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		Description

From the outside looking in, life has never been better for Silent Knight. He is the first pony in a long line of Royal Guard ancestry to earn a commission, he has a loving mare by his side, and he bears the kingdom’s highest honor for bravely risking it all to protect Princess Luna. The future shines bright with potential, but the shadows of the past lurk at every twist and turn that lies ahead.
Guilt, anger, and regret are constantly at war in the depths of Silent Knight’s mind. Despite his best efforts to enjoy the life he has, he finds himself trapped in the past, reliving the moment when his unit was ambushed and his ponies were killed.  He refuses to show any weakness, instead hiding everything behind a tough face to protect himself and those he loves. But his true feelings—and what he plans to do with them—shackle everything he holds dear with chains forged in secret.
Secrets of a Royal Guard is a comedy series with romantic, dramatic, and adventure elements. It features an original character cast and their interactions with the princesses they protect. It is recommended that readers be familiar with Memoirs of a Royal Guard.
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		1. Day One



Walking through Canterlot Palace in my armor just felt right. I had been away for twelve weeks at the Royal Canterlot Officer’s Academy, and that was almost too long to be gone. It had felt like a lifetime away from my princess, my unit, and my duties. Mercifully, I was now home. 
There would be no more wool uniforms in sweltering heat. I would not have to suffer through any more dry lectures. Now I had my commission and my command, both of which made up the new life I would lead. Today was the first of many where new challenges, responsibilities, and experiences awaited.
It was a lot to take in. Even though I knew most of the palace guards by name, they stood to attention when I went by. I was no longer their friend or peer. All they saw was an officer… a different pony. And that was how it had to be.
My name is Silent Knight, and I am the commander of Princess Luna’s House Guard. I come from a long line of pegasus warriors but, in the generations of service given to Equestria, I am the first officer. The only officer. This was all new territory that my father could not possibly have prepared me for. Of course, that didn’t mean I was any less ready for the challenge.
When I reached Princess Luna’s wing, I sought out our House Guard’s unit room. That was where my ponies would be, since Princess Luna was spending the day in conference with Princess Celestia. In reality, that was just a polite way of saying ‘resting after partying too hard the night before.’ As a favor to me, Princess Celestia and her House Guard were keeping an eye on her so I could have a whole-unit meeting.
When I crossed the threshold, everypony suddenly stood up as Sergeant Iridescence firmly commanded, “Attention!”
This was a new experience, especially coming from my oldest friend. Iridescence had been by my side almost since day one and—despite all we’d been through together—she still looked like as pristine, collected, and sharp as the day Shining Armor had introduced us.
Today, like that day, her silvery-white coat was perfectly groomed, her armor was polished, and her turquoise-and-pink mane was styled exactly to regulation. And though she looked the same, she had grown quite a bit. We all had.
“As you were,” I said before moving to the head of the room and setting my forehooves on the podium.
The unit relaxed and settled back onto their chairs. As they were getting situated, it allowed me a moment to survey all of the new faces. There were nine new ponies here: six guards and three guard-medics.
After the ambush in Nordanver, medically trained guards became a necessity. We’d lost three ponies in an ambush during what was supposed to be a peaceful visit of diplomacy.
The official account was that one of the gryphon officers had inspired his soldiers to go rogue. It had been an effort to abduct Princess Luna for personal gain. My ponies were casualties of greed, and it still haunted me.
Even though I’d been in the hospital to recover from my physical wounds, I still felt injured in a way I couldn’t explain. My new commission wasn’t the only change for me. The world around me simply seemed different.
I tried not to dwell on the memories of it; I still had nightmares, but the Guard doctors had seen me fit to return to duty.
At least there were other major changes of a more positive kind. For example, Miley Hooves and Mountain Stone were now sergeants… which was almost comical. Our smallest and largest ponies, respectively, served as equals in leadership positions. The humor of the juxtaposition of the petite brown mare and the sturdy grey stallion was not lost on me.
Their styles of dealing with their squads also couldn’t be any more different. Mountain set expectations and trusted his ponies to meet them. Should they fall short, he’d intervene. Miley Hooves invested more time in active mentoring and checking after her guards. The only thing they had in common was that they both needed some coaching from our new section sergeant.
New, of course, is a term I use lightly. Radiant Orchid was far from new when it came to the Guard. We’d met when she was still in Princess Celestia’s House Guard, and she’d looked after me. So much so that when it was time to grow the unit, I’d recommended her. 
Orchid was the pony I trusted the most to get things done. A wise, mature mare that could teach me what I’d need to know as commander. She’d assumed my former role temporarily as a favor to me to give Iridescence time to be ready to ultimately assume those responsibilities.
All of these arrangements were carried out at my request while I was at officer's school. I knew that they were the ponies I wanted in these positions. This group would never let me down, and I would always have faith in them.
There were, of course, new faces that would have to earn that same level of trust. They were seasoned guards from other units that had finally won the right to be on a House Guard. However, this unit was different than all others. Directly serving a princess was much different from anything else a guard might encounter.
With a blank expression, I let the silence continue to hold. There was nothing wrong with making them wait. This was my opportunity to inspect the section I would be leading.
I’d given strict instructions to mix the new ponies with our veterans to ensure they would adjust to our culture. Joining the House Guard meant leaving behind your old unit not just physically but, more importantly, mentally.
Their attention was solely focused on me. It was almost hard to believe that this was my first official day of command. Change had come to me many times in my life, and this was just another page in the story of my career.
“Good morning, everypony,” I finally said. “Believe me when I say it is a pleasure to be back here with you. It is wonderful to see my unit, even though I realize a third of you barely know me as a pony. I’m sure your peers have told you stories. Hopefully they weren’t all bad.”
There was a polite chuckle from the room. Always laugh at the commander’s horrible jokes—even the greenest guard knew that. I just didn’t know they’d be treating me like a commander immediately, or that I’d be making jokes. That was a relatively new thing for me.
“Getting to know everypony is a priority for me. I take your careers as seriously as I do mine, and it will be good for me to learn what you want to achieve. More importantly, I’d like to get a sense of who you are. I’ll be setting up time to have one-on-one meetings with everypony. Until then, please know that my door is open to you.”
I motioned to Radiant Orchid with one hoof. “Sergeant, they’re all yours. Let’s be sure we have a good first day, alright?”
Short and sweet: that was all they needed today. I wasn’t one for long speeches, anyway. Orchid could handle the finer points. She was both a motivator and mother figure for me and soon would be for the rest of the unit.
She played the role well, too, with her soft pink coat and grey-streaked red mane. It also helped that she actually had foals and cared for us like she did them.
“Yes, sir!” she replied cheerfully.
“Very good. Carry on,” I called before heading out the door.
The first rule that every new lieutenant should know is that you never get in the way of your section sergeant. She knows her job better than you do, so let her do it. You have your own job to do.
As the commander of Princess Luna’s House Guard, the second rule was a little different than that of most units: ensuring the very important pony you’re protecting hadn’t done any permanent damage to herself the night before.
That was why my next stop was Princess Celestia’s wing. Princess Luna was likely still hiding in her sister’s private chambers. Hiding, sleeping, groaning, or a combination of the three. She really had overdone it.
As I drew near the house guards outside of Princess Celestia’s door, they both stood to attention.
I waved a hoof. “At ease. Is my princess still in there?”
“Yes, sir,” the one on the right said before knocking twice and then opening the door for me.
“Thank you.” I trotted inside to find Princess Celestia sitting at her desk and sipping from a gently levitated tea cup.
Princess Luna, by contrast, was flat on her back, unceremoniously strewn across a few pillows. A blanket had been laid across her middle, but it was clear she’d both kicked it off and pulled it back on. It all just depended on which portion of her body was hot, cold, or both.
“Good morning, Princess. How is our patient?” I whispered to Princess Celestia as I bowed.
The alicorn smiled brightly. “And good morning to you, Lieutenant. Welcome home and congratulations!” Her eyes shifted to her sister before she added, “She has a belly ache, a headache, and her hooves are sore. She kept me up most of the night, but finally fell asleep sometime before the dawn. I imagine it will all pass by this evening. Should I assume that you had a wonderful weekend?”
“Clearly not as much fun as my charge. I enjoyed myself in moderation instead.”
The princess laughed and winked at me. “Perhaps some of that will be impressed upon Luna?”
“A pony can only hope. I’ll have a few of her guards come over to keep an eye on her so that you may go about the business of ruling this kingdom. Thank you so much for allowing me time with my whole section this morning.”
"My pleasure, Silent Knight. May you have an uneventful first day.”
“Thank you, Princess.” As much as I enjoyed the sight of Princess Luna sprawled out like a cat, I had a schedule to keep. It was time for me to report in with the Unified House Guard Commander.
Despite the fact that both House Guards were housed within the palace proper, our unified command was in the adjacent Royal Guard Central Command headquarters. It was built into the large outer wall to be accessible to guards from both sides. In a sense, that meant the Royal Guard had one hoof inside the palace and another out in the city.
I crossed the courtyard at a leisurely pace. It wouldn't look appropriate for a new lieutenant to gallop out in a hurry. There was also the added expectation from a pony like me; combat experience was pretty much unheard of for my generation.
To be honest, however, I'd have preferred not to have that particular badge of honor. It certainly didn't feel like one to me.
That was something I could focus on later, though. It was time to turn my attention to my duties. As I reached the command building, it struck me how indistinguishable it was from the rest of the palace complex. If a pony didn’t know any better, they’d assume it was just an extra-large gatehouse.
It was built that way so as not to call attention to itself. After all, just because Equestria had never been invaded, that didn’t mean you wanted to advertise important commands.
I passed through the large wooden doors and made my way upstairs. The commander’s office was on the second floor near one of the corners. When I arrived, I knocked.
“In!” she called.
I pushed open the door and trotted inside to find Major Ruby Measure behind her desk, going over some paperwork. She had her helmet off, her red mane tucked up in a tight bun. I didn’t know her very well, as she was new to the House Guards.
Thankfully, she’d been backed up by Russet Rook. He was my predecessor and the first officer I’d mentored when I was the first sergeant. Russet was a dependable pony and would be a positive influence on the major.
“Good morning,” I said, going to attention.
Major Measure waved a hoof. “Good morning. At ease.”
Major Measure was the first Unified House Guard Commander. In the past, both units had reported directly to the Captain of the Canterlot Guard. That title had not been bestowed upon a new pony since Shining Armor had been transferred to the Crystal Empire.
Royal Guard Command felt that the title was antiquated and was too large of a scope for a single pony, so the duties had been separated out in a more traditional way. Now we had two House Guard sections that made up an undersized company. That company reported to Major Measure with Lieutenant Rook as her executive officer.
“Welcome back, Lieutenant. I assume you had no trouble finding your new command this morning?” the major asked.
“None at all, ma’am. Everything is as it should be.”
“Excellent. Thank you for checking in; dismissed.”
Dismissed? What about a briefing? A list of duties? Something? “Ma’am?”
She leveled an even stare in my direction. “Dismissed, Lieutenant. I have no order for you that differs from how things were prior to your commission. You’ve been in command of this section before. You’ll forgive me if I focus my attention on the responsibilities I have that actually need it. You don’t really want me to help supervise your guards, do you?”
With a shake of my head, I replied, “No, ma’am!”
“Then dismissed,” she repeated. She wouldn’t have to tell me again.
I bailed out of her office and took the compliment for what it was. This was turning out to be a pretty great first day, all things considered.
A short trot later and I was at my office in Princess Luna’s wing. It seemed like it had been vacant during my entire time away. After a quick dusting, I was in the middle of arranging what few personal effects I owned when the door behind me opened without warning.
Radiant Orchid trotted in with her sergeants in tow. When I turned to stare at them, they all froze. At least, they did until Mountain Stone crashed into the back of Miley, who crashed into Iridescence, who then crashed into Orchid. It was just a matter of physics from that point as they went down like dominos.
After doing her best to scramble back into some semblance of decorum, Orchid’s cheeks burned bright red. “My apologies, Sil—sir!” She reached backed past the others and knocked on my door.
It was amusing. Very amusing, actually. Still, my face was fixed with a stern officer’s glare. “Come in.”
Once they’d managed to collect themselves, my sergeants all stood to attention.
“At ease,” I said. “What can I do for you?”
“While you were away, I instituted a morning leadership meeting so that we could coordinate better. I thought you’d want to be included...” Somewhat awkwardly, she tacked on, “Sir.” It would take some getting used to for everypony.
I nodded. “That seems like a wise idea with the additional squad and all of the changes I’d instituted. Please, continue as you normally would.” I settled behind my desk and made myself look official.
Orchid cleared her throat. “During your absence, we’ve stood up that new squad and…” She hesitated a moment before cringing. “…and integrated the replacements.”
Replacements—the word stung. It literally ruffled my wing feathers and sent the taste of bile into the back of my throat.
The office went silent, the air thick with tension as the memories loomed over us all unspoken.
Orchid took a deep breath and pushed on. “As you might imagine, we aren’t exactly sure what to do with all of these ponies since we did just fine with the unit we had before. That has basically meant I’ve had to occupy their time. The first thing I did was relieve all of the palace guards from the Princess’s wing. We now cover every post.”
“Smart thinking. That will occupy some of them. What about the rest?” It was good to shift back to our business of running the section. That would keep my mind occupied.
“Cross-training opportunities. I’ve been sending them out to some of the specialist schools for training. Usually it is just a two-week refresher course, but I figure once they get back, they can train the others. Beyond that, I took a lesson from you and sat them down with their respective sergeants to start going over promotion packets.”
“Enlisted education,” I mused.
“Yes, sir.” Orchid replied. “You used to do it for your squad and then moved on to doing it for the section. Why stop a good thing?”
I almost smiled. “It’s a good tradition. Thank you for keeping it. Anything else?”
Orchid shook her head. “Nothing here. Iridescence, Miley, Mountain?”
My attention turned to my sergeants. They were three of the most reliable ponies I’d ever known. There was little doubt we’d be successful together, and it was good to have them at my side. 
Iridescence had held her leadership position the longest. When everything fell apart in Nordanver, she’d taken command and made sure Princess Luna escaped safely.
“Nothing for me.” She blinked and hurriedly added, “Sir.”
Miley Hooves bounced in place while she waited her turn. She was notoriously accident-prone, but the dark brown earth pony was a humble, excitable, and tenacious bundle of energy. We had a close relationship, as I’d mentored her the entire time she’d been with the House Guard.
“Nope!” She beamed at me. “Just welcome back, boss. I’m so happy to see you!”
Then there was Mountain Stone, my only stallion sergeant. He was tall, built like a fortress, and all muscle. His grey coat and tan mane made his name seem all the more appropriate. He didn’t talk much, and I’d always appreciated that about him. The two of us had the ability to stand guard together in silence and just enjoy it.
“Smooth sailing, sir,” he said in his usual gruff tone.
I nodded and stared at them all for just a moment. A good officer never issued orders if she didn’t have to. It was better to just describe the task that needed to be done and let the non-commissioned officers work out the best method to achieve it.
Fortunately for me, I had excellent NCOs. I’d groomed three of the four, and the fourth had groomed me.
Unfortunately for me, it left little for me to do as their commander.
“Alright then, it seems you have everything well in hoof. Orchid, stay a moment. The rest of you are dismissed.”
Iridescence, Miley, and Mountain stiffened to attention and then left my office after I gave them an acknowledging salute.
Once the door closed behind them, I smiled at Orchid. “First day back and it is already obvious how little you need me.”
She laughed and gave a light shrug. “Like you ever needed an officer when you were wearing my hoofguards, sir. Somepony has to be here to sign the forms and take the blame. Now you have that privilege!”
I couldn't help a light chuckle. “Celestia knows that is right. At any rate, I want you to push your responsibilities down to your sergeants and load Iridescence up with everything extra you can put together. From now on, they do your job while you provide mentorship, understood?”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”
“Dismissed.”
