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The Grand Galloping Gala left many a heart broken, dream crushed, or mouth tasting bitter. In its aftermath, Wonderbolt escapee Soaren finds himself in Ponyville, with a solution to all three, at least for an orange earth pony whose bark most definitely matches her bite.
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	Zipping down a darkened corridor, towards an abandoned balcony and the vast night-time sky, Soarin' couldn’t help but contemplate exactly what he’d gotten himself into.
Some Gala, huh, was his first thought, rounding another corner as the door to the balcony he’d been headed for slammed shut. Outside he caught a glimpse of two ponies engaged in a passionate embrace, and though for a moment he pondered ploughing through the glass doors to freedom, ultimately the desire to let them have their fun won out. If I’d known this was going to happen I’d have taken the day off!
He couldn’t help but be slightly angry, more at Spitfire than himself. She’d promised him an easy, relaxing evening of fine dining, fine company, and fine music, and to be fair to her, it had started off pretty well.
That one pony selling the fantastic apple treats in the palace courtyard had been real cute.
Then the entire thing had gone to absolute pony hell, and now he was stuck, on the run for his life.
Behind him, somewhere distant in the elaborate labyrinth of corridors that made up the lower floors of the castle complex, Soarin' caught the sound of a terrifying roar, low, loud and furious.
“Soarin'!” was the only word of it he could make out, before he dove through an arras leading to a private balcony, slamming into a couple locked in a heated kiss of their own.
He had to get out, fast, maybe faster than he’d ever flown before. If Spitfire found him, he’d be in for a real scolding. So far he’d managed to avoid it, but he knew just how fast she was, and taking chances with the squad leader, who could ground him for a week (longer than he could ever stand staying still) with little more than a word was too suicidal for the pegasus’ tastes.
Clutching his head with one foreleg, Soarin' grabbed the railing on the balcony that he’d ploughed into and pulled himself up, hoof kneading the bruise on his temple that felt more like a dent.
The two ponies he’d thrown apart were just beginning to help themselves into a standing position. Soarin', as carefully as he could, offered them each a hoof.
“The nerve,” the first sniffed, slapping away the proffered hoof as he brushed himself down. What a waste of fancy formalwear. “Such gall, to interrupt a pair in the throes of passion in such an unseemly manner! Have you no shame, sir?”
“Yeah! Who do you think you are?” the second, dressed in decidedly more plain garb, seemed almost out of place on the balcony. Almost as if she were...
Startled out of contemplation by the worryingly close sound of Spitfire’s trademark flight trails, a mixture of the crackle of bolts of contained lightning and the hissing of fiery sparks, Soarin' flapped his wings, desperately seeking an escape route.
Spitfire was faster than he was, a better flier, and smarter, too.
Maybe I should just give up, he thought, fear beginning to rise in his throat. She wouldn’t kick me off the team, right? Right? Who am I even askin’?
“I know you’re here, Soarin'!” The lash of thunder, followed by a spectacular bright light, on the other side of the arras, sent all three of them jumping into the air. “Come out where I can see you! You’re in big trouble!”
No! With newfound determination, Soarin' glared at the curtains, stretching all four of his legs as he unfurled his wings. I’m no quitter! And if I quit now, that’s no pies, no flying, no nothin’ for a week! Maybe even more! I didn’t come this far just to get caught!
A quick turn was all it took, followed by a hop, skip and jump. Proper flight technique had been drilled into his head since he was a foal, and now it brought him relief, hind legs clearing the balcony as he soared through the cool midnight air.
On the horizon, still late in the evening, lights were beginning to flicker, on and off, in what Soarin' assumed was a town. That would be where he’d hide out from Spitfire, he decided, thoughts racing as he plummeted through the air.
Behind him, he was fairly certain the sounds of something being incinerated by barely-contained rage, followed by two girlish squeals, were nothing he needed to concern himself with.

“Hey, AJ!”
Another peaceful morning had come and gone in the idyllic town of Ponyville, a day’s trek away from the magnificent metropolis of Canterlot, and Applejack found herself wondering how exactly she’d managed to get caught up in what was arguably the biggest, most rewarding mess of her life.
“Mornin’, Soarin',” she sighed through the hoe gripped tightly in her jaw. The words came out slightly muffled, which made the Wonderbolt cock his head ever so slightly, but he seemed to understand, prancing over to her to peck her on the nose.
“How’s my little apple pie doing today? Workin’ hard?”
Applejack took slight offense to the pet name, cocking one eyebrow in distaste. The darker, more lascivious part of her mind supplied a quick quip on the amount of cocking being done today, but she snuffed it out, suppressing her errant thoughts with a shudder.
“Just dealin’ with some plantin’ that needs doing,” she shot back, stretching. It had been an inordinately long time since she’d last had opportunity to relax, and now she was beginning to regret choosing to get up so early to head off the day’s chores. She’d much rather have preferred to leave them to Big Mac. “Orchards’re in need of a good buckin’, gotta sow next season’s crops in the fields, harvest some of that there wheat you’re tramplin’...”
“Oh!” Soarin’s reaction was almost immediate, a sudden stutter followed by a jump that carried him out of the danger zone and over to her side. “Sorry about that, I always forget. No worries, right?”
“It’s all right, sugarcube,” Applejack crooned, nuzzling the Wonderbolt’s neck, “as long as you don’t give me any trouble while I’m plantin’. The farm comes first.”
“But giving you trouble’s fun, AJ,” he laughed back, leaning further into the orange earth pony. For a moment there was a comfortable silence between them, and in that moment, Soarin' pondered the events of the past two weeks of his life. They’d been long weeks, full of uncertainty, but he’d had a nice little vacation, and everything had been wrapped up nicely.
“Don’t I know it,” Applejack eventually replied, breaking the silence with a smile and a quick peck on the cheek. Soarin' couldn’t help but blush. “Now stop botherin’ me so I can work. Go on, get!”
With a nudge and a playful grin, the mare bounded off towards the orchards, tiny, yappy dog in tow. Soarin’s eyes followed her intently, unable to look at anything else, and he sighed, soft smile spreading across his face.

The morning after the Grand Galloping Gala found the famous wingman of the Wonderbolts, stunt flier extraordinaire and all-around pretty cool guy, cruising through the high altitudes above the road to Ponyville at a leisurely pace.
He’d been flying all night, making sure to take extra time along the scenic route to lose any possible pursuers. Spitfire hadn’t gone after him, thankfully, but he was certain she’d seen him heading off in the direction of the tiny town in the boondocks by the Everfree Forest, and that there’d be some sort of big “capture operation” soon enough.
A chase he couldn’t handle, but hide-and-seek? Spitfire knew what she’d be getting into, he knew that. They’d grown up together, and as he’d proved time and time again, no one was better at truancy than him.
