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Ocellus isn't feeling so great.  After she and her friends harnessed the magic of Harmony to save the world yet again, she’s still got essays and final exams and graduation prep to do.  And now she’s being betrayed by her own body.  Changelings are masters of disguise, but Ocellus knows you can’t always hide from your problems.  Sometimes they require hard work.  And a little help from her friends.
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		A Rough Week



“Ah, my favorite student has come to try on her graduation gown!”
Ocellus smiled and casually tasted the air. Mint, honey and agave.  Professor Rarity’s enthusiasm was honest, and yet… “you say that about all your students, don’t you?”
Rarity made a “tsk” sound.  “You should know by now that it’s true.  You’re all my favorites!”
The changeling shared a small laugh with her soon-to-be-former teacher.  “Yes, here to pick up my gown.”
Rarity lit her horn, a small bit of effervescent blue mana wafting off to the adjoining room.  “If you’ll just step over to the changing room, we’ll check the fit.”
Ocellus watched as the basic black gown wafted in on Rarity’s magic aura.  “I’m sure there’s no need.  You did take my measurements just a few months ago for my ballgown for you-know-who’s secret tea party.”
Rarity frowned and Ocellus tasted pomegranate and chili.  That was odd. Why would her teacher be frustrated? “It will only take a moment, dear.”
Ocellus replicated the unicorn’s “tsk,” down to the affected accent.  “I’m sure you did just fine.  You have my measurements, after all.”  The pomegranate vanished from the mare’s scent.  Ocellus found herself frowning.  “I’ll try it on myself later.  I’ve got a study date with my friends that I can’t miss.”
Rarity drew in a long, slow breath and released it, simmering chili filling the changeling’s senses.  “Very well.  Please come back if you have any troubles.”
Ocellus took the gown in one hoof and nodded. Why was the unicorn acting so strangely?

“She screwed it up!”  Ocellus bleated, tugging at the bolt of cloth that was supposed to wrap over her midsection.  “Is this a friendship lesson or something?”
Smolder’s scent went from sugarcane to crisped persimmons to charred ozone in a matter of heartbeats.  Ocellus stuck out her tongue involuntarily.  That kind of rapid palette switch could throw a drone off her appetite in a hurry.  The dragon’s scent landed on worry: charred timber.  It shocked Ocellus enough that she stopped fighting with the over-tight gown momentarily.  The dragon never worried.
“What?” Ocellus demanded.
The slender orange dragon eyed her cautiously, and Ocellus tasted steel.  
“Don’t you clam up on me!” the changeling said, narrowing her eyes.  
Smolder shook her head firmly, her jaw clenched tight. 
“Argh!” Ocellus cried, tugging at the gown.  “Do you think Professor Rarity did it as a joke? Some kind of prank in conjunction with Professor Pinkie?”  Smolder’s steel cracked and the changeling tasted a babbling, clean brook. Amusement?  She turned to her best friend and glared at her.  “What?!” she demanded again.
Smolder shook her head slowly.  “I’m pretty sure Professor Dresshorse used the same measurements as she did for your frilly tea getup.”
“What?” Ocellus asked incredulously.  “That’s absurd!”  She grabbed the gown and pulled, until she heard a seam tear. “Hive damn it!”  She was going to have to apologize to Professor Rarity now, even if the unicorn had somehow screwed up the fitting.  “There’s no way she used the same size.  This thing won’t even get past my midsection!”
The babbling brook intensified as Smolder muttered something to herself.  
Ocellus fixed her friend with her sternest look, the one the dragon had taught her to employ.  “What was that?”
Smolder shrugged.  “I said, maybe there’s a reason for that?”

“I’ve gotten FAT!”  Ocellus wailed, staring despondently into a mirror.  
“You’re still cute!”  Smolder said, her tone reassuring.  She slowly patted the changeling’s back.  
Ocellus was too distraught to sense the dragon’s genuineness, assuming her friend was being truthful and not just kind.  She was too overcome with shock to even think of eating.  Oh, Hivefather.  Eating. She sobbed.  “There’s just so much love and friendship here!” she cried.  “I didn’t even know we could overindulge!” She stared down at her thick torso, suddenly seeing all the rounded curves where months ago there had been sharp angles.  “How did I not notice?”