Orchid nodded, stood at attention, and then left my office. It was only a second or so before she poked her head back in. “It’s so good to have you back, Silent Knight. We missed you.”
“It's good to be back,” I replied before leaning into my chair. Good to be back indeed. If only I had some idea of what I’d be doing, exactly. At least that absence of work afforded me a lot of time to figure out how to stay busy.
☾

A light brown hoof hovered inches from my nose, wiggling around. “I’ve heard all about you, Lieutenant.”
My brow arched as I looked down at the pegasus mare standing on the other side of my desk. She had plastered on a passable glare, even if most of it was hidden behind her green mane.
“Is that so?” I replied.
Willowy Tempest hadn’t made an appointment to see me. We’d never even been officially introduced and yet she was Princess Luna’s new assistant. New to me, anyway. She’d been in training under Princess Celestia's personal aide, Raven, while I was overseas and officially started the job when we’d returned.
‘We’ was sort of subjective, though, due to my post-Nordanver coma and then the trip through officer’s candidate school.
This was our first, formal introduction, if you could call it that. She was still wagging her hoof in my face and we hadn’t exchanged any pleasantries.
“Yes!” Willowy slammed a hoof on my desk. At least she had started to, seemed to think better of it, and then slowed her momentum to just land it delicately on the wood. “I’m not going to let you take things away from me now that you’re back!”
What was she on about? “Huh? I’m not interested in taking your job away from you, Willow. I’m a Guard commander.”
“What? Not that! I mean my schedule. I’ve heard you liked to keep Princess Luna’s schedule and make it all about security and safety.”
“I see. That is true. I just—”
“You just nothing!” she squeaked as her ears flicked back. “If somepony is going to plan what she does during the day, it’s going to be somepony that can balance the fun and the boring.” She tossed her appropriately willowy green mane. “You keep your hooves in your unit’s business and out of my way. Are we clear, Mr. Knight?”
I stood up from behind my desk, towering over her. “That is Lieutenant Knight, and yes, we are clear. You keep the schedule, but just remember that I’m in charge of her security.”
“Oh, I’ll remember!” Willowy narrowed her eyes up at me.
“Yes, you will,” I replied.
“I will!”
“Yes, you will!” Then I stomped my right hind hoof.
Willowy yelped in surprise and galloped out of my office. I settled back onto my chair and shook my head as I went back to my paperwork. “What a weird mare.”
“What was that all about?” The voice was accompanied by a light knock. I looked up to find a familiar pony in my doorway. He was a tall one—taller than most pegasi, actually—and had the stature to match it. It was the kind of frame that had made an excellent linepony for hoofball back at Canterlot Academy.
The uniform he wore these days was gold and bore the insignia of the Canterlot City Guard. It looked good over his coppery brown coat. All at once, I felt a wave of nostalgia that brought a smile to my face.
“That? I don’t know what it was. Misunderstanding or turf war. Something. More importantly, come in, please!” I stood again and came around my desk. “Defender Bronzewing. How long has it been?”
He paused a moment and then just shrugged. “Most ponies call me Daffy, but I guess you never did.” He smiled. “Nice to know some things don’t change when you run off to officer's school.”
Change. That seemed to be the theme of the day. I gave an idle nod and asked, “What brings you by?”
“A couple of things, I suppose. You know, I applied for Princess Luna’s House Guard when I saw the openings. I guess it didn’t work out this time.”
That was a fact. I’d seen his application for the medic positions and had a hoof in him not being selected. “Yes. To be perfectly frank, it was a tight race, and I didn’t want anypony to think that I’d selected you because we used to play hoofball together. You know how it is… the new lieutenant bringing in old teammates. That looks suspicious.”
Defender chuckled. “I figured it was something like that. You’ve always been a stickler for the rules. I’ll never forget that time you argued with the referee about the difference between flying straight up and straight over a player during an extra point buck.”
I snorted. “It isn’t my fault he was wrong. If you go over a player, that’s a foul.”
“Silent, we were up by three scores! It wasn’t like we needed the point.” Defender shook his head. “Never mind, we got off track. I don’t blame you for sticking to the rules.”
That was good. I’d felt kind of bad about it even though the ponies we’d selected were equally qualified. “You know, on a related topic, I believe Princess Celestia’s House Guard is going to be looking for medics, too. A letter of recommendation in your file would go a long way. If you like.”
He blinked in surprise. “Really?” A grin spread across his face. “That’d be great, actually, if you don't mind. But honestly that isn’t why I dropped in. This is more of a social call from one old teammate to another.”
My ears twitched. “Yeah?”
“Yeah… so, I’ve made a lot of friends while I’ve been in the Guard and even more so as a medic. I’ve heard your name going around a lot lately, especially after your… experiences in Nordanver. It started in the medical circles, but now it’s moved into different ones. That’s why I came by.”
The mere mention of Nordanver set the hairs of my coat on edge, but I tried to stay calm and figure out where he was going with this. “Alright?”
Defender shrugged. “Look, I know you’ve never been the talking type. With that said, if you need a pony now and then to talk with about what happened over there, I’m actually assigned nearby. Now, and I really shouldn’t be doing this, I have a name for you.” He reached into his satchel, fished out a piece of paper, and offered it to me.
I accepted it and looked it over. “Just a name?” I asked.
“Yes. In my work, I’ve spent some time with the ponies in intelligence. They come back injured now and then without any explanations. We don’t ask; we just patch them up. Anyway, that pony there can help you with the… side project I’ve heard you’ve got going on. Which, by the way, I think is a bad idea, but I understand where you’re coming from.”
Our eyes briefly met before I looked back down at the paper. “I can’t thank you enough.”
He shook his head. “I really wouldn’t. You’re probably playing with fire. Anyway, it was great to see you, Silent Knight. It’s been too long. We should meet up sometime and hit the turf. I imagine we could get into the Guard’s league.”
I smiled. “You know, that isn’t a bad idea. I might just take you up on it. Don’t be a stranger, Defender.”
The stallion nodded and waved a hoof. “See you around.”
“Take care,” I replied before going back behind my desk. I had two new tasks to handle immediately: a letter of recommendation for an old teammate and a note of introduction to a new friend.
The rest of the day blew by in a fairly mundane fashion. Other than the visit from Defender Bronzewing, nothing really happened. Princess Luna had eventually become ambulatory and Nova, one of my new medics, promised me she’d make a full recovery.
Now my door was shut, locked, and I was off shift. At least as much as a commander can be. On my way down the hall, Iridescence popped out of her office and fell in step with me.
“And how was your first day as commander extraordinaire, sir?”
With a shrug, I replied, “Not quite as different as I would have imagined. Still, it all went well. It looks like you all kept everything together. Nice work on that.”
She smiled. “We try and usually succeed. I’d still rather have you here to look out for us, though. So… celebratory drinks at the Spearhead?”
That was a lovely offer. Iridescence and I had been partners when I was an enlisted guard. That partnership had blossomed into a friendship and, for a short time, even more. Despite that, it never crossed my mind that she’d invite me out to celebrate.
My focus had been off since getting back. Recovery, trying to adjust to the role of an officer, and, of course, there was my marefriend, Crystal Wishes. At least, she was the mare that wanted to be my marefriend, and that was what I wanted, too. Did that make her my marefriend-to-be? I wasn’t quite sure what to call her yet.
She had me thinking about her almost as much as I thought about my duties. Almost.
Sheepishly, I cleared my throat. “Well… I’d like that. I’d like that a lot actually. Unfortunately, I can’t. At least not tonight. I’ve made other plans.”
Iridescence’s head tilted. “Oh? For another celebration? Is it some ‘officers only’ thing or something?”
Yes! An officers only thing. That would be an easy, simple, white lie. Instead, I shook my head. “No… I have a date.”
Iridescence came to a stop. “A date?” She sounded surprised and then quickly tried to hide it with a more even tone. “I mean… a date?”
“Yeah. I, uh… asked Crystal Wishes out and she said yes.”
“Oh, good.” Iridescence cleared her throat. “She’s nice.”
“Yeah…” Then we just stood there in awkward silence looking at anything but each other. Finally, I took a step forwards. “I should go. How about drinks tomorrow, alright?”
The mare quickly nodded in agreement. “Yes! Yes, tomorrow is better. Have a good evening, sir.”
“You, too,” I responded hurriedly before rushing out and away from the cringe-fest that was that conversation.
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		2. Missions



I tried my best to focus on Crystal Wishes as several fillies galloped by, bumping into my wings… for the tenth time. Where were their parents? Didn’t foals have parents?
“I’m so sorry, Silent Knight,” Crystal said from across the table. She raised a shaky hoof to push back her mane behind her ear, but a pink highlight slipped free of the blonde locks.
“Quite okay.” I could just arrest them for disturbing the peace. I was disturbed from the peace of enjoying how pretty my marefriend-to-be was.
Crystal was clearly flustered. A cute blush showed through her creamy white coat. “This was not what I had in mind at all!”
I shrugged. It could have been worse. We were at Sunridge Sweets, which was nice. It was our first date… a date that was one year and one coma in the making. So that was great, too. Really great, actually. It was amazing at how long the unicorn mare had put up with me completely missing her signals.
Still, this probably wasn’t what she had in mind for such a momentous occasion. It was evidently some sort of school holiday and the only seats available in the cafe were at one of the tiny tables normally reserved for colts and fillies.
The chairs simply weren’t made for pegasus warriors, but I did my best to keep the one I occupied under me while I drank tea. Then I carefully set the cup back on the minuscule table.
“I just thought this would be fun,” Crystal continued in an anxious voice. “A trip down memory lane, so to speak. You may not know it, but one time during our academy years, I saw you here after your big game. Your hoofball team had just won some sort of tournament an—”
She stopped as a clumsy pegasus filly bumped into her horn mid-flight. “I have no idea where all of these ponies came from.”
As I crouched on my tiny chair, I replied, “Oh yeah… senior year. We were unstoppable back then. In fact, I just saw a teammate this afternoon. Anyway, this is fine. Any date with you is fine. I’m glad you have a good memory here. Now you’ll have a silly one to tell your friends about.”
Crystal laughed a little and seemed to perk up. “Would you like to go?”
“I would.”
“Then let’s get out of here,” she replied as she stood.
I stood, too, doing my best not to knock the chair and table over. This is what it must have felt like to be one of the big monsters from that one board game we frequently played with Princess Luna: Princess of Manehattan.
“Where to?” Crystal asked.
“Well, Dot is having a sleepover at my place, so I don’t want to interrupt that. We could go look at the constellations at the observatory? I hear that is nice.”
“That sounds lovely.” She paused, then blinked. “Wait, why is the sleepover at your place?”
“Iridescence is on duty for the evening shift, so Winterspear is playing den mother. When I stopped in, I found our condo in total chaos.” I gave her my most pained look. “I can’t go back there, Crystal, not after what I’ve seen. I wasn’t aware four fillies could wreak such havoc.”
Crystal laughed her sweet little laugh once again. It was something I always enjoyed hearing. “That is probably wise, especially since you have duty tomorrow.” She looped a hoof around my foreleg and we trotted out into the cool evening air.
That was true, even if my duty was kind of slow right now. Wait… she saw me after a hoofball game? “We went to secondary school together?”
“Yes! And it’s the academy. In Canterlot, we call it the academy.”
“In Canterlot, they call everything something fancier than it needs to be,” I playfully put in.
Crystal giggled and shook her head. “Oh, you. Anyway, yes, we did go to ‘secondary school’ together. Although you were a senior and always on some team doing something. You were in my theater club, though.”
“I was never ‘in’ theater club. I just built sets for the club.” I tilted my head as I tried to think back a few years. I never knew I had gone to Canterlot Academy with her.
Of course, back then I just went from team to team. Anything to stay fit and work on my group dynamics to prepare for guard life. I certainly wasn’t looking at the mares around me. That part of life wasn’t important to me while I was in school.
“Yes, I remember you building sets when…” Crystal trailed off. We’d reached the observatory and, to her clear dismay, it was closed. She pouted. “I hope this isn’t an omen. This has been a lousy first date.”
My ears wiggled. “I wouldn’t say spending time with you is lousy. I thought dates were supposed to be about the company.”
Crystal pressed close against me and my heart jumped in my chest. She whispered, “I trained you a little too well.”
That was true. Crystal Wishes was a prim and proper Canterlot lady. While I had been training to become an officer, she’d educated me in the art of being a gentlepony.
Still, any date was probably like a battle or match. I couldn’t just let her win. “We didn’t have a class on being polite. That is all me.” I gently tugged on her hoof. “Come, Ms. Wishes, I’ll walk you home.”
The petite unicorn flushed and nodded. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”
It wasn't that far of a walk to her building. We went through the front door together and up to her condo. I stopped outside the door.
“Won’t you come in? I have adult-sized seats,” she giggled.
“I am confident there has never been a more tempting offer from a mare to a stallion in all recorded history,” I chuckled.
“Oh, I can think of a few more tempting ones,” she teased before pushing the door open and motioning me inside.
It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. Crossing the threshold, though, I felt weird.
Today was different. I was a stallion in her cute little condo not as a friend or student, but as a date. Sure, it was the same living room it had been before. Sure, it was the same pair of bedrooms and shared bathroom as before, too! It was even the same kitchen.
Now we were courting, and everything was different somehow. At least a little bit. I walked into the living room and selected a stallion-appropriate pillow and settled onto it.
While I worked over my new role and what that meant for me, Crystal had been busy making tea. She floated the cups over in her magic, settled one in my hooves, and then filled it from the kettle.
It was easy to accept. She made far better tea than they did at Sunridge Sweets. It was a bit late for tea, but I wasn’t going to refuse it. “Thank you.”
Crystal nodded and settled across from me. I looked around to see if Velvet Step happened to be hiding somewhere. When she was home, there was no pressure. She wasn’t, though, so we were alone.
“You’re being quiet,” Crystal finally said.
She noticed! What should I do? Think of something smooth to say. What would a smooth stallion say? “Things feel different now.” Okay, not a bad start. “Every time I was here before, I was just a friend or a student. Now I’m not.” Sip the tea. Stall for time! I sipped my tea.
Crystal waved a dismissive hoof. “Sometimes things change for the better. Now I don’t have to subtly hint that I’m interested you and feel embarrassed when you don’t notice.”
That made me chuckle. She laughed, too. It brought back fond memories from my last day or so in the hospital, when Crystal had explained some of the insane schemes she and Velvet had put together to entice me. They’d been awfully busy mares. With every plot, it just made them seem more and more like a couple.
The clock on the wall started to jingle softly, alerting us to the fact it was late. “I should probably get back. Duty tomorrow. I’ve got this whole new command thing going on. Perhaps things will go smoother on our second date? A ride through the country, perhaps?”
Crystal rose to her hooves and smiled. “Yes, please. Although, it is already pretty late, and you’ve said yourself that your place is full of fillies. Why don’t you just stay here?”
My brow arched. “Why Miss Wishes, what will the neighbors say?”
“Probably something along the lines of ‘What is that fillyfooler doing with a stallion?’ That is what I’d say if I were them… though in far more polite terms.”
We both laughed again. I tried to sound playful as I continued, “And you’re not concerned about having a big, single, masculine stallion here?”
“You’ve been a perfect gentlepony thus far. Is there something I don’t know about you, Lieutenant Knight?”
I stood and took my tea cup to the kitchen to wash it. If I was going to stay and be a guest, I’d be a good one. “Evidently, I snore,” I called.
“You do. You’ll recall that I sat vigil beside your bed in the hospital for quite some time. We’ll just have to make do. Now come along, I’ll make up the couch for you and deal with the dishes tomorrow.”
That sounded fine to me. I was pretty tired, and a snooze on the couch would be great. Any couch away from my quarters would be good. Poor Winterspear. But better her than me!