The morning sky was dotted with clouds, a telltale sign of lazy pegasi weather controllers, and Soarin' took the time to attack each one with vigour, powerful bucks tearing them apart like cotton candy in a wolf’s teeth. It had been quite a while since the blue colt had found the time to work with the weather, a pegasus’ natural affinity, and he found he missed the soft, fluffy texture of clouds on his hooves, the way they burst into little showers of water vapour upon contact, scattering glittering dots of clean, pure rain to the wind.
He wanted to whip up a tornado or two, really experiment with some of the tricks he’d learned in flight school. Maybe some lightning. A little zap would probably have jolted him into consciousness better than ten cups of coffee ever could. Still, he restrained himself, lazily gliding down the path of air currents that led in the direction of the town. The warm breeze swimming over his body caressed his fur with all the love of Mother Nature, and beneath the bright early-morning sun, everything seemed almost too good to be true. Even in the aftermath of that disastrous shindig and all the torture that had come with it, Soarin' was grateful for another new day, and a few more hours of listless flight through tranquil skies.
By the time the laid-back pegasus touched down just far enough outside of the small town to get a bead on the local skyways, most of which were happily clear of traffic and empty of leftover work hazards, he’d worked up a fair sweat, and a crazy appetite. Luckily, years of experience had acclimatised him to both, and the delectable scent of cookery wafting in his direction from a barnyard at the crest of a nearby hill grabbed his attention faster than a coyote’s run.
“Oooh, is that pie?” Soarin' couldn’t help himself. It had been hours since his last meal, hours since that pie the cute apple farmer had sent his way, but he could already feel the taste of it welling up in his throat, tiny crumbs stuck to the roof of his mouth swept away by the motion of his tongue lapping them up. “So hungry! Got to be quick!”
The colt stomped the ground beneath his hooves, in a full run towards the barn long before the dust had settled.

“Oh, wow, AJ, this is an awesome spread!” Rainbow Dash couldn’t keep the anticipation out of her eyes, nor the drool from her mouth, and AJ wasn’t helping matters, constantly ladling even more food out on the table. Applebloom was positively electric with excitement, fidgeting and shuddering in her seat, and Macintosh, though mostly placid, couldn’t stop licking his lips.	Granny Smith sat at the head of the table, a serene smile on her wrinkled face, eyes crinkled with joy as she helped herself to the first of the salads. “I didn’t think you’d be back at the oven after the Gala disaster!”
“Now hold on, y’hear,” the orange earth pony snapped back, glaring. “I’m not goin’ to pretend that wasn’t a complete failure, but I ain’t going to let it get me down either, and neither should you gals!”
“Absolutely!” Rarity’s eyes were still rimmed with bags after the trip home, bloodshot and tearful, but she seemed the most composed of the six mares, barring Granny Smith. “To allow something so silly as the Gala...our best night ever...” The white unicorn stopped for a moment, taking a few sniffs, before breaking down into another sobbing fit. Fluttershy massaged her back with a hoof, in a gesture of comfort.
“It’s okay, Rarity,” she cooed into the unicorn’s ear, “we all know how you feel, it’s all right. You can cry as much as you like.”
“How can you be so strong at a time like this, Fluttershy, darling?” Rarity wrapped her forelegs around the pegasus in a crushing embrace. She squeaked in response. “You can’t leave me, not until I have had the time to grieve for my crushed dreams. You simply can’t! You mustn’t!”
“I promise I won’t,” Fluttershy squeaked again, carefully extricating herself from the sobbing unicorn’s grip. “I’m right here for as long as you need me, if this is where you want me to be.”
“We wouldn’t have you anywhere else, Fluttershy! We all want you right here with us, and then we can all help each other!” Pinkie Pie’s voice, bright and airy, was an unexpected lilt in the conversation, but the pink mare was inattentively chewing on something the two ponies couldn’t quite make out. Rarity chose not to concern herself with it, resting her head on Fluttershy’s withers once more, but the yellow pegasus’ eyes remained focus on Pinkie, idly playing with the cutlery on the table.
The only other mare with her eyes trained on the pink pony was their little group’s leader, Twilight Sparkle, lavender unicorn and personal protégé to the Princess herself. She’d had, arguably, the least terrible night of the group, though not all that positive even by those lax standards, and that left her in the position of carer for the five distraught ponies.
It looked like very few of them needed it, in truth. Rarity had a tendency for histrionics, and her exaggerated emotional theatrics, though deeply depressing, would ultimately resolve themselves with Fluttershy’s help. Twilight couldn’t help but hope that with Fluttershy’s help, things would end up even better for those two, but she didn’t place too much stock in whimsy and fancy. Better to offer what prayers she could and leave it at that. She still had her dress designs, after all, which had proven surprisingly popular; she’d be bouncing back in no time, ready to make her mark on Canterlot elsewhere. Twilight would find another way for Fluttershy to see the gardens in the meantime, perhaps abuse her powers as the Princess’s aide if necessary.
Twilight had the most sympathy for Applejack. Her motives for going to the Gala had been close to selfless, and she’d worked so hard in preparation for it that it broke her heart to see her friend’s heart broken. All that food, gone to waste. Most of it made up the banquet in front of them, but still, letting the family eat it hadn’t been Applejack’s intention in the first place. Besides that Wonderbolt she’d mentioned, she’d come away with nothing.
Rainbow Dash, on the other hoof, had done fairly well for herself. Nothing so glamorous as she’d wanted, but the Wonderbolts knew who she was, and she was in with them well enough to be noticed. That one mare she’d been constantly yammering on about, Spitfire, seemed to have taken an interest in her, and that was all she’d wanted, so good for her.
In the end, they’d all been crushed, but Applejack and Pinkie Pie had taken the brunt of the blow. Pinkie hadn’t known a thing about formal event etiquette, how could she be faulted for obeying the call to party? Her own personal call of duty? She’d tried to make people happy. How was she to know that stuck-up stuffed shirts were incapable of joy?
Pinkie looked like she was about to break down at any moment. Twilight was more than a little afraid of having to deal with despondent Pinkie again, but she didn’t want to rock the boat and risk being responsible for it - so, she chose to let her fears rule her, and stayed quiet. It seemed like the most appropriate course.
“Umm,” said Fluttershy, and Twilight couldn’t help but marvel at how eloquent she could be at times.
“‘Umm’ pretty much says it all, sugarcube,” the orange earth pony sighed, and with that, she dug into her food, a platter of soups, sweets and savouries that made Twilight’s mouth water.
“As the Gelds would say,” Rarity laughed, a mirthless, dry titter that made Twilight’s heart clench, “bon appetit, ma petit famille!”
After a few minutes of idle chatter, as Twilight ruminated over her thoughts and the delicious morsel of fried cabbage stuck between her teeth, the sound of a knock on a window coming from upstairs caught the attention of everyone at the table.
“Sounds like we got us an unusual visitor,” Applejack said, scratching the top of her head with a hoof. The hat on the back of her chair seemed wildly misplaced. “Mac, mind runnin’ on up there and finding out who it is?”
“Sure,” the stallion replied, casually rising from his seat. It still shocked Twilight how he was so huge, and yet only a year or so older than his sister. “I’ll be back in a second, y’all feel free to carry on.”
