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Fancy Pants is tired of perfection. He knows very well that many don’t achieve the success he has, that fewer have the popularity that he does, and that none can claim to have a wife like his.
A humble pony he is not.
Yet, his boredom has faced against all of those niceties, ripped them to meaningless shreds and came out the victor. So he decided to take the reins of his life for once, no matter the consequences.
At least, that's what he told the warden of Canterlot Correctional Facility.

Many thanks for RDT for helping with the editing, and VoxAdam for giving me permission to inspire this Blueblood on his!
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		Chapter 1



“I’ve come to conclude that all the fellows here in Canterlot don’t have the time to merely ponder on rigmarole alone. Action trumps long-winded reflection in all but the select few minds that I’ve yet to encounter, for its cost-effective manner of entertaining the observer.
“I don’t propose this as an insurmountable problem. It’s merely a note that I wish to add to my little anecdote. To the point we shall go, in its due time, in its due process. I promise to keep most of my thoughts trimmed down.
“Heh, you have no idea how far one of the Pants lineage can take a mere opinion. My father was infamous for telling his stories in the morning and having nopony remember what the beginning was by the start of the evening!
“Do bear in mind, however, that I am a leisure stallion and this story will be told leisurely. Sit down and have some tea, so you may appreciate the dreadful leisureliness of which I dabbled so much in, to my own chagrin, in every aspect of my dreadful life.
“Not a very noteworthy life, if you were ever curious enough to ask. The crimson curtains drawn in every window of my estate can give off the false impression of grandeur, and that many machinations occur behind my closed doors, carefully crafted and deployed to benefit me and me alone.
“But, in truth, those machinations became a burden a long time ago...”

“Why the heavens couldn’t you be a bird?” I quietly muttered as I observed the tiny ant crawling on my windowsill. My observation, I admit, was laced with a little disdain. The insect would circle back and forth, zooming about aimlessly while still pertaining to the sense of a pre-programmed path.
I had gifted it a cube of sugar on one side of the sill, and a drop of sweetener on the other. That made the ant nibble the cube, walk dutifully to the other side and then get distracted by the sweetener. 
It would drop the piece of the cube to lick the sweetener, the piece would melt on the warm wood, and the little insect would have to make the trek back to the other side to take yet another piece of the cube for its colony. A never ending cycle of journeys.
Though I, the massive being with a divine aspect to the ant’s eyes, had an easy solution for it to break free. 
I curled my magic around the insect’s body and flung it away, out the window. It soared for the most precious couple of seconds of its life, before splattering on the cold, hard cobblestone.
"Fleur, my dear. Would you believe me if I told you I had a nice dream tonight?” I finally interacted with the other occupant of my office, turning around on my swivel chair to gaze at the slender mare. “A whimsical frolic through a small open field, enclosed by a wall of the tallest, most lush trees."
That was a lie, of course. My dream had been much more personal, much more vivid than I could give it credit for, retelling it to Fleur. A dream the likes of which I had every night, true, but its fright never wavered. My subconscious was going wild with the nightmares, or perhaps a certain Princess simply deemed me unworthy of protecting.
What kind of nightmares could a stallion with my life have, anyway?
Alas, I had given up on detailing my journeys in the unconscious to Fleur a long time ago, when she responded to my words with a simple chuckle and redirected the conversation to her modelling work not a second after. I didn’t give up on the first time, mind, but by the twelfth, the patience had run dry.
And if you doubted the characterization of my own wife, a characterization born of ten long years spent together, then carefully listen to her next utterances. Predictable utterances.
“I’m sure it was quite the experience, dear,” she said, picking from one of the many variations of generic pre-written lines she had in her mind for a proper response.
Observe now how quickly, how effortlessly I break my promise of getting into the action of this narrative, of not letting my opinions wander — a recurring theme, of me not sizing up to my own cast shadows.
In my spiel of Fleur, I’m not dabbling in hyperbole for the sake of a point. She really did have a list of phrases to respond to the Canterlot gentry, whenever we were forced to participate in one of their unscrupulous parties. It was at the bedside of our luxurious master bed; the place where she repeated the lines to herself every morning, as if a mantra that kept her sane.
Fleur did it so much, I could barely even tell if her cute Prench accent had survived her self-inflicted onslaught of Equestrian language.
Oh, she insisted with a false smile that never reached her cheeks, ‘It is still there, Fancy’. 
What she wasn’t aware of is that I caught the annoyed huff she would give, and that quiet addendum of hers, muttered in Prench: ‘Malgré mes efforts’.
My meaningless compliments of her accent always fell on deaf ears. No, she’d rather I comment on her performances at whatever new fashion show she was being presented at, for all the world to gaze. 
As if I could comment on such an unoriginal event without being unoriginal myself.
In any case, I had asked Fleur to read the mail for me, as she was wont to do every morning. Letters upon letters that flooded our box dutifully, every morning. I once looked forward to passing the knife on their seals to gaze upon their contents, long ago. Like a giddy foal curious to see his gifts.
Not anymore.