☾

The following morning had been less thrilling than the evening before. Crystal was still asleep in her room when I woke, and I certainly wasn’t going in there uninvited. I wrote her a thank you note and hurried off for home.
Canterlot was quiet at that hour. Most ponies were asleep after what they considered to be a hard day of attending galas and other high society events. I snorted at that thought. I shouldn’t be so disparaging since my almost-marefriend was part of that world, but she was different. She was kind and selfless.
It was a nice flight over the empty streets, with just a hint of sunlight beyond the horizon. I always liked standing guard for the night shifts. My princess’s time was quiet and peaceful. The starry sky was also the prettiest, in my opinion.
When I reached my condo, I opened the door as quietly as I could. The living room was littered with four fillies in sleeping bags. They were still asleep, and it was in my best interest to make sure they stayed that way.
Waking them up would be my sister’s job whenever she got up. Thankfully, I reached my room without incident and started to put my armor on. It was a painfully slow process, as metal tends to make noise and I wanted to avoid that.
“Well, well, well,” Winterspear said softly from my doorway. “A first date and you don’t come home. How scandalous.”
I tugged at a buckle to tighten my chestplate before shaking my head. “It isn’t like that. I just slept over so I wouldn’t disturb our guests. How did that go, by the way?”
Winterspear came over to help me dress. She nuzzled my cheek. “If you want to move fast, you can move fast. Crystal is really into you. I just don’t want you hurt again.” She went about fixing my armor. “And it was fine. Loud, but fine. It is nice to see Dot making friends finally. They seem like sweet fillies.”
“It really wasn’t like that,” I repeated honestly and then nodded a ‘thank you’ as she finished helping me. “I’m a big stallion. Besides, aren’t you the one who said it is easier after the first?”
“I did.” She replied and then shook a hoof at me. “Then don’t you hurt her. She is sweet.”
“You’re a pest.” I quipped before nuzzling back and putting my helmet on. “Have a fun day.”
“You, too.”
As quietly as I could, I flew over the living room and sleeping fillies to land softly at the door. Winterspear and I made eye contact and she smiled a loving, sibling smile as I stepped outside.
I returned it with the same followed by an evil grin. Her eyes went big and I slammed the door as loudly as possible. Then it was off to the palace!
The whole flight over left me occasionally chuckling. It had been a mean thing to do, but wasn’t that what being a sibling was about? I thought so.
I landed out by the palace gate, checked in and strolled up to my office. It was neat, orderly, and still pretty barren. That might be another thing that needed to change. 
There was some paperwork work to go through and files to catch up on. It wasn’t glorious work, but it would ease me into my role. 
“Good morning, sir,” Iridescence chimed as she knocked on my door and grabbed my attention. “Quiet night here. The princess would like a word with you once you’re settled. How was your date?”
I could feel a slight scowl crease my face. With a small sigh, she closed my door and took her helmet off. “How was your date?” she repeated.
Well, that was at least more professional. Not that I was sure I wanted to discuss it with her in either capacity.
We stared at each other a moment. She was waiting, and I guessed it wasn’t a secret. “It was fine. I guess every other pony in Canterlot had a date, too. All of the places we went were either packed or closed, so we ended up back at her place. We’ll try again soon, though.”
Iridescence nodded and kept a neutral tone as she asked, “And how was Dot? Not too much trouble I hope.”
“Winterspear said it went fine, so I doubt she was.”
“Winterspear said, huh? It is sounding like you didn’t come home,” she pressed.
“Not that it is any of your business, but I didn’t. Crystal rescued me from a house full of fillies and nosy sisters.”
Iridescence smiled and put her helmet back on. “Well, good for you… sir. If that will be all?”
I nodded. “You are relieved. Go get some rest and make certain my quarters don’t burn to the ground.”
“Yes, sir!”
After she left, I finished going over the paperwork I had been on before taking a break to go see what the princess needed. I didn’t make it very far before I was stopped in my tracks by the sight of Miley Hooves with a mane so long that it was spilling out from under her helmet and dragging along the floor.
I tilted my head. “Experimenting with Runic again?”
“I’d really prefer not to discuss it, sir," the little earth pony said, “but if I need to disappear a pony, can I count on you as an accomplice?”
That was something I had to ponder a bit. “He is my cousin… but it sounds like he’s brought it on himself. I’ll look the other way for your sake if he goes missing.” I allowed a chuckle before returning to my even expression. “Just get it back into regulation before Major Measure sees it.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, boss!” she chirped and went on her way.
I barely made it halfway down the hall before I heard a squeak and a thump of body and armor against the floor. She’d be okay, but I was a little worried for Runic. Did it still count as looking the other way if I sent him a note by courier to warn him that he was in trouble?
When I arrived, Night Frost stiffened to attention beside the door. I nodded to him and knocked.
“Come in,” Princess Luna called.
I walked inside to find her pacing back and forth. “You’re up early, Princess… or are you still up?”
“I am still up!” she said louder than she probably meant to. My brow arched under my helmet. “Sorry,” she added hastily with frustration in her voice.
“Anything I can help with?” I asked.
She shook her head. “No, Silent Knight. Thank you for offering. It is a disagreement between Celestia and I. Family matters. She can be… She is such a…”
“...pest?” I offered.
Of course, generally speaking, you shouldn’t call the ruler of your kingdom a pest. Princess Luna wouldn’t sell me out, though, and I really had the impression that Princess Celestia wouldn’t care.
Princess Luna stopped mid-pace and turned to look at me. Her lip curled up as she started to laugh whiling shaking her head. “Verily!”
“Big sisters just try to look out for younger siblings. They want what is best for us. At the same time, as we get older, they may not know what is the best for us better than we do.”
Her head tilted and her smile became soft. “When did you become so wise?”
“You caught me early in the morning. I can assure you it’s all downhill from here,” I replied and the princess laughed again.
Princess Luna settled on a pillow and patted the one next to her, an offer I was happy to accept. With alicorn magic, she levitated my helmet off so that she could comb my mane. It was something she’d taken to doing since my stay in the hospital and it seemed to give her peace.
In all honesty, it gave me peace as well. I had always been a strong pony, but there was something about that gryphon getting the better of me and then escaping that made me feel small and weak. The pampering helped reduce that stress.
“She is keeping things from me still. I can tell. Even after we had our talk, I don’t think she feels that I’m ready to truly rule at her side. But she has had to bear these burdens by herself for so long. Longer than anypony ever has. I worry that it will start to be too much for her. But when I try to help, she just pushes me away!”
The princess punctuated that point with a brush stroke that tugged my head straight back. I grunted in surprise.
“Sorry!” she gasped.
“Quite alright, Princess. I’ve had worse,” I replied before falling silent. There wasn’t a lot of advice I had in this situation. The rulers were equal, but there was also a family dynamic. There was also the issue that Princess Luna had been banished for a thousand years or so.
Princess Luna went back to the gentle combing and asked, “How was your date last night?”
Ponies are evidently just nosy by nature. “It was fun. Nothing went right, but Crystal is an easygoing mare. She had elaborate plans that fell through, so we just spent time together. I enjoyed it, but the feeling was different from before.”
“Dating will do that. It was about time you two found each other,” Princess Luna said. She sounded credible, too, which is weird. Part of me suspected she had had a hoof in putting us together. “Do you feel good about it?”
“I’m not very good at that sort of thing…” I hedged.
Princess Luna’s ears twitched. “You know a feeling.”
I sighed and tried to put my feelings into words for the princess’s sake. “I feel comfortable with her, like we’re right for each other. I admire her kindness and generosity. She is selfless to a fault… But it isn’t like how it’s portrayed in books or plays.
“When she agreed to see me, I didn’t hear singing or see her with a glowing aura. My knees didn’t go weak. I just wanted to be near her and I think she wants to be near me, too.”
“That sounds perfect to me,” Princess Luna said as she finished with my mane. It wasn’t how I’d style it, but I had long since given up on that. She dropped my helmet back into place.
“We’ve only had one date, though. That seems too soon to base any decisions on.” I frowned. “There isn’t enough intel.”
“Sometimes, Silent Knight, the heart wants what the heart wants.” Princess Luna rose and headed back to her bedroom. “Thank you. I am calm enough to sleep. Please see that I’m not disturbed and be sure to return this evening. We have business to attend to.”
“Of course, Princess,” I replied after bowing. I turned to walk in the opposite direction, somehow feeling less stressed but more confused than when I came in.
“The heart wants what the heart wants,” I repeated quietly to myself.
“Sir?” Night Frost replied.
I blinked at him and quickly schooled my expression and tone. “Don’t let anypony in. The princess is going to bed. We’ll come and check on her later today.”
“Yes, sir.”
That was one appointment down. There was another one on my agenda, one that I’d eagerly been waiting for. It was early, but that would just afford me some time to snoop about.
I left the palace with a brisk pace. Nervous energy filled my chest as I approached the Royal Guard Central Command. The walk wasn’t nearly long enough to burn off the extra energy, but I did at least enjoy the fresh air along the way.
When I passed through the main door of the unassuming building, the receptionist nodded in recognition. “Lieutenant.”
“Sergeant,” I replied, glancing around. There wasn’t much to see in the lobby, just the receptionist and his desk as well as some plants, a Royal Guard poster, and two chairs. Nothing of interest to my mission.
The receptionist stared at me. “A little early aren’t you, sir?”
“Punctuality is usually considered a plus.”
His brow raised before he smiled. “It is, sir. In the case of this particular meeting, however, early isn’t going to work for them. Head down to B3. I’m sure the guards will be happy to let you stare at them.”
So much for snooping. “Thanks,” I replied before taking the stairs down to the third basement level to find a small waiting room that was even emptier than the lobby.
Two royal guards flanked a heavy steel door and stiffened to attention. As I approached them, the guard on the left lifted her hoof. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant, but this is a restricted area.”
“I have an appointment,” I replied.
“If you do, sir, somepony will be along to collect you shortly. Please make yourself comfortable.”
It wasn’t like I had any other choice. I took a few steps back and stood at ease, staring at the two of them. They merely stared ahead. A lot of guards had withered under my gaze in the past, but these two weren’t remotely fazed.
Minutes dragged on as we had our staring contest. Eventually, the door opened with a grating sound, and Sergeant Major Granite looked out. He had the same stern expression from when I badgered my way into finding him at the Spearhead Tavern not long ago.
From that point on, we’d built a working relationship, and he’d introduced me around. That, plus a push from some senior officers, had gotten me on the list. This was my way to find peace with the Nordanver ambush: to be involved in tracking down the gryphon behind it.
“Lieutenant Knight, if you’ll come with me please,” the sergeant major said when we made eye contact.
“Thank you, Sergeant Major,” I replied before following along behind him.
The Royal Guard Intelligence offices were nondescript. The carpet was a dull grey, the walls were simple stacked stone, and even the unicorn lanterns were mundane.
Sergeant Major Granite opened one a door and motioned into a conference room. There was a familiar pony waiting inside: Intelligence Officer Guise. Our relationship hadn’t started on a good note. He’d taken exception to me being included, and I’d taken exception to his attitude.
The door closed behind me, and the sergeant major settled some documents on the table. “Lieutenant, if you’d like to look these over…” he trailed before looking over at Officer Guise. 
I started reading files as thoroughly as I could. Although some of it had been redacted, what they contained in clear was surprising. “How good is this data?”
“The best we’ve seen so far,” replied Sergeant Major Granite. “There was a lot of research involved, but we’re very confident that this is legitimate. It came from one of our field operatives.”
Guise jumped in with a condescending tone, “It was credible enough that I felt it was worthwhile to send an operative in for more details. We estimate we’ll hear back soon.”
It seemed our relationship would continue to be adversarial. When it came to data, he was very territorial and seemed to delight in keeping it dangling just out of my reach. I could respect he took his job seriously, even if I didn’t like him personally. This was all slightly out of regulation, after all.
This was just the latest example of his little power plays. The report was old enough to have been received and orders sent back.
“Why wasn’t I brought in sooner?” I asked.
“This is a courtesy, Lieutenant,” Guise snapped. “You are not part of this unit nor should you even be here. I’m not insensitive to your feelings, but this is my command. I’ll feed you information when I deem it safe, or you’ll get nothing. Your choice.”
I felt the hairs on my neck rise but I kept my cool. “Yes, sir. I apologize. Thank you for bringing me in.”
“You seem to have found yourself the right friends.” He looked over at Sergeant Major Granite, who simply shrugged.
“I would be very interested in knowing the outcome,” I put in.
Guise snorted. “I’m sure. I’ll release it when and if I deem it appropriate. I can’t have you running off and doing something foolish.”
I shook my head. “No, sir. That won’t happen.”
“I’ll see that it doesn’t. Dismissed.”
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		3. The Hidden - Part 1



The setting sun heralded Princess Luna’s awakening. Her orders were for me to return to her, but there was no need to rush. She would, as always, meet with her sister first. They would discuss the day and the night to come, and perhaps share a meal.
After that, Willowy Tempest, the pony who I was apparently the nemesis of, would brief the princess for her evening while serving tea. Could I interrupt that? Sure! Should I? Only if I thought it was funny. She was high strung enough as it was.
I quietly sat at my desk, looking down at my hoof-written notes. When I’d returned from my meeting with Royal Guard Intelligence, I reproduced everything from the report that I could from memory.
Absorbing information and regurgitating it had been a big part of getting through Canterlot Academy, basic training, and officer’s candidate school. That skill proved useful yet again.
The pointers on the clock caught my attention as they ticked over to the next hour. I closed my personal file regarding Captain Alastair with a sigh. This was my side project and consumed a lot of my mental energy, but he was still a threat to the princess. A threat that could not be ignored.
I slipped the file into the bottom drawer of my desk, locked it, and stood up. It was time to move on to other, more official projects. My office hours were over, but my duties were far from finished. Princess Luna would be waiting.
Once I’d secured my office door, I headed towards the princess’s private quarters. There was little doubt in my mind what she wanted to discuss. That assumption was confirmed when I found Astral Bolt standing outside with his peer. She’d already sent him out of the room.
The pair snapped to attention at my approach, and I said, “At ease. Remain outside until further notice.”
“Yes, sir,” they replied while I let myself in.
Princess Luna was sitting at her desk going over some papers. The nox pony journal that I had recovered on one of my missions for her was resting open for reference. When I shut the door behind me, she looked up and asked, “Are you well, Silent Knight?”
“Yes, Princess.”
“That gives me a great sense of peace. Now that you are back in form, I think it is time that you go and make contact with my nox ponies. Presuming you are still amiable to the task?”
Of course this was about the nox ponies. I knew how important they were to her, but the last time she and I spoke of them, I’d just gotten out of the hospital. I hadn’t been prepared to think about a bunch of ponies living in seclusion. Ponies that may or may not be holding a thousand-year-old grudge against Princess Celestia.
While my mind was clearer now, I still had reservations. Her eagerness and my clarity didn’t mean I should ignore caution, so I chose my words carefully. “I am, but I want to understand our purpose. What exactly is your goal for this meeting?”
Princess Luna stood and wandered over to her balcony. “Our purpose, then?”
“Of course, Princess,” I said softly as I followed behind her. “Your purpose is my purpose. I serve at your pleasure. All that I ask is that you don’t shelter me from that purpose. Trust me as a partner, not a servant.”
She briefly looked back at me before giving the slightest of nods. “Very well. You have earned such. The purpose is simple: find them, understand how they are doing, and hopefully, in time, bring them back.”
“Bring them back?” I asked.
“Into the fold, yes. Perhaps not physically, but at least to the kingdom. That is why you must seek them out. Should you find them, introduce yourself as the messenger of Luna the Student. You will then arrange for safe passage for me. I would speak to their matriarch as soon as possible. I fear the longer they go without knowing of me, the more frightened they may become.”
