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His school is running low on funds, and Chancellor Neighsay is in a bind. A certain silver-tongued, silver-maned stallion claims to have the answer.
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		The Interview



“You’ll see my work history is all in order.” 
The voice was smooth like molasses, like honey syrup poured over a sticky toffee apple. It was rich, and deep, and sonorous, and it was the voice of a stallion used to sweet-talking others. A stallion used to getting his own way. 
It reeked of entitlement, and Chancellor Neighsay’s already sour mood soured further.
“You understand that Saint Whinnian’s is a rigorous institution, Mister…uh…Gladmane? We have high expectations for our colts and fillies.” He peered doubtfully over his spectacles at the rotund stallion in the sparkly suit. “And for our staff, too.”
The sun was out today — golden light filtering through the small leaded panes of glass, shaded crimson and orange by the leaves of the creeper that covered the edges of the windowframe. It tinged Gladmane’s silver hair, too, and Neighsay narrowed his eyes. Were those sparkles in his mane, as well?
“I got no problem with high expectations,” said Gladmane contentedly, seemingly unaware of how his incorrect grammar set Neighsay’s teeth on edge. “I used to run a pretty big operation myself over in Las Pegasus.”
Neighsay nodded, mouth turning down at the corners. “That’s as may be, but running an hotel is a little different from leading a department in the nations finest unicorn school.” 
He emphasised the penultimate word, expecting to get at least an eyebrow raise from the earth pony — he had gotten more than that from the other three earth ponies and pegasi these damned quotas that the meddling Princess Twilight Sparkle had forced on him. Enough mentions of proud unicorn heritage and the long and storied history of unicorn magic had been enough to see the rest of them off. 
Only one faux-candidate left, and then he could get to the real possibilities still in the waiting room. There was a mare about there who had played the lyre with the Canterlot Philharmonic. Lyra Heartstrings, her name was, and the thought of entrusting his precious students to someone with her background made his heart sing. 
Gladmane, in contrast…well, best to say that it was not a favourable contrast and leave it at that. 
Casting around for a few more fabricated excuses, he landed on the sight of the three bits on the other stallion’s flank. 
“I notice that your cutie mark is…not exactly relevant.”
Gladmane smiled with the practised ease of a performer. “Well now, I started off humble. When I was a colt, I found a few little pennies made a fine percussive instrument.”
The Chancellor pursed his lips. “Well, here you’ll find that we prefer more traditional instruments. Harp, flute, violin and piano are all popular — and our organ programme is award-winning.”
Gladmane shifted in his seat, leaning forward. “I ain’t worried. Before I opened my hotel I was a singer myself. I play guitar, drums, bass, piano and violoncello. I know how to teach the theory of pretty much any instrument you’d care to name. I’d be a catch for a joint like this.” He grinned as he spoke, and a shift in the breeze outside cast a yellow-gold speckle of sunlight across his cheek. 
“I’m not sure you’re quite the right candidate for this role,” Neighsay said icily. He would clearly have to be more direct. The usual strategies weren’t seeming to have an effect on this one.
“Funny,” replied Gladmane. “Because the more I see of this place, the more I think you need me.”
He smiled, and it was such a charming, devilish smile that if Gladmane had been a unicorn stallion  instead of an earth pony, Neighsay’s breath might have caught in his throat. His heart might have stuttered, just a little bit. 
As it was, he simply unfurled his handkerchief and coughed hastily into it, to provide an explanation for any sudden redness in his cheeks. 
It was horrible, the way autumn always played havoc upon his lungs. 
When he was recovered, Neighsay leaned back in his seat, curling his lip just the slightest bit,“And what makes you think that?”
“I know how to run a school, Chancellor,” said Gladmane. “Especially on a flagging budget like this one.”
Shooting upright, Neighsay sucked in a breath. If looks could have killed, Gladmane would surely have dropped dead right then and there. “What do you mean, flagging budget?”
Gladmane just smiled, his expression one of supreme self-satisfaction. “I can recognise the signs. This post isn’t the only vacant one. You’re looking for twelve teachers. Twelve. You’re dripping in marble and gilt lampshades, but it’s all dusty — you can’t afford your janitors any more, can you?And under all that pretty ivy outside, the stonework is crumbling.”
