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"Catch him!" came a shout from the corridors of Canterlot Castle.  The steady rumbling of hooves on the stone were heard as the fugitive ducked around a small corner.  He would have been the only one there capable of running quietly, lacking the armor and the hooves that made such noise as he moved.  He heard the sound of hooves pass by his hiding spot under the stairs, as the voices began to fade.  Victory!
The little drake opened his tiny claws, looking at the small emerald he held.  He licked his lips and his mouth began to water.  He raised the gem to his lips, and opened wide, eager to chomp down on it.  Just before he could taste it, he felt his body being pulled back.  He grabbed at the gem that fell from his grasp, watching it bounce along the floor with a sharp clinking sound.  The same magic that grabbed him also plucked the gem from the ground, as he felt himself and his snack being pulled out from under the stairs.  His claws gripped onto the floor, and left some rather impressive gashes in the solid rock.  Still, the magic won out, hoisting him up by his tail and holding him upside down.  He was now face to face with a slightly bemused, blue-maned unicorn.
The unicorn didn't want to hurt the drake, so he adjusted his magical hold on him as soon as he could.  When he first saw him under the stairs, all he could see was the edge of his tail, so that was what he'd grabbed.  He held him aloft, his entire body supported by the magic spell.  The drake was no longer squirming, instead he was pouting.  "Captain, I have him!" the unicorn called down the hall.  The sound of hooves returning came quickly, and the older unicorn came around the corner a moment later.
"Excellent work, Armor.  I'll return the jewel to the throne.  Take him back to the nursery, if you would."  The captain moved up, claiming the jewel and giving the drake a reproachful glare as he turned to leave.  He had stolen a gem right out of the throne, just plucked it out like he was picking a grape off the vine.  Why Celestia let that thing run around the castle was beyond him, but it was not his place to question her motives.
The hallway was empty again, save for the junior unicorn and the sulking drake, who was still being  held in the magic field.  Shining Armor looked up at the purple-scaled child and sighed.  "If you don't try to run away again, I'll put you down," he said, not sure if the dragon could understand him.  He'd known the dragon Twilight hatched remained in the castle, but he'd never actually seen it before.
"Fine..." the dragon responded in annoyance.  Shining blinked for a moment, looking closer at the green-eyed dragon.
"You can talk?"  It seemed like a silly question to ask now.  "All right then, question time," Shining said, as he placed the dragon onto his back and began walking through the castle.  "Why did you steal that gem from the royal throne?"
"I didn't steal!" the dragon shouted out in frustration.  "You leave food lying around in rooms all the time for ponies to eat!"
Shining Armor pondered on the drake’s statement.  He'd seen banquets before, large spreads of food set out for ponies to indulge on.  Dragons ate gems, as he had discovered recently, so a large amount of jewels sitting around would appear to be the same thing.  The dragon honestly had no idea that what he had done was wrong.
"Well, you should always ask before you take something,” Shining said.  “Don't want to get in trouble, do you?"
"That is very good advice.  I hope you were listening, Spike."
The voice caught both of their attention.  Shining whipped his head forward to see Princess Celestia before them.  He quickly bowed before her.  He had never encountered her in a one on one situation before.  She nodded to him, and he rose slowly.
"Now Spike, you cannot just take whatever you want.  I know Twilight has been teaching you better than that."  
Spike did not meet the gaze of the princess, remaining quiet.  Shining heard the sound of sniffling from his back and cringed.  
Oh great, wailing dragon incoming.
Celestia sensed this, picking up Spike in her own field of magic.  "Now now, little one.  It is all right, I'm not mad at you.  I am, however, very disappointed with you.  You gave your brother a lot of trouble."
Shining Armor and Spike stood in shock.  Spike blinked in confusion, while Shining's mouth fell open.
"Brother?", they said simultaneously.  
Celestia smiled sweetly, turning Spike around to face Shining again.  "Why, of course.  This is Twilight's older brother, Shining Armor.  That makes him your older brother too.  I expect you to behave better, Spike.  We don't want to cause trouble for our family, do we?"
Spike shook his head, sniffling once more.  "No Ma... princess," he said, seeming to recall something in mid-conversation.  Celestia smiled, and placed him on Shining's back.
"I think you owe an apology to your big brother, too."  She eyed Shining for a moment, who recovered from his shock quickly enough.  He was already a big brother, and if Spike was one of Twilight's friends, he didn't mind adding another to that bond.
"S-Sorry, Big Bro..." Spike said, as he was placed down on the stallion's back.  Shining grinned as he prepared to walk to the nursery again.
"No big deal, Little Bro.  Let's get you back to the nursery before things get any more exciting, ok?"
"Actually, Spike stays with Twilight,” Celestia interrupted.  “He is training to be her assistant.  I'm surprised you haven't met him before."
