*        *        *

After a brief stop at the police station to report this morning’s act of vandalism, Loose Leaf entered town hall to begin the day’s work.
Pepper was busy transferring the office mail into everypony’s inbox, but still gave him a friendly nod when he arrived. “Morning Loo,” Pepper said, smiling warmly as he trotted into town hall. True to her name, Pepper Mill had a grey coat and black freckles. True to her name, her cutie mark was a pepper shaker. Loose Leaf found it funny that most civil workers had literal cutie marks. The observation’s wit fell flat when he had pointed it out to his coworkers. Office humor was one of his “needs improvement” skills, it seemed.
“Morning, Pepper.” He dropped his messenger bag by his desk, adjacent to hers. He still was not used to how clean his desk looked. When he was assembling the report for Princess Luna, he was excused from his normal duties in town hall. The days had been hectic, filled with organizing notes and checklists, half on his desk, and half stuffed in his bag. He was always running out of the office for interviews or for seeking out ponies he had to talk to next. For the first time in eight months he could see his desk calendar. He ripped off as many pages, or at least until he ran out of them. With a sigh he made a note in his journal to buy another.
Pepper’s voice cut through his thoughts. “I cannot believe it. I’ve been secretary here for eight years, and in two weeks on the job, you’ve gotten more fan mail than anypony else has gotten in their careers.”
By fan mail, she meant letters about the report on the human, which were vocal about their enmity towards Loose Leaf, and liberal in their use of colorful obscenities. Those that did not threaten violence would often threaten to vote against him, or even impeach him. Both meaningless gestures as he was a low-wage, unelected employee. He could be fired, but not impeached; though he doubted that he would be fired solely on the basis of popularity. Even if his superiors were swayed from their indifference of him by the voice of the masses, they would hesitate to directly defy the princess. 
Well, he took job security where he could find it, he supposed. “I’ll look through them,” he said.
Pepper looked at him strangely. “Are you sure? I was going to throw most of this out. It’s only going to ruin your day.”
“I may as well read through them, in the off chance there is anything constructive written. Nothing they say will bother me as much as the fact that nopony is doing anything about it all. At least when ponies hate me, I know that I had some sort of impact.”
“Okay, that’s your prerogative, and I’m not going to stop you, Loo.” She paused. “But I still think you’re being stubborn and masochistic.”
He gave a wry laugh. “I think you may be right.”
“Here’s the interdepartmental mail,” she said, laying down two letters into his inbox. “And here’s from the mail slot.” She dropped a wrapped parcel, and a hoofull of letters.
The parcel was yet another copy of the report, annotated with unsavory hoofwritten comments, and illuminated with crude drawings of phalluses and graphic depictions of the events described. He quickly threw this away. 
The first letter was a complaint that his report was biased; he only interviewed ponies that were sympathetic to the human. Where was Fluttershy’s interview? Where was Lacey’s interview? The only pony who dared to directly disagree with you got arrested. What are we supposed to make of that? The second letter was a chain letter from his pegasus auntie in Cloudsdale, some nonsense about how if he didn’t forward this message to at least fifteen ponies, some forgotten empire would be re-enslaved by a mad prince thought long dead. He tossed that one out before he finished reading it. For the life of him, he had no idea why she sent it to his work address instead of his apartment. 

“Well, that was fun,” Loose Leaf muttered under his breath. Now it was time for his actual job, which he had no idea how to do. 
Luna had told him to make sure that nothing like the Nightmare Night riot ever happened again. Such a vague, unapproachable task. He had no idea what such a law would even look like. There were umpteen little things that led to that bizarre night. What was he to do? Ban ponies from hiring non ponies? Make rioting somehow even more illegal? There were endless crimes committed, from property damage, to harassment to battery, and the evidence to prove it all. Yet no pony save Loose Leaf seemed keen on pressing charges, or even preventing future occurrences. As most ponies were concerned, it was good enough to ban all humans.
He hardly had a year of experience, if that, working in town hall. He had no idea how he, a town clerk would even get a law passed. His special talent was organizing, processing, and collecting information. The corresponding cutie mark on his was a stack of paper —another literal cutie mark, he reflected wryly. He wanted to be an archivist, and working in town office seemed as good a place to start as any. Somehow he found himself out of his comfort zone. He wasn’t a persuaded, or public speaker, or a writer of legislation. If anything, he felt like a fish out of water. Or more appropriately, like an aspiring record-keeper asked to single-hoofedly reform an entire town.
But it was Luna’s wishes he was acting on, and he would find a way to carry them out. Everypony starts out unqualified, his mother had written to him earlier in the year, when he first started the report, filled with doubt and trepidation. Learn by doing. He was proud of his work when it was done, but it had little effect. So, he would just have to make the effect.
The previous conversations he initiated with Mayor Mare ended with her humming and hawwing. Any attempt to approach the subject of the human, and pressing charges against the ponies (let alone actually drafting a law), led to evasion after evasion. 
Today, he was changing tactics. Today, he had a meeting with head councilpony Gray Slate.
At precisely a quarter past two, he found himself in the councilpony’s office. It bore simple decorations, a few pictures of his children now grown up, an athlete, a scientist, a nurse. A shelf of books rested atop a large filing cabinet in the corner. The stallion himself was waiting for him behind his cherry-wood desk. Gray Slate’s pictures showed him as having a jet black mane, though now it was streaked with flecks of grey and white, and his eyes had the faintest traces of crow’s feet. He wore a green sweater, with a skinny black tie tucked inside of it. An engraved ideograph of a stone tablet hung from the wall, in the likeness of his cutie mark. Again, a very literal name, Loose Leaf noted. 
“Good afternoon, Councilpony,”
“Good afternoon, Loose Leaf.” The councilpony gestured for him to sit down, which Loose Leaf did. “I’ve been told that you’ve had some hooligans damaging your property. I’m sorry to hear that some ponies have been so narrow minded as to express their disagreement through an act of violence. ”
“I actually meant to speak to you about the report. Did you have a chance to read it?”
“I have. It’s quite a sad tale,” Gray Slate said, resting his hoof on a copy.
“Then you must understand the need for taking corrective action,” Loose Leaf said. “For a start, I’ve spoken with Luna. Her and I agree, it’s time that we bring charges up against the ponies who participated in the riot. It’s time that we draft laws that will prevent ponies from descending into chaos.”