“Heavens, dear, why ever would we do something so uncouth?” The way Rarity batted her long, beautiful eyelashes at the stallion made Twilight chuckle, but he reacted very differently, blushing so brightly the girls could see it through his coat. “Surely you would never think we lack the decorum to wait upon the return of our fine gentlecolt host?”
“Uh,” was all the stallion managed to get out before bounding up the stairs. At the table, Rarity shook her head and pouted, twirling a strand of hair in one hoof.
“I expected a more pronounced reaction,” she groaned. “Am I losing my touch?”
“Oh, no, no,” Fluttershy soothed her, staring deeply into her eyes. Rarity pulled back ever so slightly, but kept looking, entranced. “You’re still so pretty, Rarity, you know that.”
“You’re too kind, Fluttershy,” was the response, the effects of Fluttershy’s Stare shattering like a glass pane. A part of Twilight’s mind, a particularly attentive one, acknowledged the sound of cracking glass somewhere. Perhaps upstairs. “I absolutely don’t want to even contemplate where I would be without you. The thought is paralyzing!”
Murmuring broke out around the table. The only silent ponies were Pinkie Pie, still brooding over her meagre portion of food, and Applebloom, curiously glancing between Pinkie and the staircase every now and then. Twilight couldn’t make out much of what was being said, aside from the occasional shout from Rainbow Dash, and boredom soon had her tapping her hind hooves on the floor in anticipation. What was going on?
“Hey, Twilight?”
“Hmm?” Applebloom’s sweet, foalish country twang made her impossible to mistake. Twilight leant over to make herself more easily audible. “What is it, Applebloom, sweetie?”
“I was just wonderin’,” the filly replied, a note of confusion slipping into her tone, “why’s Pinkie Pie so sad? Usually she’s the life of the party, but today it’s like she’s the death of it instead!”
“That’s pretty harsh, Applebloom,” Twilight rebuked her, waving a reproachful hoof in the air. “Pinkie just had a hard time at the Gala. I really wish she could have had her best night ever, I wish we all could have, but for now, we just have to let her be for a while. When she’s ready, we’ll take to her.”
“But Twilight,” now Applebloom seemed a little desperate, a pleading look in her big orange eyes, “you told me and Spike that we should,” the yellow filly paused to take a deep breath, and continued, imitating Twilight as best she could in what was a pretty solid effort, “‘never turn our backs on a friend when they need us, because that’s the fastest way to lose a friend.’”
“I’m pretty sure I was talking about secrets and trust,” the lavender unicorn said, scanning the table with her eyes to make sure Pinkie hadn’t gone, “but you’re right, Applebloom. Pinkie needs us all. I’ll talk to her, I promise.”
“Thanks, Twilight!” The wide, innocent grin on the filly’s face made it all worthwhile for Twilight Sparkle. “I bet if you told Pinkie Pie how you feel about her, she’d be real pleased, and then she’d forget all about that silly frou-frou party!”
“How I feel about her?” Twilight blanched. What was she supposed to say? How did Applebloom know, for that matter? “What are you talking about?”
“Hey, now hold on just a minute there, missy!” Applejack’s abrupt roar made Twilight flinch, her head twisting around further than she had previously believed physically possible for a pony to catch a view of Applejack pulling Rainbow Dash into a headlock. “You take that back right now and say uncle or I’ll have you trussed up like a chicken in a jiffy!”
“Yeah, sure you will!” Dash almost seemed to be gloating, despite being completely incapable of escaping the earth pony’s grip. “You couldn’t outshine me if I was grey, AJ, just like you can’t beat me as an athlete! So stop tryin’! Everyone knows I’m the best pony in Ponyville, no, in Equestria!”
“Best pony, my flank!”
“Your boy-flank, yeah!”
Twilight couldn’t help but snicker at that.
“Twi!” The two arguing ponies shouted in unison, both of them almost immediately grovelling at her hooves. “You gotta help us out!” They proceeded to launch into a long-winded chorus of how one was better than the other, how the other could take their boasting and put it where the sun don’t shine, and so on. Apparently their competitiveness, defused so much after the Running of the Leaves, had ignited into a beacon of fire once more. Twilight thought it was almost poetic.
“What is it, you two? What do you expect me to do?”
“Oh, well, um, if you don’t mind letting me explain, Twilight,” Fluttershy interrupted, raising a hoof for attention, “Rainbow Dash and Applejack were arguing about the pony that knocked on the window upstairs. He’s here now.”
“Oh, really?” Twilight had been so engrossed in her own thoughts and conversations she hadn’t noticed the pony that seemed to be partaking in the feast a bit too much, face buried in the last of a stack of apple pies almost as tall as the chair. Whoever it was had some stomach. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there! I’m Twilight Sparkle!”
The blue pegasus stopped chewing, blinked twice, and then pulled his face from the pie, looking at her with an expression of quiet contemplation. Next to him, Big Mac took the opportunity to steal the pie, digging in with his own set of cutlery.
“Delicious,” the red stallion chuckled. “You just keep gettin’ better, AJ. This a new recipe?”
“Eeyup,” the orange mare laughed, settling back into her seat next to the newcomer. Rainbow Dash, at the other end of the table, was a cross between furious and tragic. Twilight felt her heart go out to the poor pegasus.
“I think it’s cool, miss Dash,” the blue pegasus grinned. “Your language and behaviour are as colourful as your mane and tail! You’re a real showboater!”
“Hey, thanks!” That was strange. Dash never blushed, not even at the most raunchy suggestions. Curious. “I’ll show you some more of my tricks some time, if you’re interested, I’ve got a lot of ‘em!”
“I’d love to learn how to do a Sonic Rainboom,” was the reply, spluttered through a mouthful of cake. Pinkie’s specialty, and Twilight’s favourite. Casting a glance over at the pink earth pony, Twilight melted a little inside when she saw her rolling a blanched tomato around her plate with a hoof, uninterested in the rest of their conversation.
“That’s sort of my personal trick,” Rainbow said, gaze firmly locked on the blue pony. Next to him Applejack was sorting through a salad with an oversized wooden spoon, noncommittally poking at bits and pieces of it; no one seemed to be hungry but the blue pegasus any more, and he was ravenous, devouring everything put in front of him. Soon enough they’d be pretty much out.
“Let me go get some drinks for everypony,” Twilight chimed in, smiling awkwardly. She was sure everyone but the pegasus could tell. “What would you like, uh...”
“Hey!” Realisation flashed across the pegasus’ face. “I never told you my name, did I?”
“No,” Twilight muttered grimly.
“It’s Soarin'!” He sat up a little straighter at that, and flashed her another movie-star grin. Pearly white teeth, blue mane, light blue coat...she recognised the name...
Suddenly understanding hit Twilight like a ton of bricks falling from the peak of a tall castle tower. Or a spire. It was a poor simile either way.
“You’re the Wonderbolt, aren’t you?”