Shining turned his gaze back towards Spike.  A dragon assisting a pony?  It was silly, and he couldn't imagine how it would possibly work.  Still, Celestia was a wise and trusted ruler.  He would never doubt her judgment, even when her judgment put a creature that could carve through solid stone in leg’s reach of his sister.  "Oh, all right.  I guess we'll go see Twiley, then.  She'll probably scold me for being away so long."
Celestia smiled pleasantly.  "Oh, I doubt that.  She's been very busy herself.  I dare say the interruption you bring will be very good for her.  Please give her my regards, will you?"
Shining Armor bowed again.  "Of course, Princess.  Well, come on then, Spike.  Let's go see our sister."  He wasn't sure if he trusted this dragon enough to share his beloved little sister, but he seemed normal enough.  He deserved a chance, at least.
It was a decent walk to Twilight's room, which was almost on the other end of the castle.  He didn't have anywhere to be for a few hours still, so he could take the time.  At the very least, this was more entertaining than sitting around the barracks.  When he arrived at the large doors, he slid them open without even bothering to knock.  Knowing Twilight, she'd have her nose in another book.
"Twiley, you in here?", he asked as he walked into the room.  He heard the sounds of somepony moving instantly.  Heh, same old Twilight.
"Shining Armor!", she exclaimed, cantering around the corner of the room and giving him an enthusiastic hug.  The force knocked Spike from his perch, dropping him to the floor.  Twilight noticed him as he hit the ground.  "Spike?!  Where have you been?"
Spike rose into a sitting position as Twilight looked down at him.  He began to sweat, shying back from her gaze. Fortunately for him, Shining Armor jumped in to defend him.
"Oh, he just went to get a snack.  I ran into him and Princess Celestia asked me to escort him back here.  She sends her regards, by the way."  As he said this, he raised a hoof and patted Spike’s spines.
Spike looked up at Shining with an odd expression.  He'd told the truth but he'd left out a lot of the story.  He silently thanked his lucky stars that he did so.
"Now Spike, you know snacking is bad for you.  We don't want you to ruin your appetite!"  Twilight moved over to Spike, picking him up with her magic and setting him on his feet.  "Besides, I need your help to gather up the resources for class tomorrow," she said, moving a list before him.
Shining arched an eyebrow as he watched her.  "Wow, Twiley.  Are you his sister or are you his boss?" he asked with a chuckle.  Spike grabbed the list and ran off to a ladder.  Shining called after him.  "Don't overwork yourself, Lil' Bro!"
Twilight turned back to her brother with confusion.  "Did you just call him 'Little Bro'?  I didn't think you even knew him."
"Oh, it was Princess Celestia's idea.  She said you two were thick as thieves, but you sure are a strict one!", he added, ruffling her mane.  She was at that nice, awkward age somewhere between being a filly and a full grown mare.  "I figure, if my L.S.B.F.F. treats him like family, well that is good enough for me.  ‘Sides, the kid has a good heart."  He glanced at the door, aware of how long he'd been off on this errand.  "I better get back to work before the Captain tans my hide.  Don't work too hard, ok Twiley?"
Twilight nodded with a smile, giving her brother a nuzzle before backing off towards her books again.  "You're always so busy lately, it seems that we never see each other anymore."
"You're one to talk.  When was the last time you didn't have your nose buried in a book?" he asked, poking her nose with his hoof.  "But hey, at least I got time off for Mom's birthday.  So we'll make it a big get together.  That goes double for you, Spike!  I'm sure, er, Aunt Velvet, will be more than happy to have you with us."
The poor dragon nearly fell off the ladder he was climbing, causing both Twilight and Shining's horn to spark for a moment.  When he regained his balance, they both stopped with a relieved sigh.  "M-Me?" he choked out.
"Well of course.  You are family now, right?  I'll let Mom and Dad know so they won't be surprised, but you better believe my little bro and sis are gonna be there!  Just do me a favor and make sure Twilight doesn't forget!"
Spike was already scribbling on the bottom of the list he held.  "Buy... present... for ... ant... V... Vel..."
"V-E-L-V-E-T, Spike," Twilight said.  Shining chuckled.
"Already with the checklists?  Looks like we're gonna have another bookworm in the family."  
Spike stuck out his tongue a bit.  "Booooring!"
Twilight growled slightly.  "All right, that is enough out of both of you!  Spike, we have work to do.  As for you," she rounded on her big brother, "don't work too hard yourself.  Love you, B.B.B.F.F."
"You too, Twiley.  See ya, Lil' Bro!" he said, before leaving the room.  Neither Shining Armor or Twilight could see it, but Spike wore a smile the entire length of his face as he continued grabbing books from the shelf.

“Hey!  Excuse me!”
The ponies in the crowded shop did not seem to notice the baby dragon trying to be heard.  Spike couldn’t see over the counter, and he’d been cut in line three times so far.  He jumped, waving his arms in an attempt to be seen over the sea of ponies.
His actions were noticed, but everypony was ignoring him.  Maybe because he was a child, or maybe because he was a dragon.  The bell above the door rang as yet another pony entered the crowded store.