The reflection of the orange dragon shrugged. “Between protecting the entire world from three lunatics, term papers, and prepping for final exams, I’m shocked we haven’t missed more stuff.  Besides, why all the worry?  One claw waved around her midsection.  “Can’t you just magically ‘poof’ yourself skinny?”
Ocellus sighed.  “Probably, but it’s exhausting to hold an altered base form for an extended period of time.”
“So don’t worry about it,” Smolder said reasonably.  
“And just be fat?”  Ocellus asked, stricken.  “Whoever heard of a fat changeling?!”
Smolder laughed, and Ocellus smelled charred hickory and cherries.  “Whoever heard of a friendly changeling, huh?”
The drone frowned at her reflection in the mirror. “I suppose.”
“So maybe this is something new.  Besides,” she said, exuding spun sugar and unpolished jade “I kinda like you a little thick.”
Ocellus felt her face warm and her wings shiver. “Do you?” she asked, keeping her voice quiet and innocent.  
Ocellus tasted lemon candy and spiced rum in the air between them. The changeling quivered, basking in the dragon’s attention.  “Want me to show you?”  Ocellus melted with the heat of the dragon’s grin and greedily breathed in the hot sauce and frostberries and ginger that wafted in her direction.

Ocellus was stuffed with love and lust and joy. She poked a chitinous hoof against her soft underside.  Too full. Despite her rational judgment, despite knowing on a carnal level that Smolder did indeed find her attractive at her current size, Ocellus found herself dissatisfied with her current state. What did other creatures do to be not-fat?  Exercise, right?  
She pulled herself out from under the dozing dragon carefully and slipped out the door.

Her insides were on fire, every breath tearing at her airways.  Her hooves pounded on the packed dirt of the path in a wildly different rhythm than her rapidly beating heart.  She had only been running a few minutes, but she felt like she was going to explode.  Her stomach lurched and she veered towards a nearby bush.  She vomited noisily as she ducked off the path.  
It was awful.  Horrendous.  She had never thrown up before, but she suddenly understood other creatures’ reticence about the act.  Thick yellow ichor poured from her mouth, leaving slimy trails of gold along the green leaves.  
“Whoa, hey, Ocellus are you okay?”  
The changeling shivered miserably as she felt another purge coming.
Her insides emptied themselves into the bush again, and she felt a hoof gently touch her shoulder.  “Ew, what is that?”
She leaned against the comforting hoof. “Vomit.”  Her stomach roiled again but she managed to keep it down.  “I think I’m okay, thanks, Sandbar.”
She could see the pony looking down skeptically. “Yellow, shiny vomit?”
Ocellus closed her eyes and whimpered.  She wanted desperately to think about anything else.  “Yes? Is that not normal?  Isn’t that what yours looks like?”
The earth pony laughed softly.  “Not unless I’d eaten a bunch of lemon rinds and glitter.” He paused for a moment.  “Don’t give Professor Pinkie that idea.”
“Wouldn’t…” she swallowed roughly, “dream of it.”
Sandbar shifted his body, leaning in closer to the mess.  “Is it like… emotions and stuff?”
Ocellus nodded thoughtfully.  “I suppose so.  Most of my diet is composed of friendly emotions, after all.”  Thinking about that made her hungry.  She chided herself.  That was exactly what had fattened her in the first place, probably. Still, she could almost taste the sandalwood and peach concern and care coming off her friend.  And love.  “Wait,” she said aloud.  
As Sandbar gave her a confused look, she tasted the air again.  Hot sauce and frostberries.  It was love.  Just not Sandbar’s love.  She knew that taste (honey and candied lime) though she had sampled it only rarely.  This was Smolder’s love.  She stared at the slimy stuff in the bush.  She leaned in close and breathed deep.  And then her mouth watered.