The idea of the princess wandering into potentially hostile territory set me on edge. My focus had to remain on the task at hoof, however. We could discuss the rest later. For now, I was finally granted some critical information.
One particular point stood out to me. “Why Luna the Student?”
“That is how they would likely know me. That is, of course, depending on how much information sharing they’ve done over the generations, assuming they’ve done any at all. I also do not want to appear presumptuous to them by calling myself Princess Luna.”
My head tilted. “But… you are Princess Luna.”
The alicorn shot me a look over her shoulder that I couldn’t get a read on. It wasn’t a pleasant look for sure. “Yes, by default. These ponies may be more familiar with the old ways, however, and I wish to respect that.”
I shifted somewhat uncomfortably on my hooves. “Princess Celestia warned me that some of this knowledge would frighten regular ponies. If we meet these nox ponies and they’re familiar with the old ways, as you say, do we not run the risk of their knowledge reaching regular ponies?”
“That we do, but it is a risk Princess Celestia and I are willing to take to reunite all ponies. For the time being, we will encourage the nox ponies to remain isolated until we can explain this to all of Equestria.”
What exactly would the princesses be explaining? That there were more ponies than we had realized? It didn’t make sense yet, but in time I was sure it would. “I see. Am I to convey that message as well?”
Princess Luna shook her head. “No. Introduce yourself, verify they’re there, and set the meeting. Nothing more, and nothing less.”
“And if they’re hostile?”
“They won’t be.”
“And if they are?” I pushed.
“Surrender. Put up no resistance. If you do not return in two weeks, I will know their mind and send an appropriate rescue.”
That wasn’t exactly a confidence booster, but I trusted the princess. “As you wish. Where am I going?”
The princess returned to her desk and produced a rolled-up map. She spread it out and I quickly realized it was a lot older than any map I’d seen before. There were locations that were within the borders of Equestria that I wasn’t familiar with.
“Here, deep in the southern Badlands. This mountain is the most likely place. Look for an entrance high on the peak.”
“Alright. I need to see to the unit and then I’ll leave.”
“No.” The princess pointed to the balcony door where a saddlebag rested. “Major Measure will look after your unit. I frustrated her with an ambiguous request, but she understands that you are on a personal errand for me.”
She offered me the journal and added, “Return this to its rightful owner, I have pried enough into her life. Go now. Be as swift as you can.”
This was very sudden but, as Princess Luna’s agent, I’d learned that many of these missions came on short notice. Covert work wasn’t necessarily in the average Royal Guard playbook, but I was adapting well enough.
“As you wish,” I replied before heading to the balcony, putting on the saddlebag, and leaping into the air.
My wings spread wide and caught a bitterly cold updraft that sent shivers along my spine. I’d been born in winter, but I’d never taken to it. This year, the season seemed to be dragging on and I was ready for it to wrap up. I’d missed the end of summer and start of fall during my coma.
That yielded another shiver, a different kind this time. He’d hurt me, badly. He and his dirty soldiers. They’d turned away from their duty for coin. To attack me was one thing. To attempt to foalnap or kill Princess Luna was inexcusable. There would be repercussions.
My thoughts started to darken as I imagined the possibilities. With a quick shake of my head, I cleared my mind and focused back on my mission. There would be a lot of flight ahead of me.
The Badlands are further south than many ponies realize. Most maps aren’t to scale and there is a lot of territory beyond the Appaloosan Mountains. The vast majority of it is wild, rough, and not for the average pony.
After hours of travel, I stopped to have a snack and watch the sun come up. The saddlebag Princess Luna had packed was full of rations, water, and other useful items like a first aid kit. It was enough for a two-week trip if I ate normally, and even longer if I was sparing.
With a full belly and a night’s worth of flight fatigue, I decided it was time to sleep. The light from the sun would keep a lot of the creatures below in hiding and waiting for night to hunt. Despite that knowledge, I still picked a particularly high cloud to settle into.
I’m no weather pony, so it didn’t quite cooperate with my attempts to fluff it up and move it in the right direction. It was like fighting with a pillow that was both sentient and ill-tempered.
In time, I did manage to get it comfortable enough, even in my armor. After that, it was just a matter of closing my eyes and I was out.
☾

I woke from a dreamless sleep with a renewed spirit but a sore body. Sleeping in armor was yet another thing my father’s training hadn’t prepared me for the reality of. No matter how many times you did it, it still hurt in the morning.
Or, in my case, in the early evening, judging by the position of the sun and darkening sky. I tried to stretch as best I could before retrieving the map from my saddlebags. It took a few moments to get oriented, but once I matched a few landmarks, I was grateful to discover that the cloud hadn’t drifted off-course in my sleep.
After a few more minutes of studying the map to be certain of my route, I tucked my map away and set off towards my destination. There was a mountain range on the horizon and I suspected it was the one Princess Luna had mentioned. 
It wasn’t until the moon rose to its highest point that I was able to discern the peak in the distance. I tapped the crescent moon on my breastplate, urging the night vision enchantment to life. My vision changed as objects shifted into subtle shades of brown and grey. That was a handy perk of my new armor.
The mountain itself wasn’t much different than any other that might exist in Equestria. It wasn’t as tall as Alicorn Spire or Midnight’s Peak, but it was still an immense obstruction. It would take a pony days to trot around its base.
I noticed a key difference other than size, too. The stone that dominated the surface was a granite very unlike its peers. It was darker in color and did a better job of blending in with the shadows. At least it would have had I not had an enchantment.
Now was the time for me to see if there was an entrance without looking like a sneak. I made slow circles around the spire, working my way down while looking out for anything that could be a portal inside.
It took two hours before I finally spotted what could not be mistaken as anything but an entrance. It had been cleverly hidden behind a massive stone that jutted out from the side of the mountain.
If you were to look at it head on, the stone and the mountain behind it would blend in, concealing the cavernous entrance. From the sides, it would merely look like a gap. The only real angle to see it was from above. Clever.
I casually flew down and landed in the area between the stone and the entrance. It was big enough for a wagon, but anypony pulling it would have to come in from the side and then make a tight turn into the entrance.
On hoof, things were less difficult. I merely trotted under the dark arch of stone into the tunnel beyond. Twenty meters in, I found a threshold flanked by two large steel doors. They were currently open, which I took to be an invitation. Possibly an invitation to a trap, but at least they were friendly about it.
As far as the rescue Princess Luna had promised went, I couldn’t imagine trying to assault a gate that formidable so high in the mountains. These ponies had planned well for their defense.
For a moment, I stopped at the door, took a deep breath, and put on an air of confidence. It was show time. I set a normal pace and walked along the center of the passage. It sloped downward and slowly spiraled into the mountain’s heart. I made no effort to be stealthy, nor did I hesitate. My presence here was to be known.
The path was long, but eventually it opened out into an expansive cavern. Once again, I’d found myself in a hidden village. This one was not in a state of disrepair, however, as there was no rot or decay.
It was lived in, and the ponies there were staring at me. Fear was in their eyes—their glowing eyes that accentuated the vertically slit pupils.
Nox ponies, I discovered in that moment, looked more or less like regular ponies. Most of them had darker-colored coats that looked kind of fuzzy. Though their shapes and sizes varied, there was certainly not a ‘template’ that they all followed.
To be honest, I had kind of expected nox ponies to be their own distinct type, like a pegasus versus a unicorn. Instead, it turned out that they were more like crystal ponies in that, other than a shared characteristic, they were composed of pegasi, unicorns, and earth ponies.
They all shared the same tall, tufted ears like my own. The vast majority of them had wings, but I did spot ones with horns and others with neither. Those with wings either sported feathers like my own or were smooth like that of a dragon or bat, as was the case of a little colt that ducked behind who I presumed was his mother.
As I approached the town, most of the ponies backed away, or hurried indoors. I’d never felt like a monster before, but they clearly reacted as if I was one. Perhaps I had underestimated the effect of total isolation would have.
I kept my movements slow and predictable as I reached a large plaza towards the center of town. It was dominated by a large pedestal, the kind that would house a statue. This one, however, was incomplete. Nothing stood upon it.
The crowd wasn’t hostile. If anything, they ranged from scared and curious to wholly terrified. One plum colored filly seemed interested, but her mother quickly threw a hoof around her and pulled her back. That made it clear what they thought of me. It was best not to antagonize them.
I stood in silence and looked the group over. Several of the nox ponies approached and encircled me. They were larger than most of the others but didn’t have the look of professional soldiers.
None of them had any armor or weapon, they didn’t take a proper combat stance, and they weren’t in any kind of tactical formation. If anything, they were just the local tough ponies. Perhaps a militia at best. I was out numbered but if I had to, I was certain I could fight my way out.
One of the ponies finally took a step forwards as if he meant to challenge me. His coat was dark grey, his wings black and dragonesque, and his mane and tail were a dark red. So dark they were the color of blood.
In the darkness, his amber eyes gleamed and he said firmly, “Who dareth trespass hither? This is not a place for warriors of the House of the Day to tread.”
It had been quite some time since I last heard Luna speak Early Modern Equestrian, but it wasn't so long that I couldn't understand it. At least it wasn't Old Equestrian.
Instinct told me to shift into a combat stance. That wasn’t the goal here, so I turned to him as slowly as I could. “Good evening, everypony. I am a warrior, yes, but I mean you no harm or offense. Luna the Student has dispatched me as her messenger. My visit is peaceful, and I seek your matriarch.”
There was a collective gasp from the ponies nearest me. The crowd that had gathered beyond them burst into hushed whispers. Even if we didn't speak the exact same Equestrian, they certainly got my meaning.
The red-maned pony’s eyes narrowed. “How can that be so?” he asked… more or less. I’m not a linguist, so translating the gist of what these nox ponies said is the best I can do.
Hackles raised, the pony continued, “Luna the Student was banished ages ago by the House of the Day. You insult us by lying about such a thing!”
“Luna the Student has returned,” I replied before rising to my full height and fixing my gaze out to the crowd. With confidence and a hint of challenge in my tone, I added, “I am her emissary, Silent Knight, and I don’t lie.”
As the breath of my name passed my lips, there was another round of shocked gasps followed by everypony immediately prostrating themselves before me. It was a surprising—and confusing—turn of events.
“Forgive me, Sir Silent,” the nox pony said, suddenly sounding humble. “We did not know that any Knights of the Moon still walked Equestria.”
What was a Knight of the Moon? Was I one? No, I was a Royal Guard. “No… please rise. All of you. I’m not a knight. That is my name. Silent Knight.”
They did not rise. “Yes, Sir Silent. We understand,” another pony nearby toned.
I shook my head. “I’m not certain you do. I’m not a—”
“Was one of your parents also Knight?” a clear voice asked, cutting through the noise of the crowd. It was that of a mare, and as she spoke, the rest fell silent.
That was an easy enough question. My father was Stratus Knight. “Yes.”
“Was one of their parents also Knight?” the voice asked again.
I was sensing a pattern already. “Yes.”
“And their parents and so on?” she asked.
“To the best of my knowledge,” I replied as I tried to get a fix on the source.
The questions stopped and an ancient nox pony slipped from her place within the crowd. She had been blending in so well I wouldn’t have taken her for anypony different, despite her voice.
Unlike most of the others, however, she was a unicorn. Her silver horn stood tall out of her faded gray mane that blended almost seamlessly with her coat. As she approached me, she walked with a wobble and on several occasions stabilized herself on another pony. 
“In ages long past, your family served as warriors of the Moon. Knight was a title, not a name. Perhaps, in these times, the name is all that is left. And yet here you are, a warrior and a servant of Luna the Student.”
Her bright yellow eyes fell to the crowd and she lifted a forehoof. “Rise, all. I will speak with the emissary and know his mind.” 
The ponies did as the mare bade them, but there was hesitation. The group that surrounded me made way for her, other than the stallion that had led the charge. He took her hoof carefully in his own and helped her closer to me.
“Welcome to our village, Silent Knight,” the old mare said. “I am Moonlit Star, the matriarch that you seek.”
That was a name I knew immediately. This was another surprise. Before I could think things through, my mouth opened and blurted out, “Moonlit Star? Luna’s mentor?”
An amused smile crossed Moonlit Star’s face. “In a fashion, yes, but in reality, no. She and I are not the same. Much as your name was handed down, so, too, was mine. The pony of which you speak has long passed, but her name and role were handed down to her daughter.
“That daughter waited for the Student to return, preparing to mentor her. When she did not, she focused on her family. A new generation was born, the role and name passed once more. So on and so on has this occurred in an unbroken line until now.”
Unbroken until now? This Moonlit Star was an ancient pony for sure. Perhaps she had not had a family? I’d have called it an interesting coincidence, if there was such a thing. That was something I was starting to doubt.
“Matriarch, I bid you greetings on behalf of Luna the Student. She believes that she’s been disconnected from her ponies for far too long and requests permission to visit.”
The assembled ponies stared on with expressions of shock. All except the matriarch. She merely nodded. “Luna the Student does not need permission. She has always been welcome here and may come and go as she desires.”
This might be easier than I thought. I cleared my throat, “You have my thanks. May I have your word in front of all those assembled that her safety is guaranteed?”
The matriarch’s head tilted as a look of confusion fell across her face. “Luna the Student lives among the aggressors from the House of the Day yet fears harm from her own? Why is this?”
Excellent work, Silent. You’ve opened your mouth and stuck two hooves into it. I could fix this. “She doesn’t fear harm from you. I, however, am a mortal pony and her guardian. Though you know her as your… kin, you and I are not yet acquainted. I will always fear for her safety.”
That appeared to be a satisfactory answer. The mare looked to the crowd and gestured with a hoof. “Then I give my word, in front of all assembled, that Luna the Student shall be safe here, now and always.”
“You have my sincerest gratitude, Matriarch. I’ll return to her directly and prepare for her visit.” Mission accomplished. It was time to leave.
When I pivoted towards the street I’d come up, the matriarch lifted a hoof. “What is your hurry, Emissary? Will you not accept my hospitality?”
Mission unaccomplished. A refusal of hospitality might reflect poorly on Equestria, Princess Luna, and myself. “Forgive me, I was overly eager to return to my charge. Luna the Student is most interested in hearing this news, but I wouldn’t want to be rude. Perhaps I can stay until tomorrow evening? Then, I really must return with this news.”
“A fair compromise. Come along, Emissary. You will stay in my home. Dusk and Dawn, with me, please.” When she said Dawn, the pony holding her hoof’s ears stood up. He nodded and continued to aid her as she started off in the direction I assumed her home was.
Dusk—at least I assumed it was Dusk—popped up in the crowd, making her way towards us. She was staring at me as she moved, a look of curiosity plainly visible on her face.
In contrast with many of the ponies there, her coat was a far lighter gray, the color of ash. Her blue-and-purple mane and tail put her at odds with Dawn. Based on their names, I had to assume they were related.
What struck me as interesting, however, was that as she moved, her hooves made no sound against the stone. That may have been a result of her extremely lithe build, but it was likely some kind of training.
When she drew close, she fell into step beside me. Her elegant black feathered wings flicked briefly at her sides before falling still.
Our trek took us through the village to what I’d guess was the northern outskirt, if my sense of direction wasn’t completely off-kilter. It was there that a large, two-story stone house stood. Once inside, the matriarch started lighting candles, and the red-maned pony, Dawn, tended to the hearth. I casually tapped my breastplate to end the enchantment.
When the tasks where complete, Moonlit Star motioned to one of the stools that surrounded a simple round table at the heart of the main room. “Please, sit.”
I did as I was instructed and took a moment to admire the home. The ceiling went all the way up to the ridge of the flat roof. At the peak, a large window was left open to the outside.
At ground level, there were two doors opposite the one that we’d come in and one to the right. All were closed. Beyond the table and stools, the room we were in had a stove, something that was probably an ice chest, and a few cabinets.