“Spike?  I didn’t expect to see you here.”
Spike stopped jumping and turned around.  He saw Shining Armor had just walked into the store.  Shining smiled at Spike, before noticing the frustration on his brother’s face.  “Oh.  Hi, Big Bro,” Spike said, not at all his usual self.
Shining Armor watched as another pony walked around Spike, paying him no mind.  “How long have you been waiting in line, Spike?” he asked.  Shining wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer.
Spike looked at a clock on the wall, studying it.  “I think...ten minutes?” he said, pointing to the clock.  “The big one went from six to eight.”
The store was busy, but there was no way it would take that long.  Shining Armor felt a surge of annoyance, and his horn glowed as he picked Spike up.  Spike was used to being moved like this, and remained still until he was placed on Shining Armor’s back.  Shining moved to the counter, stepping around the ponies in his way.
A blue-coated mare spoke as he passed her.  “Excuse me, I was in line.”
She had not been one of the ponies to walk around Spike.  She had seen it happen and said nothing.    “Sorry, official guard business,” Shining said, placing a hoof on the counter with a sharp rap.
One of the clerks turned, and saw what was happening.  “Good day, sir.  Did you need something?”
“No, but he does,” Shining said, as Spike peaked over the counter.  The clerk looked like he’d just swallowed a bug.
“Well...er...what do you need?”, the clerk asked without making eye contact.  The atmosphere in the shop had changed.  Shining Armor’s insistence had made the situation awkward for the other ponies.
They were fine being rude, but when someone makes them acknowledge him it is a problem?
Spike was oblivious to the change, as he read from a small scrap of parchment.  “Umm… I want two ink bottles, six quills and three rolls of parchment.”
Shining was only half paying attention to Spike.  His glare was going around the shop, disgusted with what he saw.  He looked back to see Spike slowly counting out the bits.  When he saw what Spike had purchased, he blinked in surprise.
“Did you buy that for Twilight?”
Spike nodded as the items were placed into a bag.  He went to grab it, but Shining Armor grabbed it with magic first.
“Really now?  That is pretty funny, she sent me to buy her the same thing.”  Once Shining had the bag, he turned and left the shop with Spike.  Shining relaxed once they moved into the busy Canterlot streets.
“Well… she doesn’t know I went out here.  She was making the list this morning, saying we had to go after she got out of class,” Spike said.  “But I knew where the store was, and where Twilight keeps the money for it.”
“Spike,” Shining Armor began, “you shouldn’t go out into the city alone.  It can be dangerous out here.”
“But everypony is so nice!”
Nice, right.
“What if you got lost?  Twilight would be very upset if she got back from class and didn’t know where you were.  You’re lucky I ran into her in the castle.  She asked me if I could pick that stuff up for her.”  Shining grinned at Spike.  “Though I was wondering why the money wasn’t where she said it was.  You know how organized she is.”
Spike knew that he was going to be in trouble for this.  “Oh no.  I didn’t want to make Twilight upset, I just wanted to help.”  Spike’s voice shook as he spoke.
Shining Armor grinned as he walked.  “Well, I suppose I could tell Twiley that you went out with me.  Remember, it is our secret.  She won’t be too mad then.  Now what do you say we get some lunch?  I’m starved!”
Spike shouted out happily.  “Yeah!  Me and Twilight only go out once a week.  Pony Joe is really nice to us.”
Shining recognized the name.  “Pony Joe’s shop, eh?  Me and Twilight used to go there all the time when she was younger.  I haven’t seen him in a while,” Shining Armor said.
He remembered where the shop was.  Within a few minutes, the pair were outside the familiar diner.  The tan unicorn turned around when the door to his shop opened.
“Well well, this is a new pair!  Shining Armor and Spike, it’s unusual to see either of you without little Twilight.  Well, you used to swing around here with another mare back in the day, eh?  How’s that going for you?”  Pony Joe waved them over to the counter.
Shining Armor lifted Spike into a seat, before taking one himself.  “All the mares in my life are up to their eyes in studying.  How’ve things been here?  You seem to be doing well.”
Pony Joe laughed.  “You know, it seems I can’t go a month without somepony saying this place doesn’t belong here.  It is an ‘uncultured eyesore’ they call it.  Still, the best cup o’ joe and breakfast in the whole city keeps this place running fine.  So what brings you two out here today?”
Spike looked up with pride.  “We were running an errand for Twilight while she’s in class.  Big Bro is buying me lunch too!”
Pony Joe smiled, gesturing to the back.  “Hah, that’s a good kid.  Tell ya what, Spike.  Why don’t you go grab one of the special treats?  Just one.”  Pony Joe eyed Spike critically.  Well behaved or not, he was still a child.
“Really?  Awesome!” Spike shouted.  He hopped off his stool, and ran behind the counter.  Joe watched him go, before turning to Shining Armor.  “So, what is bothering you?”