Love.  Rich, condensed, delicious love.  Bolder and stronger than she had ever felt in any one place at one time.  Something about it tickled a deeply-buried memory, but she couldn’t place it.  She forced herself to step away, Sandbar still pressed next to her.  
“You okay?”  The little drone did her best to stop herself from eating the candied lime of Sandbar’s optimistic concern.  Maybe she was starving after evacuating her system, but that was good, right?  Reduce intake, reduce her unsightly size.  
“I’ll be okay, thanks Sandbar.”  She forced herself to look away from the liquid love congealing in the bush.

Ocellus sat in the library alone.  She could feel herself exuding gloom (wet mulch and wilted spinach) strongly enough that she was glad no other changeling attended the school.  It was embarrassing to be this worked up.  Changelings were supposed to be good at controlling their emotions.  She was supposed to be good at controlling her emotions.  And she was, usually.  She tapped a hoof on the tabletop irritably.  
“Oh hey!” a loud voice beside her said. Ocellus jolted in surprise.  “I need that book, can I borrow-“  Ocellus found herself hissing, her long, thin tongue waggling in the air between sharp teeth.  She clamped her mouth shut and drew in a shocked breath when she saw the look of terror on Silverstream’s face.  
“NEVER MIND,” the hippogriff cried, backing away slowly.
“Oh gosh, Silverstream!” Ocellus said, the horror of how she’d reacted settling in.  She could smell her own shame (rock dust and bread mold) wash over her in waves. “I’m so, so sorry!  Please,” she gestured with a hoof, “take the book. I’m… I’m just not feeling myself today at all.”
The hippogriff reached out a hesitant claw and snatched the book from the table.  The oily anxiety she could taste on her friend tied the changeling’s stomach into knots.  
Silverstream gave an awkward laugh.  “Why not be someone else for a while, then?”
Ocellus looked up at her friend slowly.  “What?”
The hippogriff shrugged one shoulder.  “Do your magic thing.  Poof!  You’re some other creature.”
It was so absurd it shocked the changeling out of her sadness.  “Huh,” she replied simply.
“Go on!” Silverstream encouraged.  “I always love watching you do it!”  She giggled and Ocellus tasted peach cobbler. “I hope that’s not weird.  It’s like the magic from my pearl, but so much cooler!”
“Well… okay,” she conceded.  “Who should I be?”
“Ooh, ooh, do Professor Pinkie Pie!”
Ocellus smiled and focused her magic.  She tensed her core and breathed out deeply, feeling the familiar magic spiral within her.  It ignited with a spark at her horn and traveled along her body, every part of her stretching and shifting and changing in an instant.  She felt the too-familiar ache of new muscles and skin stretching tight over her form, her nerves in agony and ecstasy in the same moment. “Ta da!” She announced, in her best party pony voice.  
Silverstream squealed in delight.  “Oh, I love it!  You sound just like her!  But, um… Why did you make her so chubby?”  The hippogriff giggled.  “Not that she’s skinny, but…”
Ocellus gaped in shock, Pinkie Pie’s usually ebullient face taking on a sour note as she swung her head around.  Silverstream was right: for some reason she’d added a little pooch to the party professor’s posterior… and more than a little blub to her belly.  “Argh!” she yelled.  She had let her anxiety and frustration affect her shapeshifting prowess.  She relaxed her form and Pinkie Pie washed away until the little frustrated changeling drone stood in her place.  
“Um,” Silverstream replied nervously.  Ocellus grimaced at the smell of salted greens.  “Sorry?”
Ocellus drew in a long, slow breath and shook her head. “You’re fine, Silver.”  She forced a smile she didn’t feel.  She remembered why her friend had come over in the first place.  “Did you want to talk about what’s in the textbook for the essay?”
“As long as you’re not going to be hissy about it, yeah,” she said.  Ocellus took a moment to enjoy the current of companionship (warm rye bread) layered under the hippogriff’s teasing (orange zest) before offering Silverstream a cushion beside her.

“It’s just so weird!” Ocellus complained.  “The last few days, I’ve just felt completely off. Like nothing is making sense anymore!”