“Twi!” Dash hissed, under her breath, just loud enough for the lavender unicorn to hear. “Not so loud! You’re gonna ruin my chances with this guy!”
“Sorry!” She mumbled back, abashed. “I’ll just grab Pinkie and get going now. What would you like, Soarin'?”
“It’s cool, I’m fine with whatever!” The pegasus was surprisingly amiable, leaning back in his chair. His laid-back posture looked remarkably unthreatening, and he seemed like a nice enough guy, but she couldn’t help but worry about Dash. Considering how she’d reacted to the Wonderbolts previously, having one alone and at her mercy seemed like a dangerous proposal indeed.
“Alright, we’ll be back in a second. Come on, Pinkie!”
“Okay, Twilight! Let’s mosey!” With a hop, skip and jump, Pinkie bounced from her chair and over to the doorway, almost looking reinvigorated. The sight both unnerved and calmed the poor purple unicorn.
“Hey, she’s got a nice technique!” Soarin' laughed as they saw themselves out.

“So, Soarin', if you don’t mind the rather personal question, what brings you to our delightful neck of the woods?”
Rarity seemed to be almost preening under the attentions of the two males. Soarin’s eyes kept darting around, almost uncannily aware of changes in the world around him, while Big Mac was keeping them averted as much as possible, only looking when he thought it’d be safe. It never was, everypony knew that, but they politely chose not to point it out, instead focusing on the delectable array of beverages Pinkie and Twilight had supplied. Exotic ground coffee beans from the Wastes in the Northern Kingdoms, tea leaves cultivated in the arable grasslands of the far east by the indigenous crow population, even sweet sodas crafted lovingly by drink-artists across the globe, the two had supplied with aplomb. Now, sat around the table in much more comfortable, quiet company, they finally had the chance to sit the alarmingly tense and nervous pegasus down and get his story from him.
“So, uh, Soarin',” Twilight began, “I hear you’re a Wonderbolt! What’s that like?”
“Nice icebreaker, Twilight! You’re really doing well today!” Next to her, Pinkie was practically clapping, hooves flailing about in excitement. Somehow, something had happened in the intervening hours that had brought her spirits up to an even more exuberant state than usual; now she was giddy, shaking in her seat, and if one looked close enough, in constant contact with the lavender mare next to her. Applejack felt like the only one who’d noticed.
“It’s all good,” he smiled back, taking a sip from his drink, a weak mixer of pure rock-salt and fresh spring water from Neighbraska. Enough to give a pony a buzz, not enough to knock them stupid. “Right now I’m kind of in hiding.”
“In hiding?” Dash looked scandalised. “From what? What would a Wonderbolt, the coolest of the cool, ever have to hide from? Just tell me and I’ll go right out there and get rid of it for ya!”
“There’s only one thing we stunt fliers are afraid of,” the colt laughed in response, “and that’s more stunt fliers. My boss has it in for me, so I’m taking a coupla days unpaid leave here in Ponyville until she cools off.”
“Your boss? You mean Spitfire?” That puzzled the rainbow-maned pegasus. “Is that okay? Can you just do that? That’s so cool!”
“Hey, we’re cool ponies,” the Wonderbolt chuckled, kicking back in his seat. Next to him, Applejack groaned.
“Don’t do that to my good cushions,” she sighed, aggravated. Soarin’s face twisted into an expression of contrition for just long enough to make Applejack feel guilty, then quickly melted back into apathetic leisure. “I’m serious now, they belonged to my parents! Don’t make me make y’all sit on the floor, flyboy!”
“Flyboy?” At that the pegasus looked amused. “That’s a new one. Not the best I ever heard, but new. Surely a smart filly like you’s got better than that?”
“I’ll give you better than that, you gosh-darned-”
“Applejack!” This time it was Rarity’s turn to look scandalised. “You entertain the company of civilised ponies, not to mention your sister! Please at least try to keep the vulgarity to a minimum?”
“Shoot,” Applejack mumbled, face reddening, “I plum forgot. Sorry, lil’ Bloom.”
“It’s okay, sis,” the filly said, glancing curiously over at the pegasus, who was now watching Applejack with an amused expression. “Hey, Mister Soarin'!”
“What’s up, filly?”
“I was just thinkin’ about your Cutie Mark!”
At that the whole group turned their eyes to Soarin', who stood, more than a little measure of pride in his defiant stance, and turned to the side, showing off the goods. Dash and Fluttershy ooh-ed and aah-ed appreciatively, the latter more out of kindness than awe, but Applebloom looked transfixed, eyes travelling across the unusual design and drinking it in.
Just like any other pony, Soarin’s Cutie Mark was emblazoned on his flank, a badge of honour that spoke more of his character than any words or actions could. A golden javelin with a wreath of orange feathers wrapped around the shaft cut through a splash of clear, cold water, so fluid and detailed that it almost seemed to move on its own when the pony it represented did.
“What does it mean?” Applebloom couldn’t take her eyes off the picture, so vivid and enthralling it was, but the pegasus just smiled.
“It’s a bit complicated,” was his answer, as he rose to his hooves again, standing tall and proud. No Big Mac, certainly, but a pony with stature nonetheless.
“But I wanted to hear so I could get my Cutie Mark too!”
“You’ll get it someday, kid,” Soarin' quipped, heading towards the door. “Right now, though, I have to find somewhere to stay for the night. It’s getting dark.”
Outside, the dusky reds of the late evening were beginning to fade into darker hues of blue and indigo. As the sun fell, the last light of day snuffed out, the rising moon and the twinkling stars illuminating the night, Soarin' stepped out into the night time.
Leaving the barn behind was his first intent, but the sound of plodding hoofsteps behind him made him turn around.
“Leaving so soon?” Rainbow Dash, the rainbow-maned pegasus that had saved his life in Cloudsdale and his pie at the Gala, if he recalled correctly. A really nice filly, though too much like Spitfire to ever be his type. “Where’re you headed? What does a Wonderbolt do on their vacation time!”
“Lots of stuff, just like anypony else,” he shot back, chuckling. Rainbow Dash giggled, a squeaky, completely out-of-place sound that was way too scratchy for a girl her age, and he could swear she was mouthing ‘oh my gosh’ over and over again under her breath, but he was used to dealing with groupies in the past. They were a bit a dozen, and the girl had talent. Easily enough to be a Wonderbolt someday, maybe even the next Captain if she tried hard enough.
Soarin' was probably the closest thing she had to an easy in, and though another pegasus may have taken advantage of that fact, he saw himself as accomplished enough, and respectable enough, to not need to, or even to want to.
Although that Applejack mare was darn gorgeous, to put it bluntly...A lustrous orange coat, flaxen mane and tail, voluptuous body with strongly-defined muscles, sensuous country belle accent (much as she might have tried to deny it), and a flank that just refused to quit. Even her face, usually the killer among that sort of girl, from Soarin’s experience, was the sort that a guy like him would fight for. Delightful little freckles, cute dimples, inescapable green eyes; the list went on, for way longer than should have been fair to any other mare.