“Huh?”  Shining looked up in surprise.
“Come on, I’ve been doing this for twenty years.  I know when someone is upset.”
Shining Armor gave in.  “I didn’t come out here with Spike, I ran into him in the writing store.  They were just ignoring him, Joe, walking all over him.  I want to tell him to stand up for himself, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Why not?”
“Well, he’s a dragon.  If he is seen as a threat, ponies could panic.  I don’t want them scared of him.  I just, well, I want them to treat him like they would treat another pony.”
Joe sighed, hearing the sound of Spike rummaging around in the back.  “Well, you should take your own advice.  Don’t worry about what you would tell a dragon.  Tell him exactly what you would tell a pony.”
Spike returned back to the shop, holding a single jewel in his claws, a chipped sapphire.  The damage to it made it almost worthless.
“I’ve got a jeweler friend.  Since Spike and Twilight come by every week, I offered to buy a some of his damaged jewels for my best customers,” Joe explained.  “Now then, you boys get comfortable.  I’ll whip you up something nice.”
Joe went into the back, and Shining turned to Spike.  His brother was still salivating over the jewel.  “Hey Spike, why did you let all those ponies ignore you?”
Spike didn’t even think on his answer.  “Twilight told me I shouldn’t get mad, even if other ponies are being rude.”
So, he did know what was happening.
“Well, yeah, but that doesn’t mean you should let them walk all over you.”
Spike cocked his head.
“It means you shouldn’t let them treat you badly.  It isn’t wrong to stand up for yourself , Spike.  When a pony is bullying you, then you stand up and tell them that you aren’t going to let them do it.”
“But what if they keep doing it?” Spike asked.
Shining smiled as he recalled the events from the shop.  “Bullies are cowards, Spike.  When I stood up for you in the shop, nopony bothered me.  When you tell ponies you won’t let them bully you, they give up.”  Shining Armor knew he was over simplifying it.  Shining Armor also knew that ponies would not try to goad a dragon into fighting them.  If Spike stood up for himself, they would give in.
“Thanks, Big Bro,” Spike said with a genuine smile.
“Hey, I am the big brother.  It is my job to watch out for my little brother and sister.”
A large bell outside began to ring, causing Spike’s eyes to widen.  “Oh!  Twilight’s class will be getting out!  I’ll never get back in time, she’ll be so worried!”
Shining Armor was going to say something to calm Spike, but before he could the dragon jumped into the bag of writing supplies.  He rolled out a small bit of parchment onto the floor, dipping a quill in the fresh bottle of ink.  Shining Armor watched as Spike began to write a letter.
’Dear Princess Celestia;
Hi, it’s Spike!  Me and Shining Armor went out to lunch, but I didn’t tell Twilight.  I don’t wanna make her upset.  Could you tell her when you see her after class?
Thank you very much Princess;
-Spike’
Shining Armor was impressed with Spike’s writing.  It was practiced, and a far cry neater than his own.  He was confused as to why Spike wrote the letter.  If they were trying to get the letter to Twilight, why address it to Celestia?
Spike rolled up the letter and held it into the air.  With a breath, the green dragon fire engulfed the letter, turning it into a wisp of smoke.  Shining Armor watched, transfixed, as the trail of smoke went towards the castle.
“Spike?  What was that?” he asked.
“Princess Celestia taught me how to send letters to her with my fire.”
Spike has a direct line of contact to Princess Celestia?  How?  Why?  “Well, I guess that solves one problem.  But are you sure you should be bothering the Princess with such personal problems?”
Spike shook his head vigorously.  “Princess Celestia said I should send her a letter if I thought it was important.  I really don’t want Twilight to be worried.”
The innocence of that statement made Shining Armor smile.  Making Twilight upset was a ‘big problem’ for Spike.  An odd sound made Shining look back at Spike.  “Huh?  Spike are you ok?” Shining Armor asked.  Spike looked like something he ate had not sat well with him.
A belch of green fire was accompanied by a small scroll.  “She wrote back,” Spike explained, opening up the scroll.  “She says we should have fun.”
Shining Armor couldn’t help but laugh.  Spike certainly had a lot of secrets.  “Ok, bro.  What do you say we head to the park after we eat?  It is a royal order to have fun today.  I’m sure Twiley can let you have a day off to have some fun.”
“Yeah!” Spike exclaimed, jumping back onto his seat.  “You’re the best, Big Bro!”

Sword fighting was something all guards were trained with.  Magic was forbidden in the training classes, which made it one of the quieter forms of training.  It was hard to talk with a training blade held in your teeth.  Shining Armor was the best in his class, without question, but every now and again the Captain liked to jump into the ring to keep him humble.  
Shining Armor's skill had always been towards defensive fighting, and the Captain was quite good at pushing that.  He felt like he had been giving ground all match, just waiting for a slip up that wasn't coming.  A strong side slash came his way, and Shining deflected it deftly with his own blade.  The strength of the collision rattled him, but he didn't lose his focus.  He finally saw a gap in his opponent's guard, and rushed in to take advantage of it.