“Are you sure you’re not just nervous about graduation?”  Gallus asked as he floated lazily overhead.  
The drone sighed.  “I am nervous about that,” she admitted, “but this feels like something weirder.  I hissed at Silverstream earlier!”
Gallus laughed, and Ocellus fought against inhaling the coffee and caramel taste of his mirth.  Sweet blightlands, she cursed, dieting was going to be hard. “Sorry,” the griffon apologized. “Why did you hiss at her, though?”
Ocellus pushed down a rush of shame.  “She tried to grab a textbook from my table.”
“Eh,” Gallus responded.  “I once bit Sandbar for trying to take the last truffle from our stash… I think he liked it, though.”  The drone tasted rich dark chocolate.
Ocellus laughed, enjoying the rare moment when a creature’s emotions tasted just like something they were describing.  “Hush,” she said, playfully glaring at the griffon, “I’m going on a diet.  I don’t need your lewd stories filling me up.”
The griffon looked at her, and she could taste red vinegar surprise.  “You’re the tiniest one of all of us.  What do you need to diet for?”
She grunted.  He was being honest.  Well, she reasoned, the griffon wasn’t one to spend a long time admiring the female form anyway.  She waved a forehoof at her belly, and Gallus swooped down.  He eyed her skeptically.  ‘That’s barely anything.”  He slapped her shoulder with one claw playfully.  “You remember how much weight I gained that first week eating in the cafeteria?”  He smiled broadly.  “First time in years I got to eat anything I wanted instead of scrounging for scraps.” He tapped his stomach fondly. 
Ocellus sighed.  “I know,” she said.  “I’ve just got to commit to cutting back on sweets.”
Gallus grinned.  “So then I shouldn’t tell you about what Sandbar and I did this morning?” Ripe strawberries and rich cream floated in the air.
“Stop!” she pleaded, forcing her receptors closed. 

Ocellus woke slowly, her mind hazy.  She had fallen asleep easily the night before, and had slept deeply, yet she felt more tired than ever.  She sat up, and a thick, slurping sound filled the air as her hoof pulled free from something wet and heavy.  She screamed and tore herself away from her bed, falling to the ground hard. She rubbed her flank, momentarily glad for the extra bit of new padding.  She looked back into the bed, and almost screamed again.  A thick layer of shiny gold mucus coated the sheets of the bed, a changeling-shaped hole in the middle of the mess, where she had been laying.  It was like the thicker cousin of the stuff she had vomited the day before.  
And it smelled heavenly, like nothing she had ever tasted.  
She backed away, sliding across the floor. Something was terribly, horribly wrong with her.  
The dorm room door banged open, a huge furry creature leaping into the room.  “Yona hear scream! Is friend changeling okay?”
Ocellus ripped her eyes away from her bed and focused on her friend.  “I’m…” she was going to say ‘fine,’ but that would’ve been misleading, at best.  “I don’t know,” she replied instead.  
She could smell Yona’s cedar worry over the rich, almost cloying sweetness of the mess on her bed.  The yak stepped forward and touched a surprisingly tender hoof to her elytra.  “Friend Ocellus sick?”
Ocellus looked back at her bed.  Her mouth watered as she stared at the horrible, gross, delicious-smelling mass sticking to the sheets.  And then her stomach churned.  “Ugh,” she muttered.  “Hey, Yona, would you mind helping me to the bathroom?”
The yak lifted her easily with one upturned hoof. “Yaks best at caring for friends!” Ocellus nestled into the soft fur that covered the thick musculature of the yak’s chest and breathed in her friend’s pride and comfort (prickly blackberry and peanut butter).  She clamped her mouth shut, refusing to sick up on her friend.  “Yak make friend traditional rock tea later.”  Yona walked through the doorway carefully, shielding the changeling from the heavy door with her body.  “Yak teas best.”