“I understand the need to punish those that destroyed property on Nightmare Night,” Gray Slate replied, his words intoned and deliberate. “We can’t let ruffians believe that we’ll abide their misdeeds, lest other ruffians feel emboldened, who might inspire yet more of their ilk, so on and so forth.” He paused to raise an eyebrow at Loose Leaf. “You’ve heard of broken window theory, I take it? However, what you are suggesting is beyond the scope of necessary action. Ponyville faced a threat, and as is often the case, a group of concerned citizens banded together to address said threat. I’m certain you know of the return of Nightmare Moon, just three years prior? If it had not been for a group of ponies, and the Princess of The Sun herself, well, I don’t know what might have happened. I imagine Luna must be quite grateful for the intervention of our citizens.”
Loose Leaf felt himself slouching. He tried to keep his chin up. Now that he thought about it, the town did seem awfully reliant on Twilight Sparkle and others for almost all of their crises. “Those are different situations. When Nightmare Moon was released, ponies weren’t acting out of hate and fear. No pony died when she was dealt with. These weren’t concerned citizens, it was a mob of vigilantes who took it into their hooves to kill the human, without judge or jury.”
“I will admit, the situation was not resolved as cleanly as others. We experienced an unfortunate death, and some took advantage of the situation to cause destruction. That is unfortunate. But to change the laws, or even punish ponies for acting for their community is a fool’s errand. Not only would I lose the support of the ponies I represent, but It would dissuade good samaritans from saving the town if they fear they may be punished. In my sixteen years of service to Ponyville, I’ve lost count of the times I surely thought the town was going to be destroyed. Such is the nature of being so close to the Everfree Forest, but I digress. Each time we were saved by our citizens, or the occasional stranger roaming into town.”
“But…” Loose Leaf wracked his brain. Here he was on the defensive, when he hoped to at the very least, someone who would help refine his ideas. “But when I talk about passing new laws, it’s not about dealing with these sort of crises where the town is destroyed, It’s about preventing them from happening in the first place. If the human wasn’t treated the way he was, this might have never happened at all.”
Gray Slate looked flatly at his subordinate across the desk. “And tell me, in all your youthful wisdom, what would such a law look like? 
Loose Leaf shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “That’s what I was hoping to discuss with you. I believed you would know the best way to create such a law.”
“The nature of a crisis is that it is often not seen before it occurs. What may prevent one crisis might not prevent another. The only thing we know for certain is that if we had not allowed this human to live in Ponyville, then that riot would have never happened. If you are suggesting that we pass laws of how to deal with uncivilized creatures entering our humble town, I am inclined to agree with you.”
“Councilpony, I must remind you that I’m acting on behalf on Luna, and she would not be pleased to see you obstructing her wishes.” Loose leaf’s voice was low. He didn’t want to pull the working-for-the-princess card, but here he was. He almost felt guilty about it. 
The Council Pony gave a dry laugh. “Is that a threat, coming from someone whose payroll I control?”
“It’s a fact, not a threat.”
The two earth ponies stared each other down until young, foolish Loose Leaf lost his nerve and redirected his gaze. With a sigh, Gray Slate rose from his chair and retrieved a pitcher of sweet tea. He poured two glasses and offered one to Loose Leaf. Loose Leaf shook his head. “I insist. You wouldn’t expect it by my cutie mark or profession, but I do pride myself on my culinary skills. I know sweet tea’s not much, but I find a bit of lemon, pepper and a sprig of mint goes a long way.”
its
Loose Leaf took a sip. He didn’t care for it, he was too focused on rallying his scattered conviction to really focus on the flavor. Finally, he said, “Councilpony, the fact remains that this is the will of Canterlot.”
Gray took a long drink and sat down. He set the glass on his desk and gave Loose Leaf a soft chuckle. “The mayor answers to the princesses. I answer to the good ponies of Ponyville. I’ve been chosen to make decisions and manage this town according to the will of its citizens. And if my constituents were voicing the same concerns, I would duly act upon them. But you’re a one pony parade Loose Leaf! The princess may be cheering you on, but there’s a common sentiment that Princess Luna has meddled enough.”
Loose Leaf raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean, ‘meddled enough’?” 
“I do not mean to offend. I truly appreciate the vigor that you’ve shown for participation in our town. And I do acknowledge Luna’s concerns, even if I do not agree. However you must understand. Us politicians — be it the humble servants of a town, or the princesses— we rule only with the consent of the people. Going against their wishes, which have been so clearly demonstrated... well, let’s call it politically foolish. I fear that Luna may not fully understand how much she is asking you to defy the will of the ponies. They don’t want to continue to let these dangerous creatures in. They want to be safe, confident in the harmony of Equestria, and all of those who inhabit it. I fear Luna may not get the reception she expects. She has a history of unpopular decisions, if you’ve heard the legends. I’d hate to have that perception of her persist even after her redemption. And I’d hate you Loose Leaf, to take such a risky course of action so early into your career.
“The report was a necessary step in the healing process. So many vagaries in the story that you were able to clarify. It was important to the healing process of the town. We better understand the intricacies. But I fear that how you’ve presented this information is too divisive, as though Ponyville is solely to blame. You would be advised to let the turbulence die down, instead of rocking the boat further. A town clerk is a great position of a pony your age. Your job isn’t to act out Princess Luna’s whims, it's to be a servant to the town. Don’t worry about making laws, or seeking justice. Let the ponies in charge of those areas handle that.”
“I only worry because no has bothered pressing charges for violent criminal acts, because ponies are turning a blind eye to injustice!”
“You’ve done enough, Loose Leaf.” The councilpony’s voice was even and short, though he gripped his glass tighter, and bit his lip. He stiffly reclined, and took another sip of tea. “You do not speak for Ponyville, you deal with certificates and forms and minutes. I would hate to have others feel as though you’re stepping on their hooves. If the princess wishes a course of action to be taken in Ponyville, the town council would be more than pleased to be to invite her to our meetings and listen to what suggestions she has. But I will not be instructed to change laws on the ill-defined premises you are presenting. Now I think a drafted letter is in order to the Canterlot administration. Thank you for raising your concerns. I imagine Pepper will need some help with those change of name forms that have been piling up.” 
Loose Leaf nodded his head curtly, and departed back to his desk. He stared a hole into the cardboard sheet that was once his desk calendar. It would have been in his best interest to write yet another letter to Luna about his lack of progress. As soon as he was up for it. He wanted to to think, but all of his plans ultimately relied on ponies actually listening to him and Luna. 