It turned out to be a poor decision, as the weakness had been a feint.  Shining felt the jerk of his neck as his blade was struck hard, causing it to fly from his grip.  The Captain’s horn glowed as he pulled his sword from his mouth.  "Not bad, Shining Armor, but you're too eager to jump on an opening.  If your opponent is more skilled than you, you have to take into account that they might be trying to goad you.  It is more about the mental game than most ponies realize."
Shining nodded, retrieving his practice sword from the corner of the ring.  The instructor spoke as the Captain returned his blade and stepped out of the ring.  "All right, that's enough for today.  The lot of you need to practice more!  The annual arms tournament is only a month away, and you're all competing!  Don't make fools of yourselves."
Shining sighed.  He'd been looking forward to the tournament for a while.  It was where they identified new prospects for promotion from the rookies.  There was no doubt that he'd need to step up his game.
As the captain and instructor left the room, they passed by a familiar purple drake.  Spike made out a few lines of their conversation.
"Pretty soon I'm not going to be able to reliably beat him.  Only get a student like that once a generation."  They moved down the hall as Spike entered the training room.
"Hey, Big Bro!  That was awesome!" Spike exclaimed from the sidelines.
Shining turned his head and smiled at Spike.  "Heya, Spike.  Yeah, the Captain is something else, isn't he?"
"Well, yeah.  But he's the Captain of the Royal Guard.  You did awesome!  I never thought a you would push him like that!"
"Hah, I'm not that good, Spike.  I am sure the Captain was just going easy on me.  After all, what is the use of showing off against a student? We all know he’s good, but he’s trying to teach us to be better."
Spike looked over the practice blades while Shining went to get a small drink of water.  "I wish I could sword fight.  It makes you guys look so cool."
Shining Armor chuckled.  "You think so?  Well maybe you should train to be a knight, too!" he suggested.
Spike looked surprised.  "No way!  I mean, I'm not good like you or the others.  Also... well, I’m different."
Shining bumped his hoof against Spike’s shoulder.  “Yeah, you are different.  You’re my brother, and that means you get personal training!  Nopony is born good.  If you want to learn, then pick up a blade and try."  Shining drew his sword with a magical tug, swiping it through the air with a dramatic flourish as he held his head high.  He noticed Spike reaching out to grab one of the swords meant for advanced training, namely the sharp ones.  "Not those, Spike!"
Spike tried to stop moving, but his body didn't respond as he wished, making him crash into the rack.  A single sword fell loose, plummeting towards Spike.  In a fleet of panic, Shining Armor tried to grab the sword with his magic.  The spell missed, causing his mind to race as the sword landed on Spike edge first.  
I need to get him to the med wing, but would they even know how to treat a dragon?
His train of thought stopped suddenly when he saw Spike move.  Spike stood up, pushing the sword to the floor, and had not a scratch on him. 
"Oops!  Sorry, bro," he said, reaching for the blade.  Shining was slack jawed, but recovered quickly.
"Wait, hold on a moment, Spike," Shining Armor said, grasping the blade in his magic.  He held it aloft and studied it.  The blade looked normal, but was it?  Turning, he swung it hard at a training dummy.  The wood was cleaved cleanly in two, falling onto the floor with a clatter.  Shining Armor looked back at Spike, who was unharmed.  His look of confusion broke into a smile, along with a hearty laugh.
Spike looked a bit embarrassed.  "Hey... I know I'm clumsy, but you don't have to laugh at me!"
Shining shook his head.  "I'm not making fun of you Spike, but the situation is crazy!  You've got claws that can cut through stone, your scales can block razor sharp blades without a challenge, and you're still just a kid.  Why would you want to learn how to fight like us?"  He pushed Spike softly.  Spike moved a bit, being so light, but Shining was quite sure he barely felt it.  "Give it a few years, and we won't be able to scratch you!  You should practice with what you've got."
Spike shook his head.  "Twilight makes me keep my claws short.  She doesn't want me to hurt anypony.  I used to just bite them, but she said that wasn't healthy, so she found a spell that lets her do it.  Still, sometimes I do it myself with the grinding wheel."
Shining froze.  "The grinding wheel?  You mean what they use to keep the swords sharp?"
"Yeah.  We tried using a file once, but it just broke in two.  But I mean, claws aren't heroic.  They just make me look like an animal."
Spike's reasoning made sense to Shining.  His brother wanted to be a knight, not a dragon.  Where that desire came from, Shining couldn’t say, but it wasn't a bad goal.  "So, you want to learn how to use a sword, eh?  Well first of all, take a practice sword, not a real one," he said, gesturing to the rack of blunted swords.  Shining raised his blade in the magic field again, holding it steady.
Spike looked at the practice weapons closely.  That was another one of Twilight's tendencies bleeding off on him.  After a minute, he selected one and placed the handle in his mouth.