A girl like that would be way too good to give up. And from what conversation they’d shared? No contest! She was perfect. That was all there was to it.
Time to buck me an Apple!
“Actually, seeing as I’m in town...” he hoped the smirk on his face didn’t give her the wrong idea. How could he not rejoice at the opportunity that had just dropped into his lap? Like catching fish in a barrel. Easy pickings. “I was hoping you’d help me out a little bit.”
“Yes!” Dash whispered under her breath, barely managing to restrain a hoof-pump. This was her shot! Whatever this Wonderbolt wanted, she would do. Nothing could possibly be too much to ask. Not when her dreams were on the line. “I’ll do whatever! Even if you want me to clear the sky on my own for the next month, or do ten Sonic Rainbooms! I can handle anything you need!”
“Nothing so challenging as that, kid.”
“Then what? What could you possibly have in mind for the one and only Rainbow Dash?”
“All right, here’s the deal. You get me a date with your friend, Applejack, and I’ll get you a date with my friend, Spitfire.”
“Oh, horse-apples,” Dash forced herself to stammer after a prolonged silence, before she froze up completely, leaving Soarin' to poke and prod at her under the evening summer sky.

	
		Two



	“Morning, doll,” a voice crooned into Dash’s ears. She curled up slightly, moving towards the source of the voice in search of warmth, and murmured incoherently under her breath. The response was a breathy chuckle, heat dancing along the side of her face, and she groaned again, savouring the feeling.
A split-second afterwards, she launched ten feet into the air in shock.
Beneath her the sound of smooth, throaty laughter bubbled up, loud and hearty, and she couldn’t help but feel ever so slightly annoyed.
“What was that for?” Slowly lowering herself to the ground, Dash glared at the Wonderbolt with all the intensity she could muster. He didn’t look fazed at all.
“Trust me, cadet,” he laughed, shaking his head, “it’ll be a cold day in Canterlot when you can scare somepony acquainted with the captain of the Wonderbolts!”
Huffing, Dash scraped a hoof through the dirt beneath her legs.  Apparently she’d been so thoroughly shocked she’d fallen asleep standing. Who could blame her, though, right? One of her idols had just asked her to get him a date with her best friend! That was so cold-
“Wait.” Dash raised her dirty hoof for silence, pondering his last few words. “Cadet?”
“That’s what you could be if you help me out.”
Dash wasn’t quite sure what to do with that. On the one hoof, the coolest pony she’d ever met had just offered her an easy avenue to the fulfilment of all her dearest dreams and wishes! What could possibly be worth more to her than being a Wonderbolt? It wouldn’t hurt any of her friends, and she’d be a Wonderbolt, and any sacrifice wouldn’t be too much to ask for that!
Unfortunately, the other hoof wasn’t quite so clean as that one. Literally, for that matter. She rubbed it along the side of her belly, trying to get some of the particularly matted dirt off of it as she mulled over the consequences of helping the blue pegasus.
Getting a date for him with AJ...would that be hard? Did AJ’s barn door even swing that way? What if she already had somepony she was interested in? She might say no! That would be the worst disappointment. She might make Dash beg, and then what? And having her superior dating her best friend would be a real tough one too. What could she do?
In front of her, Soarin' couldn’t help but do everything but sit still, nervously fidgeting around on the tips of his hooves, almost dancing in anticipation. Much as he might have seemed cool and collected to her, his stomach was churning furiously enough to make him feel slightly sick; he really wanted an in with the orange pony and this seemed like the only one he could get.
Years spent within the crushing grip of a devious orange-ish pony of his own had taught him every trick in the book when it came to winning ladies over. No one could escape his devilish charms or sly good looks. He was Equestria’s finest Casanova, and one farmer from the boonies would not be able to elude him.
Right? Right. His mom had always said that, anyway.
“So?” he said, leaning in to stare deeply into her pretty rose eyes. “You gonna help me out, or do I have to blacklist you forever?”
“Can you do that?” The thought was enough to make Dash queasy. If this pegasus had the power to make sure she’d never see her dream come true...she had to do it. Whatever AJ wanted didn’t matter, not compared to her dream!
“Me? I can do whatever I want.” Soarin’s smug grin fit his face rather well, for some reason, and that, combined with his arrogance and good looks, made her blush, a strange tingling sensation coursing through her body. She hoped the red she knew must be on her face didn’t show through. “So what’s it gonna be, cadet? You going to fly your first formation or what?”
It only took the cyan mare a second of hesitation before she made up her mind for good.
“Okay,” she said, eyes sparkling with determination. “What do we have to do?”
The Wonderbolt stomped his hooves appreciatively, entirely unsurprised. He hadn’t lost his touch! Soon enough he’d have the orange pony, and this one was already putty in his hooves. It was time to get the ball rolling.
“Here’s the plan, cadet,” he said, whispering, and Dash moved forward, eager to listen.

“Morning, Mac!”
“Mornin’, Soarin',” the red stallion chuckled, deftly manoeuvring a wheelbarrow full of fresh ripe apples around a dip in the dusty dirt road. The hoofpath from Sweet Apple Acres down to Ponyville and the market was a fairly hazardous one, and Mac hadn’t bothered going down it or maintaining it since they’d bought the cargo truck seven or eight years prior; now, with the main road out of commission and the truck itself in need of repair, he regretted his indolence ever so slightly. The road stretched off long into the horizon, twisting, turning and winding through the orchards, cutting around the hillsides and through the scenic route, down into the town. And not a spot of shade anywhere in the midday sun.
Wiping a bead of sweat from his brow, Big Macintosh turned to face his new companion, who sat suspended in the air on his wings, hovering in place beside him. Every flap sent a cool blast of air Mac’s way, for which he was grateful, but at the same time, he knew this meant company, and he dreaded every moment of time spent with Applejack’s new boyfriend.
It wasn’t that Soarin' was a bad colt, by any means. He had charisma, certainly, and a whole lot of flair. Nice guy. He just didn’t know when to stop talking.
“What brings a city kid out here?” he chuckled dryly, carefully sidestepping a pile of rocks someone had left in the middle of the road. Presumably rock farmers refusing to move onto the new routes. Those gosh-darned elderly folks behaved like they owned the place. “Come to help me drag these apples down into town?”
“A little, yeah,” came the reply, as the blue pegasus swooped under a low-hanging branch, pushing it up into the air to allow Mac to pass. The crimson earth pony ducked beneath it, but in so doing, snagged the end of his mane on one of its offshoots, and for a minute he stood there, tugging at it before it freed itself. Soarin' looked amused as he dropped the branch he’d been holding on to. “I wanted to see how my future brother in law’s doing this morning, offer him a little help.”
“Future brother in-” Mac froze, seizing up at that. More Soarin'? All the time? It took the blue pegasus’ sudden gasp to make him realise he was about to overturn the wheelbarrow, and he steadied it, doing his best to steady himself in the meantime. “I thought you’d only be here a couple more weeks?”
