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Confidence. A valuable trait. One that tempers the mind with an iron will, and swells the voice with power. An asset that sways the strong and inspires the weak. An unsinkable ship that braves the rapids of doubt, and sails her captain through any storm.
Rated "Everyone" because EVERYONE needs a little confidence. Enjoy!
----
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		Table of Contents

		
					"The Turntablist"

		

	
		"The Turntablist"



Confidence. A valuable trait. One that tempers the mind with an iron will, and swells the voice with power. An asset that sways the strong and inspires the weak. An unsinkable ship that braves the rapids of doubt, and sails her captain through any storm.
A gift that a frowning young dragon sorely lacked.
This was nothing new, really. Spike should have been used to it, in fact. He should have known the confidence he desperately needed would be so cruelly snatched away every time he stood at that doorstep. But he wasn’t used to it. With every failed confession replaying in his head, Spike was sure he’d never be used to it. He still tried, though. 
Determination, perhaps his only saving grace, brought him here, and kept his hopes a nose above dangerous waters.
The same determination that kept an old caretaker in sweet, sweet memories. The same determination that inspired an itchy quill-stroke to sign Golden Oaks Library to his name.
And as he lifted a curled knuckle to the door of Carousel Boutique, Spike clung to that strength by his very scales. Even more so, when he finally gave the door three solid knocks. Wringing his claws, Spike mulled over every lesson he’d learned. It was fuzzy, downright hazy, to be sure, and there wasn’t a miracle bright enough to convince him that any of it could work.
The moment that door opened, Spike would know for sure.
“Spike? Why, hello there!” Rarity greeted with a smile unmatched. “How are you?”
Then something snapped, and a light flickered behind lime-green eyes. “Bored and looking for something interesting to talk about,” Spike offered with a smirk. “S’why I’m here.”
Rarity paused. And Spike caught it.
“Is that so?” Rarity quirked a brow, her smile remaining. “Growing tired of reading those dusty old books, are we?”
“Those ‘dusty old books’ keep a roof over my head. Of course, that was Twilight’s excuse, so I got nothin’,” Spike said with a light shrug.
The twists in Spike’s chest loosened, and his smile widened at Rarity’s stifled giggles. “My, oh my. How very crude of you,” she said.
“Eh. I learned from the best. *Cough* Applejack. *Cough*.”
As Rarity’s gentle giggles became full-on laughter, every horrible fantasy that ended in tears and wasted affection slowly faded to black. “My word. What has gotten into you, Spike?” Rarity asked, her hoof lifted fondly to her chin.
Spike stared idly at one of his claws. “If the drinking age was any lower, I’d probably tell you,” he said. Then his smile dropped. “Probably.”
Another fit of laughter brought his smirk back with a vengeance. “Tsk, Tsk. We’re drinking now?” Rarity played along with a smirk of her own. “Terrific parenting on Twilight’s part.”
Spike cautiously side-glanced, almost believing he’d be teleported before an angry princess. “Shush! The last time I called her ‘Mom’ I got the worst lecture about maternal rights,” he said. Then his brows flattened. “And I had dish duty for a week."
Rarity offered her best mocking gasp. “Oh, but of course. Heaven forbid you suffer the punishment of everyday tasks,” she replied.
“Hey, I have standards too, ya know,” Spike said. 
It took every deep-breathing exercise, and one-word chant he’d ever learned to keep his cool. For all his worry, and laughable attempts to talk to Rarity before, this was going splendidly well. Almost too splendidly well. But he squashed down the belly-flutters and maintained his form.
“Spike? Would you like to come in?” Rarity offered.
Spike straightened up and lifted a brow at the mare. He almost couldn’t believewhat he saw, but it was there. As clear as day, Rarity’s eyes brimmed with eagerness. She was likely unaware of her giveaway, but Spike wasn’t about to ruin his triumph by telling her.
“Aren’t Tuesdays your ‘everypony-leave-me-to-my-work’ days?” Spike asked with a challenging smirk.
To his delight, Rarity seemed to catch his jab. “Standards~” she sing-sang.