I simply lost myself in them. News and finances and responsibilities and prosperity. I had garnered quite a business empire, through my long years milking the economy — like a cow that the other gentry had ripped from the rural lands, ridden until it had nothing left to give and left nearly dead at the end of the gutter. And then the poor ponies starving at the edges of the street swarmed the bovine, ignoring the pus and worms eating away its flesh, and fed the thing out of desperation, praying it could be milked by them someday.
Then I came back and milked it again before they could.
Twelve businesses hung in my hoof, from tailors to sailors, traders to freighters. One toe dipped in every market. Millions of bits wired to multiple accounts, without even one single drop of sweat. Any triumph had long lost the glint of victory or the tug of satisfaction, seeing how I could just sit back and earn by the second.
Well, apart from the infinite need of having ‘Fancy Pants’ stamped in every letter that these businesses sent me. That was my work. Not one worthy of a pony, no, but one worthy of a machine. Stamp, stamp, stamp. No thought, no rationale, just practiced movement. 
My work had reduced the radius of my life to a mere bedroom - now no longer a bedroom but more an ‘everyroom’. The bathroom was but one door away, food could be brought by the butlers and there was a single bed in the back for me to rest alone, as I did most days. 
It allowed me to lose myself in the work, as it was demanded. Sometimes one of the letters would come to save me from the boredom, as it asked for input on a matter rather than a simple signature.
One such letter, that Fleur had just finished reading, was complaining about some workers organizing and ceasing their work—in the hopes that I would decide their presence was worth more than the hassle of finding new ponies to replace them.
One thing did stick out to my numb and drooping ears, though.
“Any reason why you're detailing the earth ponies’ adherence to these strikes, Fleur?” I raised a brow at my dear wife.
“They are the majority striking.” Fleur turned the letter and levitated it over to me. “As you can see.”
I lit my own horn and crumpled the letter down without even reading it, throwing it into the bin with a roll of my eyes. “Sure. Great. What do you expect me to do with that information, though? Tailor my response to one tribe in particular, perhaps?”
Fleur readjusted herself on the seat. “I'm just telling you what the letter said, as you asked.”
“I’d like to know what you think.”
She stared at me for some time, mouth struggling to work. Opening to speak, but refraining at the last instant. “I don’t… I’m sure you know best, Fancy.”
A sigh escaped my lips as I swiveled my chair back to the window. “Of course.”
I stand by my first statement. I think it would be much better for the ant, if it was born a bird.

Fleur and I remained in that pattern for the next couple days, as we had been for the past couple years. Truly, the weekdays chewed our attention and spat it into our jobs. 
Fleur would leave for another photoshoot, walkway, demonstration, or whatever it was she did in that job of hers while I was left to read, write back, and read again. There was no need for emotion on my part, just indorsements of actions to be taken to maximize the profits of the quarter.
I even tried to let my butler—who has no economic background whatsoever and has no idea what half of these letters even mean—decide what to do for a month in my place, with no input from me whatsoever. It was one of the most profitable months I had in years, and I'm almost certain the butler was choosing 'yes' and 'no' answers at random simply to get it over with.
Alas, as all our cycles ended the same way, we left together to the weekly meeting of the Lords and Dames in Canterlot Castle. The one glint of variation in the drag of my every week, a glint that dimmed each morning that it shined.
I was seated in my chair, nearest to the other business entrepreneurs. Fleur was silent by my side, as she liked to be during all our public appearances. She’d respond, if she was called directly, but other than that she never voiced any words. 
Never any words.
The door to the chamber opened one last time to allow a bright stallion to pass through. One that wasn’t expected to make an appearance today, but whose presence did tug my lips upwards slightly.
A well formed stallion, with a coiffed blond mane and a tuxedo you’d never see him without - except if you truly got to know him. Astron Blueblood. 
Whatever image you have of him, born from reading some irreputable tabloid or the little shows he liked to put up, is wrong.
But he likes it that way. And I can respect a stallion that laughs and thrives off of the neat little circle that society drew around him, seeing as I never quite managed the same feat.
He had entered the room and sat right across from me, next to the other nobles whose characters were so barren I won’t even bother naming or detailing. Stallions and mares that seemed perfectly composed to an outside observer, but I knew them better. Fitting into another stereotypical slot just as neatly as the facade Blueblood liked to put up — except these ones thought they were above the game, while Blueblood knew damn well we all had our little strings.
You know the ones. The obnoxiously smart and proud.
Couldn’t be me.
Indeed, I couldn't see myself conglomerating with them outside of business and social demands. Mine is not obnoxiousness, but wittiness born of too much free time and a lack of direction, spilling over my vocabulary.
And pride… that was a devil I wish could hug me every morning. Alas, it’s quite difficult to be proud of a prize that only serves to sink its hooks into your back and drag your bleeding carcass up.
Maybe that was why Blueblood kept the leeches around. To remind him, to singe his taste buds with the sour flavor. A chef tasting the food of his peers, so as to not make the mistakes they made... or replicate them so well he can’t ever go back to his trusty recipe.
