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		Description

The name's Diane, Private Eye. I'm the stickiest gumshoe in all of Manehattan, with an addiction to danger (and chocolate). Hot on the trail of a missing foal, a feeling deep in my twitchy-tail tells me I'm about to crack the case wide open. Unfortunately, I may need the help of my weirdo "friends" to do it... but who knows, maybe I'll change my mind about friendship after an epic character arc.
Oops. Sorry for breaking the fourth wall there, but you can blame Mom for that one. After all, I'm just a half-bit mimeo of the #horsefamous Bearer of Laughter.
I mean, it's not like I have a soul, or anything.

Inspired by "The Heart of Saturday Night", a minific written by No Raisin for the June 2018 Writeoff.
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		A Vague Threat



Ow.
I awaken on the badly warped hardwood floor of my two-bit office. My head is pounding like a sack of ferrets burrowed into my skull and decided to have a DJ PON-3 style rave complete with the latest screaming cacophony the foals these days consider "music". The inside of my mouth tastes like spoiled apple juice mixed with bitter coffee. I need a shower and a drink, not to mention a toothbrush.
Just a typical day in Manehattan for yours truly.
Evidence of my blasted addiction litters the dirty floor all around my prone figure. No matter how many times I try to convince myself I can indulge with moderation, I never know when to quit. "This time will be different," I always say to myself. "This time I'll stop before I get so smashed I end up collapsing in a crumpled pink heap and wake up the next morning in a back-alley drenched in a pool of my own saliva."
I even make a promise to myself, just to be super-duper-extra-hypocritical about the shameful affair. Cross my heart, hope to fly... yadda, yadda, yadda.
Drug habits are a mule to kick, but what can I do? I gotta face facts: bad is hard-wired into my genes. It doesn't help that I have an addictive personality, either. Whenever I find something I like, I do it to excess until I blow past every sensible boundary you can possibly imagine, and several more you'd never dream of. I still remember the horrified look on Pacific's face when she saw me snort a giant-size pixie stick for the first time.
Groaning, I put four to the floor and rise on shaky legs, hooves brushing aside the paraphernalia of my horrific orgy of decadence. Wretched piles of candy wrappers rustle under my hooves as I give a couple of angry but weak kicks at them.
Chocolate. It's the worst offender.
As an earth pony, I eat and weigh significantly more than you'd think if you weren't close friends with one of us, but even among earth ponies I'm something special. I'm blessed with the uncanny ability to eat absolutely anything I want and still remain fit and healthy. In point of fact, I need a constant influx of sugar. My body and brain run on the stuff, the same way normal ponies need hay. I'm not diabetic or anything, it's just how my crazy biology works.
Or maybe it isn't biology at all? For all I know, my metabolism is some bizarre kind of silly-magic. Like most of the things that make me unique, I don't understand it. I doubt she does either, but I also doubt she wonders about stuff like this on a daily basis. I suppose that's one thing the two of us don't have in common.
I stretch my back—lots of delightful popping sounds—and fumble over to the window. Lifting the shade, my world goes bright. The noontime Sun blinds me for several seconds until my eyes begin to adjust. I knew it was coming, of course: my internal chronometer is never off. Another "gift" from Mom.
Bronclyn's streets sprawl out several stories below me, and even though the window is shut I can hear the delightful strains of friendship through the glass: "Hey, I'm trottin' here!" "Whadda you, a wise guy or somethin'?" "You lousy colts get outta the street!" It's enough to make me wonder why so many ponies would want to live in close proximity to so many other ponies. The only reason I'm here is it's the easiest place to hide from the Princess of Friendship, and I can usually find enough work to keep me out of the shelters.
As shape and shadow begin to take root, I can see the busy sidewalks crammed with ponies walking to and from lunch, or maybe home from an unusual shift, as transport carts gallop past on cobblestone roads. Off in the distance I hear the screeching metal brakes of a streetcar (probably not the one named Desire, but you never know). I ponder opening the window for a brief moment before I remember the distinct stink tincture (ooh, that's fun to say!) of my neighborhood and decide I'd rather be forced to smell my own horrible breath.
I'm not interested in the local color, anyway. I have plenty of color in my mane, tail, and pelt, all of it bright flaming pink. So I turn around to focus on my desk. My modest workspace is covered in untouched newspapers and library books, gathered in the meager hope of sniffing out a lead on a missing foal case that I'm not being paid for, and I doubt the coppers would be happy to know somepony else is working it. I had the bright idea last night that an intense sugar rush would help me plow through all of that dry paper in one big lurch. You can see how well that worked out for me.
And yeah, there is a "you", whoever you are, hiding behind some unseen invisible wall like a voyeuristic pervert. I know you're out there somewhere, watching me. As before, I don't understand it... but I just covered that angle two minutes ago and it's way too early in the day to get stuck in a recursive mind-loop. I usually reserve that kind of nonsense for long after Celestia's Sun wins a game of hide-and-seek behind the jagged concrete skyline.
Looking to the door, I see several pieces of mail were shoved beneath the gap while I was busy sawing logs. At least I had the horse sense to lock it before my binge. I trot to the door and reach down to grab the envelopes when suddenly, it hits me...
Horse apples—I'm late!
"Suri's going to be furious—seriously! Serious furious Suri, yes...? No, no, stop it! There's no time for predictable postal package pieces or funny tongue-twisters," I complain to myself (as if I'm about to listen to that nutcase). Turning to the door, I unlock it, hop out, then relock it with the key I keep in my mane. That poofy magenta mass of tangled curls comes in awfully handy. I honestly can't remember the last time I needed saddlebags.
I glance up at the door just before I go. "DIANE, PRIVATE EYES" it reads on a thick piece of frosted glass. The letters are a beautiful dull chartreuse in bold, professional Comic Sans. I realize now it has a typo, but at the time I figured I have two eyes and it's not like one eye is private and the other one public, y'know? That would just be weird. Also, I didn't realize "eyes" might signify more than one pony because I assumed the plural for private eyes would be on the first word, like notaries public or heirs apparent or butterscotches fountain. But I guess "privates eye" is kind of disturbing by comparison. Either way, I'm not paying to change the sign again. The first time I ordered it I settled on "private dick" but I had the same idea and got even more confused, so it went up as "privates dicks" which drew in a totally different clientele and oh crap I'm still late why am I thinking about this now?!