*        *        *

The longest day of the year, the day of the Summer Sun celebration, had already passed, and though the days were long they were dwindling back down. It was the golden hour when he left town hall, weary and confused. A few scenic clouds drifted across the sky, catching the rays. All around him, the vendors in their marketplace were laughing, chattering, packing up their carts to return home. He watched a husband and wife, an earth pony and a pegasus, play with their foal, lifting him up to better see the view from the terraced street.
With a sigh, he took the cobblestone road back to his apartment. Despite his muddled thoughts, he mentally composed the letter he would write to Luna about his fruitless meeting. His train of thought was derailed as he saw his planned pen strokes devolve into a bumbling apology and resignation. 
He shook his head to clear his mind, as if he got the angle just right, the nagging doubt might tumble out of his ear. Yet still Gray Slate’s words echoed. The idyllic scenery of the little town reminded him that he was the disruption, a disturber of the peace, a judgemental outsider. 
He pushed his door open and slumped into the comfy chair in the living area. He was in a position more than anypony to know what had happened throughout the previous year. Yet the truth seemed like muddied water, like all of his searching just kicked up more silt and now he could see even less than before. He was kicking up mud for mud’s sake, and the townsponies pitied him, almost felt embarrassed for him. Loose Leaf, who was trying to guilt ponies that were recovering from a terrible tragedy. Loose Leaf who didn't know a lost cause when he saw one. Loose Leaf, who wouldn't just let the past be the past. 
In the gloom of his apartment, a crumb of glass gleamed from the kitchen floor. He pulled himself off the chair and dutifully fetched the dust pan. In the process of cleaning, he in turn saw a letter resting in his mail slot catcher.
Picking it up, he was half surprised to see the letter was signed, and returned addressed to the Golden Oaks Library on the West side of town.
Loose Leaf,
The Non-Equine Rights Movement seeks to address the ill treatment of non-equines in Equestria. We have long felt that we were not seen the same as ponies, and the events of Nightmare Night proved that. A non-equine was hunted for a crime he did not commit, by a mob that had anything but due process on its mind. A non-equine that was denied the right to work and live in Ponyville, with the constant threat of being exiled and left to die in the everfree forest.
Since that night we have struggled to get the “proper” citizens of Ponyville to acknowledge our concerns, to even raise awareness on the issue. At least until you published your report, Loose Leaf. 
In those interviews, so many non-equines saw bits and pieces of their own lives: being denied jobs, having doors slammed in their faces, and being taken advantage of without any legal recourse. 
Your interviews have brought to light the misdeeds and prejudice straight from the ponies’ mouths. We are indebted to you. You helped us fully understand the challenges we face as non eqs, and gave the foundation to address our problems.
Our first goal is to make Ponyville the first town in the nation accept all species as equal citizens. We are hosting a forum to generate ideas and determine the movement’s direction. We would be honored if you could attend, this Thursday at eight o’clock, at the Golden Oaks Library. We gladly welcome any insight you can provide.
Regards,
Spike the Dragon.
Loose Leaf assembled his dinner, a couple of leftover carrot dogs. Somepony —well not somepony but someone, a whole bunch of someones— had taken his message to heart. Any excitement Loose Leaf might have felt was curdled by the fact that he didn’t have any solution, in spite of his government position.
He pondered if Spike’s faith wasn’t misplaced. He chewed as he gazed at the cardboard taped over the lack of a window, trying to see through it.

	
		4: The Crossroads



Through might, magic, and opposable thumbs, Trixie and Walker helped the old stallion get his wagon the last three miles towards the Neighvarro trading post. The stallion hobbled along, his hind leg in a makeshift splint of Walker’s own design. As the creaky cart came to a rest outside the general store, the stallion let out a sigh of relief. “I can’t thank you enough Trixie and your….” He circled his hoof at Walker.
“Minotaur,” Trixie offered helpfully, telekinetically wiping the sweat off her brow with her hat. Before she met Walker she would have resolutely refused such a manually intensive task. But Walker, ever eager to help, roped her into such shenanigans often enough that she didn’t think twice of it, save for some muttering under her breath. 
“...Your minotaur friend, Caleb. What a helpful bunch. I swear if you two hadn’t come along and heard me hollering up a storm, that might have been the end of old Stock Shelf here.”
Stock Shelf was happy to throw them a few bits and some extra supplies while they took a moment’s pause. In the shade of late afternoon, they caught their breath against the side of the trading post. Panting, Walker unlaced the leather cuff he kept on his left arm, and traced the marking that covered the length of his wrist to elbow. 
“Still there, huh?” Trixie asked, not even looking, as she beat the dust out of her cape.
“Yeah,” Walker replied.

“What, did Luna say it would disappear when you are ‘officially redeemed’?”
“Not really, there’s still a lot she’s researching. I mean, she’s the one that gave it to me, but still she doesn’t understand how it gets me back home.”
“So I take it you’re not going to be raptured away anytime soon.”
“No, not soon.”
Trixie let out a soft chuckle. “Good. I’d hate to be left all alone in this dump.”
“I figured if helping ponies with broken-down wagons was my ticket out of here, I would have noticed some change after the fifth one.”
“Ooh, maybe just a couple more fixed water spigots, or finding more lost foals at amusement parks?”
Walker frowned. “Maybe menial repair work isn’t racking up enough good samaritan points.”
Trixie rubbed her chin in parody of deep thought “Have you considered pro-bono legal work?”
They both laughed. 
“Well, I feel like I could do some good if we just were in one place for long enough. You know, to actually see what’s going on.”
“And what, fix friendship problems, Twilight style?”
“What? No. I don’t know. It’s just that whatever we’re doing now, it isn’t getting me any closer to home. I know I have to do something to redeem myself but.. after what I did to my brother, to Pokey, all of this isn’t anywhere close. Even if I could get home, I—”
“Y’all want to stick around and crack open some ice-cold sarsaparillas?” Shelf Stock hollered towards them, poking his head around the side of the building. 
Walker demurely took off his hat and had that I-don’t-want-to-be-a-burden-so-I-refuse-hospitality kind of look he got, so Trixie chimed in, “Yes, we’d love some. thank you so much.” She was far too dehydrated to deal with his humility.
After days of living off of stream water, soda was sweet ambrosia to her. She quaffed it all in moments, and let out a small belch.
“Thirsty one, aren’t ya?” Shelf Stock quipped. 