“And these strikes…” the voice of Raven Inkwell — replacing Her Highness for today — piped up to catch my attention. “Fancy, your industries seem to be the center of most. Any thoughts for the Lords and Dames?”
An idea struck me then, to at least inject something more lively to this bore. “I will see them handled personally, dear Raven.”
Raven slightly turned her head, an eyebrow raised. “Why not just instruct your factory managers over-”
“Fleur and I could do with the fresh air,” I said, turning my head to face my wife. “Well, I certainly could. What about you, Fleur?”
“Mhm,” she sounded with a slight nod and timid smile. 
The seventh ‘Mhm’ she had uttered just this morning. Her quick and mechanical responses had been grinding my patience for years, true. Yet, to this day, I can’t articulate why I said what I did in the tone that I did. The explanation danced above my head every time I searched for it.
“Can you respond with anything other than that dreadful, guttural noise? Any opinions on the strikers?”
Fleur looked at me surprised, her eyes widening and switching between me and the other occupants—lingering on the gentry of the fashion and modelling sector, especifically. “Fancy, is this the time...”
“A response pertaining to my question, dear,” I interrupted her, “not a tangent to wiggle away from it.”
“I…” Fleur’s ears hid on her pink-and-white mane. “I could do with some fresh air. Indeed, yes.” 
There it was. The little accent breaking through the waters, making her struggle with her words just as much as she struggled to drown it.
It is curious how one could shift the attention of a whole room with but a single direct phrase and a forceful tone. But overall predictable. My audience was a bunch of fools that tried their best to be formulaic, so of course they were easily swayed by the tune.
Raven noticed the mood of the room, and expertly decided that it was time for our fast to be broken. She directed every noble in the chamber to the tables set aside, with unnecessary mountains of food on them.
I followed along out of respect, not feeling the slightest desire to eat despite not having had any lunch. Or breakfast... Or dinner, the night before.
Truthfully, I hadn’t eaten well for the past months. I didn’t feel hungry, and the beautiful arrangements of food didn’t spark any desire to eat. Even when I wished to, a mere glance at a hors d’oeuvre would rip my appetite away moments before I actually bit into it.
Fleur had quietly trotted to the table furthest away, giving glances to the fashion elite gathered on the front, and got herself a simple slice of common bread. Straying well away from the croissants. 
Never the croissants. 
Sometimes I wondered where her disdain for anything native to her homeland came from. She’d never talk about it when I questioned. Rather, she’d never talk about anything I questioned, bar asking for appraisal of her own work.
During my quiet observations, Blueblood approached me with a smile on his lips. A smile that betrayed the deeper intent of its wearer. 
“Fancy! You…” - and his smile slipped to concern - “oh dear, you look like you haven’t slept in weeks.”
The makeup I put on every day was supposed to blend the marks of my restlessness with my coat, but clearly I wasn’t an expert enough with the craft to hide it from Blueblood’s narrowed eyes. 
The notion of asking Fleur to apply it for me every morning passed my mind, but… better not.
“I closed my eyes for eight hours, Blue.” I tried to play it off with a disarming expression and a chuckle. “Isn’t that how we all do it?”
Blueblood wasn’t buying it. “You worry me sometimes, old fellow.”
I rolled my eyes, readjusting my monocle with a quick flow of magic. “I’d like to believe you didn’t approach me to disrespect my appearance only.”
“Well, not originally, no... I wanted to discuss something with you.”
Blueblood brought out a parchment and cleared his throat. His recital involved a plan he had conjured in the middle of the night, alongside some of his more sober drinking buddies. A ‘Grand Tour’ to the seas unknown, in a ship marked for state business. 
Him and his buddies would help ‘commission’ it and sail to beyond the charters, into foreign waters. His position would be a simple topman, and he hoped Princess Celestia would endorse this endeavour. Because if she didn’t… well, he never finished that thought.
‘A topman?’ I thought, ‘Tartarus, Bluey. Sunset really did a number on your confidence.’
His telling of the plan was quiet. Every so often he’d quickly glance at another pony standing close, nibbling on some candy or sipping some tea, as if uttering a secret for my ears only. Once done, he looked at me expectantly and asked if I thought it was a good idea.
“It is,” I answered.
“This might be considered theft of a vessel by some,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. “Most, actually. Golden Gavel wouldn’t think twice about suggesting an Erebus sentence after that... eh, issue with his daughter and I.”
No, I shall not name what the issue was. I can respect another stallion’s privacy. Go to those tabloids I mentioned if you want inane gossip. I recommend The Gallivant Galloper; it has a very good, inflaming article on us nobles.
“Oh, but my desire to sail freely is simply too much… and I can't stand another Gala,” Blueblood continued with a sigh. “Although, indeed, this could cost more than what my coffers and I can afford...”
“Not in my opinion. I think you’re perfectly capable of affording these costs, monetary and otherwise.”
“Indeed, indeed, I suppose when you consider… oh but they would never allow a noble...”
“A noble that is also a sailor. Endorsement or not.”