Shining laughed, shaking his head.  "No, Spike.  You don't have to hold it like we do.  You're lucky I saw the Captain duel a Minotaur once, I actually do know how you would hold it.  Take it in your claw, your right one."
For almost an hour, Shining ran Spike through the basics of sword play.  Though Spike was still clumsy and inexperienced, he began learning the basics easily enough.  Shining noted that is was much easier for Spike to perform sword maneuvers then is was for a pony.  The weapons were made for someone like him, who stood on two legs and could grip them.  Shining began thinking of all the advantages Spike had in sword fighting.
He can move it easier than other ponies.  He doesn’t have to tilt his body to fight his opponent, he can just turn his claw.
Ponies may have adapted to use these weapons, but for Spike it was natural.  Spike dropped his blade a few times, but each time he did, he grabbed it and jumped back into the technique he had been attempting.  
If nothing else, he’s got determination.   "Not bad, Spike!  You've got the basics of the parry and thrust down, so let's try it out.  Come and try to land a hit on me," Shining said, his sword floating in the magical hold.
"What?  I'll never hit you.  You're so much better than I could ever be."
Shining patted Spike’s shoulders with an encouraging smile.  "Do you know what is most important for a knight, Spike?  Never give up.  You might be defending someone important to you one day, against an enemy you know you can never beat.  If you give up, you lose, but every second you keep your opponent away from your charge is another moment for help to arrive.  A knight doesn't always win, Spike.  What a knight always will do, however, is endure."
Spike looked up at his instructor and big brother, nodding.  He raised his blade like Shining had taught him, and held it steady in his claw.  "Okay, I'll try."  He lead with a strong jab towards Shining’s chest.  The form was solid, and his other hand was held out to aid with his bad balance.  His stance was wide, easily exploitable, but Shining decided to wait.  He could trounce Spike easily, or he could try to guide him to improvement.
Shining parried the first few strikes with little effort.  He was studying Spike's form, watching how he handled the inability to gain any ground.  Spike was becoming frustrated, which in turn made him more aggressive.  A novice mistake, but a common one. 
"You are over extending," Shining remarked.  "Your small arms gives you a longer range than most ponies, but not if they are using magic.  If you push too hard, you’ll leave yourself open."  With a deft strike, Shining illustrated his point and disarmed his student.  Spike's sword sailed a few feet through the air, before clattering against the ground.  Shining pulled his blade back, expecting Spike to go run and grab his.
He was quite surprised when Spike crashed into his front legs, causing the stallion to fall back onto his flank.  Shining's spell failed from the shock, and his own sword clattered to the ground.  He jumped up quickly, putting some distance between himself and Spike, out of reflex more than anything else.  "Whoa, I meant with the sword!  It's just practice."
Spike looked confused as he stood up.  "But you said that a knight never gives up."
Shining was dumbfounded for a second, before letting a grin split his face.  "So I did!  You'll make a fine knight with that attitude, Lil' Bro."  He gave Spike a rub on the head.  "Now come on, let's go grab a bite before Twiley gets out of class.  I'm sure she'll have plenty for you to do once that happens."

Spike stood next to Twilight Sparkle, Twilight Velvet, and Night Light in the large audience hall of Canterlot Castle.  The last few years had been so busy that they just flew by.  Shining Armor's training had intensified to an absurd degree, so he had little time to spare for his bro.  On the other end of the spectrum, Twilight had finished her formal schooling.  She had no more classes, and graduated to working directly under Celestia.  Oftentimes, Celestia would ask her questions, returning for an answer at the end of the week.  Twilight, in usual form, would have an answer by Monday evening.  Of course, the rest of the week was spent perfecting and refining that answer.
Spike loved Twilight, and he wanted to help her any way he could.  Helping her, however,  left him with very little free time with how neurotic she could get about her studies.  Spike relished the times when Celestia would sit down for a full lesson with Twilight. It actually kept the hyperactive mare calm.  The shout of a guard pony snapped him out of his thoughts.
"Attention!" the pegasus called, as the massive double doors swung open.  In the doorway stood Shining Armor, dressed out in his full Royal Guard uniform.  Shining Armor stood with a level of confidence and pride, more so than some of the others.  Spike remembered when Shining told them that he had been approved for the Royal Guard two years ago.  Being promoted to Princess Celestia's personal guard was an honor beyond words.  Shining Armor had been over the moon about it.
"Present -  Arms!"  In unison, the guard ponies lining the hall raised their lances onto their shoulders.  The path it made down the aisle looked rather impressive to Spike.  Shining Armor stood firm, face stoic while looking dead ahead.  His walk was calm and composed,  the very picture of determination and professionalism.  At the end of his walk were two ponies: Princess Celestia, the much beloved ruler of Equestria on the left, and Captain Sentinel, the head of the Royal Guards on the right.