“Much appreciated, friend,” Walker said. 
“Some of the boys are curious about our new mysterious strangers. Well, between you and me, they wanna see this skinny minotaur fella. We’re having ourselves a bit of a cookout in a couple hours at sunset, care to join in, Trixie, Caleb?”
“Well, we should actually be going—” Walker began.
“Whatever happened to sticking around in one place?” Trixie asked with a raised eyebrow. 
“Whatever happened to keeping a low profile?” he returned under his breath. Even though he’d long since fell out of the news cycle, the two of them had habitually avoided larger settlements, drifting from crossroad to crossroad. Though he wouldn’t admit it, Trixie suspected he was wary of large crowds of ponies. Given his experience, she didn’t blame him. 
“Well, it’d be trying something new, right? Maybe there’s more to redemption than being a stranger of few words who does roadside repairs.”
He faltered with his words for a moment. “Fine, we’ll give it a shot, but we leave at the first sign of trouble.”
Trixie rolled her eyes.
“Deal?”
“Deal.” She turned to Shelf Stock. “Sure, We’ll stick around.”


The creeping thoughts spoiled Trixie’s mirth, much in the way that vinegar curdles milk. She bit her lip, pantomiming the warm smiles and guffaws of all the ponies around the campfire. 
Here he was a stranger in a strange land, a fugitive hated, and reviled by scores of ponies, the scourge of Ponyville, a damned murderer. And he delighted all the ponies with a mundane story of how he and his brothers got scared when they found a bear’s paw print camping. There were no heroics, and no prestidigitation to enhance the story. No real danger in the tale. Still, the performance held the ponies rapt.
Her own story was on the tip of her tongue, a far better bear story. How somepony sent an Ursa Minor after her with the express purpose of humiliating her, and how it marred her career, how she ended up here, huddled around Appleloosan hicks behind a general store. Next to the fugitive human who somehow was more loved than she. 
She directed herself to be happy for her friend, who finally let his guard down and began talking to ponies. Frankly, she should be happy for herself too, not having to answer every question on his behalf. 
But now, given his own voice, his own story, Trixie’s normally commanding presence was diminished to a whisper. Trixie the Great and Powerful was reduced to half-ignored comments and interjections in a group conversation. It was maddening. 
You aren’t worthy of their notice, the creeping thoughts told her. You can’t even compete with the infamous human, even though she decided herself she would never think of attention as a competition again. Look at you, a waste of your parent’s time, of everyone’s time whoever you helped you. You had potential, and you squander it, faffing about the backwaters of Equestria, because you humiliated yourself out of a career. Your only friend is the most unwanted, most hated thing in the land, and look at that! Everypony likes him more than you. You—
Trixie excused herself. Nopony seemed to register her withdrawal. A year ago she might have demanded their notice through magicks and theatrics. She almost conjured a cloud of colored smoke right then and there. Trixie restrained herself, seething, wounded. 
“You alright miss?” the general store clerk asked as she walked in.
“I need to send a letter. Get Trixie an envelope,” she barked, as though the tone in her voice was answer enough to his question. She tossed two bits onto the counter, part of their earnings from when her and Walker helped repair a bridge a couple towns over. 
Leery, the mustachioed clerk fetched her a quill and paper. She drafted her message.
Hi Flannel Fleece,
Hope all is well. Everything is going fantastic here! Going from town to town, always drawing a crowd! Just mastered a new trick where I can make three ponies disappear at once. You wouldn’t believe the ponies I’m meeting either. Looks like all my magic practice paid off in the long run after all! In spite of a certain sister always interrupting, haha. 
Don’t know where I’ll be off to next! My manager has a bad habit of booking things moment to moment.
Send my love to mom and dad, and all the others.
I miss you.
Lots of love, 
Trixie Lulamoon
On second thought, she buried the last three lines in the broad strokes of a calligraphic signature that took up the last third of the page.
Signed,
The Great and Powerful Trixie
She read it again and felt deflated, suddenly aware of her outburst. Sheepishly she hoofed over the letter, avoiding his gaze.
.
“Miss, is everything alright?”
“Yes… I’m sorry.” With that, she slunk back outside. 
She took a deep breath and willed herself back into the present moment. Walker was still telling his story as twilight faded, showing Luna’s speckled skies. The moon was peeking above a distant hill. Glowing fire motes jumped out of the fire and into the clear frontier night. Here she was, surrounded by company, warmth, each pony resting on a barrel or bench behind the one gathering spot in the whole outpost. And it was great to see Walker with the spark of a smile on his lips. It was a sight that was becoming more and more familiar to her, glimpses of a Walker who didn’t always have his guard up, her constant travel companion and friend for the last eight months.
And yet, there it was again, a lingering guilt, a lingering jealousy. She attempted to drive the treacherous caprice out of her mind in a rout, as though it were a beast that could be shooed out of a house. But like a bogart, the more she tried to banish it, the larger it grew. 
Why didn’t she tell her sister about Walker and their travels? Why wasn’t she proud of everyone who she and Walker helped? She scolded herself, and then scolded herself for scolding herself. 

It seemed that the more Walker came out of his shell, the greater Shelf Stock’s hospitality became. As the moon rose to its zenith, and the ponies shuffled off, Shelf Stock offered them lodging down the dusty trail. He arranged with the owner of the saloon to get two beds fixed up for the weary travelers on his dime. With profuse thanks, Trixie and Walker bid Shelf Stock goodnight and retired to their rooms. Trixie noted that she was never offered lodging unsolicited until she had started tagging along with Walker. 
The washroom was little more than a bar of soap, pitcher, water pump and basin. Walker washed up first, then Trixie, both surprised to remember what each other looked like without a layer of dust and grime. Had she really fallen so far from grace? 
They climbed into separate beds on either side of the room and Walker blew out the gas lantern on the nightstand, once again leaving Trixie alone with her thoughts. She wrapped the covers around herself and her dour mood half-dissolved amongst the sheer creature comfort of it. It occurred to her that this was the first time they’d slept indoors in at least a month. She glanced over to Walker as his legs dangled over the end of the bedframe, ill-suited for his taller, lanky body. Trixie always found it funny how he’d start the night with feet over the edge of the bed, only for him to give up fifteen minutes in and sleep curled.
“Someone’s popular with the frontier ponies,” Trixie offered cautiously.