I break into a full gallop, taking the stairs instead of the elevator because it's faster that way. I'm an unbelievably fast runner when I resist the constant urge to pronk and, as usual, I have no idea how I do it. Maybe it's all the sugar.
"Diane! Paper?" an older colt—or maybe young stallion is more accurate—or maybe both of those are technically inaccurate but I'm too nice to suggest otherwise—yells at me as my pink blur whizzes past his newsstand on the street corner. I'm pretty impressed Fine Print is able to shout that quickly, and he timed it well. He must have heard me bouncing off the walls of the stairwell as I rocketed down five storeys.
"MaybelaterCowcolt!" I shout back, doubtful that he heard me... but I'm sure he'll be fine. He's a friend, just like Suri. That is to say, he's a complete waste of time who gets on your nerves and rarely listens when you tell him to go away.
Ugh, friends. All the ponies in this maretropolis are crazy.
In the distance I spot Suri sitting at an outside cafe table. With precise timing, I apply the hoofbrakes about a block and a half away. The exciting part is when I slide through a busy intersection, leap-dodging a couple of fast-moving carts as various parts of my body automatically twitch and wiggle to presciently warn me where all the dangers are coming from.
Huh. You're probably not buying any of this, are you? Well, I don't care, because I know it's true. I'd probably qualify as a superhero, if I were a hero in the first place. I'm no hero, though... thank Celestia for that. Figuratively, I mean. Don't actually thank her. That would be disturbing, and she probably has to deal with a lot of that dreck anyway.
My hoofsies scrape loudly across the bricks as I finally come to a stop right in front of Suri's table. I plop my big balloon-spangled butt (hidden by my shorts, naturally) down into a chair.
"You're late," she says, flatly. "I'm on my twelfth cup." It's hard to see her face what with all the smoke in the way, so I reach for a glass of water and pour it on my hooves so they can politely stop being on fire.
"Sorry. I had another... bad evening," I admit, looking down at my forehooves as I try to rub off some of the scorch marks.
Suri raises a brow. "I can tell. Your breath is awful, 'kay?" she says. "Mm. I don't know why I put up with you, Di." She lifts a cup of tea to take a sip. I can't imagine she'd still be thirsty after that many drinks, but I suppose I'm always hungry so I can't throw stones. Again, figuratively. I have a killer underhoof.
"Ooh! Does that mean I'm free to go?" I ask. I don't have a good poker face, so I'm pretty sure my eyes just lit up like Bridleway on a Saturday night. Another clue: Suri gets a peeved look on her face (pardon my Prench), and nopony does the p-word quite like Suri Polomare.
She slams her free forehoof on the table. "Don't be stupid," she says. "Ech. I'm sorry. Look. I need some advice, m'kay?"
I notice the hoof she holds her tea with is shaking, ever-so-slightly. I'm good at spotting little things like that. Twelfth cup, indeed... we all have our demons, I suppose.
"Oh. I'm terrible at advice," I point out.
"I know." She takes another sip. It's unnerving that she won't set the cup down. She just keeps shakily holding it in front of her as she talks.
"Print's just a few blocks that way, too," I say, somehow gesturing with my mane, even though that should be impossible. "Maybe you should ask him?"
Suri sighs. "I already did, kay? And I don't trust his judgment. He's barely a stallion... um, joke not intended. Do NOT tell him I said that."
"Ooh! You're getting better at not being totally and completely nasty," I say, with a brief smile. "That's nice. But yeah, I guess he is a little young, which also makes sense. So, what is it?"
"I want to make up with Coco," she says. "I was kind of a bitch to her present employer, with whom I have nothing whatsoever in common other than fashion—"
I know better than to mention the 'R'-word by name. "Ah, the you-know-who. Wait, kind of a bitch?" I raise a brow.
Suri sighs again. "Mm. Fine. Really a bitch. Fashion's a cutthroat world, Di. You wouldn't understand."
Honestly, I don't like it when she shortens my name like that. Sometimes I'm not sure if she's saying 'Di' instead of 'Diane' to save maybe a fifth of a second of her time, or if she's literally telling me to 'die'. I try to assume the former, though. She mostly stopped telling me to die once I got to know her. That took about a month and it was a really awful experience. Have you ever had somepony who wanted to be your friend but didn't know the first thing about friendship? Plus, I probably knew less than she did at the time. I'm not going to complain about the nickname, though. You gotta choose your battles, and right now... she seems like she needs some help. I actually feel sorry for her, and if you happen to know Suri, you can probably imagine just how strange that feels.
I shrug. "I understand you have to make dresses look pretty, but I guess there's a nepotism piece to it as well, or something?"
She blinks slowly enough for it to be notable. "Close enough. Anyway, as I was saying, I was... impolite to her current employer, and I wasn't always the nicest mare to work for either. So Coco left me, because she hates me." I notice the corners of Suri's lips crinkling, which is as close to crying as I've ever seen her get.
"You've grown a lot over the past ten months." I reach over and place my hoof on hers. She doesn't bat it away, which is weird.
"I just want her to like me again. Or tolerate me. Whatever she did before is fine. Y'know," she says, then sighs a third time. "I remember the way she used to close her eyes and obey me when I'd bite her ear and yank on it to move her out of my way. It was all so simple back then..."
"Okay, maaaaaybe you still have some room to grow," I say with a slight grimace. "If you want to show Coco Pommel that you care, you should be concerned for how she feels first."
Suri squints at me like I just grew a second mouth. "I don't get it. I already said I want her to like me."
I quickly run my hoof all over my face to check for the extra mouth, then breathe a sigh of relief when I can only find the usual one (even if it is stretchy enough for several). "Right, but, maybe you should want her to feel better?"
I wait a moment while the gears turn. She must have fashionable gears up there. For a moment I wonder what they look like, but then I figure it's all just gross brains inside that thick skull of hers and then thankfully she speaks which distracts me again. "Ah. Which means?"
I shake my noggin to remember what the hay we were talking about. "Well... maybe apologizing would be the place to start?"
A look of horror crosses Suri's face, and she finally bats my hoof away. Then she lifts her leg and draws it weirdly across her face, wiping away the horrified expression like a schizoaffective mime. She's still holding the cup aloft in her other hoof.
"I'll think about it, m'kay?" she says. "I don't know how I could possibly work up the courage."