This was a simple home filled with years upon years of personal effects. Shelves were lined with hoof drawn pictures, portraits, and other items of that nature. It was a far cry from the impersonal quarters I usually kept.
Dusk began to set out food, all manners of fruits and berries. Most I didn’t recognize, but some were clearly a variety of apples and oranges.
Eventually, my hosts joined me at the table, and Moonlit Star motioned to the stallion. “My grandson, Crimson Dawn.” She then shifted her hoof to the mare. “And my granddaughter, Tranquil Dusk.”
Grandfoals, but no daughter? A granddaughter not named Moonlit Star? Is that why she had mentioned the line was unbroken until now? Had something happened? That would not be a polite question for this meeting.
For now, it was all diplomacy. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both and to be invited into your home. Thank you.”
Moonlit Star nodded. “You are most welcome. Now, please illuminate us. You come bearing great tidings. Tell me, how is it that Luna the Student has returned? How could she defeat Celestia of the Six?”
That was when it dawned on me that this was not going to be a polite interrogation. These ponies were as curious as I was. I wasn’t certain how much I should tell them. Princess Luna had not given me instructions on that. I’d have to exercise my best judgment.
“She didn’t defeat Celestia. Pri—Luna the Student slipped the bonds of the moon through the means of a prophecy. I should also be honest and say that I don’t understand magic nor prophecy. The exact machinations behind that are well beyond me.
“What I do know is that on a celebration, a thousand or so years after her internment, she, or more accurately, they escaped their bonds and returned to Equestria.”
The matriarch tilted her head. “What do you mean, they?”
What did I mean by ‘they’? “Right, they. This is once again hard to explain. I don’t understand it fully. Luna the Student, prior to her banishment, had been ensnared by a nightmare. Together, they escaped the moon and waylaid Celestia.”
Quickly, I added, “of the Six. So, in a way, I suppose they did defeat her. It wasn’t long, however, that the nightmare and Luna the Student were separated by the Elements of Harmony. That restored her to her normal self.”
“Celestia of the Six separated them?” The question was almost a whisper from Tranquil Dusk.
“Pardon? No,” I said.
Moonlit Star chimed in, “Celestia of the Six wields the Elements of Harmony and yet you claim she did not separate Luna the Student from the nightmare? How is this so?”
I could feel myself getting hot under my armor. That wasn’t something I’d let them see, though. “I see what you mean. Celestia of the Six no longer possesses nor wields the Elements of Harmony. They’re in the care of other ponies now.”
Moonlit Star listened intently and lightly stroked her chin. “She surrendered the Elements willingly?”
This was unfamiliar territory. “Forgive me, Matriarch, but as I mentioned, magic is not something I understand. From what I’ve been told, once Celestia used the Elements against her sister, she either lost the will or ability to wield them again. That power has fallen to other ponies.”
“Other alicorns?” Crimson Dawn asked as if to correct me.
“No,” I replied. “Two unicorns, two pegasi, and two earth ponies.”
“Why would Celestia deny their use to her new alicorns?” he asked.
This was getting confusing. Interesting, but confusing.
I shook my head. “There are no new alicorns. I only know of three alicorns: Celestia, Luna, and Nocturna… and I know Nocturna has long since left this world.”
That may have been the wrong response because the other three fell completely silent. They just exchanged glances between themselves before the two younger ponies finally looked to their elder.
The matriarch tentatively asked, “Then… who rules?”
Princess Luna was going to be disappointed in me for going so far off script. I shifted on the stool. “The sisters rule jointly. There is no longer any conflict or rivalry between them.”
Again, there was silence.
“Very well,” the matriarch finally said. “I look forwards to the visit from Luna the Student. Now, please eat.”
Putting food in my mouth would stop me from spilling information, so that seemed like a good idea. At least until a better idea crossed my mind. Polite interrogations could go both ways. “Matriarch, may I ask you a question?”
“Of course. I imagine you’re quite curious about us. I assume we are not well known in Equestria?”
I nodded. “Not known at all. Although, I imagine that is by design. You’ve hidden yourselves so well. Could you tell me why?”
Moonlit Star nodded. “This is true. It was a great blow to us when Nocturna the Mentor and Princess Azuleka the Ruler were murdered. Our kind feared aggression from the House of the Day after that. Though none ever came, we began our exodus from the places we were known to live.
“When Luna the Student was banished not long after, we feared the worst. Our ancestors fled Equestria for lands we felt were safer and isolated.”
Azuleka the Ruler. That was a new name for me. “I understand. Weren’t alicorns of the House of the Day also murdered at the same time?”
The matriarch tilted her head and for a moment suspicion crossed her expression. Then it vanished. “So we were told, yes. That is why, initially, our ancestors waited, mourned, and did not act too hastily. Once Luna the Student was banished, they felt it was time to go into hiding.”
“Did they know who murdered the alicorns?” I asked.
“Do you?” Crimson Dawn cut in, his tone fiery.
I’d struck a nerve. It was clear the nox ponies suspected the House of the Day. “No,” I replied as plainly as I could.
“They did not, but they had suspicions.” Moonlit Star held up a hoof. “On one side, you have three alicorns of the sun. On the other, you have three alicorns of the moon. Remove the mentors, remove the rulers, and you’re left with two students. Two students that somehow managed to escape a power capable of destroying extremely powerful ponies. Is that not convenient?”
My expression did not change, but in my head three words hammered repeatedly: they underestimated me. Princess Celestia had told Princess Luna that. They underestimated me. It was way too convenient.
I swallowed. “Their point is well made…” It was time to change the subject slightly. “Celestia willingly consented to share her rule with her sister upon her return.”
Moonlit Star said quietly, “Ambitions can change in a thousand years.”
Reunification was starting to feel unlikely. The nox ponies were under the impression that Princess Celestia was a usurper. I really needed to get back to Princess Luna.
It was time to keep my mouth busy after all. I started eating the fruit. The others did the same, and we shared a really silent and awkward dinner.
As the meal wound down, Crimson Dawn stood. “I’ll be leaving now, Grandmother, unless you feel I should stay?”
Moonlit Star shook her head. “No, we have nothing to fear from our guest. Go tend to your duties.”
Crimson Dawn nodded and slipped out. At the same time, Tranquil Dusk had started to clean up the table. That seemed as good a time as any to handle a bit of business. I reached into my saddlebag and pulled out the journal.
I set it on the table and pushed it towards her. “Luna the Student used this for us to find you. I found it at another nox pony city. Would you be able to return it to the rightful owner?”
The sound of a wooden bowl clattering on the floor caught my attention. Tranquil Dusk quickly scooped it up and put it away. “Sorry. I’ll be going now, Grandmother,” she said softly. The lithe mare then beat a hasty retreat from the home.
Moonlit Star smiled and picked up the journal in her magic. As it drew close, she lovingly stroked the cover. A little smile played at her lips. “Yes. Of course.”
“You know the pony it belongs to?” I asked.
“Oh, yes. This was my daughter’s journal before she gave it to my granddaughter. I see that Tranquil Dusk has been busy disobeying me. There are few ponies as stealthy as her. Fewer still that can come and go from our home.”
I tried not to smile at the fondness in the matriarch’s voice. “It wasn’t my intention to get anypony into trouble. Luna the Student didn’t feel it was right for us to keep another pony’s journal.”
Moonlit Star shook her head. “Young ponies are either curious about the outside world or frightened it will destroy them. My grandchildren represent both of these views very well. Despite her quiet and polite exterior, Dusk is willful and disobedient, just like her mother was. They’re both just like me, so I can hardly blame her. She feels we should have reached out sooner.”
“I guess she’ll have her wish then,” I replied.
“We shall see…”
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		4. The Hidden - Part 2



In the morning, I was rousted from my bed by the light pressing of a hoof against my shoulder. My eyes opened to the sight of Tranquil Dusk peering down at me. It had been another dreamless sleep. Restful and without visions of Nordanver.
“Hello,” she said softly.
“Hi?” I responded as the fog of slumber started to wear off. It was impressive that she’d snuck up on me.
“Grandmo—The matriarch had business to attend this morning. She asked that my brother and I show you around. I’ve prepared breakfast for before we go.”
I rolled off the pillow that had been made up for me and started to don my armor. “That would be lovely, thank you.”
Tranquil Dusk nodded and then stood in the doorway, watching me. She was staring. Perhaps for these ponies it wasn’t rude. Perhaps she was super curious. Perhaps she’d never seen a stallion like me before. In either event, it was somewhat awkward.
Once I finished, she turned and headed back into the main room, affording me a brief glance at her cutie mark. It was blue and purple, like her mane, and in the shape an open book with the spine out. At least what should have been the spine. It was, instead, a burning candle.
Crimson Dawn was already at the table, eating a slice of bread covered with some kind of preserves. I sat across from him and started to make my own. Tranquil Dusk joined us, her gaze still locked on me.
“You know Celestia personally?” Tranquil Dusk asked.
“I do,” I replied before stuffing a whole piece of bread in my mouth. Secrets couldn’t be given away while I was eating.
The mare shifted on her stool. “Is she nice?”
“Tranquil,” Crimson said sharply.
The two then exchanged glares.
I swallowed my bread, cleared my throat with a drink of water, and then nodded. “She has always been nice to me.”
“And she doesn’t have the Elements of Harmony anymore? Who does?” Tranquil Dusk pressed.
“Enough!” Crimson Dawn cut in. “The matriarch has instructed us to show our guest around, not pester him with questions about the world beyond.”
The two glared at each other once more before Tranquil Dusk tossed her nose up in the air and let out a little humph. 
“When you’re ready, I would be honored to show a warrior such as yourself around,” Crimson Dawn said.
It was interesting to watch the two of them together. They weren’t unlike another pair of siblings I knew. Winterspear had always been more of a trickster, and I had been serious like Crimson.
I finished eating and stood up. “Now is as good a time as any. I do have a long flight ahead of me.”
“Certainly, if you’ll just follow me,” Crimson said as he led me out of the house and into the street.
The village itself was not nearly as impressive as the other nox pony settlements I’d visited. The architecture was clearly similar, and these buildings had been well maintained over the years. There was also a whole lot more of them. 
Without a keep, however, this place just didn’t seem as regal or concrete. Not that I didn’t understand the reason for not having one. A seat of power for a non-existent alicorn would be a depressing reminder day in and day out.
As we toured around, I did spot one point of interest. It was a large building that seemed an awful lot like a fortification. It was built from precisely cut stone blocks extended back until they melded into the mountain’s interior. The whole structure stood on a large foundation that could only be ascended by a single set of stairs.
To top it all off, two heavy metal doors stood closed and locked at the top. Any attackers on hoof would have a difficult time utilizing any sort of ram to assault them. Flying invaders wouldn’t be able to carry as much weight. Perhaps this was their bunker. 
“What is this place?” I asked as we stood outside, looking up.
Tranquil Dusk inhaled excitedly to speak, but Crimson Dawn set his hoof to her mouth. “This is our library. It is the collected knowledge of our people.”
“It looks like a fortress,” I said casually.
The stallion nodded. “Knowledge is a powerful thing, and for all we know this may be the only place that these writings still exist in an unbiased state. No offense intended to you personally.”
“None taken,” I replied. By unbiased, he meant uninfluenced by the thousand years of history that the ‘Ponies of the Day’ had experienced. The nox ponies may have begrudgingly accepted me, but there was still a xenophobic vibe around.
“I’m guessing there is no chance we could go inside?” I asked.
Crimson Dawn simply shook his head.
That was probably for the best. I was already trotting a path that was far outside of the scope Princess Luna had given me. These ponies were also giving me ideas and glimpses into an alternate view of history.
It was making me uncomfortable, as it forced questions that needed answers. Questions that could make a reasonable pony suspicious of the pony Princess Celestia was ages ago. I didn’t like that, nor did I like the idea that these ponies thought both she and even I were some sort of aggressors.
“Very well,” I said. “Where to next, then?”
Crimson said nothing and just started forwards. We continued through the village, but each time I had questions, Crimson would shoot Tranquil down before she could give me an answer. It really didn’t help that all the other nox ponies were looking at me like I might lash out at any moment.
With a frustrated sigh after being cut off yet again, Tranquil Dusk finally suggested, “If we are not to talk or share, perhaps we should have an early lunch?”
We both looked to Crimson, who replied in a polite but clearly annoyed voice, “Yes, that's fine.”
The cafe that the two selected seemed quaint and humble. If it weren’t for the fact I was literally inside a mountain using my armor to see, I’d have said it was like any place back home in Canterlot. That was comforting, even if the server trembled every time he was near me.
I did my best to ignore that and be gracious, but it was starting to wear on me. Back home, when ponies see a royal guard, they feel safe and smile.
“Is Luna the Student beautiful?” Tranquil Dusk asked, interrupting my brooding. “I always imagined she’d be beautiful.”
Crimson glared at her, but I answered anyway. “Yes, she is. She’s taller than all the regular ponies I know, and her mane is magical. It always looks like the night sky and flows even without wind. I think you’d like her.”
Tranquil Dusk smiled shyly and clapped her hooves together. A sterner glare from Crimson Dawn brought that to a quick conclusion, however.
I cleared my throat and tried to change the subject. “Do you two have professions? Other than assisting the matriarch of course?”
“I’m a knowledge hunter!” Tranquil Dusk chimed.
“You aren't!” Crimson Dawn put in. “She’s a student.”
Tranquil Dusk stuck her tongue out. “They’re the same thing. Soon the matriarch is going to let me explore the world. You can stay here and sulk all you like.”
Crimson Dawn just shook his head. “Your dreams exceed the reach of your grasp, sister.” He then turned to me and added with pride, “I’m a watchpony.”
My ears flicked at the term. That is what I had suspected: some sort of militia. “I notice you don’t carry a weapon, though.”
The younger stallion’s ears pinned back and a frown crossed his face. I’d hit on something. “The matriarchs, both current and retired, have believed that nonviolence is always best and that our defenses will keep invaders out. Soldiers are unnecessary inside our mountain, they say.”
“Who keeps the law, though?” I asked.
“Watchponies like myself do. We don’t have many issues.” He tilted his head. “Are there many crimes in the place you come from?”
“No, but I suppose the theory has always been that by having a lot of guards out in the public’s view, it reduces the chances of crimes occurring.”
Crimson Dawn nodded slowly. “I can see that point of view.”
Our food arrived shortly afterwards and was, once again, fruit. I’d had more fruit in two meals than I’d had in weeks. We ate in companionable silence.
The sound of a cane clicking against the stone caught my ear and I looked up to see Moonlit Star approaching with the assistance of another pony. As she neared us, she smiled and said, “Everypony in town said I could find you here. Have you enjoyed your tour?”
“I have. Your grandfoals were very kind to me. Thank you for allowing me to look around so freely.” Freely was, of course, not the case, but politics were politics.
The matriarch nodded. “You’re most welcome, Silent Knight. I assume you are now ready to take your leave and head home? That will allow us time to prepare for Luna the Student’s visit.”
“Yes, I think that is for the best. The sooner I return the sooner, I can inform her of all that I’ve learned. From there, I can plan a visit for her.” I finished my last slice of orange and stood, then gave a formal bow of my head. “Until we meet again.”
“Until then,” the matriarch responded.
Crimson Dawn, Tranquil Dusk, and I then made our way out of the village and up the long cavern that served as its entrance. When we reached the outside, I paused to look at the two of them.
They could have hardly been any more different. An insular, bulky stallion and a curious, lithe mare.
“It was our honor to have you, Silent Knight,” Crimson Dawn said before offering his hoof to me.
I bumped it and nodded. “It was my pleasure.”
“Will you really bring Luna the Student back?” Tranquil Dusk asked.
“If that is her will, yes. I serve at her pleasure.”
The mare clapped her forehooves together and grinned. She did little to hide her enthusiasm and I could tell it annoyed her brother.