If there was bitterness in her voice, Walker did not notice. “That was nice actually. I felt like I could talk to someone for the first time in a while. I mean aside from you obviously. It’s been so long since I just sat down and had a conversation, without trying to tell a lie, or hide something.” 
“You still like talking to me though, right?” Trixie asked.
“Without a doubt. Like it or not, you’re my number one confidante.”
“And you would still travel with me, even if you didn’t need me to talk to ponies, right?”
“I think we have too much blackmail material on each other to part ways at this point,” he said with a grin. 
Trixie ignored the cheeky remark.
Walker had told her the whole story in bits in pieces, and she told him hers.
She was cursed with potential, her parents nurtured and fed what they saw as a way to restore their family name to former glory: Lulamoon the sorcerers. Their fall from grace and time spent wallowing among common folk would end with this generation, as Bellatrix Lulamoon would achieve greatness, and restore prestige. the attention and training had given her finesses, ability, and an ego that was large and brittle. When she left home, she made little friends and many enemies. 
She knew he had slain his own brother, and in some cosmic twist of fate, ended up lost in the Everfree forest that same night, and like her, ended up shunned and rejected by the lot of Ponyville. But where Trixie would have left, Walker’s guilt drove him to stay in a town that loathed him. He suffered abuse after abuse, and deep down, he knew he deserved it. The hysteria culminated in a bloody riot, leaving ponies dead and the town in shambles. It was in the long aftermath of his escape when they found one another and began their travels. 
She could not imagine what compelled someone to such levels of self-inflicted suffering. Then, she chuckled. In her adult life, she rarely traveled with anypony for long. It was easy to dismiss all the failed assistants and co-stars as petty and ill-suited for life on the road, ill-suited for the life of a magician. But deep down, she knew she was abrasive. 
“Walker, you’re a glutton for punishment, you know that?”
In the darkness, he thought on this for a couple of silent moments. “I do.”
“First off, you put up with my shit.” She left the more unpleasant example unmentioned.
He laughed. “I don’t. believe it or not, I try pretty hard to keep you in check.”
“But that’s what I mean. Every time I find myself slipping back into… well, I guess I’d call her ‘Stage Trixie’, you know, insufferable, vain, needing attention, you’re there to snap me back. As much as I’d hate to admit it, I’m a better pony around you. You keep me helping others, and giving to the world. You keep me humble.”
“And you keep me, well… safe, I guess.”
Trixie pondered this. “Safe from ponies?”
“Yes, well not quite. You help me feel safe. You help me walk around this world without fear. I’m… starting to feel like I can be around ponies again. And when I’m in danger of giving up, you’re always there to throw me a rope. I know I’ve done a lot of wrong, and I know what we’re doing right now isn’t working but with you around, I have the strength to try something new. 
Trixie felt the faintest smile growing on her. “You mean that?”
“Of course. I don’t know where I’d be without you guiding the way. ”
“You big sap.”
“Fine, I’ll keep my sincerity to myself.” 
This was the end of the conversation as Walker drifted off. However, the words kept on bouncing around Trixie’s head. Two roaming souls, hoping their travels take them back onto the right path, whatever that may be. In all her time, she sought admiration for her skill and finesse. It was a new sensation to be needed. 
When morning came, they went to the main area of the lodge to gather their breakfast. Something was wrong. The few scattered patrons kept their eyes locked on Walker, whose good cheer withered under their gaze. 
“What are you looking at, slackjaw?” Trixie said, snapping at a stallion by the entrance. seeing a newspaper underneath his hooves, she telekinetically yanked it away and read the headlines. Front and center, a surprisingly accurate woodblock print of Walker was on the front page, showing a sulky, sullen man, furtively glancing over his shoulder. The resemblance was unmistakable by proportion and by face. she read the title with a sinking feeling in her stomach. 
Ponyville Reports on the Fugitive Human Jeremiah Walker. 
She met the stares of everypony in the quiet frontier inn. All stayed in tense stillness. Only the sound of the breeze was audible. Something told Trixie the “skinny minotaur” bit wasn’t going to play anymore. 
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		5: The Keepers of Lore and Legend



Walker’s dream called to Luna, a shining beacon in the inky world of sleep. She spoke to him in his dreams so often, it seemed as though he was gaining the ability to beckon her. Luna was uncertain if this was a conscious effort, for he always seemed mildly surprised upon her entrance. 
Tonight, he did not notice Luna’s arrival. He was in the distance. Luna found herself walking on a beach of shining white, dyed orange-red in the setting sun. With each step she heard a crack and crunch. Uncountable shards of smashed porcelain masks took the place of sand. Walker was ahead of her, unclothed, stooping down. Bloody footprints trailed behind him. 
Luna willed herself next to him. The human had a leather book in his hand, torn to shreds. He was busy shoving scraps back in, trying to collect them as the wind blew them across the endless beach. 
Seeing this, she altered the dream, replacing the shard-filled shores with warm powdery sand. A small whirlwind returned the papers to a neat stack, and a towel draped itself across his shoulders. Luna rested on her haunches and beckoned Walker to sit down. He did eventually as his frantic breathing eased into a steadier rhythm. 
“What troubles you Walker?” 
It took a moment for him to find his words. “The report.”
Luna eyed the pages, leafed through it. Each page showed him and his brother Abe, laughing, crying, fighting. 
When Luna gave no reply he continued. “We were at a trading post when the newspapers came out. We could tell by the chatter that we needed to leave before things got ugly.”
She looked at him, eyes brimming with concern. “Walker, I know it’s old wounds, but if Ponyville is ever going to learn from their mistakes, they need to know what they did to you, and they’ll never learn if—”
“I’m not talking about the interviews with the other ponies. I’m talking about yours,” he said. “Why did you tell them all about my brother? I was finally able to talk to ponies, without… and now I’m back to living like a thief, staying in shadows. Why Luna, why did you let Loose Leaf publish that to the world? Why paint me as even more of a monster? You were trying to tell the story of what happened to me in Ponyville. That wasn’t part of it.”
“Because it’s the truth,” she said simply, without pity or defense. “You are on a path of atonement. You have nothing to gain from obscuring what brought you here, nor does anyone else.”
“I have so much to lose. Don’t you know that it marks me as a murderer on top of the rest of it? You say you want to seek justice for me, but you still make a target.”
Luna sighed. “The Wanderer’s Mark is both a warning and a ward of protection. I thought it to be common knowledge, but it seems that knowledge has been lost to all but the keepers of lore. Forgive me, the world is not what I remember from a thousand years ago.”