"Don't start with in-pony. Use a letter. But, um, please show one of your friends what you write before you send it off." I offer a sheepish grin. (It is not reciprocated.)
"I know. I'm not stupid, kay? I know I'm not a good communicator when it comes to these... unstylish emotional things."
I breathe out a sigh of relief. "Well! Sounds like problem solved. More or less."
"Don't run off," she quickly retorts. Suri finally sets down the cup.
I wince. This is one of those abstract friendship things. I need to be supportive, not just try to fix a problem and move on. I am so bad at this! I have the caring part down, because apparently I'm only happy when everypony around me is happy, but I never know how to fix a problem I can't describe in words. How else are you supposed to make somepony feel better once you've solved the case—by making them laugh? Don't make me laugh!
(I mean, seriously, don't make me laugh. It's fun, but fun never solves anything.)
"Okay, okay. I'm sorry," I say. "Do you want me to listen to you some more? I guess I could order a drink. Is there a kind of tea that goes well with the smell of burnt hoof and rancid cacao-flavored tongue?"
"Di, it's fine. I don't need your comfort," she says in an aloof way I immediately peg for a lie. "It's like this. I have something for you, m'kay?" She reaches down into her expensive-looking handbag (probably a knockoff, but even with my attention to detail I'd never know) and pulls out what looks like a cheaply-refurbished Smarty Pants doll with a rip along the base of her right ear.
"Oh! I'd say thanks, but you know I'm going to have conversations with that thing in public so I'll have to give it to the first foal I see to keep the doctors from tossing me in a rubber room," I say. "Again."
"Ha. No. Not that kind of gift. I managed to break into the crime scene," she reveals. "You know. The slipshod orphanage over on Fourth."
"Holy polo pony!" I say, with my eyes pulled open so wide I'm lucky they haven't fallen out of their sockets. "How in Equestria did you manage that?"
"Feminine charm," she deadpans, and then I realize she's not deadpanning she's serious and oh Celestia please don't think about that too deeply it's too late I'm thinking and My Butt Balloons Below are there ever unfortunate details.
I shut my eyes tight for a moment and grin. "Wow! Okay. Um... I'm really floored. Thank you!" I say, opening them again. Suri is smiling back, which is pretty unexpected. As I recall, she stopped doing that about ten months ago. "I didn't think you cared about foals."
"Correct," she says, quickly losing the smile. "Di, Di, Di. Whatever will I do with you."
I feel like I just missed an important plot point, but I move on. "This could be an important clue! Or maybe it's just a random doll from the orphanage. Can you tell me anything about it?"
"I found it wedged in a vent near floor level. And it had this stuck in the pants, m'kay?" she says, pulling out an arctic blue thread... no, wait. That's not a thread.
"That's her hair!" I say, nabbing the strand right out of Suri's hoof. "It's just the right color! I'll bet bits to pits that this was her favorite toy... probably her only toy, at that. Was the vent large enough to hold a foal?"
Suri shook her head. "Not a chance. I could barely fit my hoof in," she said. "Took an hour of pedicure to fix it. A-hem."
I pause for a moment to figure out what she wants. "Oh! Um, I'm so sorry you had to go through that," I say. "This was super gen—"
"Di! Please. I don't do well with... personal compliments," she says, turning her nose up at me. "You should know that by now. But, you are welcome for my sacrifice."
"It doesn't make sense that a runaway would leave her prized possession behind... this is more indirect evidence she was foalnapped," I say, more to myself than my friend. "I should probably get the ear fixed in case I actually find her."
A brief look of distaste flashes across Suri's face. "I thought you'd want a potential clue like this undisturbed," she says. "But, I'm not the detective. Thank the Heavens."
"It's fine. I've seen the rip and committed the details to memory, and I don't have a forensics lab," I point out, and reach for the doll.
"Hold," says Suri. In a flash, she pulls a matching needle and thread from her bag and zips her hoof across the top of the doll so fast I can't see the stitches. Then she hoofs it to me. It looks good as new, except unlike the cheap refurbishments on the other parts of the doll, this one is flawless.
Impressed, I whistle. "Suri Polomare, you have one incredible butt talent."
She grimaces. "Ugh. Please stop calling cutie marks that. And give me some credit, m'kay? It's not just cutie magic. I've worked very hard to get to where I am," she says, then turns her head away from me. "Which is... precisely nowhere. But the effort was genuine."
I stuff the hair into the doll's shorts, stuff the doll into the front of my cargo shorts, realize that was a big mistake, take the doll out of my cargo shorts and stuff it into my mane instead, and then without warning leap over the table and grab Suri in a tight hug.
"No touching!" she yelps, but she doesn't put up a fight.
I pause for a long moment before breaking the hug, despite her insistence. "Right. Sorry about that," I reply. "Oh! That reminds me, I still have to open my mail."
"I already regret asking this: what reminded you?" she asks, already regretful.
"Well, hug rhymes with bug, and when you bug somepony you annoy them. Annoyance sounds like chatoyance, which is a band of light, and rubber bands are often used to hold envelopes together at the post office, which is where the mail comes from," I say, wildly gesticulating with my hooves for emphasis. "Wasn't that obvious?"
Suri Polomare picks up her cup again, polishes off the last bit of tea, sets it back down, and tosses some bits on the table. "I have no response for that," she says.
"Okay! That usually means the conversation is over," I reply, and with that I begin pronking back to my office. I don't look back or wait for a response, because goodbyes are always socially awkward. Rudeness is only polite, after all.
Along my way back, I pass Fine Print's kiosk again. "Diane!" he calls to me in his awkwardly high-pitched voice. "Are you sure you should be pronking around like that?"
I stop mid-pronk—no offense to physics—and fall straight down to the sidewalk. "Oh no! Am I on fire again?" I quickly check to see.
"No, just you like keeping a low profile about... you know," he says. He lifts one heavy bundle of papers onto another bundle and unties the thick, greasy-looking string.
"Oh! Well, I have my shorts on, just like you!" I say, and point to his pants. "I mean, yours are pants, but the idea is similar."
"Not that. The hat," he says, tilting his muzzle upwards.
That would explains the breeze tickling my ears (my hat's too big to let them peek out). "Shoot, I must've left it under my desk," I say, planting a hoof over my face. "Thanks. I wonder why Suri didn't say anything."