It was difficult, but Neighsay drew himself up further still. If he hadn’t had to let Lump and Clump the doormen go, he’d have called them in here right now to throw this lout out on his rump. “How dare you—”
Gladmane held up a hoof. “I do my research before I come to a joint like this. Fees have gone up for the past seven years, but your place in the exam league tables have kept on dropping. I looked you up in the Canterlot Times, and your scholarships for poorer students with strong magical ability folded  three years ago.”
Temporarily silenced, Neighsay struggled to find his footing.
Seeing the opportunity, Gladmane ploughed on. “I ran the biggest hotel in Las Pegasus for twenty years. We were in the red for nineteen of those, but not one of my guests ever suspected. We papered over the cracks and powdered our noses until it all looked the part. And,” he leant closer, “I played my staff off against each other, until I was the only one they could trust. And then I lowered their real-terms pay every year. For nineteen years.”
Blinking in shock at the end of this tirade of information, Neighsay tried to find his old armour — hauteur and cold outrage. But somehow, it was no longer in reach, and all he was left with was bewilderment. 
Madame Chauncy the music teacher had been the twelfth to leave. The janitors were gone, Lump and Clump, everypony. Even his own red robe had one darn too many, stitched late into the night with his own horn as he tried to hide the frays. 
And for this stranger to come in, and to expose all of it, within minutes of meeting him…it was too much. It was too much. 
“I can help you,” Gladmane said, and his voice was still deep and sonorous as a siren’s. “I need a place to stay, and you need a strong right hoof. We can help each other out, me and you.”
And Chancellor Neighsay felt his mouth open, and heard a strange hesitant voice that did not quite sound like his own say: “…Maybe.”
Because it would be a relief, to have someone to lean on. Someone clever, and strong, and better than the common ponies. Someone like himself. 
And this stallion with his glitter and his pompadour was somehow, beneath the razzmatazz, exactly like Neighsay. 
“What do you say, then?” Gladmane asked, offering another of those heartbreaking smiles. “We got a deal?”
Neighsay imagined what it would be like to hear that bass voice rumble in song, a country ballad of some sort. Imagined what it would be like to watch this smooth talker prod and poke his staff into accepting lower pay. Imagined what it would be like to see Saint Whinnian’s  restored to its former glory. 
“Yes, Mr. Gladmane,” he said, suddenly not caring that a lyrist from the Canterlot Philharmonic was outside his office waiting for an interview. “I think we have a deal. The job is yours.”
And this time, when Gladmane grinned down at him, the sun and the burning-red leaves colouring his silver hair like fire, Neighsay allowed himself to be dazzled.

	
		The Concert



“Three minutes!” Neighsay’s voice was pitched a little too high. Gladmane was too well versed in his colleague’s moods — each of them as repressed and understated as the last — not to hear the panic there. 
“Relax, amigo.” Gladmane pitched his already bass voice a little deeper, trying to soothe. “The kids have spent months prepping for this. They’ll be stellar.”
Eyes wide, Neighsay stared at him. “Stellar isn’t good enough. This isn’t Las Pegasus, Gladmane. This is the Canterlot Conservatory!”
Gladmane chuckled. The familiar oily sound that he could trot out a millisecond’s notice, smooth and charming, just like the rest of him. “I think I’m capable of reading a sign as much as you are, Neighsay.”
“Chancellor!” snapped Neighsay, and Gladmane grinned. That never failed to distract him. 
“It’ll be fine. I gave all of them three espressos, Las Pegasus strength. I used to do that for my performers at the resort — well, sometimes it was a little more than coffee — and it always worked like a charm.”
Neighsay gave a tight sigh. “if we don’t get that bursary, St Whinnian’s will be…”
He didn’t finish the sentence, but Gladmane understood well enough. All their little economies, all their attempts to paper over the cracks with gold foil and razzmatazz — it all came down to this. 
The students looked pale and drawn. Two consecutive nights of non-stop practice would do that to a pony. Not that they had anything to complain about, in Gladmane’s view. He had provided everything they needed. Every single whey-faced filly and twitching colt had been fuelled by all the caffeine a minor could legally imbibe, and then a little extra on the top. It went against all the economic principles Gladmane had worked to instil in St Whinnian’s — but then victory never was cheap.
“Remember, my little friends,” he said, his voice warm and genial as a parent’s. “Your entire future rests on this one performance. You’re up against these other schools, and only one can win. And more than that, only one of you can win the St Whinnian’s continued study scholarship. There’s everything to play for out there.” His eyes rested briefly on a few students, allowing each of them to labour under the pleasant delusion that it was them that he was personally rooting for.