Truth be told, she was only a couple of years ahead of Walker in her own reintroduction to Equestria, and she was reminded of that daily. Her unfamiliarity extended beyond the knowledge of the populace. At some point in her absence, the royal court of Canterlot began seeing Equestria as less of a kingdom and more as a nation. She was still a princess, yes, but the meaning of that was in flux; and she had been out of the loop. At present she did not think of such things. Walker and his hurt were at the forefront of her mind. 
“A millennium, huh? That’s how long you can be banished for? You know that us humans only live 70 years, right?”
“Surely we’ll find a path for you, trust in me.”
“I’m losing faith Luna,” he said. “One full year and there’s no lead in sight. Neither of us knows where to go from here.”
“That’s not true, Walker. This is all part of the road of discovery, our librarians are working hard on the history. Do you forget the tales of the Wanderers that came before you, the scrolls we sent to you and Trixie?” 
“Yes, Birritras, Moss in Boulder, the whole bunch of them. It’s all useless, Luna. Just lore and legend. There’s no path home for me. There’s no way to get this curse you gave me —”
“It’s not a curse,” Luna whispered. 
“It is! It’s a god damned curse, as if I wasn’t marked for misery and death the moment I came here. Why save my life and then treat it so carelessly?”
Luna resisted the urge to lash out. She took a deep breath and did her best to check her own feelings and focus on his. He was hurt. He was vulnerable. He was hated. “Remember Walker, so long as you bear that mark, you are my ward, and I am your protector. I see how my actions have hurt you. Bear in mind I’m trying to help you find your way back home.” 
“Then don’t scare ponies away from me.”
“Yet you cannot run away from your past. Redemption requires you to accept it, make amends for it.”
He gave a macabre, mirthless laugh. “All I do is run. Escape. Staying didn’t work out, and fighting is what led me here to begin with.”
They sat on the sunsetting beach, watching the waves crash. Her heart ached with his. Luna was all too familiar with the pain of exile, the loss, the doubt, the rage. How she wished more than anything that she could bestow forgiveness and peace of mind to her banished ward. To send him back home with a spotless soul and a light heart. But that’s not how it works. The best she could do was guide him down that very road she walked before. And evidently, she still had much to learn herself.
“Walker, It’s clear that my actions have brought you pain when I meant to help. I’m deeply sorry for that. Let me undo some of the harm I have caused, and I promise you, we will get you home.”
“And how do we plan on accomplishing that?”
“Focus on the here and now. Are you and Trixie safe?”
“As much as possible. She has us traveling off the road now.” 
“Good. She is wily. But we must send you where you can be protected by more than her wits while we come up with a plan.”
“Canterlot?” he asked.
“I’ve been hesitant to bring you here, but the proverbial cat is out of the bag. Regardless, we’ll find a way. Where are you?”
“About 70 miles southeast of Rockville.”
“Well you certainly have a way of making yourself inaccessible,” Luna said. “I’ll reach out to Rockville and guarantee a welcome with open hooves. They can arrange an escort from there, and bring you both to the royal court.”
“Why not do this all before?” he asked.
“I feared having your presence known would be dangerous, that perhaps some foolish guard would make themselves a hero by slaying you. Now the difference in risk is trivial. Better to have you protected in a castle than out in the frontiers.”
That night, she dispatched a letter to the mayor of Rockville, imploring him to treat the human as a royal guest, to see to his shelter, safety, and comfort, and send him on his way to Canterlot. 
Walker’s dreams did not call to her the next night, or the night after. Luna consciously delayed her next visit until she could be the bearer of good news. She felt she owed it to Walker after her failure. Motivated by her own sense of guilt, she sought to inflict it on others. 
She had hoped she could more directly maneuver Ponyville into penance and justice alongside Loose Leaf’s efforts. This meant dealing with Mayor Mare. Movement on this front was more difficult than anticipated.
Luna was a princess of war; she was unused to this new world of civil affairs. A millennium ago she and her sister had claimed the country from Discord’s armies of abominations, establishing a kingdom of ponies and ending his reign of chaos. She knew the methods of defeating an enemy in battle, of sequestering land, building coalitions, and navigating the political alliances to fight and maneuver against a common enemy. But ruling in peacetime by managing internal affairs was never part of her experience.
She was unfamiliar with the mechanisms of how they ruled their cities. When she finally did learn, she was disappointed over how little Celestia and the rest of the court exercised control over their citizens. The royal court had transformed from an all commanding reign to an unobtrusive governing body. Oh yes, they were concerned with taxation, defense, and diplomacy, but civil matters were left to the local government. The ponies of the royal court even largely agreed that their attentions and duties were better spent elsewhere. Their interactions with the locals were matters of public relations and celebrity appearances. The towns and cities self-governed; the primary connection to the kingdom was the town’s Mayor, who acted as a liaison between the town and Canterlot.
But Mayor Mare of Ponyville had a way of dithering that arrested any efforts. No, the council pony wouldn’t hear of such a case, so it wasn’t worth mentioning. She was going to ask for an investigation, but something pressing came up. As much as Luna cajoled, cursed, and threatened in letters, Mayor Mare took effectively no action. 
Luna recognized insubordination disguised as incompetence. She ordered the mayor to be stripped of power and replaced with a sensible pony.
Moonlight Raven, her flat-affected royal assistant, proceeded to explain to Luna that Canterlot had no say in appointing the mayors. They were democratically elected by the towns they represented. The typical protocol among the court for unsatisfactory performance was to ask the mayor in question to resign. 
Luna drafted another letter to Mayor Mare, in so many words explaining the mayor’s failures and demanding that she remove herself from office.
No response was received. Another letter was sent, with instructions for the postmaster of Ponyville to wait in the Mayor’s office until the mayor read and provided a response to said letter. This yielded a rambling response from Mayor Mare about how she was trying earnestly, and Luna was too impatient. All these duties take time, and there were plenty of other things that a mayor was responsible for and couldn’t possibly prioritize all the princess asked for, so if Luna would be as kind as to check her expectations and…
It never occurred to Luna that if a Princess asked for a resignation, that such an offer could be refused. Luna was ready to throw her writing desk out the window. Raven suggested that Luna could back a challenger to the mayor in the next election. After the proper inquiries were made, Raven had to walk that back. Mayor Mare was reelected mere months after Walker’s rout and was secured in her office for the next five years.