"Maybe she thought it was intentional?" he pondered, and shrugged. "Or, maybe not. She doesn't like pointing that sort of thing out. You know how she is."
"Oh, that's right. Well, thanks for noticing! I'm headed back to my office anyway," I explained. "I still have mail to open, which will probably be boring. Hmm. Maybe I should just hang out with you for a while."
Cowcolt (that's his nickname, and it's weird because he's definitely not a cow) smiles broadly. My earth stallion buddy can flash such a disarming smile on that handsome babyface of his. And sure, there's some acne, but it's not that bad. Also, his muzzle is a bit misshapen, but that's okay for colts. Broken bones just add character! Oh, and he clearly has makeup on underneath his eyes in a failed attempt to make him look a little older. Fine Print is the only pony I've ever met who tries to give himself crow's feet. It's enough to drive Suri nuts, which is something truly magical to behold.
"I'd be pleased as prairie punch, Miss Diane," he says, straightening the bandana around his sweat-stained dress shirt. "And not only for your company, to be perfectly honest. Ponies around the stall help draw in a crowd, and that moves the merch. It's been a slow morning."
I giggle, then wince. I hate giggling because I sound so silly, and I do silly far too well without trying. "It's, um, getting warm out," I say, trying to make idle chatter, which I do not do far too well. "Aren't the pants a bit much today, Cowcolt?"
Then I realize I've said the wrong thing, but Fine Print takes it on the overly-pointy chin like a champ. That's pretty much his shtick.
"Heh. Well, I had a lot of lifting to do today, and I don't enjoy manual labor with my tail stuffed between my legs. Looks weird, y'know? So I put on an old pair I keep under the kiosk for these occasions," he explained.
"Oh! Well maybe you could get Suri to make a keyhole for your butt? Your cutie mark is so on the nose it's practically a nostril! Except it's a cap and paper, but you know the difference between analogy and bizarre anatomy," I argue. "Having that mark visible has got to help with sales."
Print blushes and shakes his head. "We've discussed this before, Diane. Keyholes are for ladies. It don't look natural on pants for fellas," he says, rather firmly. "Besides, Ms. Polomare is the last pony in Equestria I'd like to owe a favor to."
I sigh, but decide to quit while I'm behind. I have more chance of winning an argument with the sidewalk than Fine Print when he's made up his stubborn mind. "I'm sorry. I'm just trying to help."
"Well, stick to what you're good at, hon. In your case, that's detective work," he says, with a wink. (Funny how a dig like that can feel like a compliment coming from him.) "Hay, you want a paper?"
I shake my head. "I can't afford a paper, I'm afraid. Blew what little savings I had on chocolate last night, and I don't have two bits to scrape together."
"Again?" he says. "Well, here. On the house," he offers, pushing one into my hoof.
"You can't afford that either," I say.
"I'll be fine. I move enough stock to make ends meet, and I'm nearly out of debt," he counters, and folds the paper, shoving it unceremoniously under my foreleg.
"You've been saying you're almost out of debt for over a year now," I point out.
He shrugs. "Life gets in the way sometime. All comes with the territory here in the Big Apple." A couple of customers walk up and start perusing his wares, and I see that as my ticket out of yet another awkward conversation.
"Catch you on the flip side," I call out. I try not to think about the horrors of the flip side as I walk casually down the street. Without my hat on I'm frequently pegged for the real Pinkie Pie, and I don't want to attract that kind of attention. The shorts give me plausible deniability at least, but I can't afford to deal with any more mistaken identity situations. If they ever found out about me I'd be in bigger danger than normal, which is already a remarkably large amount of danger.
When I get back to my office, I pull out my key and place it in the keyhole (that's how they work, after all), and the door just pushes right open.
"Whaaaa? I must not have latched it well enough," I say out loud. Turning the key confirms it's still locked, but I'm kicking myself for making such a rookie mistake. These wooden door frames tend to warp when the weather gets warm, so you have to double and triple check the doors sometimes.
As I enter my office, I nearly slip on the mail still sitting there. Oddly, I notice there's a big envelope beneath all the letter-sized ones. I didn't see that on my way out, which is an abnormal detail for me to miss. I must have been really hung over this time, I guess. I shut the door, then carry the mail to my desk.
My hat's beneath my chair. It's a navy-ish trilby that makes me look a little like a coltbaby geek at a Daring Do convention, especially with the dark grey urban-camo pattern cargo shorts. Suri often tells me the two staples of my everyday attire almost blend together, and then usually adds something about wanting to gouge out her eyeballs with porcupine needles.
I pick up the chapeau (that's Prench for "headgear") and carefully smooth out a wrinkle with my hoof. I briefly ponder taking Smarty Pants out of my mane, but there's no reason to at the moment because I'm not the slightest bit uncomfy from my new fabricated tenant. That impossibly curly mop of mine is like a black hole, if a black hole were painfully bright magenta and made of horsehair and you could take things out of it, so okay that analogy is not a good one. Look, this is pulp fiction and they're not all going to be winners.
So with that, I put my trusty hat back on. It has an old press pass stuck in the band on one side. It's back from when I did freelance writing work, and that job paid even less than what I make now. Fortunately, the journalistic pretense has been surprisingly useful at helping me get into places I shouldn't have access to.
I leaf through the mail. "Bill, bill, bill." These I toss directly in the trash. Purely on principle, I never pay anything until it comes in a red envelope. I can't afford to, either, but that's just a happy coincidence.
Now the only piece of post remaining is the interesting one: a large, manilla envelope. "Oh, whoa! What's this?" I say, noticing a bulge. Somehow, I know I've just made an obtuse but unforgivable joke I'll never understand. Anyway, it's the kind of envelope with the little twisty string that goes around two circular wheelie-bobbers. Yeah, you know the kind. I flip it over, and find it's unmarked. Mysterious!
"This better not be a surprise bill," I grumble, "because that would be the worst surprise ever." Sometimes the collectors get creative, though. I grab the string in my frog and spin it around in a figure-eight, doing my best not to giggle. Sadly, I fail. Yes, it's 'fun', I begrudgingly admit... but fun and me have a complicated relationship, you hear?
I lift the flap. "Open sesame," I announce, my mind wandering to Saddle Arabia as I unceremoniously dump the contents onto the small area of my desk not already covered in papers and articles. Looks like a little black address book, and several Foalaroids...