Ocellus lay in the corner of her room, staring at a book that lay on the ground a pace in front of her, just out of range of the results of any stray bouts of sickness that continued to wrack her shuddering form.  She squinted at the words on the page miserably. It was, according to Silverstream, “the trashiest romance novel the librarian could recommend.”  Ocellus sighed.  It was delightfully trashy.  It was even a smidge romantic.  And it even touched on her love for esoteric fantasy, since the lovers were a hengstwolf stallion and a vampire-bat mare.  But it just wasn’t the same without the actual emotions in the air.  It was like only hearing a play, or only smelling a Sugarcube Corner cake, or…
She turned her head towards the corner, vomiting profusely.  The syrupy sweet aftertaste of love on her tongue made her woozy.  And hungry.  The gelatinous pile of solidified sick that had accumulated around her was nearly as large as she was.  Which, frankly, seemed impossible to the small part of her mind still able to think rationally.  The shiny pile of sick shone dully in the low light.  
She used a brief burst of her magic to lift the flagon of rock tea to her side.  She swallowed down the bitter brew reluctantly.  It tasted even worse than the name suggested, but she had to admit that the yak brew did help settle her stomach.  And the taste of the tiniest remnant of love with which it had been brewed didn’t hurt, either.  
She pulled a green and yellow blanket from the floor from where it had fallen and wrapped it back around her midsection.  It still smelled of Sandbar, and she welcomed the warmth the pony’s blanket provided.  Some clever bit of earth pony science kept it dry even from the changeling’s sticky discharge.  Ocellus sighed.  Even after numerous rounds of discharge.  
The mound of blankets on the changeling’s bed stirred.  Smolder stretched, the joints of her arms popping loudly.  “Need some more tea?” she asked quietly.  
“I’m sorry, Smolder, I didn’t mean to wake you.”
The dragon rubbed a claw across her eyes groggily. “’S’no biggie.  You want that refill?”
Ocellus shuddered in distaste.  But her guts didn’t shudder along with the rest of her. She sighed.  “Yes, if you promise you don’t mind getting up.”
Even from across the small room, she could taste the dragon’s resolve.  “I said ‘no biggie.’”  She sounded irritated, but her scent carried none of the frustration of her tone.  
“Thank you,” the little drone said, as warmly as she could manage.  
Smolder unfurled herself from the bedsheets, stood, and stretched.  Her orange and yellow scales pulled taut along her slender form.  Ocellus felt a stirring inside her wholly unrelated to whatever illness plagued her. Smolder walked over, bent to retrieve the mug, and planted a kiss on the changeling’s head.  Ocellus shivered, overwhelmed by the heat and spicy scent of love that kiss delivered.
“Be back in a bit,” the dragon said, before flapping her wings and flying towards the door. 
Ocellus lay still for several moments, basking in the memory of the dragon’s love.  Her stomach rumbled angrily, and she turned her attention back to the book in front of her, hoping without much optimism that it would distract her from her physical misery.
It didn’t work for long.  She nearly missed hearing some creature knocking on the dorm room door over the sounds of her sicking up.  She thought about ignoring the door, making them go away.  She wasn’t in the mood for visitors.  She lay her head on her hooves.
A second set of knocks, and Ocellus shook her head slowly.  Curiosity won out over good sense.  “Yes?” She called out.  “It’s unlocked,” she explained, hoping whoever it was would forgive her rudeness for not answering the door herself.
The door opened and a beak peeked inside.  It was quickly followed by a blue face and a handsome crown of yellow-tipped crest feathers.  “Hey,” Gallus said, peering into the dark space, his eyes glancing around until they landed on where she lay in the corner.  “These two showed up in the main hall and Starlight asked that I show them the way to your-“
The griffon yelped as he was thrown bodily into the room. The door slammed open, revealing a tall, dark-hued changeling who lunged into the room.  “Renegade!” he shouted, a hiss escaping his open mouth.  
Ocellus stood quickly on shaky legs.  “You?!”  How dare he enter her room like that!  She was to be respected in her domain!  She wobbled, her vision going fuzzy.  The nerve of that drone!
Wait.  Something clawed at her brain.  That wasn’t a drone.  That was-
“Pharynx!” Another voice from the hall yelled. “What in the Hive are you doing?”