“Oh. Well, I guess I’ll just be on my way.“ Spike turned with the breeze, hiding an opened eye.
If Rarity’s face hadn’t mocked a filly staring helplessly at a terrible beast that stole her favorite toy, Spike wouldn’t fight the laughter throbbing in his lungs. But just as quickly, Rarity restacked her poise. “It’s no trouble, darling. In fact, I was ready for a break,” she said.
Spike tapped his chin with a very uninterested hum.
“I insist,” Rarity said.
The finality of those words shot ice through Spike’s veins. But, again, he kept his cool, almost unable to catch the grin tugging his lips. Almost.
“You know what? I’d love to,” Spike said, mutely thanking every god in existence for this day.
**********

That mare could talk. It wasn’t too terrible, actually. As they sat across from one another, enjoying cups of warm tea, Spike completely understood why Rarity deepened his need for earplugs. They both, after all, found time for little else but their own very different affairs. With Rarity’s Boutique flourishing, and Spike aging regrettably faster with new tasks as a homeowner, there was quite a lot to catch up on.
A few times, Spike’s eyes had drifted to Carousel Boutique’s grander, more decorated look. A touch more superb than the months before, he admitted. Of course, he would only break eye contact to acknowledge this when they, or rather, Rarity, talked about it. Out of immovable respect, and vaguely irrational fear, Spike didn’t dare let anything else distract him.
But, by the sun and moon, that mare could talk.
Some part of his mind, the part he could actually hear, was fond of this discussion. Of course, it wasn’t entirely clear where, or why, it went from ‘booming business’ to ‘my favorite toothbrush’, but just hearing Rarity’s voice, drinking in every pour of her presence, made it all worthwhile. It always had.
Then, Spike made the fatal mistake of staring blankly at her.
“Spike?” Rarity inquired with a light frown. “Darling, are you listening?”
The world suddenly regained clarity, throwing Spike into a fit of sputters. When he had sense enough to realize his mistake, Spike called upon the lessons bestowed upon him, trying his damnedest to brush off Rarity’s darkening glare.
“Nope,” Spike answered curtly. He smiled at Rarity’s dejected yelp. “I’m a little more interested in your designs, actually.”
Rarity quirked an eyebrow. “My… Oh!” Her eyes widened like a switch flipped in her head.
Spike leaned back in his seat. “Don’t look so surprised. I did manage to learn a few things, ya know,” she said.
That wasn’t a total lie. But it was a helluva gamble, having about as much knowledge of fashion as Pinkie Pie. Spike grimaced at the thought. And if Rarity’s resumed onslaught of words hadn’t made Spike want to throw himself off a bridge, then the chosen topic certainly had.
But somewhere between ‘clashing colors’ and ‘untrimmed ruffles’, Spike took a daring step, and turned his attention to Rarity’s current project.
Spike hopped from his seat, and stepped before the pony-quinne adorning a fresh new design. He allowed a tiny smile, sensing a profound difference from this design, and the ones from yesteryear. “This… this is missing something,” Spike said with crossed arms.
Rarity’s ears flicked at those words, and was immediately at her friend’s side.
Was Spike actually paying attention to the fine details woven into Rarity’s tasteful design? No. Of course not. But if Rarity’s glimmering stare meant anything, then the façade would hold. Solidly. Spike paused for only a moment, a bit flattered that someone who had tamed the complexities of fashion, sought the approving gaze from someone who really didn’t care.
Then he smiled wryly, and stepped forward. “Ah-ha! The Fire Ruby!” Spike exclaimed with a lifted finger.
Rarity gasped from behind him. Be it from the outburst, or something else entirely, Spike was uncertain.
“The… t-the Fire Ruby?” Rarity echoed, suddenly looking very unsure. “Well I don’t know, Spike. I-I mean it’s a little on the bulky side, and I don’t think that shade of red could-“
“You should totally try it!” Spike said, ignoring Rarity’s protests. “Where is it, anyway?”
Rarity resisted a terrible itch to chomp on her foreleg. “W-where is… what again… darling?” she offered with a pathetic, dainty laugh.