“Take care you two. Until next time,” I called as I got a galloping start and leapt from the landing platform. My adrenaline surged when an updraft caught my wings and hurried me along. It was great to be out of the mountain and back into natural sunlight, no more cold darkness or muted night vision.
I’d learned so much and desperately wanted to share it all with Princess Luna. She would be ecstatic that I’d found her ponies. A whole city that had lived outside of the kingdom.
The excitement spurred me to keep flying far longer than I should have. I imagined what it would be like to bring Princess Luna to the mountain and see the looks on the faces of the nox ponies. Would they fear her or love her?
With each passing moment, new and more exciting thoughts came to me until I realized the sun had set and I was flying by the light of the moon that would lead me home to Canterlot.
I was pushing to go further, faster. It was the first real exercise since my wounds in Nordanver. There was nopony around to tell me to take it easy or slow up. No, it was just me and the wind. That was a luxury I was going to enjoy so I flew. I flew until I couldn’t anymore.
A fat, heavy cloud was plodding along below me. It was riddled with hints of gray which may have meant I was in for a bumpy ride, but my options were limited. I tipped downwards and crash landed into its soft, puffy embrace.
My body ached, my lungs burned, but, on the whole, the exertion made me feel alive. Without giving my location another thought, I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep. 
That proved to be a mistake.
It was hard to know exactly how long I’d slept; it was day when I woke. At least, as best as I could tell. The sun was cutting through the clouds but that was quickly changing. I’d been surrounded by fatter, heavier, storm-laden, snow-filled, cranky clouds.
“If some weather pony is responsible for this…” I muttered as I gathered my things, briefly checked my map, and started off towards Canterlot again. Whatever joy I’d felt the day before was quickly being drowned in the waves of snow that had started to pelt my face.
I was cold, I was wet, and I was miserable. It was a nightmare trying to navigate through the snowstorm that floated between me and my destination. I tried on a few occasions to reason with the clouds, but they reminded me that I was not a weather pony.
Weather ponies were now a lot lower on my list of things that I liked. Who needed storms, anyway? By the time I reached Canterlot, I was partially frozen and soaked to the bone.
I practically crashed onto Princess Luna’s balcony before shoving the doors open and hurrying to her large hearth. Hoofguards went flying as I kicked them off trying to get close to the fire.
“Well, hello to you, too,” the princess called from her seat on the couch. In my foul state, I’d completely missed her. She’d blended in too well with the material and there wasn’t a lot of light in the room.
Her face was easy to read. She was mildly amused but too filled with apprehension about my mission to really appreciate my misfortune.
“Apologies, Princess. My mind is elsewhere and half frozen. I had the misfortune of flying through a blizzard to return here, a task I will never again take on lightly,” I groused.
Princess Luna chuckled softly. I must have looked somewhat pitiful… wings and coat soaked through. “May I assume by your grumbling at the weather that the meeting was successful?”
My rump hit the floor and I thrust all four hooves towards the fire, letting it warm the bottoms. “You may, although there are things you should know. The situation is more delicate than we may have guessed.”
Concern filled the princess’s voice. “How so?”
“To begin with, the ponies I found were frightened of me. Not just a little bit, either. I had escorts the whole time and the nox ponies I did come in contact with literally shook. They think I’m a monster or, at the very least, an aggressor.”
Princess Luna replied, “Surely you’re exaggerating.”
I shook my head. “Oh, no, Princess. I’m being literal. When we had lunch, the server shook so bad he knocked a glass of water over. That isn’t all, though. That is just the little tiny part that got under my coat.
“Their ancestors believed that Princess Celestia murdered all of the other alicorns and banished you so she could rule by herself. That is the knowledge that they’ve passed down across the generations. Day ponies bad!”
“What!” Princess Luna’s voice was loud enough that it knocked me over. Balancing on my hind end hadn’t been a stable position.
Honesty and bluntness aren’t exactly the same thing. “I apologize again, Princess, but that is what they told me. They’re terrified of her! They wanted to know how you defeated her and who all the new alicorns are.”
“Celestia would never murder anypony!” Princess Luna’s tone had shifted from disbelief to anger. “How dare they! What did you tell them? Surely you assured them they were wrong?”
Carefully, I righted myself. “Princess, I was alone in their care. Do you really think one royal guard that they didn’t trust could really convince them to change a belief that is generations old? I told them that you didn’t defeat her and that she was happy to see you returned.”
Princess Luna got up and started pacing the room. Her jaw was set and her expression betrayed a mix of confusion, anger, and sorrow. To be honest, I was impressed any pony could express such a range of emotions all at once.
With a soft sigh, I pressed on, “I’m not telling you this to upset you, but I feel like we may need to reevaluate just inviting them to join modern society. They’re different ponies. We also have other items we probably need to deal with, too.”
“Such as?”
I stood and walked over to place myself in her pacing path. The princess stopped and our eyes met. “Princess, do you remember what actually happened that day?” I asked cautiously.
“I have told you that I do not, Silent Knight! Are you suggesting I’ve lied?” Her tone was defiant.
“No, but finding out may be necessary. You’ve told me yourself that Princess Celestia keeps some things from you. If there is even a hint of truth to what these ponies say, we’re going to have to deal with it.”
Princess Luna’s voice rose again. “She is not a murderer!”
My ears fell flat and I replied softly, “Well, be sure to tell them that when she shows up for a meet-and-greet. You know, before they all run away in a panic and shut their society off for another thousand years.”
The princess’s anger rose for a brief moment and then deflated. “You’re right. This is a sensitive topic for my sister. I will try to broach it and, at least for the immediate future, we will not invite her to any ‘meet-and-greets,’ as you so casually put it. Is there anything else?” 
“Yes, a lot, actually. They have a library. It was heavily fortified in a way that puts the Royal Archive to shame. I wasn’t allowed inside, but I was told the texts have not been influenced by contemporary history.”
“That sounds most interesting,” she replied softly.
“Agreed. I wanted to get inside, but it wasn’t allowed. They’d probably let you in, though. I couldn’t imagine them denying an alicorn. Then again, they thought I was a special pony, too.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“They said I was a Knight of the Moon, or at least a descendant. My name isn’t a name, it’s a title.”
Princess Luna softly chuckled and ran her hoof along the crest of my mane. “Won’t your Crystal Wishes be pleased? Yes, as I have long suspected, your lineage is tied to the nox ponies and it is certainly probable that your ancestors were Knights of the Moon.”
I tilted my head. “Can you tell me anything about them? I’d like to know more about my family, other than what my father has said.”
“I’m afraid there isn’t too terribly much to say. They were pegasus warriors one and all. Some were protectors like you but most, went out into Equestria to do valiant deeds in the name of the Alicorns of the Night. When our House disappeared, so did they. Of course, Equestria is a far safer place now. There hasn’t been a need for knights for some time.”
Knights that did valiant deeds. That sounded a lot more like the games Winterspear and I played as foals than my father’s version. I think I liked that better. “Their matriarch believes in nonviolence, but I can’t say for certain that all the ponies feel that way.”
“Oh?” the princess asked curiously.
“The watchponies that keep the law. One in particular seemed interested in the more martial aspects. I think most of them would be more terrified than hostile when we visited, but it is something to keep in mind. They’re terribly isolated and frightened. Nothing is more dangerous than a trapped animal.”
“Verily,” the princess replied with a sour tone. She moved to her couch and motioned to the spot across from her. “Please sit down. I’d like to hear everything again from start to finish.”
“Of course, Princess.”
☾

Being the commander of Princess Luna’s House Guard was starting to seem mundane compared to my work for the princess and my involvement with the intelligence section. From a career perspective, that was not a good thing.
I spent a lot of my time waiting for news from activities that were not exactly within my scope of control. They also weren’t exactly outside of my duties as Princess Luna’s chief protector. In either case, I should have been focusing more on my official duties and aimed to do so.
There were some responsibilities to handle as the CO. Despite being out for a bit, keeping up with the unit was turning out to be surprisingly easy. Radiant Orchid handled most of the work just as I had when I was in her position.
Iridescence had picked up a fair share, too, since she was learning to do that same job. Typically, my role involved doing paperwork, attending meetings, and explaining to my sergeants what needed to be done. They did the rest. I was starting to see why my father had the poor opinion he did of officers. 
My door had been open constantly as of late while I got to know the new ponies in the unit. Some officers might not bother, but my current intention was to remain where I was for a long time. Plus, it was just a good habit to take an interest in your subordinates.
I looked over files while three ponies stood at attention on the other side of my desk. Nova, Golden Touch, and Oopsie Daisy were my new medics. New to me, anyway.
“Your records are all impressive,” I said. “I’m not sure we could have found better medics. You’ll still function as guards, but your training is going to be skewed towards your medical skills.
“I’ve pulled a few strings and, if you like, you can work one shift a week over at the Royal Guard Medical Center. They’ll train you and you’ll do a lot more than patch up ponies with minor cuts and scrapes.”
Nova replied, “That will be a great opportunity, sir. Thank you.”
“I can’t wait to work a shift and maybe even save lives. Thank you, sir!” Golden Touch responded.
“Do they have any foals there?” Oopsie asked.
I honestly didn’t know, so I shrugged in response. “Thank you all for stopping in. I look forwards to working with you. Dismissed.”
The trio made their way out of the office and Radiant Orchid came in after them. She waited until they were gone before asking, “How are your meetings going?”
“Well enough. I like the ponies you and Iridescence decided on. Speaking of her, how is she coming along?”
Orchid shrugged. “She’s still tentative but making progress. These things take time.” She closed my door.
My brow arched. “Something on your mind?”
“Yes, sir.” She advanced on my desk with a serious expression. “You and I need to have a little talk.”
I tried not to cower under the intimidating stare. “Alright, you have my attention.”
“With all due respect, sir, you’re turning into a disappointing commander.”
My mouth opened but she lifted a hoof and kept going.
“Since you’ve been back, you’ve been aloof. You have off-the-books meetings. You disappear for days and you don’t tell me squat. I didn’t agree to be your section sergeant so that you could go do whatever it is you’re doing.”
The back of my neck got hot and anger bubbled up inside my breast. I kept my expression blank, however, and locked eyes with Orchid. It was time to lay down the law and remind her exactly who she was talking to.
I took a deep breath. “Sergeant…”
Then I trailed as my experiences with officers flashed across my memories. What would I have done in her shoes? What does a commander that disappears all the time look like? An empty desk.
“Sir?” she replied, glaring at me.
“You’re mostly right.” 
“Mostly, sir? Hardly! I think—”
A bit of anger escaped when I interrupted her. “Enough! It took a lot of guts to say what you did and gamble that I’d do the right thing, but you don’t know nearly as much as you think you do, Sergeant. There are some things going on above your pay grade.”
Orchid shook her head and advanced on my desk. “No, sir. Not between me and you. Lieutenant Rook never kept secrets from you. Don’t you dare treat me like I’m any less. We’re partners, or I walk.”
We glared at each other a while in silence as I went over everything in my head. Finally, I set my hooves on the desk and stood. “Okay, but when we’re done, I’m going to remind you that you asked for this. More importantly, you’re not going to like it. You’re going to have to keep secrets from your sergeants and that was something I never did. Now, sit down.”
Her rump dropped immediately.
“When I disappear for longer periods of time, it is at the direct request of Princess Luna. Technically, Princess Celestia is also in the loop. That is why Major Measure has never said a word. You don’t think you’re the only one that would notice me running off, do you?”
After some thought, she carefully asked, “What kind of requests?”
Orchid was right about one thing: Rook and I had very few secrets. This had been one of them, though. “There is a group of ponies living out there that aren’t part of Equestria. The goal is to reunify them.”
“What do you mean? Like the zebras?”
I shook my head. “No, this is more along the lines of the Crystal Empire magically reappearing. There is a whole group of ponies that have been living on their own. They were Princess Luna’s subjects a thousand years ago. When she was banished, they went into hiding.”
Orchid cut in, “What do you mean by Princess Luna’s subjects?”
“That… That is more complicated. Look, a long time ago, the princesses didn’t exactly share everything. These ponies only recognized Princess Luna as an authority and we’ve only recently found them.”
“Okay…”
“Princess Luna will want to visit them soon and there are some problems with that. They don’t trust Princess Celestia or ponies like you. It is going to be delicate.”
“Ponies like me?” Her nose scrunched. “What is that supposed to mean?”
I waved a hoof. “Sorry, that came out wrong. They don’t trust ponies that don’t look like them. I’m distantly related to them, apparently, so I don’t technically count. But they don’t really trust me all that much, either.
“That is neither here nor there. We’re going to conduct diplomacy with a lost civilization. I’ve been paving the way, and I wasn’t allowed to discuss it. Technically, I’m still not but your point is well made.
“At any rate, we’ll be going to visit them soon enough and Princess Luna is crazy if she thinks I’ll be the only guard with her.”
Radiant Orchid just stared at me with wide eyes. “How long has this been going on?”
“A while. Since before the gryphons. I just found them recently, though. The details are still a secret and you’re going to keep it that way. I’m not kidding when I say this goes all the way up and skips the Royal Guard. Am I clear on that?”
Slowly, she nodded, looking a bit spooked.
“I warned you. You’re the one that stormed in here.”
“Yeah…” All the intimidation was gone. She sounded almost sheepish now. “I just thought you were off… I don’t know… figuring out you were a hot young stud and had missed sowing some oats. I mean, you did finally just get a marefriend.”
“Hot young stud sowing oats?” That made me snort.
She flushed and quickly changed the subject. “The meetings are about this?”
I replied flatly, “Not all of them, no.”
Orchid lightly rubbed at the side of her helmet. I think she was after her temple. “Am I going to like hearing this?”
“No.”
“Okay.” She breathed in and out. “In for a bit, in for a silver piece.”
“The meetings are with the intelligence sections, particularly a Nordanver-focused group. All of my involvement is a courtesy and off the books. I don’t even brief the princess, but I’d guess she knows since she’d receive the official notices.”
Her ears flicked. “Alright… Why?”
“Come on, Orchid, surely it is obvious! You were there, too. He killed our ponies and tried to capture the princess. He’s a threat! I can’t get past that while he is still out there.”
“I know he hurt you, Silent Knight, but we got away, okay? We’re here, he failed, that is that. You won, you did your job. What are you doing now and how is it helping?” she asked.
“The job isn’t done! I failed. I didn’t get the bad guy. So now we’re making his life hard. We have certain assets available to us that can make certain he doesn’t get comfortable. 
“I’ll be perfectly honest, too: if I get my hooves on him, he and all of his men are going to receive a ton of punishment before I turn him over.” The statement came out more as fact than bravado. I could see a chill run along the mare’s form.
Orchid frowned. “Are you sure you’re not just off having fun, then? Playing hide the stallion with Crystal Wishes?”
Slowly, I shook my head. “As crude as that is—and seriously, thank you for that—not while I’m on duty, no. Look, I realize this is all unorthodox but this is the job. At least for me. It was different when Lieutenant Rook was here. Do you think it was dumb luck I miraculously got command of the unit I came up in? You know better than that.”
Orchid shifted a bit. “I thought it was because you and the princess were close.”
With a shrug, I replied, “Maybe, but it doesn’t matter. I wear more hats than Rook did and commander is just one of them. At this point I’m not even sure Princess Luna views that as the most important one, either.
“That leaves you. You're the section sergeant. You know as well as I do that your job is to run your section and train your lieutenant well enough to convince her that is the pony doing it.”
“Yes, sir… That is what I was trying to do when I came in here. Now I’m wishing I hadn’t. You don’t need the kind of help I can provide.”
I smiled smugly. “You asked for this.”
Orchid groaned. “Yes, I did. Look, Silent Knight, you know I’d do anything for you. I’m here, right? I’ll cover the unit and train Iridescence to do the same. I’ll even snow over the sergeants since I know what is going on now—”
“But?” I cut her off.