Raven’s next royal duty was to call warning as the writing desk crashed to the castle courtyard below. 
Luna was beginning to find this whole democracy business irksome. 
Dismissing assassination as being in poor taste, Luna opted for the “light touch” that was more the style of the court. She rewrote her initial letter for Mayor Mare’s resignation into a fiery diatribe damning her for her inaction after the events of the riot. She distributed it as widely as she could to newspapers and mayor’s offices everywhere. While the Mayor’s image among other politicians faltered, the blasted pony conceded no defeat. Evidently the weight of royalty, guilt, and embarrassment was no match for stubbornness. The only change yielded was in the mayor’s and the princess’s correspondence. The thin veil of decorum vanished and their mutual dislike was plainly written. She had hoped this in combination with Loose Leaf’s report would make the Mayor yield or change her tune, but no such luck. The citizens of Ponyville were decidedly uninterested in holding their leaders accountable. 
She was explaining her grievances to her nephew Blue Blood and even asked him if he would help her engage with the rest of the court and apply the full force of Canterlot’s political prowess. 
“Oh Auntie Luna, You must be careful throwing your weight around like that for such a small pony in the backwaters of Equestria. You can only pick so many public enemies before it starts costing you friends and allies,” he said. 
She surveyed the other entourage of ponies that composed the royal court. Cadance and Shining Armor were quick to abstain, They felt the keen sense of injustice but more than that felt their new status put them in a tenuous position. They were not ready to risk their political clout and the goodwill of Equestria by muckraking a local politician. Others thought it was in poor taste to punch down. Others simply didn’t care. 
Ironically, while her week was lost to bickering with mayors and other members of her court, the good news she sought came from an unexpected front. 
Luna for the past six months had taken command of the Canterlot Archives. She ordered the staff to drop all other projects and focus to the point of exclusion on the history of the wanderers, and how Walker could return to his own world. Begrudgingly, the librarians and researchers complied. Each nugget of information was hard fought for, and not easily accessible, all scattered bits of lore and legend. With all hands on deck and no expense spared, the team of researchers yielded a more complete picture of this mosaic piece by piece. She added this growing body of knowledge to her own observations.
The mark on his arm was more than a mere symbol. It was a covenant that she would act as his guardian, and aid him on his quest. It was a covenant that he was a pariah from his own country until redemption was his. She’d known that the night she gave him the mark, but only later did she learn of the more subtle magic at play. The mark was a compass, subtly guiding the Wanderer towards their destiny, or rather to their potential redemption. And somehow, it was also the key back to their own worlds. 
This was yet another avenue of study that kept the royal librarians overclocked.
Of course, they were operating on limited sample size. They could only find significant information on four of the Wanderers: Gyle, the Half-snake, Birritras the Ogre, Lelica the Mage, Moss in Boulder the Tabaxi. Each of them had either come to Equestria already bearing the Mark of the Wanderer or gained one shortly thereafter. 
In this way Walker was unique on two counts. He gained his mark nine months after his arrival, and his world had no magic to speak of. He was totally ignorant of how he arrived. From his account he ran into the woods the night he killed his brother, and sometime later found himself lost in the Everfree Forest. 
“We believe that Birritas was cursed by some member of his own tribe, and the shaman who did that may have set the terms of what he must do for redemption,” Luna had explained to Walker one night, in his dreams. 
“So… what do I need to do? You gave me the mark, so you set the terms, right?”
“On the contrary, I knew the magic to bind the mark and its covenant, but whatever force sent you here is likely the judge of your redemption.”
“It would have been awfully kind of my guardian angel to leave an instruction manual,” Walker said.
“Unfortunately, we have been tasked with writing that manual ourselves,” Luna said.
“Hopefully the next sap that wanders in has an easier time of it.”
Though Luna and Celestia had seen more of history than most other beings, it had never occurred to them to write the important bits down. Of course, she had learned long ago it’s nearly impossible to know what details will be of significance even ten years later, let alone hundreds. So, she left it to the historians. 
Each Wanderer known bore the sins of betrayal. 
Birritras, through inaction allowed his tribe leader to perish in battle, hoping that he would be next in succession. 
Lelica the mage made experiments and playthings of her siblings as she studied her magic, killing them in her careless mischief.
Moss in Boulder, was a privateer and former naval commander who surrendered the freedom of his crew to buy his own.
Gyle the half-snake, A beggar turned hired assassin, slew the abbot that sheltered him in his hour of need.
And of course, Walker slew his brother in their father’s church. 
But whatever the case may be, someone —or something— thought their souls worthy of redemption, and there was always a proving ground that appeared before them, an opportunity for heroism. Some emerged victorious, and returned home; Moss in Boulder led a rebellion that freed the citizens of Saddle Arabia from a cruel despot, and Birritras the Ogre rescued a village from a broken dam. Others failed; Gyle perished defending a minotaur diplomat from the griffins, and Lelica disappeared with no known deeds or accomplishments.
Luna tried to make sense of it all to provide council on Walker’s next actions. Yet no deed seemed to bring Walker closer to redemption by any visible measure. No opportunities for heroism presented themselves either. 
One of the librarians suggested the newly appeared Crystal Empire could be such a proving ground. But there was no evidence. From Cadence and Shining Armor’s reports, the Crystal Ponies were all in an amnesiac state and had little information to offer. Aside from a set of chain letters Luna received from Gale Hearts, there was no sign that Sombra was still alive, let alone preparing to reclaim the kingdom. It was a conundrum, but one entirely separated from her concerns. Cadence and her entourage were enough to handle the inactive mystery of the Crystal Empire’s re-emergence.
There was no use in sending Walker and Trixie into the frozen wastes based on coincidence, any more than there was use in renting them an apartment in Manehattan. All evidence pointed to this being Cadence’s proving grounds as a princess if it was anything at all. Celestia seemed to think so. What better proof was there? It wasn’t like there was some magical map that told ponies exactly where their destiny lies. 
And yet, the archival team wanted to research it. Luna repeatedly forbade it and urged them to focus their efforts. Time and time again, Stacks, the lead librarian, would push the issue whenever Luna walked by. Luna remained adamant. It was only when Stacks and her team threatened resignation that Luna conceded twenty percent of their research efforts to the newly emerged empire. 
And so it came to pass that on one rainy evening, that Luna heard a familiar knock on the door of her study. She turned her attention away from the angry letters and her copy of Destiny and Magic. 