The dark-hued changeling gathered himself, lowering his body.  Ocellus saw the crazed look in his compound eyes, tasted the blind fury in the air like charred ozone.  She gasped as Pharynx threw himself toward her.
A loud shriek was quickly followed by two loud grunts as a blue streak intercepted the attacker.  Pharynx’s head twisted to the side as Gallus’s clenched claw impacted the changeling’s jaw.  The griffon bit down on Pharynx’s neck with his beak as they collapsed in a heap against Ocellus’ desk.
“Pharynx!” the voice from the hall cried out again.
Ocellus drew herself up tall.  Blue magic washed over her in an instant, as she let her fury and surprise transform her into a hulking slab of changeling muscle. “ENOUGH!” She shouted. 
Pharynx and Gallus stopped struggling on the ground. A set of stately antlers leaned into the room.  Thorax stared at the display in shock.  “What is going on in-“  he paused. 
The Changeling King locked eyes with Ocellus. She shivered with fear and anger, though joy at seeing her mentor bubbled to the surface, too.  Thorax sucked in a breath and stepped quickly out of the room.  Ocellus felt her legs wobble mutinously.  
“Pharynx! Out of there now!”
The Hive Protector snarled wordlessly at his brother.  
“Pharynx! This isn’t the way anymore!”  Ocellus heard her King sigh.  “Please,” he said, his voice making the request a command.
The fight went out of the dangerous changeling’s body instantly.  He slumped in the griffon’s grip.  Gallus turned to look at Oecllus, and she nodded slowly.  Only then did the griffon’s claws and beak release the Protector. She sent a wave of gratitude toward her friend, even aware that he couldn’t taste it.
Gallus smiled at her.  Ocellus felt a frown crease her face.  He shouldn’t have been able to feel that.  
Pharynx stood and walked toward the door.  He glanced sideways at Ocellus as he left, a wary look in his eyes.
She felt like laughing.  (Which then made her feel like sicking up.  She stilled her mind.)  She had every reason to be wary of him, but there he was, acting like a scared larva.  What was she going to do, vomit on him?
The thought and the slowly-fading adrenaline pushed her over the edge and she unwillingly added to the growing mess around her.  Gallus strode to her side and offered an arm to her. She took it gratefully as she wiped the edge of her mouth with one hoof.  She took a moment to consider the word the Protector had thrown at her like a curse, but was interrupted by the gentle, kind voice of her mentor.  
“Ocellus?  May I enter?”
She shook her head slowly, careful not to let the movement make her sick again.  What a strange request from the most important changeling she knew.  “Of course, Thorax,” she said.  The King entered the room with his head held low, his antlers nearly scraping the ground.  
It looked ridiculous.  She nearly laughed, but something about his attitude felt… right. “What are you doing?”
He glanced up slowly, a smile tugging the side of his mouth.  “It’s the proper way to greet a Changeling Queen in her domain.”
Ocellus vomited noisily.

Ocellus sat on her bed again.  “Oh, Hive,” she muttered wearily.  She was flanked by a fierce, fiery-colored dragon and a vigilant blue griffon.  A lanky hippogriff fluttered overhead, much of her usual silliness absent from her emotional scent, and a large yak cow and sturdy earth pony stallion sat on the floor in the front of the bed.  Across from her friends, her mentor King Thorax sat on a hastily-gathered plush cushion beside his Protector.  He had explained that Headmare Starlight had teleported him to the School after Smolder had told her of Ocellus’s condition. 
“Are you sure about this?” she asked.  Some part of her already knew the truth, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept.  “About me being…” she trailed off, unable to complete the thought.  A scaled claw squeezed her side lightly.
Thorax gestured with a long hoof to the semi-solid mess of gold in the corner of the room.  “You’ve already begun constructing brood cells.”
Ocellus felt the color drain from her face as her blood went cold. She smelled surprise and confusion from her friends.  “I’m… brooding?”
“You dog!” Smolder laughed, punching her lightly in the side.  Her voice was playful, but there was a dangerous cinnamon note of jealousy in her scent.  “Who’ve you been doinking?”