Princess Celestia spoke first, as Shining Armor reached the front of the room and lowered himself into a bow.  "Lieutenant Shining Armor, do you swear to serve Equestria?"
"I do, your majesty."
"Do you swear to protect her ponies?  Be they unicorn, pegasus or earth pony?"
"I will, your majesty."
"And do you swear to serve with honor, loyalty, and integrity to the crown?"
"All the days of my life."
"Then rise, Shining Armor, with the title of captain," she spoke.  A pony not familiar with the ritual would think the ceremony over.  Only one pony was ever allowed to hold the rank of captain in the Royal Guards.  
Shining Armor stood, turning to the stallion beside him: an old and graying unicorn, face weathered and worn from many years of faithful service.  His horn glowed a subtle blue as he pulled his sword from its sheath, holding it aloft between them.
"This blade has been the sign of the most noble and skilled stallions of the age for the last six hundred years.  Its blade is kept sharp by the loyalty and devotion of the one who bears it.  Do you swear to ne'er allow this blade to dull for as long as one Equestrian yet remains?"
"I do so swear," Shining said, and his own horn began to glow slowly.  The familiar magenta hue began to run over the blue field already around the blade.  "I relieve you, Captain Sentinel."
The blue aura slowly receded, until it was only Shining Armor's magic that held the blade aloft.  He guided the blade into his empty sheath, and saluted the older unicorn.
"I stand relieved, Captain Armor," Sentinel replied, with a salute of his own.  He turned back towards the door, and began moving down the aisle.
In unison, the lines of guard ponies raised a salute to the departing captain.  As Celestia introduced the new Captain of the Royal Guards, the room broke into thunderous cheers.  Everypony ran up to congratulate him as the ceremony ended.  Twilight and her family, however, waited in the back.  This was his day, and there would be time for family once all the excitement had died down.
When he finally made it to the back of the room, there was less of a ‘congratulations’ and more a collection of limbs that resembled a group hug.  Nopony could wait their turn, so the unicorn family that adopted a dragon just shared their love together.
Spike was incredibly proud of his brother.  The situation had a bittersweet taste, however.  If Shining had little time to spend with him before, now he would have next to none.  His work was really important now, making sure that Princess Celestia and all of Canterlot was safe.  He knew that his brother could do it, but it would not be an easy task.
As Twilight and her parent's threw congratulations upon him, Spike just met eyes with his brother and showed his emotions in the best way brothers could.  He held out his closed fist, and with a smile Shining Armor knocked his hoof into it.
"Congrats, Big Bro," Spike said.
“Thanks, Lil Bro,” Shining said.  “Still a little nervous.  It’s a lot of responsibility.”
Spike cocked his head.  “What do you have to do now that you are the Captain?”
“Well,” Shining began, “I have to make sure all the guards are trained.  I, personally, need to oversee all of our defenses.  I need to know everything that is happening, all around the city.  Sometimes I need to even know what is happening in other parts of Equestria.”
Spike’s expression didn’t change.  “But you’ve been doing that for over a year.  I’ve seen you on the r...ram… on the wall, checking on the guards.  You’ve spent a lot of time studying timetables for big events too, like the guard patrols during the Grand Galloping Gala.”
Shining Armor nodded with a smile.  “That’s right, Spike.  Captain Sentinel was training me so I could take over for him.  Now I have to stand on my own and do it without him.  It’s exciting, but nerve wracking too.”
Spike shrugged.  “I don’t get it.  It sounds like more of the same to me.”
Shining Armor chuckled, rubbing Spike’s head.  “Trust me, bro.  You’ll understand when you’re older.”

Spike complained about the work load Twilight gave him, but he never really objected to it.  He didn't like doing work, but his love for Twilight won out.  He would do whatever he could to help her, and that she needed his help meant everything to him.  He might have suggested that they get out and see something besides the castle now and again, but he'd never expected to have his wish granted in such a spectacular fashion.
Princess Celestia was sending them off to Ponyville to supervise the preparations for the Summer Sun Celebration.  It was a big festival, and a pretty big responsibility to put Twilight in charge of.  Spike, as her most faithful assistant, would go with her.  
Nothing in Equestria would keep me behind!
Shining Armor, however, had no such luck.  His responsibilities and duties here made it impossible to keep an eye on his little sister.  Over the years, Spike had grown perceptive.  He could see how much Shining Armor wanted to go with his sister.  He wanted to make sure she was safe and taken care of.  She'd proven long ago that she could take care of herself, but that big brother instinct never quite went away.
Their chariot had just arrived.  Twilight was checking her list before she left, muttering to herself.  Spike was checking through her saddlebags one last time, making sure she hadn't forgotten anything.  Shining Armor considered joining her, but dismissed the thought with a sigh.  There was only one real option.
“Hey, bro!  Can I talk to you for a sec?" Shining Armor called.  Spike looked up, before turning to ask Twilight.  Shining could not hear what was being said between them.  Twilight nodded, not taking her eyes off of her list.  