Luna magicked the door open, revealing Stacks, that the baggy-eyed unicorn leader of the librarians. Stacks dropped a tightly wrapped parcel of scrolls onto her desk. 
“Your weekly report on the Wanderers,” Stacks said. “Impressed?”
Luna unraveled the bundle. “Usually you have a single page for me.”
Despite her worn-out looks and frayed mane, the librarian wore a smug grin. “It looks like our ‘unnecessary diversion’ of the Crystal Empire had an unexpected windfall,” Stacks said to the princess. 
Luna, after reading, happily conceded that Stacks had been right all along.
Lelica, perhaps the most obscure of the known Wanderers, was last seen in the Crystal Empire before Sombra caused it to vanish. Further, there was legend of a mirror that served as a bridge to another world. Luna quickly wrote to Cadance.
In anticipation of Cadance taking residence in the Crystal Empire, new railroad tracks had been laid from there to Canterlot. Lucky for Luna, this meant that mail was delivered daily. Cadance replied that yes, they were able to find such a mirror. And yes, there was a portrait of a human tucked away in an old dusty room. 
Suddenly, Luna put together yet another piece of the puzzle: every time she spoke with Walker in his dreams, she was sure to inquire of their whereabouts. She kept track of their meanderings across Equestria on a map in her study. Tracking the dates and pins, their path subtly oscillated towards two opposite points, Ponyville, and the Crystal Empire. If the mark acted as a compass, perhaps it was guiding them towards both points, whether Walker realized it or not. 
Luna dimly recalled her and Celestia’s exploits there. Sombra caused the city to disappear before he was vanquished, magicks more powerful than either of the royal sisters had expected of him. Luna dimly recalled some battle, but a thousand years on the moon had made her memory hazy; persisting for dozens upon dozens of lifetimes on a barren endless wasteland has a way of pushing one’s mind leagues past the breaking point.
Luna Phoebe Asteria, intent on delivering her news, glided into Walker’s dream. She walked along the empty pews, facing an altar and pulpit. Each window was a stained glass rendition of the Mark of the Wanderer. She found Walker seated at the front, flanked by the bloodied bodies of Pokey Pierce and his own brother Abe. Though Abe was limp, dried blood coming from a stab in the stomach, his eyes followed Luna as she approached. 
Walker noticed her presence. “Oh, sorry. I’ll clean this up for you. I know my dreams can be a bit grisly. Guilty conscience, I guess.” He waved his hand, and the two corpses dissolved into nothingness. 
Truth be told, she had come to expect the macabre sights, even if she could not contain her grimaces. She was more concerned about how he could so quickly dismiss the objects of his sins, yet only did for her sake. It was as though he kept his demons close to deepen his own remorse. She tried to impress upon him again and again that suffering does not lead to redemption. Yet even she, his guardian and mentor, sought penance in the world of dreams, she reflected wryly. Come dawn, she’d be wrestling with a misery of her own creation, a bogart she named the Tantabus. She invented it to taint her dreams with remembrances of her transformation into Nightmare Moon, much in the way one might mark every page of their calendar with Never forget the wounds you left on the world.
With all the hypocrisy of concern for a kindred spirit, she asked, “What has you dreaming of your brother?”
“It’s been in the papers,” he murmured.
Luna swallowed her guilt. “I have good news for you. Our researchers have uncovered more information. I’ve sent the full details in a care package. It should be waiting for you in Rockville. But the long and short of it is, we suspect your destiny lies in the Crystal Empire. You will be escorted to a train station and brought directly there.”
Walker was quiet for a moment. “This is the path forward? Are you sure?”
“We cannot speak in guarantees, but it is the most promising path.”
The two set their plans. He was due to arrive the next day, and Luna would check in again come nightfall. They parted, each feeling that much better about what the future held.
During the sun of high noon, as Luna slumbered and wrestled with demons of her own creation, 
Trixie and Walker entered the town of Rockville. The two vagabonds were greeted by bounty hunters covering the southern entrance. Each of the ponies bore a gun, a grin, and a wanted poster for Trixie Lulamoon and Walker the Human.
They requested the two come peacefully or expect violence. Trixie and Walker narrowly escaped with their lives, and fled deep into the woods, where they now slept. Walker explained as much to Luna in his dreams. His tone was calm and even, but he slumped in his posture, and his eyes were lost in the middle distance. 
Once again, a mayor, Luna’s supposed agent within a town had acted contrary to her orders and provided no explanation. She was furious in ways that scared her. She had not felt such anger and hurt since she was Nightmare Moon. The mayor had let Luna down and through her subordinate’s failure to comply, she had once again failed Walker. 
She could only apologize, and console him. But there was work to be done to ensure her ward’s safety. She left faster than she ought. 
Her first thought was to construct a guillotine and execute the mayor of Rockville in front of the masses. That didn’t seem to be the operating procedure of the current court, and it deepened her anger that old world justice would not serve her here. What would her sister and all the others do with their ‘light touch’? Summoning the Mayor to court? Demanding an explanation? None of this worked with the mayor of Ponyville either.
She turned her attention away from the pursuit of justice. That could wait. Walker’s safety could not. What courtly powers could she wield if her servants failed to execute her orders?
Damn it all, a light touch was her sister’s approach, and it was an approach that yielded nothing for Luna or her ward. if she wanted the world to know that Walker was under her protection, she would make it exceedingly clear. A royal escort was in order (and in truth, long overdue.) She needed someone to watch over the vagabonds like their salary depended on it. Yet Walker found himself on the outskirts of Equestria, where Luna’s guards could not reach, and hunted by townsponies and bounty hunters, where coin encouraged the opposite. 
She summoned Moonlight Raven and explained the situation. Walker and Trixie needed an armed escort from the outskirts of Rockville to Bridingham, where they could take a train to the Crystal Empire and be delivered safely into the hooves of Cadence and Shining Armor. But no letter or courier or royal guard could reach that remote corner of Equestria in a timely fashion. it would take days. They could not afford that time. They needed to dispatch a message faster than flight. Few places were connected to Canterlot via a magical letter dispatch, one of which was Spike the Dragon. Unfortunately, Spike was nowhere close to Walker. 
She stared at the map. Rockville was actually closer to Griffinstone. Exceedingly close. Luna inquired if they had a letter dispatch enchantment available. Raven replied in the affirmative. 
With great haste, Luna drafted a letter to Griffinstone.
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