“Oh!” Thorax laughed, “that’s not how it works for us.”  He cleared his throat.  “Don’t get me wrong, a little collection of physical lust can go a long way in helping, but a Queen can use love in any of its forms to birth new changelings.”
Ocellus felt heat return to her face in a hurry. She flushed as she glanced surreptitiously at her friends.  “A-any form of love?” she asked.  
“Of course!” Thorax said, smiling broadly.  “Starlight Glimmer shared selfless, platonic love with me when I first became King to help create our first brood of Free Changelings.”
“Wait, what?”  Gallus interrupted from beside her.  Ocellus could taste her friend’s confusion and amusement (helium and sweet candy).  “Headmare Starlight gave birth to a bunch of changelings?” 
Thorax shared a confused look with Pharynx. “Uh, no,” King Thorax replied, “I did, obviously.”
“Yona thought changeling king was male?”
“It is my preferred form, yes, but as King I’m responsible for the continued success of the Hive.  Which clearly includes reproduction.”
Ocellus could taste cottony surprise from all of her mammalian friends.  Smolder, however, just smelled contemplative. 
“And now you’re creating your own Hive!” Thorax beamed at his former drone. “An Equestrian Hive!  Oh, goodness, we’ve come so far in just a few years.  I can’t wait to establish an embassy with you, Ocellus.  Ooh! I mean Queen Ocellus.”
Ocellus lay her head down on the bed slowly. Queen.  She hadn’t asked for this.  
“If I may ask,” King Thorax continued, “who is the creature I have to thank for your forthcoming larva?  I assume it’s one of your friends here?”
Ocellus covered her face with her hooves.  She mumbled her response into the sheets. Hardly dignity befitting a queen, she realized, but…
“Sorry, what?” Thorax asked. 
Ocellus could taste the concern and anticipation in the air around her.  She lifted her head and looked at each of her friends in turn, slowly. “Well,” she drawled, “I’ve never, uh, done this before.  But I think it was…. all of them.”
The concern turned to shock, the acrid taste overwhelming her receptors.  
Her friends stared at her.  Ocellus grimaced.  And then the strangest thing happened.  The shock around her turned to joy, pure sugar in the air.
“I’m gonna be a dad?” Sandbar said in wonder. 
“Me too!” Silverstream said, swooping down and hugging the earth pony tightly.  “Eee! I just need to convince Auntie Novo to streamline my ambassadorial appointment so I can stay after graduation!”
“Yona excited to be…?”  she pondered for a moment before shrugging.  “Parent!”  She crushed the hippogriff and pony in a yak hug until the two wriggled free.  “Yona also happy to stay after graduation.  Yak show Professor Rarity she make good choice for summer internship!”
“Oh gosh, I can’t wait to tell my parents!” Sandbar said.  
“You’re gonna need someone to keep those grubs safe,” Gallus said.  
Ocellus fought down tears of joy.  “I’d be honored to have you as my Protector, Gallus.” She laid a hoof on one of his wings. “If you’d be willing.”
Pharynx finally broke his silence, making a rude sound with his wings.  “A non-changeling Protector.”
The griffon glared at the larger creature. “Already whooped your flank once.” He chuckled as Pharynx looked away in irritation.  “I’ve got no other plans,” he said.  “Griffonstone’s a dump anyway.”  He looked fondly at his friends.  Ocellus gulped down the sweet nectar of love shared in so many directions.
“And what am I?” Smolder asked, fiery hurt coloring the otherwise delicious scents of love.  “Not strong enough to protect you?”
Ocellus shook her head.  How could she not know?  “Don’t be silly,” she said, laying a hoof on the dragon’s lips, silencing further protests.  “You’re my Queen, Smolder.”  She kissed the dragon, feeling Smolder’s lust and love and wonder, the spicy, saucy, ginger taste spreading across her lips.  
The dragon fought down surprise and tried to muffle her delight.  She failed. Miserably.  Ocellus swallowed the minty taste greedily.  
She stared at her friends, the first members of her Equestrian Hive, in elation.  She emitted euphoria, and her friends beamed at her.  The future tasted beautiful, indeed.
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