“Actually,” the pegasus stammered, grinning sheepishly as he rubbed the back of his neck with a wry forehoof, “I was sort of thinking that...maybe...”
“Maybe what?” Macintosh’s eyes narrowed as his legs began to move once more, pushing the wheelbarrow forward. It was so full with delicious apples of all kinds that no other solo pony would have had the strength, nor the skill, to get it to town; even for him it was something of a challenge. Truth be told, he sorely missed his truck. “You were thinking of settlin’ down here with my sister?”
“Well, sort of!” Now Soarin' looked even more sheepish, laughing a grim, humourless laugh that made Mac’s bones rattle. How someone so cheerful could suddenly be so unnerving he didn’t know. “I was just thinking, you know, maybe, possibly, perhaps you could, maybe, kind of, help me out a little?”
“Help y’all out with what?” The other pony threw Mac a cursory glance. It felt like he was being appraised, but he shrugged it off, turning the corner around the edge of the orchard. Still a ways further, which meant he had the Wonderbolt on his back a while longer. It was almost painful.
Soarin' stopped, and sighed heavily, glumly settling himself on the floor. In the corner of Mac’s eyes, he saw the blue pony give up, and that made him turn.
“I just wanted to ask if you’d help me marry your sister, you know?”
Mac kept his silence.
“I mean, look,” Soarin' said, waving his hooves around frantically, and then he started babbling. “I know we haven’t gotten along great so far, and that’s fine, you think I’m trying to steal your sister from you and hurt her, I respect that, you’ve got the whole ‘big brother’ thing going on and that’s cool, but come on, man, she’s a girl too, and I bet she wants to have foals of her own some day, and I’m not a bad guy, well, all right, not that bad a guy, and I do try my best, and all I want is just-”
“Whoa,” Mac interjected, raising a hoof for silence. The querulous pony stopped immediately, body frozen in a gesture of exasperation, and Mac, ever the kind one, motioned for him to relax. He did, though with trepidation. “Slow down there, bronco. You’re tellin’ me,” and then he raised another hoof, and started poking at the first hoof, as though he was counting off sums. “First all, you want to marry my sister. Right?”
Soarin' nodded.
“And you want to give her kids of her own. Yessir?”
He nodded again, slightly more anxious.
“And last of all, you want me to believe you’re not a bad guy. Am I right?”
The blue pony held his head in his hooves, almost clawing at his temples in frustration. This was going to give him a headache, but he knew he had to get through it if he wanted to get anywhere with his plan to complete his wooing of the orange pony.
“So tell me, stud,” Mac groaned, bemused, “why exactly did you think I’d say no to someone wantin’ to make an honest mare out of my sister?”
“Oh, come on!” Soarin' cried, jumping up into the air. Then a look of clarity came over him, as though he’d just realised what had happened. “Wait.”
“Go on,” was Mac’s response. “You can figure it out, I reckon.”
“You...” This was confusing. He’d expected to be rebuffed, beaten up, thrown off their land and told never to return. It’d happened to him the first time he’d proposed to a girl and asked for her father’s blessing, and that time it’d been the girl herself that’d ejected him, quite forcefully, from the premises. He’d expected even less with AJ’s brother. And now here he was, being told...what, exactly? “You’re...giving me your blessing?”
“Nah, that ain’t it,” Mac grumbled, returning to sullenly pushing the cart forward. That was disappointing.
“What, then?”
“I’m sayin’,” he sighed, tapping the side of his head, “if AJ wants to marry you, I won’t get in the way. So go ahead an’ ask her, not me. You get it?” The red pony hurried off towards the town, and soon enough, was out of sight. He’d seemed to be a bit pent-up. Soarin’s first thought was that he needed to get laid - maybe he’d do well if he introduced him to Spitfire, they could both use a roll in the hay. His second thought was pure gibberish and uncontained joy.
“Yes!” he screamed, pumping both hooves in the air as he leapt about. His luck had come through! Soon enough, he’d have AJ all to himself!
Scheming, the dastardly young pony dashed off, heart filled with thoughts of love.

“So, what do we do first?”
Two blue ponies - one male, one female, and both pegasi - were huddled together in the bushes outside the Sweet Apple Acres barn, whispering quietly to each other as they peered through the leafy foliage and into the building itself. Someone had left the doors wide open, and they swung about wildly in the stiff morning wind, banging and battering against the barn’s sturdy oaken frame. Inside, the sound of sawing and singing rose and fell with the wind; Rainbow Dash recognised the song. It was the same one Applebloom and her friends had sung for the school’s talent competition.
“Catchy,” Soarin' muttered, raising the binoculars they’d swiped from Twilight Sparkle during a session of heavy petting they’d caught her in with a certain rambunctious pink pony. It had been awkward going for all four of them (well, maybe not Soarin', who’d looked to be enjoying himself far too much for the occasion), but when they’d told her they’d only come for her spying gear, she’d packed it all up into a sack, shoved it into their hooves and sent them off without even a goodbye. Apparently she’d been quite eager to get back to what she was doing. Soarin' sympathised.
“Are you going to answer me or what?” Dash herself looked unamused, cheeks still lightly brushed a rosy red. Catching two of her closest friends in the act had been enough to silence her for quite a while, lost in her own presumably salacious thoughts. Soarin' made note of that, promising himself to sell the information to her friends later on. “I mean, it’s cold, and I could be napping. I don’t want to be sitting out here trying to help you win my friend’s heart when I’ve got better things to do.”
“Didn’t they ever teach you a cadet doesn’t speak to her superiors like that in flight school?” Soarin' snapped back, eyes still firmly trained on the entrance to the barn. Dash recoiled, remembering who she was with, but it wasn’t quite enough to put the flame of bitter envy inside her out, and she sat there grumbling to herself for a while afterwards, complaining about nothing and no one in particular aside from her situation.
The entire thing felt unfair. She was the beautiful one, everyone said so, and she was the athlete, the talent, the future Wonderbolt. Why couldn’t Soarin' just love her and get it over with? Then there’d be no problems. She wouldn’t have to camp outside her closest friend’s house, watching her do her stupid earth pony chores all morning.
In fact, they’d been there for hours, just watching. As the sun rose, as the day started in earnest, through the crowing of the roosters and the melodic birdsong and even a few owl’s hoots, they’d been there, watching AJ go about her business, trying to get a bead on her. All they’d learned were things Rainbow knew already, that Soarin' had refused to hear from her, had been desperate to find out for himself.
He was a creepy pony, and certainly an extreme stalker, and yet Dash couldn’t deny that she was jealous. Why couldn’t a Wonderbolt obsess over her like that? She was so much more worth it than her friend!
“Lame,” she mumbled callously under her breath, stifling a peal of laughter that threatened to burst from her throat when she heard the sound of loud, if muffled, cursing from the barn. Maybe AJ had hit herself with a hammer or something? She deserved it for being so honest all the time, and so arrogant, and having such a holier-than-thou attitude. It wasn’t fair!