“We had an agreement. Nothing that risks me leaving my foals without a mother. You keep that gryphon thing to yourself and don’t ever, ever ask for my help with it. If you did I’d be dumb enough to agree because it is you.
“Please understand, I don’t think you’re wrong. I just think some things are better left alone. This is one of them but you’re just a little too young or too stubborn to realize it yourself, though.”
I looked at her and replied, “To be honest with you, Orchid, I’m not… but I can’t get past it. I just can’t. I swear I won’t ask you to help me on this. Other than to cover for me that is. I’ve seen enough ponies’ graves already.”
“Yeah… me, too. That is why I’m hoping there isn’t one more. Think about that a while, okay, sir?”
I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
Orchid left me then to think about what I was doing. Half of me knew she was exactly right. The other half didn’t see it that way. There was an enemy out there plotting and planning. It was a Royal Guard’s duty to take care of criminals.
It was a House Guard’s duty to ensure the safety of the princess. How could I do either of those things if I just walked away? I couldn’t. All I could do was close my eyes and see the face of the bastard looking down at me on the train. One day I’d be the one looking down at him.
I got up and headed out. There was official business to do. I had the UHG weekly alignment meeting which would be followed by the palace guard monthly alignment meeting. Central command loved alignment meetings.
After those two I’d then attend the committee for the Palace of Tomorrow, the Filly Scouts ‘Meet a Royal Guard’ experience, and finally something hastily thrown together about a dragon roost.
That was the rest of my day. I spent the whole time going through the motions while I thought about what Orchid had said. Was I really being stubborn by wanting justice? Was it really blind youth? I certainly didn’t feel immortal. There was no delusion that if I met Alastair again I would be assured victory. Perhaps my section sergeant was right.
After all of my duties had been completed, I wandered back to my office, yawning when no pony was looking. It had been a long day and I was running out of energy. I’d sleep on what Orchid had said and consider backing off a bit. When I reached my office door I unlocked and pushed it open. She was probably right and after I slept on it I’d feel—
There was a plain grey envelope on the floor with no markings at all. Somepony had slid it under the door. Casually I looked back and forth down the hall before picking it up and opening it.
My teeth clenched in anger as I looked it over. “Of course. Well, then, I’ve got you now you bastard.”
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It was going to be a long day. I was tired and irritable due to not being able to sleep much after reading the report that somepony had casually slipped under my door. The same report that had become something of an obsession for me.
This was far different than what the intelligence section had been feeding me in both detail and delivery. Nothing previous had been shared anywhere but in their secured facility. Everything I had was hoofwritten from memory.
The other eye opener was that this was a recent report, not one carefully delayed for my consumption. If I were to guess, in the normal course of business, I wouldn’t be receiving this data for at least another week or two.
What struck me the most, however, was that nothing was redacted. The report was fully intact with a level of detail I couldn’t have previously dreamed of. This was the real thing. How or why it had come to me was a mystery, but it was definitely appreciated.
My relationship with Sergeant Major Granite was excellent, but not so much that he’d take this kind of career risk for me. At least… I didn’t think so. I also couldn’t just ask him about it. What an awkward—
“Sir!” Miley Hooves shouted as she burst through my doorway without knocking.
It wasn't unusual for Miley to forego proper door procedure, but she looked genuinely panicked. “What’s happened?”
She pointed a hoof in the general direction of outside. “We’re under attack!”
“Under attack?” I repeated in surprise as adrenaline started to kick in. “Form up in the princess’s chambers, send a runner to summon every other guard. Go immediately.”
Miley quickly saluted and rushed off, leaving my door open. I spared just a moment to throw the report in my bottom desk drawer before galloping out into the hall. There were palace guards scrambling everywhere, and many of them were looking out the windows instead of going to their posts. I had no idea where their officers were, but I had a job to do.
The doors to the princess’s chambers were open but still guarded. My house guards, at least, were professional enough to mind their duty. They stood to attention as I hurried through. The princess was out on the balcony with Radiant Orchid and I joined them.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said as I surveyed Canterlot. The situation was clearly serious, but I was having a hard time accepting the threat. 
The city was under attack, but not by changelings, gryphons, or any aggressor I'd expect. No, we were being assaulted by giant cockatrices. 
Princess Luna looked down at me. “They are reacting to a fast-moving celestial body of extreme evocational significance.”
“What?”
Radiant Orchid clarified, “A big comet is giving them superpowers.”
That made more sense. “I see. So we’re dealing with extreme magic here?”
“Verily,” the princess replied.
My house guards were starting to arrive, filling the room. As they crowded into the princess’s chambers, they got into line and stood at attention. Their eyes were flicking towards the windows, but that was forgivable.
“Alright, we should get the princess inside and down into the basement,” I ordered. “They’re still at the outskirts of the city, so we should have plenty of time.”
“Not this time, Silent Knight,” Princess Luna said with a toss of her mane. “Our city is under attack. Celestia has joined the battle and so shall we! There will be no hiding this day.” 
I gawked at her. As every reason why she should do the exact opposite jumped to the forefront of my mind, she met my eyes with an intense determination.
“I will not hear otherwise,” she commanded in a voice that was just shy of the Royal Canterlot Voice.
It was still enough to make me drop into a bow. “Alright, I can accept this request as long as you agree to some rules.”
“I will, but first, my armor, please!” she called as she swept past Orchid and me.
I followed along behind her. After the trip to Nordanver, Princess Luna had commissioned a suit of armor for herself. I think it was part of the way she dealt with the horror she had seen. It was also reasonable for her to have her own protection.
Protection was an understatement when it came to this suit, however. It was a masterpiece far beyond even mine. The finest smiths in all of Equestria had forged it for her and the brightest alchemist had strengthened it. Until now, it had merely sat on a stand in the back of her chambers. Today was the day that would change.
The aesthetic for Princess Luna’s armor had been designed to match ours, with polished plates of dark and light purple hues—byzantium and heliotrope, as I recall. Her hoofguards extended further up her legs than ours, and there were little flourishes that had no protective value but looked nice. With her size and regal stature, she cut quite an imposing figure when she wore it.
“Iridescence, help the princess with her armor,” I ordered. 
She nodded. “Yes, sir. Princess, if you’ll follow me.”
While the two of them tended to that task, I turned to face my section. They looked ready for the opportunity to get back into combat. What were giant cockatrices compared to a changeling attack or gryphon ambush?
“Listen up, ponies. Today is going to be a little different than usual. We have an opportunity to play offense. We’re going to help the city guard push these magic-fueled monstrosities out of Canterlot. At the same time, we are going to be careful as we do it. Our number one priority is to protect the princess. Don’t forget that fact for an instant.”
When Princess Luna returned fully dressed in her armor, my attention shifted to her. “The rules are as follows: you will remain with Iridescence and her squad at all times. You will not charge off on your own. You will not overextend. If things get too dangerous, we will drag you out of the streets and into the basement, kicking and screaming if we have to. Am I being clear?”
She blinked a few times at me. I think she sometimes forgot that I was more than just her royal guard. I was also her friend who wasn't afraid to speak to her like that. It was necessary so that she understood the gravity of this situation.
"Yes," she finally said with a nod.
I nodded back and turned to the unit. “Sergeant Iridescence, as you might have already guessed, you’re with the princess. Diamond formation. No pony gets further than two meters away from her.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied.
“Sergeant Hooves, I want a wide external perimeter around Alpha Squad. If they’re out of sight, collapse in. Try not to let anything get through.”
“Understood, boss.”
“Sergeant Stone, you’re with me. We’re going to be the vanguard. I’ve got an idea that I think just might work on our giant friends.”
“I like the sound of that,” he replied.
With a motion towards the door, I ordered, “Alright, everypony, move out. Let’s keep to an orderly fashion. Look fearless, angry, and professional. The palace guard might need some inspiration.”
Without a moment’s hesitation, all of the ponies fell in and started marching out the door. Radiant Orchid lingered back. When the last tail went through the door, she leaned in and whispered, “You didn’t assign me anywhere. I know we discussed this, but that looked pretty bad.”
“Not my reasoning,” I replied. “I want you on Princess Luna’s flank. If she stops following the rules, subdue her and get her out. I’ll be up front, so it falls on you.”
“Subdue the princess?” she asked incredulously.
“You heard me. If you have to, jump on her back, grab her mane, and ride her into the basement, you do that. You’re the only pony I trust to follow that order.”
Radiant Orchid nodded and turned towards the door. “I think I liked you better when I thought you were a screw-up.”
“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” I replied as I trotted quickly beside her.
The palace guard was starting to get organized when we marched through the hallways. Many of the ponies stopped and moved out of the way as my column went by. If any of the House Guard were frightened, they didn’t show it and our air of confidence was infectious.
By the time we reached the courtyard, there were several other officers marshalling their guards for the defense.
“Keep together!” Orchid called sternly as we approached the gate. It had been closed per our standard procedures.
Without missing a beat, I called, “Make way for the princess! Open the gate!”
The guards in the gatehouse didn’t seem to question that order and did as commanded. The drawbridge fell, the portcullis went up, and we marched out into the city proper.
Canterlot was in total chaos, which wasn’t a surprise. Being invaded by giant monsters isn’t a day-to-day occurrence. Most ponies had the good sense to stay indoors, but that didn’t mean there weren’t still some that had been trapped on the streets, uncertain of where to go.
“Silent Knight, on your left!” the princess called. “Be careful, ponies; do not look them in the eyes!”
Quickly, I turned and spotted one of the cockatrices lumbering our way. “Fan out! Stick to the plan! Mountain Stone, with me!”
The House Guard broke into formation exactly as ordered, and I galloped with Charlie Squad towards the beast.
“Keep clear of the legs,” I called before rearing back and pummeling the cockatrice’s lower belly with my forehooves.
Or, well, I tried. Admitting my attack was wholly ineffective isn’t something a royal guard would normally do, but I’m confident the thing laughed at me.
The cockatrice moved far faster than something its size should as it leaned over to peck at me with its huge beak. I leapt into the air to avoid the attack and, while its head was low, Mountain Stone whipped around and landed a ferocious buck right against the cockatrice’s temple.
The overgrown chicken staggered like a drunk and fell over. As best I could tell, it was out cold.
Mountain Stone snorted and trotted past the unconscious heap of feathers and scales. “What’s next?” 
“I think we should scare up another target and lead it back to the princess,” I replied. “Her magic will probably pack a big wallop.”
The sergeant nodded and looked to his squad. “Stay close.”
We pressed on further down the street and were caught off guard when two more of the giant fowls appeared from behind a tavern. They squawked and started to charge towards us.
“Fall back!” I called, doing my best to keep my tone firm and full of confidence.
We all galloped towards where the rest of the House Guard had set up their perimeter. As the distance between us and them evaporated I ordered, “Drop!”
The ten of us dropped flat to the cobblestone as one of the two birds behind us was struck by a powerful burst of alicorn magic. It went reeling and collapsed against a nearby building.
The other was pelted with a hail of crossbow bolts. They didn’t cause much in the way of damage, but I guessed being stung by half a dozen bees at once wouldn’t go unnoticed. The effect certainly forced the cockatrice to pause. That hesitation was long enough to allow Princess Luna to power back up and knock the creature out cold with another burst. 
“Huzzah! Find us another, Silent Knight!”
“Aye, Princess!” I responded before taking to the air to survey the battle. Civilian ponies were scrambling everywhere. Units of city guards were moving through the streets doing their best to get them out of harm's way while simultaneously driving the creatures back.
They were doing the first task very well. The latter was lacking, but city guards weren’t equipped to face giant magical creatures. That was all the more evident when I saw an extra-large cockatrice approaching a small squad of guards one street over. At least three of them looked injured.
“Mountain Stone! One street north. A real big one! Meet me there and hurry! We have sisters in danger,” I ordered.
“Yes, sir,” he called as his squad took off at a gallop.
I circled the cockatrice once to get at its back before diving straight at it. There was little chance I’d be able to stop it on my own, but I wanted to distract it from the injured ponies. The big beast staggered when I slammed into its back, knocking most of the wind out of me. I fell onto the street, landing heavily in my armor.
My goal had been to get its attention, but what I’d done was make it angry. I scrambled as I tried to get back on my hooves while desperately trying to catch my breath. All I could really do was scoot back. At least the guards were now safe.
The beast had found its footing and turned to stomp towards me. When its foot rose, several ponies sounded off with war cries and came galloping out of a side alley.
Mountain Stone and his squad arrived just in time. They smashed the cockatrice’s other leg with a series of bucks and shoulder checks and sent it sprawling.
Battle Ready and Astral Bolt helped me up and we started moving away. I coughed a few times before finding my voice. “Fall back! Lead it to the others.”
As fast as we could, we headed down the alley. The extra-large cockatrice had already recovered and was gaining on us. In a fit of rage, it smashed its way down the narrow passage, doing extreme damage to the two buildings that framed it.
“Incoming!” I heard Miley shout as we fanned out once we’d cleared the alley.
All of the guards lifted their crossbows and I could see Princess Luna’s horn illuminating. 
“Drop!” I called.
A hail of bolts flew over our heads and hit the charging cockatrice. All were ineffective… the thing just kept coming. Somehow it even anticipated the princess’s attack and ducked the magical bolt. It barreled forwards and smashed into Miley’s perimeter, knocking three ponies aside like ragdolls.
Ironclad shouted, “Medic!”
The cry sent fear through me. I saw Starry, Lavender, and Risky lying there, and a gryphon rapidly closing the distance between it and… “Princess!” I shouted in warning, my blood running cold.
There was just too much momentum behind the beast for anypony to have a chance to stop it. Firn Bristle threw herself in front of it, bracing herself for a blow that never came. The cockatrice instead slammed into a glowing royal blue shield.
Iridescence stood defiantly at the princess’s side, her horn burning brightly to project the spell. Her magic gave out almost immediately, but it had been enough. The force had been stopped.
A moment later, Princess Luna’s horn erupted in black fire and a beam of light exploded into the creature. In an instant, the cockatrice was off its feet and sailing away. Not just away from us, but away from the city.
Everything went silent for a moment as I got up and looked around. I was in Canterlot, I kept reminding myself. Not Nordanver. “Report! How are the wounded?” 
Oopsie Daisy called back, “Three down here. A few broken bones, but stable.”
“All minor here, sir!” Nova shouted.
“Good here, sir,” Golden Touch said off to my right. Somehow the creature had missed trampling the ponies that were lying on the ground.
I nodded. Sweat was clinging to my coat, and not just from the exertion. “Alright, Iridescence, have two of your ponies help the wounded to the palace. Mountain, pick three to fill in for the perimeter. Everypony take a quick breather and keep a sharp eye out. We’ll get started again in a moment.”
My orders were being carried out, and Orchid walked up to offer me her canteen. “They look silly but they’re no joke,” she said softly.
After taking a quick drink, I shook my head. “No. I guess they’re not.”
“You’re doing fine. Although, with all due respect, sir, be sure not to lead from too far up front. If you go down it will demoralize the section. Sometimes you need to know when to let others take the risks.”
I glanced at her and paused to mull over her words. It seemed like my job to lead by example, but when she put it like that, she had a good point. Finally, I nodded. “You’re right, First Sergeant.”
She gave me a pleased look, then steeled her expression and turned away. “Alright, ponies, let’s not get too comfortable. We don’t know how long we have until the next encounter. Lightning Flash, Thunder Tumble, get up there and spot for us. I want to know if any of those things gets within a block of this position.”
“Yes, ma’am!” they replied before flying up.
I took my own advice and caught my breath. When I felt less winded, I flew up after Lighting and Tumble to get another good look at the city. The battle was still raging on. There were cockatrices and royal guards everywhere fighting it out in small skirmishes. That was when it dawned on me that this wouldn’t be a quick fight.