The moment Spike turned to her, Rarity recoiled as though a snake had bitten her, chewing on her lip with wet eyes. “You, uh… do still have the Fire Ruby I gave you. Right, Rarity?” Spike asked.
Honestly, Spike already knew the answer. In fact, he’d known for quite a while that his gift was squandered away on some other design months ago. But any reason to milk Rarity’s duress fell empty to her sobs.
“Oh, Spike! I… I’m a terrible, awful friend!” Rarity cried, burying her face in her hooves. “It’s gone! Cast aside by a filthy, undeserving mule!”
Spike winced at the sudden pang in his heart, and approached Rarity with quiet steps. But Rarity retreated from him like he dripped with lava. “Hey. Don’t worry, I-"
“But it’s not fine!” Rarity lifted her now soaked eyes to Spike. “That gem meant so much to you, yet you gave it to me! And what have I to show for it? A forgotten design that didn’t even make it to fashion magazines!”
Spike couldn’t deny the little twinge from that last bit. But then remembered why he brought it up. “How about that? You beat me to it!” he enthused.
Rarity collapsed to the ground and threw her unworthy carcass at the dragon’s feet. “Please forgive me, Spike! I should’ve asked before so thoughtlessly… W-what?”
“I wondered when you would put that thing to use,” Spike said, offering Rarity a sad, but fond smile. “What better way than to accessorize it?”
Rarity sniffed, staring up at Spike like a lost puppy. “You mean… you’re not angry with me?” she asked.
Spike’s smile dropped. “Well I’d be a little upset if you left it on some dusty old table.” Not even a second later, his smile returned. “But ya didn’t. So I’m not.”
“But… B-But I-… You… You aged it for months, Spike.” Rarity broke her gaze, shaking like a leaf.
Spike took another daring step, and lifted Rarity’s chin with a gentle claw. “And it would’ve been dee-licious,” he replied happily.
A slight pause. A shimmer of hope. A rekindled smile. And finally a crushing embrace from a unicorn oh so humbled. “You are just… just wonderful!” Rarity said with a smile so wide, it may have actually hurt.
“Well, I’m not one to argue,” he said with a stroke of his green spikes.
Rarity pulled away, her grip firm upon Spike’s shoulders. “You simply must allow me to make it up to you!” she said.
Spike sighed fondly with rolling eyes. “Rarity, I thought we’d just talked about this,” he replied.
“Oh, but I feel simply dreadful, Spike!” she sounded desperate. “Please grant me this? I’ll do anything at all. Just name it!”
Spike gave another thoughtful pause, the taps on his chin matching every tick of the Grandfather clock next to them. “Well, I don’t know,” he said.
“Please??”
“It just doesn’t seem right. Ya know?” Spike said, trying in vain to shrug off Rarity’s tightening grip.
“Don’t do this, Spike! Please don’t make me beg!” Rarity… well, begged.
Spike considered both the consequences and humor of that. Then he smiled again, a gesture that became more and more mechanical. “Well. There is one thing I have in mind.”
If it wasn’t broad daylight, the radiance in those big blue eyes may have actually blinded Spike. “Anything! Tell me!” Rarity’s face drew closer. Too close? Hardly.
“Spend the day with me,” Spike half suggested, half commanded.
All was going according to plan. And as Rarity’s eyes flickered toward her unfinished outfit, Spike believed it would stay that way. “Today? A-As in ‘all day’ today?” Rarity asked.
“D’aww, you’re right. What was I thinking? There’s no time for that, what with all your projects, and having a tight business to run.” Spike turned to the door, ignoring the now disgruntled mare. “I’ll just get out of your mane-“
“No, wait!” Rarity shouted after him. Then her face, now a little red, softened. “I-I mean… Ahem. There’s always time for work, darling.”
Spike turned ever so slightly toward Rarity. “So the verdict is?” As Rarity nodded uncertainly, Spike’s smile grew. “Then meet me at the Marketplace in one hour.”
With a clipped bow, Spike left Carousel Boutique behind him, blissfully unaware of the eyes that followed.