“She just hit herself with a hammer, poor girl,” Soarin' cooed, eyes full of pity. Conversely, the cyan mare could barely contain an elated squeal, haughtily throwing her mane back with a shake of her head. Now she knew how Rarity felt.
“So?” She couldn’t keep the tone of boredom and disapproval out of her voice, so she decided to go all the way. “If you’re done being weird and following my best friend around all day, I’d like to go home now.”
Soarin' gave her a flat look, then returned to watching the barn.
“Oh, come on!” Rainbow cried, throwing her forelegs up in the air in resignation. “I’m cold, and I’m hungry and I want a nap! Why are you being like this? Is she worth that much to you?”
“Yeah,” the Wonderbolt shot back, barely moving his eyes. “I really want to get to know her better.”
“Then why not go in there and talk to her, you weirdo?”
Soarin' looked surprised at that, as though the thought had completely eluded him.
“That’s a good idea,” he said quizzically, scratching the underside of his chin with a thoughtful hoof. Then he lifted the binoculars back up to his eyes and carried on watching.
That was the last straw for Dash, and with a pronounced sigh, followed by a mournful cry, full of irritation and despair, she rose to her feet, stomping towards the barn. Behind her, Soarin' sat still for a few moments, focused solely on the doorway himself and the beautiful singing voice that floated on the wind towards him; when the cyan pegasus came into his field of vision, he yelped, dropping the binoculars and zooming forward.
“Hey! Cadet!” He screamed, stretching his forelegs out towards her. He knew he had nowhere near the speed he needed to catch her up, but she was dallying along as daintily as such a rough, yet pretty mare could, almost as though she was taunting him. It wasn’t funny, even when she cast a gloating look back at him. “Missy, you get back here right now! Cadet! Slow down!”
“Now what’s all this darn commotion?”
The sound of the orange earth pony’s voice, Applejack, as she sauntered out of the barn, made him stop in mid-air and drop out of the sky, slamming into the floor with a loud boom. Rainbow was glaring at Applejack, who looked perplexed, dressed in overalls and a welding mask; in her hooves she carried a lit blowtorch, flame sputtering and dancing in the harsh breeze.
“AJ, what are you doing in there that’s so important anyway?” the blue pegasus girl fumed, eyes full of disdain. Soarin' had seen this situation before, almost by the numbers - this was textbook envy, though he had no clue why. Was the blue mare interested in him? It only made sense, true, considering he was probably the most dashing stallion in Ponyville, but...if she wanted to be a Wonderbolt, surely that came first?
“I’m just workin’ on the truck,” was the orange mare’s reply, lifting the mask off her head. Through the mask’s visor he hadn’t quite been able to tell what the strange dirt that dotted her cheeks was, but now he could see the soot and ash smeared across her face, covering her adorable freckles up with black dust. It was a fitting addition to her appearance. Dressed up like a working girl, she oozed a certain sort of industrial sexiness that he’d never encountered before and definitely needed more of. Easily the most beautiful mare he’d ever known.
“Workin’ on the truck, huh?” he parroted, smiling nervously as he glanced over at Dash. It was a tough enough job taking his eyes off Applejack, having to watch the blue mare smolder over some perceived slight was almost painful. “Okay, that’s cool! Nice to see you again, AJ, hope it happens again, now come on, Dash, let’s go!”
“No way!” Dash’s response was swift and brutal. “She needs to hear what’s been goin’ on this morning, and you need to talk to her so I can get out of this stupid-”
Soarin' interrupted with one hoof over Dash’s mouth to silence her, and the other around her withers, as he pulled her away, smile now even wider and more brittle. AJ herself seemed even more confused, and Dash was desperately trying to bite down on Soarin’s hoof over her mouth, struggling to spit out some more words that would almost certainly be slanderous and incriminating. He couldn’t have her ruining his chances with Applejack. He’d need to be firmer with the discipline and the threat of lost Wonderbolt candidacy if he wanted her to play along.
“Cadet Dash and I were just about to head off, right, Rainbow?” he laughed, staring fiercely into the blue pony’s eyes and hoping the unspoken message would get through. Apparently it did, because she melted quickly enough after that, eyes downcast and half-lidded as she stared at the ground in silence. Soarin' began pulling her away.
“Now hold on there a moment, flyboy,” AJ interrupted, taking a few steps forward, “where are you takin’ my friend and what exactly do you plan to do with her?”
“We were just about to...to...” Oh, horsefeathers, Soarin' thought, unable to find an answer. This was it, the moment of truth. What could he possibly do to fix this situation?
Suddenly, and completely without warning, Dash broke free of his grip, springing to life.
“We were just about to come ask you if you wanted to join us for dinner this evening!” she laughed, voice lilting under the strain of the lie. Soarin' crossed his hooves and prayed that Applejack would buy it.
“Dinner? Tonight?” Now it was Applejack’s turn to look flatly between the two, both of whom had the widest, most fake smiles plastered on their faces that any two ponies could ever have had. “Are the rest of us comin’?”
“Nope, just us three, a little private get-together!” Rainbow chuckled nervously, moving to sling a foreleg over Soarin’s shaking withers. “Three friends, a nice restaurant, maybe a gig, Mister Riches here’ll be springing every bit! How about it?”
That last bit made Soarin' ever so slightly worried, but he pushed his fears aside, hoping his throat would soon unclench and he’d be able to breathe easy again. If he used his bitcard here, Spitfire would no doubt be able to track him down eventually, but...at the same time, the idea of getting dinner was palatable, to say the least. Dash was pretty cool. Somehow she’d been able to turn failure into success, snatch victory from the jaws of defeat; now they only needed AJ to buy it, to say the least.
In fact, Soarin' reminded himself, he was saying nothing of the least. The worst case scenario here would totally kill his chances with the orange mare and he did not want that under any circumstances. AJ was still humming, thinking, and Dash was murmuring next to him. Probably death threats. Afterwards he would owe her a heck of an apology.
Eventually, though, AJ gave in.
“All right, that sounds dandy,” she laughed smoothly, pulling the mask down over her face. “When should I expect y’all to come get me?”
“Seven o’clock,” Soarin' and Dash chorused in unison. Then they looked at each other, surprised. Great minds, the male pegasus supposed, then reminded himself that at this rate he was certainly going to be a dead mind very soon. The thought was sobering.
“Sounds good to me,” AJ laughed, chiming in and breaking his thoughts as she turned back into the barn. “I’ll see y’all then.”
“Lookin’ forward to it!” Soarin' supplied, Dash brightening ever so slightly.
“Oh, and by the way,” the earth pony added in low tones, “next time, I recommend y’all pick a better spot to hide in when you want to watch an honest pony do an honest day’s work. Y’hear me?”