He looked at me curiously, looked at his parchment and retreaded his plans once again, this time with more fervor and confidence, without a single quiver or tremble. He put much more emphasis where he was involved, and mandated himself captain instead of a mere topman.
There he was. A true Blueblood. Not a lineage of perfect plans, but on-the-fly changes.
Once finished, he declared it perfect, shook my hoof while reminding me to appear at the party he was planning for the week’s end, and trotted away with a spring in his step.
I hope Blueblood found whatever he was looking for in his trip. I tried sailing the seas once, in my own desperate attempts of finding that... something myself, but it was never enough. 
The ship always returned, and the dreaded everyroom would be awaiting its letter-stamping servant.

“Why did you do that?”
Of course Fleur decided to pipe up during our commute back to the Estate to prepare for the trip. Thankfully, the streets of Canterlot were quieter than usual.
“Do what, dear?”
“You know what.” She cringed a bit when the accent bled through. “Singling me out in front of the Lords and Dames, the juggernauts of the fashion industry. Do you have any idea how Prim Hemline is about ‘strict code for a model’s behaviour’?”
Well, wasn’t someone chatty now? Good. Better than the silence.
“I merely wished for some decent interaction with my own wife. Not just another one of your nods and waves, but an opinion.”
“A model doesn’t express opinions, Fancy. We put on the clothes and model.”
“I am not the crowd you’re posing for on the runway.”
It always came down to clothing and standards. Such an interesting phenomena. 
Not in Equestria as a whole, no: most ponies in the rural lands saw their clothes as practical, with a simple objective that beget no further explanation other than the physical. 
Straightforwardness wasn’t as interesting as the alternative.
In Canterlot and the bigger cities, clothing became a statement. And statements came with rules and reasons, content and intent, subtext and context. Nopony knew who started it, all they knew is that it was necessary. And profitable.
The price of cantering through the ivory streets of Canterlot went further than a mere train ticket. One must have bought alongside it a whole outfit. Pretty and prim. 
Because if one dared challenge that status quo, they would soon find themselves at the end of the ostracizing eyes of those that didn’t find troublesome the mindless social norms they helped reinforce.
Despite my name dooming me, I was quite proud I never gave into the jabs at my refusal to wear pants.
Now imagine the surprise I felt at the clothless filly suddenly turning the corner Fleur and I were about to pass. Because of the argument I was having, I didn’t even register the pony until it was too late.
She impacted me with a grunt and fell to the ground, the papers she was carrying fluttering all over as the wind scattered them around like snowflakes falling in winter. I was a bit dazed and surprised, but overall fine.
“Oh! My apologies, young filly,” I said, stretching my hoof down to help her.
“I’m a grown mare, you—” She sneered at my offending hoof, batting it aside.
That expression quickly slid off her face once she looked up.
“Ah, I take it you recognize this ugly mug of mine,” I said with a cheeky grin.
She was a minute Earth pony that barely reached my chest, with warm summer colors to call her own — classics such as a faded yellow coat and brownish mane. From the force she slammed into me with, it was quite obvious she was in a hurry.
She scrambled up, a tinge of red on her cheeks. “Uh… e-excuse my manners, Lord Pants.” The mare snapped a quick salute, her face becoming serious. “Summer Cherrywood, lieutenant for the Guard.”
“No worries at all… Oh, am I troubling you in your time off-duty?” At her questioning look, I added, “You’re not in uniform.”
“Oh, that. No, it’s just... my father’s barding doesn’t fit me, and the blockheaded blacksmiths refuse to custom-make anything for a working mare.” Cherrywood bent down to busy herself picking up the strewn papers, while also raising her voice to a mocking pitch. “Oh no, just the Lords get to have that. A plebeian couldn’t possibly make use—”
Cherrywood stopped, mouth snapping shut. Perhaps she had remembered the pony right in front of her happened to be one of those Lords.
“Er… nevermind. Just running my stupid mouth,” she finished lamely, abusing the low position of her head to hide her muzzle.
“Bravo. An almost perfect recreation.” I put forward a winning smile as I looked to my companion with the corner of my eye. “Wouldn’t you agree, Fleur?”
“Mhm,” she responded with the thrice-damned guttural noise again.
“And let your mouth run free, dear Cherrywood. I, for one, would never suggest one refrain from voicing opinions. I encourage it, even!” I kept the warm expression even as I noted Fleur’s mouth twitching slightly, from the corner of my eye.
“I mean…” Cherrywood chewed her cheek, but ended up shaking her head. “Some of these things are so unbelievably obtuse, and they have a knack of biting me in the flank. Almost makes me think it’s on purpose.”
“You’re might be more correct than you realize,” I said, deciding to help her by mindlessly collecting the furthest papers with my magic. 
The seal in one of her pages caught my attention, however. The Royal Court seal, indicating it to be a copy of a legal intimation against one ‘S. Cherrywood’.
I’m aware of the moral wrong and the breach of privacy and the dozens of other reasons conjured up to make a nosy pony feel bad — I read the paper anyway. 