No, scratch that. This definitely isn't from Saddle Arabia. The five black-and-white photos staring up at me are all of Manehattan at night, and they all have one thing in common: I'm in them. Well, I'm in four of them, at least. The fifth one could be Mom, because I don't have the hat on. In fact, it's probably her. I don't remember the location she's standing in.
Uh-oh.
I don't remember any of the other locations, either.
My gumshoe senses kick in. "This is something a normal pony would be frightened by," I say out loud to reinforce the idea. I have to do that a lot, because for some reason I seem incapable of experiencing fear for more than a few seconds before I giggle and shout, "Wheeee!" and then it's totally gone but I'm probably embarrassed if it was in front of a mugger because they usually run away when I do that. It's just as well, though, since I never have anything valuable on me.
I flip over all the pictures. One of them (not the one without the hat) has tomorrow's date written on the back. All the rest are unmarked.
The address book is fancy! It's small, but the front and back pleather covers are unusually thick. In fact, it looks too thick to have been slipped underneath the door. I save that disturbing factoid for later. I open up the book, and it looks empty. I flip through it once to confirm, then go page by page to be triple-sure.
"Maybe it's a gift? I mean, I needed an address book," I say. I have the uncanny ability to remember facts about everypony I meet: names, birthdays, favorite foods, darkest fears... but not addresses. "Could it be cursed? Is there such a thing as a cursed address book? Are you cursed, little address book?" It doesn't respond. Since it stays tight-lipped and isn't covered in lots of little skulls, I figure I'm in the clear.
"It's probably just a gift from a very considerate stalker," I decide aloud, "who takes pictures of me at night, and then... helpfully gives me amnesia afterwards."
Okay, fine. Even I'm not buying that line of bull hockey. I mean, I don't even play hockey, especially not with bulls. I'm amazing on ice skates (despite never having learned how), but I'm sure I'd be bad at the face-punching part of hockey which is obviously the most important part of the sport.
"Well, that settles it. It's time for a visit to Manehattan General," I boldly announce to my empty office.
I mean the Library, of course, not the Hospital. I'm pretty sure Kichawi isn't moonlighting as a medical doctor. Maybe eighty-five percent sure, but you never know with that guy.

	
		Locating a Location at the Local Library



After brushing my pearly whites (although mother-of-pearly off-whites may be more accurate) and a shower at a nearby truck stop, I take the early evening Four-Eighty straight to the famous Manehattan General Library.
If you've never heard of the Four-Eighty, I envy you. Don't get me wrong, I use public transit frequently (even I get exhausted now and then), but it does leave something to be desired. The Four-Eighty is what they call a "bus", which is to say it's an enormous long coach with plenty of bench seats inside, a lot like a single train car. The bus is drawn by a wagon team of six ponies, generally stallions, and the four in the rear ain't exactly thrilled with their spot in the rotation.
(Well, sometimes they are. Depends on the pony, to be perfectly honest.)
The downside of taking a bus is that there are lots of stops you have to wait at because the ponies who ride the bus are not generally the sort willing (or less selfishly: able) to walk more than two blocks to get somewhere. This means it's like a streetcar, but slower. Then again, it's free, but then again, again, it's not nearly as hygienic. Basically, it has both pros and cons. And then there are even more cons: you have to deal with unpleasant odors and things you don't want to step in, it's often crowded, the ponies you meet can be sketchy as Tartarus, and all things considered you really don't want to look any other unfortunate souls trapped on the bus in the eye but good luck with that during rush hour when it's packed to the proverbial gills.
I'm not just being unfriendly when I call ponies 'sketchy' and recommend avoiding eye contact. "Free" means everypony can use it, especially the riff-raff. And nopony likes the riff-raff, not even the riff-raff. I know, because I am the riff-raff. I mean, I've raffed my riff more times than I can count, and I can count so many times I can't even count that high! We "riffers" are the lowest common denominator: poor ponies, elderly ponies, disabled ponies, drunk ponies, stoner ponies (although they usually take the Four-Twenty instead), homeless ponies, ex-convicts, current convicts who are for some reason not behind bars where they are supposed to be, pre-convicts, complete lunatics, partial lunatics, and Manehattan tourists who by the end of the ride have decided that Manehattan is a nice place to visit but they'd rather not move here and a big part of that decision is specifically due to their Lovely Manehattan Bus Experience™.
Okay, I might be exaggerating just a little. But without hyperbole, if you have the bits to spare and you're not currently doing research on a nonfiction book about horrible life choices, you pay for a taxi instead, or you trot for several miles on your own. I don't have bits to spare, and my hooves are in need of a burn-related hooficure that I can't afford. So here on the bus I am.
After nearly an hour of starting and stopping, the Four-Eighty reaches the famous Manehattan General Library and I exit the bus. (There's another con: you have to stay awake long enough to get out at your stop, or you might end up on the bus for several hours.) The bus windows are designed not to open more than a crack, so I have to exit via the door like everypony else. Only two other ponies leave with me. Turns out the library isn't a common destination thirty minutes before closing. There's a decent crowd here waiting to get on the bus, though.
I canter away from the stop and look over to the rectangular artificial pond in front of the Library. It has fancy fountains inside which occasionally shoot water up in a timed sequence, and I get the distinct feeling there's a reference here only the most die-hard fans will get. Anyway, it's a short trot to the front entrance.
As I approach the main steps, I look up and see something highly unusual. Hanging off of a kirin statue is something that looks vaguely like an enormous navy-blue bat. Its entire body is enveloped by its pleathery wings. It's hanging there by a long blonde tail, and as I approach, the wings spread wide and...
"Ssssssss!" hisses the bat-winged pegasus-like monster, flashing its distinctly unponylike fangs. I gasp in shock, frozen in place as it wraps those warm, pliable flaps of skin around me, covering me in a pitch black hug. I struggle in vain, hearing the sound of confused and frightened ponies nearby, and then as the beast releases me, I shriek at the top of my lungs, gripping my neck with both hooves and falling lifeless to the concrete below!
About a dozen ponies scream in terror and gallop madly in all directions.
After a few moments (which is exactly as long as I can hold the giggles in), I laugh maniacally. The "monster" chuckles too, though less maniacally.