Little Baloney, the weakest of the sixth-years, collapsed in a dead faint. His tuba clattered noisily to the ground. Gladmane sighed as though he hadn’t expected this. There was always one. 
“Get another espresso shot down him, Candyfloss,” he ordered, and she set down her flute to obey. 
“You can do this,” he promised his orchestra. “You alone have what it takes.”
Each student puffed out their chest, stood a little taller despite the dark shadows circling their eyes. Each of the twenty believed wholeheartedly they were Gladmane’s protege. Each of them was aiming to outcompete the others, and each would give this performance their all. And then he and Neighsay would be rolling in bits.
The children trooped away, eyes feverishly bright, faces pinched with the stress of it. 
Neighsay watched them go, his eyes narrowed. “If this works…”
“St Whinnian’s will be back on the map,” Gladmane reassured him. 
The first few scrapes of Grizzly Flare’s bow against her violin strings signalled the start of the symphony — and then all at once the rest of them burst into glorious sound. Gladmane closed his eyes and let the noise of sweet success wash over him. His orchestra was better than any of the pathetic attempts the other schools had fielded. The children were frightened and distrustful of each other, and some —like Little Baloney — were on the edge of a breakdown, but what did that matter? Success demands sacrifice. Gladmane smiled with contentment. His old method still worked like a charm. If anything, children were even easier to con than his employees had been.
If the expression on Neighsay’s face was anything to go by, he was feeling the relief as well.
The soaring strains of the woodwind section spiralled up towards the rafters. The heavenly notes sounded almost like money jingling in a pocket. 
Neighsay was fidgeting with his robes. 
Gladmane glanced at him. “What’s wrong? You don’t like winning?”
“What?” Neighsay flinched. “No, no. It’s not that. It’s…well, there’s something else.”
“And what’s that?” Gladmane was still listening with half an ear to the orchestra. Princesses, they really were doing marvellously. Especially the violas. He’d told Marabelle that Sugarcube was out to poach First Chair from her, and he’d told Marabelle that Sugarcube had spread the rumour that Marabelle had been the one to trip Grammy down the stairs. In fact it had been Gladmane himself who had spread the rumour, and tripped that little dweeb. He couldn’t play the triangle worth a damn, and there was no room for failures in Gladmane’s orchestra — not when there was a nineteen-thousand-bit bursary on the line. And it had worked — Marabelle and Sugarcube were mortal enemies now, and no one played better than mortal enemies trying to outdo each other. 
“Gladmane, I…I have found myself dealing with some certain emotions over these past months.” He broke eye contact, lowering his gaze and shuffling his hooves. 
If Gladmane hadn’t been so miserable, he might have actually laughed. Chancellor Neighsay himself, nervous. It was almost too much to credit.
“Certain emotions?” he echoed, the pit in his stomach deepening, a bottomless void. Gladmane pitched his voice up a little, to signal interest — but he could see the almost desperate look in Neighsay’s eyes, and his heart sank.
He already knew the path the conversation would take. He’d had it dozens of times before — though usually with a little more lying on his end. He didn’t care about the mares he’d fleeced; by the time they reached this stage he’d already wrung every drop of utility and cash from them. 
But Neighsay was different. 
Neighsay was still blundering on down the path that would make them both miserable. “Though you’re not a unicorn, and I never thought that I would feel…this for anyone but a unicorn, I…”
Finally, Gladmane held up a hoof. “Let me stop you there, Chancellor.”
Neighsay paled. Behind him, the flawless playing of the orchestra seemed to falter, just for a moment. “Ah. Then you aren’t…you don’t care for stallions in that way?”
Gladmane shook his head, his pompadour quivering. “It ain’t that.”
“Then…you don’t return my sentiments.”
“It ain’t that either.”
Neighsay drew himself up. “Is it that I am not an earth pony?” He looked scandalised at the very possibility. 
Despite himself, that did draw a chuckle from Gladmane. “Naw. Most ponies don’t have the weird tribal hangups that you do, Big C.”
“Then what?” Neighsay spread his hooves, exasperated.
“You pointed out I ain’t a unicorn.”
“You keep saying that,” Neighsay interjected, looking pained. “It’s aren’t, Gladmane. We must set an example.”