A quick glance, really.
It was signed by Chief Justice Golden Gavel — him again — demanding Cherrywood be declared ‘unfit for duty’. In one of the observation columns was written:
‘The Royal Guard are symbols of Equestrian strength and grandeur, the position of Warden of Canterlot even more so. A mare of the defendant’s stature transmits that message poorly, if at all.’
Gavel wasn’t a very pleasant stallion to be around, and he frequently tried to overextend his duties as Judge to that of Jury and Executioner. Seemed Cherrywood agreed, based on the curses scribbled in ink over his name. Her copy of the document, then.
I collected all papers and shuffled them on a neat stack, promptly offering them back. “Here. Don’t let me keep you any longer.”
“Thank you, Lord Pants. And my apologies.” She took them and left in a hurried trot.
A curious mare. My mind strayed even as Fleur and I continued on.

	
		Chapter 2



There was a time I set goals so high, I knew for a fact I had reserved myself a seat at failure's little play. That was the plan. Little goals were achievable, and they worked to build my empire, but once that empire was set and stable... I was bored.
I expected failure, yet failure didn’t come. And I don’t claim merit for that victory. I know how circumstances played into it.
Now, I barely even care about goals. The path to them is already threaded and can be easily bought with a couple million bits — a small shave off the towering pile of gold pieces collecting dust in some bank with my name on its front.
I did distract myself by helping some ponies... in meaningless, token ways the likes of a letter of support or a single picture taken with a non-profit organization to be shared around. Nothing actually impactful or meaningful, nothing personal. Always detached.
Just another stamp.
Fleur and I arrived at the factory in Manehattan in seek of fresh air, or so I claimed. All a pony needed was but a second to realize you didn’t go to Manehattan for fresh air. The skies had darkened with ash a long time ago.
But the reasons mattered little. Linen, my factory manager, was already at the front, waiting for us to descend from the carriage.
My skin started crawling already.
“Boss!” The words dripped from Linen’s muzzle like tar as she waved a hoof to us. “I trust you got my letters all right?” 
“I did, indeed, Linen.” I pushed past her, into the wooden gates leading to the factory floor. “So, where’s this representative? I’d like to talk to them.”
“Talk?” Linen scrambled to keep up with me, holding onto her little hat. “I thought you came here to give me the list of ex-employees yourself.”
“I’m not firing anyone… yet, Linen.” 
She’d be the first on that list, anyway.
“Sir Fancy, here! Over here!” A squeaky voice shouted over the metal machines. “I’m here!”
“Celestia smite me,” Linen muttered, shaking her head. “Shut it, Splinter! Boss heard you already.”
There was a crash, and somepony dropped from the metal walkway into the middle of the cardboard boxes, resting on the back.
“I assume that’s him?” I asked, pointing to the green heap of fur and feathers.
“You ‘assume’ correctly. Little featherbrain’s been organizing this whole thing.” Linen seethed, venom dripping from her voice. She turned to me with a sour expression. “I think this is a mistake, boss.”
“Duly noted.”
I approached the mess and pulled on the extended leg in the sea of cardboard. A bony little pegasus greeted me with a terrified expression.
“Um, Sir.” Splinter managed a bow of his muzzle while hoisted up by his foreleg.
“Let’s take this somewhere better, how about it?” I offered, nodding up towards the office overlooking the factory. He nodded enthusiastically in response, pointedly not looking at Linen.
The main office was a bore. Take my everyroom, and give it only a tenth the budget. There you have it.
The large glass window with the metal bars overlooking the factories did play with a primal part of your brain, though. It was difficult not to feel superior when everyone else was just a little hardhat mingling below your hooves.
Splinter had occupied the center of the room — the place I’d expect an employee to stand while they were berated by whoever sat on the ornate chair — while I decided to stay close to the window.
“Right, right. You can do this,” he whispered to himself, stuffing his chest and turning to me. “The workers would like—”
“Better pay, more safety measures and less hours,” I interrupted, gazing without care to the file cabinets stuffed full of meaningless drivel. “Maybe even paid leave?”
His eyes were bulging out. “H-how did you guess?”
“This is not my first song and dance.” I turned around, looking straight into his eyes. “And to be frank, the song is repetitive and the dance is boring.”
That was a half-lie. Linen had someone on the inside listening in to their reunions and tattle tailing everything back to her grabby little hooves. And from her, all it took was one letter so it could get to me.
Splinter didn’t know this, however. And it made me look good to be precognizant.
“P-Please, Sir Fancy. Everypony here wants things to be different.”
“Is that so? Very well. I shall do a personal survey among the employees-”
“W-Wait, no! That won’t… Linen has most of them fooled or fearing for their livelihoods. It was hard enough to convince them to strike after she fired Happy Bundle! I read about all this, i-in a book about...”
There it was. Not an idea born from himself, but an idea borrowed from somepony else’s literature. Not only that, but apparently he considered me more of an ally than his own manager, seeing as how he was spilling his guts right then and there.