**********

Spike had always prided himself for his patience. Whether it was enduring Twilight’s lectures, or checking his appetite when making a jewel cake, Spike had earned himself much credit in that respect. That’s what he thought, anyway. So it came as quite a surprise, and none too pleasant, that Rarity hadn’t said more than five words the entire day.
And worse, that it bothered him. A lot.
The plan was failing. Spike could feel it with the ache in his gut. With every gaze broken off the second he turned to Rarity, Spike gravely reconsidered his method of blackmail. Harmless it may have been.
He would feign ignorance, though. It was all Spike could do to resist the jaw-grinding urge to question Rarity’s silence with bulgy eyes and lifted arms.
Instead, he’d kept his confident smile, often the one to start any conversation. Any tasteless, unimportant, long-drawn, mostly-one-sided conversation. Eventually, Spike simply stopped trying. And when the pair arrived at Golden Oaks Library, both weighed with groceries, Rarity finally delivered her reprieve.
“Are you happy, Spike?”
Spike turned to Rarity, unsure whether to laugh, or cry because she spoke. And he’d almost made the grave mistake of considering her question. Almost. “Wow… She speaks,” Spike teased with that smile of his.
Rarity hid a frazzled grin behind her hoof. “Oh, dear. Forgive me if I haven’t been very talkative lately,” she said.
Spike set the groceries on the kitchen counter, turned to Rarity, opened his mouth, thought better of it, and fell silent.
“Doesn’t it get lonely here, Spike?” Rarity asked, shivering a little. “It’s been months since Twilight came to visit.”
Just knowing what Rarity was getting at, faded Spike’s smile. And worse, he knew she had seen it. Rarity levitated her saddlebag of groceries aside and approached him, careful and hesitant. It would be so easy. Spike knew that. Dropping his façade right there. Spilling his guts with shameless tears.
It would be so very easy. And perhaps he would have. Perhaps Spike would have told Rarity how most nights were cold any lonely without a unicorn to greet him every morning. Perhaps Spike would have told Rarity how unhappy he was.
Perhaps he’d even tell her how she could fix all that. But to utter even a syllable of that would be unforgivably stupid.
Spike’s smile whittled a bit more, and that penetrating confidence faded ever so lightly. “That may be true. But I have you and the others, at least,” he said.
It was a pitiful answer. Spike knew that as well. But when Rarity’s eyes shimmered with wetness, he started to doubt that. “Spike, I… I think I owe you an apology,” Rarity said, now unable to meet his gaze.
“For what, Rarity?”
Spike had hoped he sounded genuine enough for Rarity to, at least, look at him. But when she did, her eyes hit the floor again. “Well, just look at you, Spike. Look how far you’ve come.”
Rarity turned away, walking amidst the library as though it were the first time, admiring the pains it must’ve taken for its welcoming glow. Ever the gracious host, Spike followed her, still lost on her apology.
“Picking up were Twilight left off. Making bread by your lonesome. Advertising ‘healthy reading’? Successfully? You’ve grown, Spike. Truly you have.”
Spike furrowed his brow, mulling over Rarity’s meaning. But just as he opened his mouth to ask, Rarity stopped in her tracks. And Spike winced with a sucking breath when she turned to him. He hadn’t expected it. He didn’t want to see such a beautiful face soaked with tears.
“And we knew you’d done it all alone,” Rarity said, her throat shivering with every word. “We all knew. But not one of us took any time to see you through it.”
Spike nearly slapped his claws down to keep from wringing them. “But Rarity, you-“
“No, Spike!” Rarity insisted, a lot harsher than she’d intended. “We were selfish… I was selfish, and not at all generous. I could have at least stopped by. I could have showed you that you weren’t forgotten.”
That never occurred to him. Ever. And it pulled at his heart seeing Rarity hurt herself over it. Somehow, whether he could rationalize it or not, Spike knew that it was his fault. “Please, Spike. Please answer me?” Rarity’s eyes made the room impossibly bright. Yearning. Pleading. “Are you happy?”
Spike could see. So very clearly. He could see how it stabbed at Rarity’s soul to keep eye contact. He could see that one wrong move, one wrong word, would scare her away. That knowledge gave him power. And quite a lot of it.