"Oh...! Oh, sweet Celestia. That never gets old," I say, wiping tears from my eyes as I right myself. "Although it still surprises me you can frighten anypony while wearing that stupid tie-dye shirt." Apart from a small set of black saddlebags Suri got her, it's the only article of clothing she has. You can't see it when the wings are covering her barrel, but a rainbow-colored hippie garment still ruins the whole spooky ambiance if you ask me (and definitely if you ask Suri). The suicide blonde mane and tail don't help that either. You can tell by the split-ends it's an amateur dye job.
"It never gets old," says my nightwing friend. "Though they're going to kick me off Library grounds again if we don't stop that bit." She falls gracefully to the sidewalk next to me, landing on all four hooves.
Wait, wait, no, sorry. All of that was wrong. He falls. He, him, himself. Monody is a stallion, which should be obvious especially when he's upside down with those bat boy bits hanging right there in my face like I just experienced and wow, now that I think about it I'm starting to blush through my ears and cheeks. So it's definitely not a Fine Print situation, but sometimes I still forget. He's just naturally very feminine-looking and soft-spoken. Add that fillyish vibe to the whole gothic thing and the crazy-adorable ear tufts, and you'll understand why he makes all the mares in town swoon. And boy, does he hate the swooning! It's not that he doesn't like the ladies, at least I don't think, but... eh, look, it's complicated and I guess it doesn't really matter since you don't even know the guy. Besides, being told details about somepony's personality is just bad writing.
Monody waits politely as I try my hardest to refocus on the conversation. He's used to me by now, and I'm certain he tolerates my foibles because it allows him to torment me.
"Right, banned. How many times would that make?" I ask.
"By my count, nine," he says. "Seriously, though, we need to stop. If this isn't the last time, I'll never hear the end of it from Kichawi."
It takes me a moment to realize that was a joke. As you can see, Monody's style of "humor" is drier than the San Palomino Desert in the middle of July, and he rarely shows much of an expression on that pretty poker face of his.
"Ah. I get it," I say, rearing up and making the 'I got you' sign with my hooves.
"It's better for the comedy if you leave that implicit," he replies.
I roll my eyes. "Ugh. I don't understand the first thing about comedy! And how will you know I got the joke if I don't tell you?"
"Clues, Diane. You of all ponies should know that," he says. "Besides, I can read you like an open book. You can't hide anything from my watchful eye."
"Sometimes I think the monster thing isn't just an act," I accuse. He stands there stone-faced, and I wonder if I've hurt his feelings. I guess I'll never know. "Monody, you haven't been following me, have you?"
"Not in the past hour, no," he says, implying some extra creepiness. "I didn't even know you were headed here. I stopped by to pick up a book from our mutual friend, then decided to hang out. Serendipity, I suppose. And, Diane?"
"Yeah?"
"Blue. Please," he says.
I sigh. "Blue is such a boring name. Monody is a great name! I don't understand why you want me to call you the more boring thing."
"Yes, you do," he reminds me.
"Pfft. I'd have been thrilled if my parents had named me Monody," I point out. "Mostly because that would mean I had parents."
"Mine thought it was oh-so-clever. And they were going to name me Threnody if I'd turned out to be a girl," he says. "I suppose I lucked out there. Maybe some other poor soul will get stuck with that one."
"If you were a girl? So why aren't you Blue Threnody again?" I ask. I try the dry thing too, but I'm pretty sure my face betrays me with a smile.
"Ah. Two identity-related attacks in one. Interesting choice of barb, coming from a literal clone of Pinkie Pie," he says, raising a brow.
I poke him in the middle of his tacky shirt. "Stop psychoanalyzing me. You have to let me know if I hurt your feelings," I order him, and I turn to walk up the steps to the library entrance. "I'm a detective and I still can't tell."
"I do? I've never told you before," he says. "Besides which, you're not a detective. You're a private investigator. Detectives are police, who have real jobs and credentials."
I turn to face him again, my muzzle scrunched up in the universal sign of scrunchface. "How does it feel to treat me like you do, Blue Monody?" I ask him.
That takes him a moment, and he almost cracks a smile... I think? Maybe I imagined it. "My name as a Pet Shop Colts reference? Gee, I've never heard that one before." Nope, his face is expressionless again. But statistically speaking, I can infer that one as sarcasm.
I shrug. "It's new to me, at least. Blame Pacific."
"Not her kind of music, but I suppose if anypony knows how to expand somepony else's horizons, it'd be her," he says. "She hasn't been expanding... other things yet, has she?"
"Oh my Stars no. Just music," I say, sticking out my tongue in distaste.
"I admire your resolve, Diane," he says, and stretches those wacky preternatural wings of his. "You're easily the most interesting pony I know—make that person, even. Given our mutual company, that's saying quite a bit."
"Thanks, I guess. You gonna follow me in?" I ask, reaching for the door.
"Not today. I want to leave you with time to think about what you've done," he says, then beats his wings and swoops up into the night sky before I can riposte. Maybe I did hurt his feelings... or maybe he hurt mine? It's so hard to tell.
I pause for a moment in thought. "Tell me, now how do I feel?" I ask myself. Then I enter the library before things get too meta.

On the days he works, it's not hard to find Kichawi—especially not fifteen minutes before closing time. He spends basically the last half-hour herding ponies out of various sections of library to close them down, manely because the ponies he is herding tend to be confused about what he wants.
Also, he might be the only zonicorn in existence, and he's constantly making glowing lights appear overhead with his magic, so there's that. Also also, he's bigger than the average pony, and bizarrely muscular for a unicorn-sort. But at least he's quiet, which is probably the mane thing that makes him a good fit for the job.
I spot him blocking off the upstairs sections with a velvet rope (those things are better protection than a concrete wall, I tell you), and I wave to him. He looks like a zebra with dark brown stripes. Or is it white stripes on brown? I can never remember. He has a unicorn horn up there, and he knows how to use it. The tip is pierced with a silver ring, which makes some unicorns shiver uncomfortably, don't ask me why. He also has silver earrings and multiple silver rings layered above each of his hocks.
As a half-breed, Kichawi naturally doesn't have a true cutie mark, but like other zebras he has a ritualistic pattern on both flanks that looks a bit like one (which they get from birth, as far as I can tell). In his case it looks surprisingly like a book. So maybe it's half a cutie mark, or something? Eh, I don't really understand magic. That's more his thing. He loves his job here because he gets to read up on all sorts of voodoo crap that he can use, though there are lots of limitations on his magic due to his zebra heritage, and I think he thinks there might be spells he can do that unicorns can't, but I'm not entirely sure because it's really difficult to tell what he's saying most of the time.