That wouldn’t be enough. If he wanted to last even a day with his claims, he had to have something more. Something his own.
“I’d like to hear what they want, what they would choose,” I explained.
“If Linen already scares them, her boss would freeze them on the spot!” His ears splayed back, probably realizing he was talking about me as if I weren't’ there. “T-they’d be choosing under pressure,” he meekly finished.
“So?”
And back up the ears went, attentive and ready. “Whaddya mean, so? It's wrong!”
“Let them choose as they want to.” I shrugged. “If me being present changes their wants, so be it. It’s their choice to make.”
“They don't want that.” He pointed at the machines below. “They’ll choose wrong!”
“Do you know what they want better than them?”
“Are… are you serious? I am one of them!”
“And that is enough? For each and every single one of the stallions and mares I employ?”
“I-I…” Splinter failed to form more words, squirming back.
“I will consider your claims, Splinter. But I think it is important you be able to answer these questions of mine. Because I assure you, I won't be the only one asking them,” I said as I looked back through the barred window, at the factory floor.
The quiet production lines whose only occupants were the machinery left behind.
I didn't know the intricacies of those machines. I could never hope to know, not as I currently was. Those machines could only be understood by those who slaved away intimately with them. This was not my place and I couldn’t claim it, for I was not the vassal; my name was on the letter of ownership.
“Keep an eye on the newspapers tomorrow morning. I have a feeling you’ll find my answer there.” I opened the wooden door and left, the poor sap sitting back there, mouth still flapping open and close.
Linen and Fleur were both waiting outside of the office, Fleur looking like she’d rather be anywhere but next to the other mare.
“Don’t risk yourself on this, boss,” Linen said, propping herself on the carriage with a hoof. “Trust me, one month and they’ll be back at the grind. I’ve handled these fellas before, don’t you worry none. It’s not good for your health.”
“And why are you suddenly worried about my well-being, Linen?”
“Oh, nah. Not worried about you.” She elbowed me in a friendly manner. I didn’t smile back. “But a boss with less money is a boss looking to cut some costs...”
And like a lightbulb popping its glass, all my interest in the conversation waned, leaving everything in that dark bore of usual.
“Indeed, Linen. You almost surprised me, thinking you had suddenly grown a heart,” I responded to her in a dead tone.
“Me? Heh, never.”
I’m not rightly sure where I found this mare, neither am I sure why I hired her. Probably one of the thousand other stamps I mindlessly did one day.
“I’m sorry to hear it,” I said, entering the carriage after Fleur. Turning back, I put my hoof on the door, looking straight into my manager’s lilac eyes as I held it open. “You’re fired.”
Slamming the door close to a frozen Linen, we left for tonight's party in Canterlot.

Only Blueblood could throw ‘a party celebrating the lack of need to not keep the parties close’. If that takes you a couple of seconds to parse through, don’t worry; it only means Blueblood named it well.
He wasn’t wholly responsible for it, however. The party was planned perfectly by professionals. His was to use and abuse, becoming a drunken devil whirling away on dares with his buddies...
Whirling dangerously close to the pyramid of drinking glasses — filled with the richest of beverages — with enough value in one single glass to feed a family of four for a month. 
I had two glasses, much like those, sitting in my cupboard, never used. They looked ugly as a mule. Broke one of them, trying to drink from it. The things couldn't stand the temperature of iced tea, which personally made no sense for a glass.
Fleur was, naturally, timidly sipping her wine on the furthest seat of our table. I didn’t pay her much mind, though. I wasn’t here for that.
I was here for him. Standing right next to the hideous glass pyramid, surrounded by his peers and regaling them with some story about how he sentenced a poor fool to double the necessary time in jail. An achievement to him.
Golden Gavel.
I approached the stallion with the most pleasant smile I could manage. He reciprocated by putting his muzzle higher and slightly sneering at my presence — just enough for me to notice but not enough to accuse him of any snide thoughts. I was a mere entrepreneur approaching the highest servant of the Court of Justice.
My parents used to say I suffered from a terminal case of ‘rationale mania’. That was, until their lack of rationale mania had me lowering their caskets into the earth sooner than they'd have liked, taken by an easily treatable case of Ponipox.
If only they had rationalized that 'bloody cough' implies 'deadly disease' and not 'just some sniffles'... but my cough had an easy remedy. 
Celestia bless the common cold!
I punched Golden Gavel.
Right on the muzzle, at the perfect height. I felt something give, akin to the crack of a nut.
His body stumbled into the table with the food, smashing the fruits and toppling the beverage pyramid down. All the expensive glasses fell, breaking into pieces on the ground. The liquid spilled on all the ponies around, but never reached my immaculate suit.
A two-for-one, for all I cared.
The sound of the metal armour of the Guards, scrambling around me in a circle, uncertain as to what exactly they should do, was music to my ears.
Why did I do it? There’s a number of possible rationales. Maybe I wanted to help Blueblood by distracting the ire of Gavel. Maybe I wanted to help Cherrywood with her intimation. Maybe I wanted to help the workers by having a tycoon lose his position which would result in my businesses returning to Celestia's hoof. Maybe I just really wanted to punch that stallion. Maybe that was the only way I could finally...