No matter how old she gets, she never really changes.
Spike ran over, looking up at the stallion he had modeled most of his younger years after.  He fancied himself a knight, but he knew that it was a foolish dream.  He still tried to live his life by the lessons Shining Armor had taught him, 'never give up', being the most important one.
"Yeah, what is it, Big Bro?" he asked, running up to him.  Shining Armor glanced over at Twilight before speaking quietly.
"I need you to do me a favor, Spike.  Be her big brother for me.  I can't look out for her while she's gone, so I need you to do it.  You'll watch out for her, right?"
Spike looked up at the stallion he admired more than any other.  He wanted to say something poetic, something awesome and cool.  He wanted to have some dramatic speech, some really amazing proclamation.  Instead, he settled for smaller words that had a much stronger meaning.
"I relieve you."
Shining Armor's eyes widened, watching Spike give his own salute to him. At first, Spike thought he had said something wrong, but the warm, happy smile forming on Shining's face told him otherwise. It was more heartfelt and genuine than the one he had when he was promoted.
"I stand relieved," Shining Armor replied, returning a professional salute to Spike.  Shining Armor looked around, making sure they were alone.  When he was sure nopony was paying them any mind, he drew his blade from its sheath with a magical tug.  He held it aloft before the baby dragon that acted like a pony.
"Kneel then, Spike the Dragon," Shining ordered.  Spike was confused, but did so without question.  "Only Princess Celestia can knight somepony, but in times of need the Captain of the Guard has the authority to conscript civilians to specific tasks.  By the power vested in me by the Princess of the Sun, I grant you the title of Knight Protector."  He brought his sword down to tap Spike on the shoulders and head.  "Now rise, and accept your duty to protect and serve Twilight Sparkle, personal protégé to the Princess of the Sun."
As Spike rose, his eyes glistened, tears of joy threatening to escape.  
"Hey now!  Your first act as a knight can't be to start bawling.  Besides, Twiley might get suspicious," Shining Armor said, returning his sword to its sheath.  "Not a word of this to anypony, by the way.  It is our little secret."  He extended his hoof.
"You got it, Big Br—I mean Captain!" Spike said, raising his claw to salute.  He decided against it, curling his claw into a fist and bumping it with his brother's hoof.
"Spike, hurry up!  It's time to go!" Twilight exclaimed from the balcony.  Spike and Shining walked out together, sharing a grin.  Spike skipped onto the chariot, while Shining Armor walked up to his sister and gave her a warm hug.
"You take care of yourself Twiley."
She giggled and rolled her eyes.  "Oh come on!  It's only to prepare for the celebration.  It'll be a day, tops.  You'll see me again before you know it!"
He smiled at her warmly.  "I suppose I will.  Love you Twiley.  See you soon."
"I love you too, B.B.B.F.F."  Twilight stepped onto the chariot and it took off into the sky.  Shining Armor watched it vanish over the horizon.  He had a terrible feeling in his gut, but he knew Spike would keep his word.  Spike would never let Twilight come to harm, not as long as there was life in his body.  He was a true knight, through and through.
"You know, I always liked the title 'Knight Protector'." Shining Armor jolted, turning around to see Princess Celestia walking towards him. "I think it serves to remind knights of what their true purpose is: to protect those they care about, and to fight so that others do not have to.  It is a shame that the title died out over time."
Shining Armor's mouth fell open for a moment.  He recovered his demeanor and replied, "Pardon my indiscretion, princess."
Celestia shook her head.  "You have nothing to apologize for, Captain. You put your faith in a very trustworthy individual.  For I have placed my faith in him some time ago.  When the time comes, should his destiny lead him that way, perhaps we can return that title to active service after all?"
Shining Armor looked back over the balcony.  "I don't think he needed it.  The strength of a knight comes not from titles or rank, but from the strength and devotion of one's heart.  If there is one thing my brother has, it is devotion."
Celestia stepped next to Shining Armor, watching the horizon with him.  "And if there is one thing you have, Shining Armor, it is the biggest heart of anypony I have met," she paused, watching him blush.  “I do worry about him.  The world may not be as accepting of him as the rest of us are.”
Shining Armor recalled the memories of all the time he’d spent with Spike over the years.  “He’s tough, Princess, both inside and out.  He might just be a better knight than me, someday.
Celestia nodded her head softly.  “It would seem that the coming years will be very exciting, then.  I look forward to seeing where the future leads us.”  She turned, and walked back into the castle.
Shining Armor was in charge of keeping Canterlot safe when the Princess went to Ponyville tomorrow.  His duty was to protect all of the ponies of Equestria, not just his sister.  He could not afford to be distracted.  He was thankful that he’d met Spike all those years ago.  Shining had always been the one looking out for Twilight.  He knew he couldn’t do it forever, and the thought of her off on her own terrified him.
He wasn’t scared anymore.  Twilight was in good claws.
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