“Well,” said Gladmane grimly, “A unicorn isn’t all I aren’t.”
Neighsay mouthed the words, his brow wrinkling as he struggled to make sense of them. “I don’t quite understand.”
“I’m not…” Gladmane tailed off. It never got easier. “You ever notice I always wear a cape, Chancellor?”
“Of course,” said Neighsay, who never removed his own robe. “It’s dreadfully sparkly, and you leave glitter everywhere. I wish you’d choose one more fitting to the atmosphere of St Whinnian’s.”
“I know,” Gladmane sighed. “You tell me every week.”
“What about the cape?”
Gladmane considered reneging on his decision. On telling Neighsay that he didn’t just feel that way about him. That was what he did for all the mares in Las Pegasus. That was what he did for Pelvis, the stallion with the beautiful eyes and the quiff as high his own — the only time he’d ever come close to revealing the secret. 
But this was Chancellor Neighsay. His friend. His ally. His fellow con-pony. 
And for the first time in his life, Gladmane told the truth. “Well, I…I ain’t quite regular, down there, Chancellor.”
The line between the Chancellor’s eyebrows deepened. “I don’t see what you mean.”
“I’m not…I ain’t a regular stallion.” The words were like knives in his throat. 
“You’re…a mare?” Neighsay flushed. “I mean — you were one, once?”
At least the Chancellor didn’t suffer from that particular flavour of bigotry, then. He was more concerned with if you had a horn on your head than one on your — Gladmane cut the thought short. It cut too close to home. 
“No, not that. I’m same as I always was.”
“So…what, then? I don’t understand.” And that, for Neighsay, who prided himself on his knowledge, was the worst thing of all. 
“I’m not a mare.” That bit was easy. But the next part…Gladmane had always prided himself on his masculinity. His strong jawline, his deep velvety voice, his glorious flip of thick silver hair, his muscular frame. It always hurt to admit this — which was why he had stopped, shortly after high school. Why he had buried himself in sparkles and capes and an aura of mystery. Gladmane the friend, the con artist, the performer, the puppetmaster. There was no room inside all of that, for Gladmane the pony. “But I ain’t quite a stallion neither.”
“Oh.” Neighsay seemed floored. 
Gladmane heaved a sigh. “So you see why.” With a deep, painful effort, he mustered his strength. “I hope it won’t…affect things. At St Whinnian’s, I mean. We got a good thing going there. And with the bursary money we can make some real changes. Fix the roof, get you that mahogany desk you’re always on about. I wouldn’t mind one of them baths with the little clawed feet, myself.”
“Of course,” said Neighsay, almost automatically. “It won’t — I mean, it doesn’t change anything.”
“Good,” answered Gladmane. Wishing he could feel relieved, and feeling only a terrible weight pressing down on his lungs.
“No,” Neighsay insisted. “I mean, it doesn’t change anything. I still — I still want to—”
The sentence hung unfinished in the air between them.
“You still want to?” For the first time in his life, Gladmane felt like he wasn’t in control. This wasn’t one of his master plans. There was no one to play Neighsay off against. No money to be made. No grift. 
“I do.” Neighsay inched a little closer. The hem of his robe brushed Gladmane’s hooves. “I mean…you’re not a unicorn, Gladmane. You’ve got no horn, and you’re about as magical as a teaspoon.”
Gladmane laughed. It sounded a little like a sob.
“That mattered to me, once.” Neighsay’s beard brushed his cheek. “But then I got to know you. I saw what you could do. The school is…my school is still open, thanks to you. My students are about to win the most coveted trophy in Equestria’s junior musician landscape. Thanks to you I’m…I’m going to get my mahogany desk.”
They both laughed, small and quiet. On stage, the performance was ending. There was a distant clatter as Sugarcube launched herself at Marabelle’s throat. 
Neighsay’s eyes were shining. “You’ve worked miracles for me, Gladmane. You’re what I want.”
The din of exhausted foals brawling in front of an audience of shocked Canterlot elites was like the sound of heavenly choirs. 
“I am?”
Neighsay’s lips were a hairsbreadth from his own. “You are.”
“Professor Gladmane!” howled Little Baloney. “I had too much espresso! I think I’m going to—”
And Gladmane heard the sound of retching, heard the sound of the front row screaming, but he paid attention to none of it. He was kissing the stallion he loved — the immoral, unethical, deliciously unprincipled stallion of his dreams. And nothing else mattered.
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