A number of possible rationales.

“You… you went insane. That’s it.”
“I’d never plead insanity, Fleur. This was done at the height of understanding.”
“As if it weren't enough that you assaulted a Judge, you had to throw him and break the wine glasses from Saddle Arabia… with their ambassadors present?!” She continued unabated, my words falling on deafened ears. She was trotting back and forth. “Of course Gavel made sure your sentence was the worst possible one!”
“It’s not really that bad…”
“And what am I to do?” she continued, unabated. “Left with the whole media clawing at our estate for an explanation, left alone for years, left with the dozens of fines that Gavel dug up to sentence you to?”
“Fleur, those are all small worries, predictable worries. Try to think of something else... Something more pleasant, preferably, though I won’t stop you from your righteous anger.”
Her head hung low. Her downcast eyes... the fuel my visage provided them never left their light so dim. And I was sure she could see the same lack of brightness in mine.
“And to think I once wanted to share a child with you...”
“This again? Tartarus, Fleur. It’s, what, the fourth time you bring this up? Fifth?” I asked, my mouth souring. “Are you just going to say ‘forget it’ in the end as well? The whole song and dance, or just a little tune and curtsy this time?”
“What do you want from me?”
“I want a reason! Engagement!” I shouted, the words bubbling forward despite the quiet protests in the back of my head. “All I have to wake up to is fine-tuning the perfection of my life so it won’t fall apart, and the meek silver lining I’d hope to find in my wife is always waved away with a nod or a huff or a cursed line from that list of yours! Heavens... you're either too unwilling, or too brain dead to talk to me.”
I regretted those words. They should have never left the dark pit I sentenced them to, everyday.
Fleur’s face took on an expression I seldom saw it with: an expression reserved for the insects I so chivalrously squished, whenever they showed up in her bedroom, down the hall from mine.
And to keep with her streak of novelties, she kept her voice quiet, even as her eyes trembled and moistened.
“Fuck you, Pants.”
Fleur had never allowed such words to soil her mouth. I sometimes wondered if it was even in her vocabulary. But the way and the fervor she said it... told me she had heard it being used more times than any one should have.
“Please don’t revert back to simple cusses,” was the meek excuse I came up with. I didn’t dare speak more, because all I heard come out was hypocrisy. Better to lower my tone so as to amaciate the situation.
But my voice was merely fuel for the wildfire.
“I’m done being treated like a… a dimwitted mare.” Her voice broke, and a scowl dominated her muzzle despite her blurry eyes. “I’m done having to act uncultured. I’m done being a model. I’m done with you!”
Fleur exploded from her seat, the expensive chair flying back and impacting the wall. The mahogany wood chipped at the edge.
She stomped her way away while a hoof rubbed at her eyes. A complete antithesis of how she would trot on the walkways of the most famous designers in Equestria. 
There was no time for me to offer an apology.
Not that I’d have a decent one. The shock of her explosion silenced my mouth and halted me in place, staring at nothing. 
The first time Fleur had done anything that prompted some thinking on my end. The first true interaction between two individuals we’ve had in years. The last time was when we both said yes at the altar… and it came at a heavy cost.
The gentle chime of telekinesis rummaging through our belongings, some mutterings in Prench intersped with silent hiccuped breaths, and the front door slamming in its frame was the very last thing I heard, before the guardponies arrived hours later, to escort me away.
I was sitting the entire time.

	
		Epilogue



“And that was that.”
I finished with a quiet breath as I signed the last of the papers before me — though if you pressured me, I’d admit to having a small frown on my muzzle.
Cherrywood was looking at my form with a head turned slightly sideways, lips pressed together. She was sitting patiently on the table we were sharing, in her office. 
The smart mare had taken care so this office wouldn’t turn into an everyroom, like mine had. There were no beds or bathrooms here. I pray she doesn’t fall for the temptation of optimization.
I was glad she — the definitive warden of Canterlot Correctional — had judged me and my story worthy of personally attending to. I’d still file complaints every once in a while about this itchy pair of striped black-and-white pants just to annoy her, but she chose to listen nevertheless.
I had conjoined the little dots spread before me on the first day and came to the conclusion that if I ever were to leave Canterlot Correctional, then there would be nothing waiting for me beyond those bars. All the things I had, all the businesses I owned, all the contacts I made, would wither away to flutter in a different wind. 
I managed to beat time itself in the race to erase my legacy.
So my path was clear: I would thrive in my blocky cell of designation B47. A lump of nothing where my only property was a wiry bed that hurt my back whenever I lay on it, and a clean mirror with a dirty faucet — to freshen up my looks.
I refused to use that faucet every day that I woke. One of my old businesses had a hoof in the supply of North Canterlot with water and waste treatment, you see.
Thus I made it clear to Cherrywood that, as long as the North Water Treatment Plant still had the name Fancy Pants as one of their benefactors, I wouldn’t be using the cursed faucet. Let my physical self become dirty and smell. It was never the self I cared most for, anyway, and the grime was a good reminder.