"Hay, Kichawi! Um, I'll wait until you're done rounding ponies up, assuming we can chew the hay," I say as I canter up to him. He looks at me with a friendly smile and nods his head. This is good news, because it means I can stay after he shuts the library (and I still need to do research). Conversations with Kichawi can take a very long time, so he wouldn't agree to, um, "talk", if he weren't prepared to let me stay after closing.
(Yeah, it's "weren't", not "wasn't". Subjunctive mood. You learn things when you write freelance after the eleventeenth rejection letter, like the fact that sometimes the powers that be are picking at your grammar because they're looking for a phony reason to kick you to the curb. Also, you learn that "eleventeenth" is apparently not a legitimate number, and that means you no longer have any idea what happens when you divide twentteny-tweenth by twoish.)
With the lights dimmed in the library, most ponies have already vacated the premises. There's one straggler with her nose in a book who seems oblivious to the world around her. I watch as Kichawi walks up to her and taps her on the shoulder.
"⏰ 📤", says Kichawi. By which I mean, his brown-and-white horn glows a light rose color, and those symbols appear over his head in the same pinkish glow.
The young mare looks up, and sure as sugar there's a very confused look on her face. "What? Um, who are you?" she says.
Kichawi responds with more symbols, "📖 ↪ 📕". This time, he points toward the library exit before repeating, "⏰ 📤". He doesn't look the slightest bit perturbed by the conversational impasse. The zonicorn has the patience of a mountain, which is understandable given his unique situation.
It's always amusing to watch ponies learn for the first time that Kichawi speaks only in rebus.
Er, rebuses, I guess. Rebi? Strange, overly-clever combinations of symbols and letters that take forever to interpret. It used to drive me batty (no offense, Monody) but the challenge has definitely helped to hone my detective skills—something needed in this line of work whether or not I qualify as a true "detective".
Hmm. Okay, I guess it was my feelings that were hurt. Mystery solved.
Anyhoo, I have no idea why the biggest Library in Equestria outside of Canterlot allows Kichawi to live on premises. I'm pretty sure that violates at least twentteny-tweenth municipal codes. Then again, I have no idea how he got the job in the first place. Can you imagine that job interview? Kichawi has told me how he got the job numerous times, but if that seems like a contradiction to you well then buster you really haven't been paying much attention.
So I only have a hunch to go on. My assumption is, shall we say, less than polite. Let's just say Manehattan has a reputation of being super-ultra-cosmo, and Kichawi... well, hiring somepony with that many levels of uniqueness is in keeping with the desired image. (I mean, it's like the guy is trying way too hard to be an original character.) I wouldn't be surprised if they asked Blue Monody first and he turned them down.
The mare finally gets it, replaces the book, and heads out. Kichawi follows her, then locks the door, flips the sign to closed, and clicks a magic switch that simultaneously pulls the dozens of courtesy blinds all over the library. This is obviously for me as that isn't the usual closing procedure and he always does that when we're alone because he's no doubt embarrassed to be seen with me. Then he returns and greets me with a smile. At this point I've commandeered the table the mare was using. Er, commanponied, rather? (I hope that wasn't racist, given all the confusion over deer sapiency.)
"🎈🎈🎈 📥 ❓", he says. Though I guess at this point it's obvious when he's the one talking, huh? Oh, and he can do different aura colors too, even at the same time, which is supposed to be completely impossible or something. That's why his horn is glimmering in both cyan and yellow and rose all at the same time.
Just a random thought: if anypony ever had to read my experiences out loud like a book on tape or something, Kichawi's symbols would make for a terrible mess. I guess that's pretty unlikely, though. Anyway, I interpret the rebus to mean, 'Welcome, Diane! To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? Also, I've been thinking about purchasing a discount banjo recently, but I need to do more research first.' That was an easy one, though, so from here on I'll just put translations when they aren't so blindingly obvious.
"Oh, neat! I've always wanted to learn to play the banjo, but that's not important right now. I'm still working that missing foal case, and more importantly, somepony gave me these." I pull the photos out of my mane and lay them out on the table. "I don't remember being in any of these places, and I doubt Mom is doing Diane cosplay even though that's definitely something she would do if she actually knew it was a thing and I'm pretty sure she doesn't. So I might be missing some memories."
He gets a very concerned look on his face that I know all too well. Kichawi has an strange and irrational tendency to worry when I show up to the library after being threatened or stabbed or when I'm merely bawling my eyes out from all the crushing existential dread. He looks carefully at the images and focuses on the one that has the date on the back.
"⏳", he says. (Oops, I guess it was a ukulele! My bad.) He trots off to the main desk while I wait for him to return with the ukulele catalog. Granted, I'm a little worried he'll just abandon me. Kichawi cares more about his work than being true to his friends, and he always has work to do. Fortunately, he returns with a map of Manehattan and a pink highlighter hovering beside him, so I guess he must have something else to tell me that isn't ukulele-related. He lays the map out on the table and unfolds it, then after a brief scan, he draws a little 'X' over one particular alleyway. Finally, he places the picture next to the 'X'.
"You want to buy a ukulele from somepony in an alleyway? I don't know if that's a good idea, Kichawi," I tell him.
He just stands there silently, which usually means he's waiting for me to change my mind. So I let my noggin crank a little, and then I get the idea.
"You know where this picture was taken," I say. He nods solemnly in response. I think about asking him how he knows about that particular alley, but I don't have literally all night long to get the answer (on occasion I need sleep unrelated to a drug binge).
"Tomorrow's date is on this one," I say, flipping it over. "The rest of them are blank. Do you know where any of the others were taken?"
Kichawi frowns and shakes his head. His beautiful mane tosses back and forth as he does, which is fun to watch. (Ugh, fun again. Stay focused, Diane.)
"Oh well. But this is still good news! Now I have a lead on where I'm supposed to wander into a trap tomorrow night," I say.
He slams his hoof down over the 'X'. "☠ ⛔ ❕"
"Don't be silly. I'm not going to dig up equupological artifacts in an alleyway!" I say. "Although, I suppose it still might be dangerous."