He stared into those blinding cerulean eyes. So long, in fact, that Rarity finally had to break away, holding her sobs behind shaky breath.
A gentle claw angled her chin straight. And Spike wouldn’t let her look away. “If anypony else asked me that, saying ‘yes’ would be a lie,” Spike’s grip tightened around the now trembling chin. “But right here? Right now? The opposite is true.”
Spike heard the breath hitch in Rarity’s throat. And as her face plunged into a rather shameful hue of red, Spike could not erase his smile. Rarity pulled away, grinning at the floor, trying obviously hard to compose herself.
“Well, I’d say I’m getting pretty good at that. No?” Spike teased with waggling eyebrows.
“S-Shut up…” Rarity mumbled, drying her eyes.
Spike turned toward the front window, and his smile wobbled at the dusky orange sky. “Huh. It’s getting late.”
Rarity nodded, and Spike hiked a brow at her expression. He wasn’t certain, but if he had to guess, Rarity looked… disappointed. “Then, I suppose I should be on my way,” she said.
With pleasantries exchanged in full, Rarity turned away from Spike, sauntering from the library with a light smile. Only when she realized she wasn’t alone, did that smile fall. Just a little, though. “Spike? What are you-“
“Well, what kind of host would I be if I didn’t walk you home?” Spike replied.
It was strange, really. Normally, a walk from the library to Carousel Boutique sailed quickly. But as the sun retreated behind the mountains, as the sky bathed in the last remnants of day, as a young mare and a young dragon savored every step in companionable silence, none of it didn’t matter. Not in the least.
The goal was reached, and as Rarity pushed the door open, she found herself stuck before the doorstep. And so did Spike. There they remained, deep blue peering into emerald-green. Stuck where they stood. Uncertain. Unsatisfied.
“Spike?” Rarity stepped into her home, deliberate and silent. She turned to him. “Would… Would you like to come in?”
It would have been so easy.
Spike now knew it more than ever. Every lesson he’d learned. Every tactic he’d mastered. Every rule he’d studied. In that moment, Spike knew, if he’d cast it all aside like yesterday’s paper, none of it would matter. None of it would come back to haunt him. None of it would wake him the next morn filled with regret.
But as he stared back at Rarity, her eyes pleading, no, demanding, his answer, Spike reasoned with something else entirely.
Something new. Maybe even a little stupid.
He stepped forward, eyes locked on the prize below Rarity’s eyes. His breath seized, pulse quick and deafening. And before the voices screaming in his head could bring him to his senses, Spike’s lips were already occupied. It was quick. Downright swift, even. And when he pulled away, he savored Rarity’s eyes, as wide and vast as a mountain range.
It suited her, Spike thought.
“Can't. Left the eggs on the counter.”
Then he was walking, again, leaving Carousel Boutique behind him. And, again, blissfully unaware of the eyes that followed…
Or maybe he wasn’t.
**********
EPILOUGE
**********

Spike woke the next morning with a new love for sunny days.
He turned his head, appalled that the sun’s golden glow was tattered by the curtains. He hopped from the bed he’d come to call his own, and swished the curtains open. The warmth coating him. The life filling him. Inspiring him. It was going to be a wonderful day.
Spike blazed through his morning routine, his mind permeating that very thought. When he returned to his room, licking the smooth glaze of toothpaste from his teeth, Spike stopped when something caught his eye.
Something he’d kept on his nightstand for… well, for a length of time he wasn’t proud of. Something familiar. Something utterly and completely absurd. He took it into his claws, running his thumbs over its crinkly red surface with a tired look.
Then he read the words printed on it. Those ridiculously exaggerated, attention-grabbing words. “’The key is ‘Confidence’! Iron Will can help!’”
Spike sighed long and low. He didn’t know why. Honestly, he never knew why. Not when this garish advertisement ruined the sanctity of his mailbox. Not when it was the first thing he saw every morning. Not when he’d spend days behind closed curtains, wondering why he ever kept the damn thing.
And not now. Spike could never know why. But this time?
This time, as tearing paper echoed into his room? This time, as he flung his arms up, and saw those little red scraps flutter to the ground. He couldn’t care any less.
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