Cherrywood always chuckled at my objections, turning another page on the hefty folder in her hooves and checking all my signatures.
“How do I know what you told me isn’t embellished in some way that favors you?” she asked.
“Ah, a very apt accusation. But one with a simple answer: I am imprisoned. Life, fame and wife torn to shreds. I have nothing to hide or protect about myself. It was all donated away when I threw that punch.”
She shrugged, putting her hooves up on the wooden table. “I don’t get you. How could you care so little about your life? Ponies would do anything to have half what you did.”
“I value my life and what it entailed merely two spaces above my money. Which is to say, not very much.” I pointed at the magic nullifying ring on my horn. “As clearly evidenced.”
“Huh.” She blinked, looking curious. “What's in the middle space?”
“My wife.” I nodded, shifting my eyes away from the folder in Cherrywood’s magic. “Formerly.”
“... Well, I appreciate your honesty.” She looked out the window of her office, to the yard below. “Most ponies want to think they’re selfless, and that their selfishness was a momentary mistake.”
“You don’t agree?”
“Not when they’re the ones sitting behind these bars.”
“Hah. A rogue thought… not to say I haven’t done my share of charity. Do you know of Rarity? She came to Canterlot thinking a change of geography would net her the happiness the rural scenery never could.” My eyes lost themselves in the memory, a quiet smile on my muzzle. “Her innocence won me over, if at least to just watch it be inevitably crushed. I even helped her where I could.”
“Did you…?” Cherrywood raised an eyebrow at me.
“No, I didn't sabotage her. I fully trust Canterlot to destroy dreams without my help.” I took a sip of the coffee she had sitting on her side of the table. “If nopony is equal in the eyes of Celestia, why would her city see any different?”
“Her Highness would disagree with that.”
“The fact her Royal Guard detained me peacefully, rather than being dragged along, like most others here? Great coffee, by the way.” I handed her the coffee cup back, smirking as she picked it up mindlessly, then looked surprised at her own aura. 
“Point taken.” She threw the cup in the bin with a huff. 
“I’ve shared more drinks with her than you, Ms. Cherrywood,” I continued, “Even thought about spiking it, once or twice.”
“You want me to put in treason alongside your list of ‘oopsies’?” she said, without any real threat in her voice.
I raised the teacup — much better than her coffee — to my lips, hiding a small grin. “Go ahead. Celestia and I might just envision that list as a proud achievement.”
“You’re odder than I figured. My father praised you everyday, he did, for giving him a job.” She looked over to the wall, a photo of her and her family there. “I told him he had the wrong picture.”
“Ah, he must not have been a Canterlot native then. Ponies like him and Rarity are too quick to assume goodness in one’s heart, rather than the simpler explanation.”
"Which is?"
"We're all pricks." I smiled.
Cherrywood just quirked her eyebrow, picking up my folder and gazing at it one last time.
“So... we’re pretty much done. Anypony you’d like to dedicate it to?” She waved the files in front of me with a smirk. “Can’t promise anypony other than Golden Gavel and the Family Court will read it, though.”
I rubbed my chin for a moment, remembering my quaint cell. There had been one specific corner that had caught my attention, when I was first introduced to my living space. 
Dirtier and damper than the others, with a small hole where the wall met the floor. And the hole wasn’t vacant.
“Dedicate it to the rats in my cell.” I nodded. “All three of them.”
Cherrywood’s face soured in an instant, as I expected it would. “Don’t push it, inmate. You want your cell cleaned, ask directly. Otherwise, don’t waste my time with cheeky chaff and passive-aggressiveness.”
“Hah! You're a true breath of fresh air, Ms. Wood.” I smiled warmly at her. “Alas, I don't want my cell cleaned in any way. I did just dedicate an important chunk of my life to those rats, after all. It wouldn’t do to rob them of their home.”
She shook her head and blew some air out, quickly scribbling something down on the face of the folder with a quill.
I tried resisting the urge to let out a satisfied sigh. Of course, I failed that as well.
So many times, so many invites to a fruitful conversation. None were ever met with acceptance. Just a hoof waving the topic away as an eccentricity of a rich stallion who had too much time on his hooves. My very existence denied me what I sought most.
But not Cherrywood. At least my jailor ventured against the flow. She engaged, and left no trace of mental numbness behind her actions and words. Just her own humble take on what she witnessed with her two azure eyes.
She, unlike Fleur and much unlike the entirety of Canterlot — as I was quickly surmising — was not victim to the banality of expected responses and lack of original thought. She had the primordial mindset, full of novelty and authenticity.
Turns out maybe I was wrong. The ant is meant for the dark and damp corners of its colony. It would never be better off flying in the wind. Now I wish I could ask that ant forgiveness for assuming improperly.
And flicking it off my balcony. I suppose that's something to apologize for as well.
“Now, off you go.” Cherrywood tapped the table, pointing to the door where a Guard was waiting to take me back to my cell.
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