I go to grab the map, and I can't, because his hoof is holding it to the table firmly enough that I'll rip it if I try. Despite his size and muscular frame, he's probably not as strong as the average earth pony... but neither am I, and I don't want to wrestle him for the map anyway because that would get weird almost immediately. Also he has something of an odor. It's not bad, but... it's definitely there, and I have an acute sense of smell, and also a cute smell of scents.
"Okay, fine. What do I need to do to take the map?" I ask, backing off to contractual negotiation (something I'm actually good at).
"📖 🔘🔘🔘 ➖➖➖ 🧢🗞️ 🌀", he says.
"Take my friends? You're killing me, Kichawi," I reply. "Also, I'm not sure Fine Print's cap and rolled-up newspaper cutie mark are showing up properly in whatever font you're using."
It takes him a moment to absorb my insan—um, I mean my typical, sensible banter. Then he says, "2️⃣". His stare is firm, which is unusual for him.
"You actually think two of my friends will want to come with me to my certain doom?" I ask. "No offense, but 'friends' is pretty loose with you guys, and I remain unconvinced that friendship isn't just some kind of scam. I doubt even one of you would bother."
"📖 ⬇", appears overhead. Huh. I guess I can't argue with that.
"Private eyeing is dirty work, Kichawi. I don't think you want any part of it," I say, "but, suit yourself. Hmm. I know you do nights okay even though you always get up early. How do you manage that, anyway?"
He smiles. "🌿", is the reply.
"Oh, zebra drugs, right," I say, and he rolls his eyes (it must be all the zebra drugs). "But who else would be available at night? Print's up too early and Suri doesn't do anything that requires slight discomfort. Although that doesn't explain that gift she gave me today... but, both of them are out anyway, because they've been too nice to me recently which means they're overdue to pull the rug out from under me."
"➖➖➖ 🌀", he says.
"Right, I guess either Pacific or Monody would normally be up late. Good luck getting help from either of them, though," I complain. "Hmph. If I agree to try to get one of them to come, will that do?"
He nods, and says "🙏".
"You're welcome," I say, because I have to. Social contract and all that. Although he is pretty welcome, as far as welcomeness goes.
"🌙 🈁 ❓" he says. The middle symbol means 'here', and wow did that one take me forever to decipher after the first time he used it on me. Well, not forever, more like a month. But it felt like forever. Apparently it's an Eastern unicorn symbol, but I'm rambling to an invisible spectator in my head again while he's waiting for a response.
"Staying the night would be an imposition," I say. "You know how I feel about impositions and imposition-related situations. I might end up feeling like I have to do the same for you, and that's just a slippery slope. Also, you really don't want to sleep on the floor of my office, because it's super uncomfortable especially after my expensive comforter mysteriously disappeared from my office that one time I was late on rent."
"🌙 🈁", is the only response.
Kichawi keeps a spare cot in the basement archives where he sleeps, and I've succumbed to using it a couple of times when I was more desperate than this. It's a lot more comfortable than sleeping on the floor. Especially when you have to ride the evening bus to get back to your office/home first. Bleah.
I sigh. "Okay, fine. I honestly don't understand how ponies like you tolerate me taking advantage of them all the time like this."
"📖 🔘🔘🔘 ➖➖➖ 🧢🗞️ 🌀 ➡️ 💕 ➡️ 🎈🎈🎈", he says.
I shake my head in response. "I'm sorry. I'd be happy to teach you how to play the ukulele, but I don't know that one either. I only know how to play seven musical instruments—well, probably way more than that, but those are the only ones I've discovered so far. But I did pick up a banjo and a uke once, and nothing seemed to happen."
Now it's Kichawi's turn to sigh, which is apparent because he does. Then he smiles and pets my mane for a brief moment and we walk down to the basement together.
"You're a good pony to talk to, you know?" I say while getting ready for bed, by which I mean immediately falling backwards onto the cot. "I often figure out a lot of things detective-wise by talking to you, even when you don't say anything back. Maybe it's like you're a sounding board or something. It's not the same talking to myself, because I keep talking back and I can hardly get a word in edgewise."
I look over at him as he lies down on the woven grass mat he uses to sleep. He's not really the cot sort of pony, or even the pony sort of pony. He just listens, most of the time. He probably gets smarter as he does. Listening is a great skill but it's just so hard to do, y'know?
Huh. As it turns out, I feel exhausted. I'm way more tired than I thought! I think interacting with other ponies takes more out of me than pronking a marathon (which I did once, by accident). Yet at the same time, I think maybe I need to be around ponies to feel alive? It's all so weird.
"Gosh. I'm so tired I forgot to do my research before agreeing to a nap. I guess I can do some in the morning. Hay, do you think the thing about consciousness being unbroken applies to a pony without a soul?" I ask, popping a yawn as I look up to the basement ceiling which I can barely see in the dim lighting. I hear Kichawi yawn back, and I smile because it's funny to hear him make sounds. Then I feel guilty for smiling, because I realize I could have made my own yawn just to make him yawn back for my own amusement, even though I didn't.
I see a symbol out of the corner of my eye, and turn my head. It's "☸".
"No. I'm not a Kanthakist, Kichawi," I say. "How can I trust Kanthakism when all the supposed reincarnations of the horse are llamas? That doesn't make any bucking sense, pardon my Prench. And supposedly he had a human stallion named Buddha, and even ignoring the fact that humans don't exist, Buddha is obviously a mare's name."
I know what he's getting at, though. The great Saddle Arabian horse philosopher Kanthaka believed that ponies weren't born with souls, but that we earn our souls by the actions we take in each life. I'm tempted to believe that sort of nonsense, but I realize I'm biased toward it because I was never born in the first place. That's precisely why I can't believe it.
"I guess the unbroken thing must be true, though," I continue, "since it applies to all conscious life, not just the Kanthakist philosophy."
I look over at Kichawi, and see he's still listening to me. I didn't have to look, though. As long as he's nearby, he never stops listening, and he hasn't wandered away from me this time.
"Well, anyway, eventually I'll be something else, and the life I had, or 'it' had, without a soul won't matter at all," I say, struggling to form words as my eyelids droop. "You guys, y'know... you're lucky... since you get to do, um, stuff... that (yawn) ack-shull, uh, makes a d-diff... agbbubub—"
And just like that, I'm out like a light. Seriously, I'm totally unconscious right now. "🌙", in other words.
Weird. I guess my aura's white. Who knew?
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