With that, she pulled the doors closed, slamming them, and Soarin' relaxed, gawping stupidly. Dash hit the underside of his jaw, closing his mouth forcefully, and he rubbed the spot where she’d hit him, glaring at her as he worked his tongue around in his mouth. He’d bitten it, somehow. It’d certainly hurt in the morning. She was smirking, very smug, and somehow, the look fitted her. It felt like a role reversal.
“Told ya she was a sharp one,” Dash laughed, “and next time, don’t ever do that again or I swear things won’t go so smoothly for you. Got it?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he stuttered, following after her as she walked away. They had a lot of preparations to make and not altogether much time to make them in. “You’re making me feel like I’m the cadet here!”
“When it comes to Applejack, you are!”
Soarin' looked forward to the day ahead of him.

“Fluttershy, dearest, could you be a dear and get the door? I believe that’s little Applebloom for Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo, and you know how children hate to waste time!”
“Of course, Rarity,” Fluttershy said, smiling her kindliest smile as she darted over to the door, wings beating hard to carry her in the stale air of the Carousel Boutique. The white unicorn, picky and fussy as she was, refused to pull apart the curtains and open the windows to let the sun and the cool, fresh spring air in. Apparently the bleaching process on the dresses she had piled up in the corner would be ruined if she allowed any excess of natural light to harm her precious garments, and it was simply too dratted cold for her to deal with any natural air. Instead they’d resorted to turning on the heaters and the lights, and though Fluttershy could deal with that, she wasn’t sure she liked it.
She’d been spending all her time with Rarity ever since the Gala, to make sure that her favourite pony in the whole world didn’t suffer in silence or alone. Sure, she had her sister and her parents, but they weren’t enough, not by a long shot, and she’d vowed to do her best to be there as much as possible. Rarity still looked shattered, coat messy and matted, hair dishevelled, eyes watery all the time...it was enough to bring Fluttershy to tears, but she refused to abandon her friend.
In truth, she hoped she could be the one to reassure her in these dark times. Then, maybe, she’d be able to tell her how much she loved her, how she needed her, and wanted her to be happy. Maybe it wasn’t the right time, and maybe Rarity would never love her the way she loved Rarity, but she had to try. Holding her feelings back any more would soon start to be physically unhealthy, as well as mentally, and she didn’t want that, not when the thought of it would only add to the classy mare’s ever-increasing pile of troubles and tribulations.
Shaking those inappropriate thoughts out of her head, Fluttershy seized the handle of the door, twisted it, and hefted the thing open, reeling back to catch the spray of wind in her face. It was reinvigorating. They said all pegasi had a connection to the wind, and it certainly felt like it at times: going without it was enough to drive her batty.
“Hi, Fluttershy!” Applebloom cheered in her curious accent. It warmed Fluttershy’s heart to hear, and she could barely restrain herself from sweeping the little filly up into a great big hug, the way she would her animal friends. She wasn’t sure she could even lift Applebloom, in truth, but the urge was still powerful. Sometimes she felt like a bit too much of a matron. “Is Rarity home?”
“Of course, little Applebloom, let me just go get her.” With that, Fluttershy closed the door behind the two ponies and rushed back off to where Rarity was still working feverishly on a gown and a suit. Beautiful garments, to be sure, but everything about Rarity and her work was beautiful; Fluttershy had learned to keep her eyes shut, at best to squint, or she’d be blinded by how gorgeous and perfect everything the fashionista touched became.
“What is it, Fluttershy?” The white unicorn’s eyes roved over the seams of the gown she held up in the air in her magical grip, applying sequins here and there with no discernible pattern, at least to Fluttershy’s eyes. It wasn’t haute couture, but then, she’d come to quite dislike haute couture after finally wearing the dress Rarity had made for her, all those months ago.
“Applebloom has a message for you,” she replied, moving aside to invite the little earth pony in. She had a great big grin on her face, and behind her, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle stood on the threshold of the doorway, peering into the room in obvious interest.
“Hey, Rarity!” she laughed, and Rarity looked over at her, smiling. Her smile itself was frayed and lopsided, as though she were incredibly fatigued, but they’d come to expect that from her after the Gala. “Rainbow Dash wanted me to ask you a favour, for her and Applejack!”
“Oh?” was all Rarity said, still eyeing Applebloom with concern. Fluttershy wanted to interrupt, ask if Rarity was really ready to be doing anything heavy-duty, but she knew better than to speak for the beautiful pony. It was her own business and nothing anyone else said could ever change her mind about that. She was too strong to be tied down.
“They want to know if, uh,” and then Applebloom paused, trying to recall what she’d been told to ask, before continuing. “You’d mind passing them some of your evening wear, and somethin’ for the new guy. The flyin’ one Rainbow likes.”
“‘New guy’?” Rarity looked perplexed.
“Yeah, the Wonderbolt!”
“You mean that nice pony Soarin'?” Fluttershy cut in, meeting eyes with Rarity, whose own eyes glimmered with sparks of life. The idea of making dinner clothes for colts had always been simmering away in the back of her mind, and this was her opportunity. And for a Wonderbolt to be caught in Carousel Boutique wares! It would bring massive popularity and fame to her store, recognition on a scale she’d never known before. It was perfect. Fluttershy was glad for her, though she didn’t like the idea of Rarity working herself to the bone so soon after such a disappointment.
The look in the white unicorn’s eyes, though, was enough to tell her that she didn’t have a choice.
“Yes! Yes, this is exactly the opportunity I have awaited!” Rarity cried, already dashing about the room in search of pencils, papers, materials. Fluttershy soared through the air over to her, catching her in her forelegs and directing her over to her table. Rarity was too busy blabbering to realise she was being dragged over to sit, and Fluttershy carefully massaged the white pony’s withers as Applebloom stood on tiptoes behind them, patiently waiting.
With zeal, Rarity swept aside all the clutter on her desk, summoning her gear with her magic.
“Oh, Applebloom! Tell them they will have their clothes, though they shall need to be here at six tonight to retrieve them.” Rarity was already zealously working away at the paper, drawing out her ideas and fitting them together. It seemed as though the embers of creativity had been ignited into something of an inferno inside her; that made Fluttershy happy, despite her worries. Seeing Rarity alive and kicking again was all she’d wanted. “It would be my pleasure!”
“Great!” came the response, as Applebloom bounded out of the room, followed by the rest of the Cutie Mark Crusaders. “I’ll tell them all to be here then! Thanks, Rarity!”
“See you later, Rarity, Fluttershy!” the three fillies cried in unison as they ran out the door of the boutique, screaming “Cutie Mark Crusaders Messenger Service!”
Fluttershy waved after them, sighing in delight. It seemed as though things were beginning to pick up. They were rousing themselves, and this was what they needed - a stroke of good luck in the aftermath of so much bad.
“How wonderful,” she cooed dreamily, shutting the door behind her. Then she fell backwards, leaning against it, about ready to doze off. It had been a long day, and she needed some rest. The only thing that would make her get up again would be-
“Fluttershy, darling, I need you here, now!” Rarity sang in a sharp soprano, and with that, Fluttershy sprang into action, ready to get back to work.
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