Far to the west, the sun was just starting its descent towards the horizon. The cover of night might be turned to our advantage, but I wasn’t certain the cockatrices would be impacted. 
My attention shifted a few streets over when the distant sounds of screams reached my ears. A single royal guard was galloping with a herd of colts and fillies. Two cockatrices were chasing them and shortening the distance to their prey quickly.
“We need to move immediately!” I shouted down to the others. “There are foals in danger!”
With a mighty flap of her wings, Princess Luna left her escort and joined me in the sky. She followed my gaze and immediately took off in the direction of the young ponies.
“Princess, wait!” I called after her before cursing under my breath. “Sergeant Orchid, follow us as best you can. Pegasi, with me!”
The momentary lull in the action was now shattered, and everypony that could fly took to the sky with me as we chased after the princess. Down below, I could hear Orchid screaming orders to try and keep the galloping ponies in some form of order.
We closed the distance quickly. It took everything I had just to keep close to Princess Luna. When we drew near our foes, her horn lit up and another great lance of magical energy leapt forth and struck the lead cockatrice.
“Get the foals!” I shouted to the other pegasi and they dove towards the street.
I similarly turned my attention to the little ponies, trusting that, in this one moment, Princess Luna would be safe.
With precision and care, each guard swooped down and scooped up a foal or two, spiriting them towards our unit. The second cockatrice was gaining on the remaining pony, the lone guard who’d tried to help the young escape. I could see Princess Luna was still powering up and didn’t want to take the risk of her missing.
My course took me straight to the guard and I wrapped both forelegs around their middle. I pumped my wings as hard as I could, doing my best to lift us both from the cobblestone street while she squealed in surprise.
It was slow going, since carrying a pony while flying in armor is a challenge. Carrying a royal guard who was also in armor is near impossible, even for a stallion of my size. Luck was on my side, however, as this particular guard was smaller than normal.
When my strength gave out, we came to a crash landing in one of the city’s many green spaces. We were lucky, however, as the cockatrice was far away and likely on the receiving end of Princess Luna’s wrath.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
The little blue guard squirmed out from under me and gasped. She was trembling all over, so much so that her armor rattled. “I think so. Are the foals okay?”
“Yeah, we got them all.”
“Good.” She flopped over into the grass, seeming content to just lay there. It dawned on me then: I knew this particular guard.
“Warrant Officer Azurite?”
She looked over my way and just nodded.
“What are you doing out here? You’re a pony resources specialist!”
Her eyes went wide and she looked almost… offended. “The city is under attack! Do you think I could live with myself if I just stayed in my office and hid?”
I got up and brushed myself off before offering her a hoof. “I wouldn’t have lost any respect for you if you had… but in all honesty, you’ve earned a lot more of it now.”
Azurite took my hoof and pulled herself up. She was still trembling all over, but that didn’t bother me. Smart ponies get afraid. Fear is good. Fear keeps us alive.
“Come on, we need to get back to my unit. Brave or not, you shouldn’t be out here alone.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied softly and we headed back the way we’d came.
Radiant Orchid had reformed the perimeter and was standing with the princess. The two cockatrices were nowhere to be seen.
“Report,” I called.
“All foals accounted for, the princess is unharmed, minor wounds only, sir.” 
“Good. Oopsie Daisy, Ironclad, and Starlit Veil, I am temporarily assigning you to Warrant Officer Azurite.” I shifted to look at the little blue mare. “Take the foals and go to the palace. I want you to get them down to one of the central rooms in the basement and protect them.”
She looked up at me and nodded. “Yes, sir. Alright everypony, let’s get moving. Stay together, little ones.”
While we watched them go, I caught a look from Radiant Orchid. She was eyeing the foals with a worried furrow of her brow. It was the look of a mother who suddenly realized the same could be happening to her own offspring.
I knew what she was thinking, and I didn’t blame her. We had a duty to the princess, however, so I shook my head no. Her eyes closed briefly and then, just like that, the expression was gone, replaced by the look of a hard and determined House Guard sergeant.
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		6. For Canterlot! - Part 2



Canterlot was in chaos as the attack from the giant cockatrices raged on. Where we were, however, an eerie quiet surrounded us. It was unsettling. The princess and I looked up and down the street together.
On the horizon, the sun was starting to set, and it would soon be the princess’s time to raise the moon. She looked down at me, her horn glowing a soft blue. “I can sense more of the magical creatures about. We have done well, but there is much to do.”
Radiant Orchid trotted over to me. “What is the plan, sir?”
Azurite had left with more of my guards, and we had sent the injured back as well. Resources were tight. “We’re getting light on ponies. We should probably look for another unit we can hook up with, otherwise we’ll need to retire the field.”
Orchid nodded. “That seems sound. Lighting and Tumble, get back up there and give us some eyes.”
“Yes ma’am!” Tumble replied before he and his partner leapt into the sky.
Princess Luna shifted in agitation. It was plain for anypony to see that she didn’t want to wait or move slowly. There wasn’t long to wait, however, as the sound of clambering hooves on cobblestone caught our attention.
Somepony was coming our way and extremely fast. The sound of armored hooves rattled off the buildings and echoed.
Lighting Flash swooped down and said, “We’ve got company coming.”
“Another unit?” I asked.
“No, sir, one pony,” he replied, pointing past me.
Orchid and I turned our gazes to follow the path of his hoof. Coming down the street, all alone, and at a full gallop was a single brown stallion in Princess Luna’s colors. It shouldn’t have surprised me that he’d be out looking for us. 
When Russet Rook reached us, he looked a bit hot under the collar. “Lieutenant, what in Celestia’s name are you doing out here?” he practically shouted.
“Defending the city, sir,” I replied calmly.
“You’re supposed to be defending the princess!” He had lowered his tone to keep his voice low but the emphasis was there.
After I glanced over at Princess Luna, I turned back to him. “If you tell her to go back inside she’s going to say she won’t until Princess Celestia does.”
The stallion groaned. “You’re a better princess wrangler than Sunny. We can’t have them both out here! So wrangle her!”
“Why don’t we just ask Princess Celestia to retire from the field, then?” Orchid put in.
Lieutenant Rook snorted. “The moment the city fell under attack, she flew off. The last time she was seen, she was laying down a world of hurt with a little dragon riding on her back. As much as it pains me to say this, I have no idea where she is.”
That was no surprise. Princess Celestia could be very hooves-on when she wanted to be. I tilted my head to the side. “Maybe Sunny could talk her down?”
“As I said, you’re a better wrangler than Sunny.” He then sighed and groaned. “I also have no idea where Sunny is, either. When I find one or the other, I’ll ask them to tone it down.”
My brow arched at that. “What do you mean you don’t know where they are?”
Rook motioned towards the heart of Canterlot. “Her princess flew off into the city, so Sunny and her whole House Guard went after her. They were out here before you. Probably because they rushed out like some sort of wild street gang. There was no order to it. Just wild, angry house guards.”
It took a lot of self-control not to grin. Sunny Day was not afraid of anything and, as good as my guards were, hers were all veterans with years of experience. We’d marched out in proper order. They’d burst out like an exploding fireworks display.
Russet Rook didn’t seem to take it too well as I patted him on the shoulder. “Well, sir, unfortunately you can’t order me away from my princess in the heat of battle, and she isn’t going home. That just means you’ll have to stick it out with us and make sure she is safe. If you like, I’ll even let you take your old section out for a spin.”
The stallion pushed my hoof off his shoulder and glared at me. It wasn’t a real glare. Just one to keep up appearances. “Gee, thanks.” He turned from me and addressed the group, “Alright, everypony, listen up. We’re going to work our way back towards the palace and clear the streets between here and there. I had to dodge at least four of the cockatrices to find you, so I’m sure there will be plenty of work to do.”
Far above, the last rays of sunlight gave way to a dark, star-speckled sky. Princess Luna exclaimed, “Behold! The celestial body draws near. Be wary, Lieutenant Rook; the power of the creatures will be at its zenith.”
“They weren’t powerful enough before?” he asked. 
“They will be more so now,” Princess Luna replied.
I shifted and said, “You’ve all heard the princess. We need to be extra careful. Keep one eye on your sergeant and the other on your surroundings."
Lieutenant Rook nodded and motioned down the street. “Let’s move out. We’ll head down this avenue and catch the cross street towards the palace.”
We shifted into position and started to march in the direction he’d indicated. We weren’t halfway to the intersection when Thunder Tumble whistled sharply from above. He pointed the direction opposite the palace. “We’ve got guards pinned in, sir!”
“Go get a look, Silent Knight,” Rook ordered.
I joined Thunder Tumble in the sky and he motioned to what he was seeing. Sure enough, there was a whole group of guards bottled up in a market square with five cockatrices pinning them in.
Lances of magical energy kept erupting from the guards, holding the beasts off, but five was too much for most units and unicorns eventually get worn out from using magic.
“Good eye,” I told him before swooping down and landing beside Russet. “Bad news, sir. Five angry birds are closing in on a section of guards. It looks like they have some powerful unicorns but I can’t imagine they’ll hold forever.”
Russet looked at the princess and then up the street. He shook his head, let out a groan, and commanded, “Quick march, we’ve got ponies to rescue! Sergeant Iridescence, keep your squad close to the princess.”
“Yes, sir!” Iridescence responded as we picked up the pace.
My section headed down the avenue and turned away from the palace. Out ahead of us we could see the backside of at least one cockatrice. There was also the occasional flash of unicorn magic and the sounds of crossbows firing.
“Skirmish formation! Spread out and advance,” Lieutenant Rook ordered, and my ponies obeyed. We closed the rest of the ground between us and the cockatrice. “Halt! Fire at will!”
Once again, we made use of our crossbows and sent numerous bolts into the backside of the nearest beast. It squawked in surprise and wheeled around to face us. When it did that, it caught a golden bolt of magical energy from behind that set its tail feathers on fire. That really got it moving! 
It charged right at us only to be knocked out cold by one of Princess Luna’s magical blasts. From the plaza beyond, there was a hearty cheer.
Lieutenant Rook motioned. “Advance into the plaza and secure a retreat route!”
I trotted out ahead of the section. “Mountain Stone, cover the left. Miley Hooves, cover the right. Iridescence, keep the princess in the middle.” 
“Aye, sir!” came the reply before everypony surged forwards. We broke into the plaza and split up to cover the southern half of the square that surrounded it. I hurried into the green space where the ponies were pinned down.
“Well, hello there, Silent Knight!” Sunny Day called before another golden blast of magic launched from her horn. “Welcome to the party!”
I tried not to smile. One of us had to be the professional. “Ready to get out of here?”
The unicorn mare nodded. “Yes, but I’ve got wounded. Some bad.”
A quick glance around confirmed not only that, but also that Sunny was leading a makeshift unit. There were many from her section, but I also saw palace and city guards mixed in.
I nodded. “No problem, hold them here a moment more.”
“Make it quick,” she grunted before firing off another beam.
From over my shoulder, another blast of Princess Luna’s energy sent a cockatrice sprawling. It tumbled against a building before slumping down. 
I turned and flew out of the central area to where my ponies were. They had surrounded a third cockatrice and were keeping it at bay with continuous crossbow fire and bucks to the feet.
“We’ve got multiple wounded that can’t walk,” I called down to Russet Rook.
He nodded and looked over at Miley Hooves. “Sergeant, get your ponies in there and start hauling the wounded out. We’re not going to be able to stay here much longer. It is time to retire the field.”
Princess Luna’s ears twitched and she advanced into the market square. Radiant Orchid, Iridescence, and her ponies trotted alongside her while I flew overhead. There was another flash of alicorn magic and we were suddenly down to one cockatrice in our immediate vicinity.
Miley Hooves and her squad gathered the wounded and started moving them out of the center area and towards the way we’d come. In the opposite direction, I caught sight of movement and my heart sank.
The cockatrices had either called for reinforcements or we’d made enough noise to draw their attention. A whole flock of them were running our way, wings flapping in agitation. One particularly mean-looking one was leading the rest.
“Sunny, it’s time to go!” I called from above. “There are eight more heading this way.”
“Cover the wounded and fall back!” Sunny shouted.
The mishmash of royal guards left the square just as Princess Luna zapped the last remaining cockatrice of the original group.
I dove towards her and yelled, “Princess, you need to fall back, too!”
She flashed a disgruntled look up at me but replied, “Very well!” Thankfully, she kept to our agreement and moved after the rest of the guards.
Russet Rook ordered firmly, “Everypony, fall back in an orderly fashion. We are returning to the palace to tend the wounded and regroup.”
Both sections formed up and started to hurry down the street. My wings flapped as I held myself aloft and kept an eye on the approaching cockatrices. They were covering more ground than we were. Carrying wounded was simply slowing us down too much.
I looked at the retreating unified House Guard and then back at the magic-fueled beasts. A diligent flyer could distract them and lead them away. Perhaps buy enough time before going down. Just as I made the decision to be that distraction, a streak of white caught my attention.
Princess Celestia flew by in all of her radiant glory. A young dragon was perched precariously on her back and carrying a golden trident. The pair dove towards the eight cockatrices and, a moment later, a whole contingent of pegasi followed behind.
The group was an irregular unit, but that made sense. There weren’t a lot of all-pegasus units outside of our own cities. Putting together an ad hoc team to chase after the princess was a good plan. Wonderbolts, city guards, and palace guards alike followed in the wake of the alicorn and joined the battle against the giant birds. 
Another white blur zoomed past before looping around and coming back my way. Even under the armor, I recognized her as Winterspear right away. “Silent Knight, thank goodness you’re okay!”
“I can handle myself in a fight,” I replied, but in truth I was relieved to see her, too.
She reached a hoof out to me and I took it. “You sure can. I’ve got to catch up with the others, but be careful, alright?”
“You’ve got it. Iridescence is fine, too. Be careful, okay? These things are seriously dangerous. I have wounded.”
She nodded and, for the briefest of moments, we shared a look. Then went our separate ways, Winterspear after Princess Celestia and me after Princess Luna. We were a family of guards who understood duty always came first. Most ponies would have an issue with that, but it was who we were.
I dove down and landed at the head of our column. “We’ve got cover now. March, double time.” All of the ponies, including the ones carrying the wounded, gave it all they could to speed up.
Sunny Day trotted up to my side and fell in step with me. Russet Rook took the lead. Behind us, I could hear the disjointed sounds of hoofsteps shift into ordered, measured, simultaneous marching. Show a little confidence and your guards will follow suit.
I whispered to Sunny, “Azurite was out here. She said she couldn’t live with herself hiding in the office. She managed to save several foals. I sent her with some guards back to the palace.”
“Thank you, that takes a load off my mind. I’m sure Soarin is somewhere up there doing his part, too,” Sunny whispered, her tone even and her eyes forwards. I could sense the tension draining from her.
It must have been tough being out in the city doing your duty while knowing that somewhere out here you had a loved one who could be in danger. Winterspear was safe and that thankfully meant everypony close to me was safe.
My thoughts swirled… and I realized how wrong I was. No… not everypony was safe. There were others, there was—
“Crystal!” I gasped.
Sunny saw my distress and bumped me with her shoulder. I quickly fell back into step. My heart started racing. In the heat of the moment, I hadn’t thought about her or Runic or any of the others. There was a city to save and a princess to protect, but Crystal needed to be protected, too. 
“She’ll be okay,” Sunny whispered. “Keep it together.”
I set my jaw and just nodded. My eyes flicked towards the castle as we rapidly approached it. From where we were, it looked in far less disarray and, to my relief, there was a large column of royal guards marching our way, at least two or three companies in all.
“Halt and make way!” Russet Rook called and we obeyed, shifting to the side of the street.
At the head of the column was a black-coated unicorn stallion that I didn’t recognize. He trotted out ahead of his demi-battalion to approach us. He bowed to the princess and then said, “It looks like you’ve all seen a lot of action today.”
“Yes, sir, we’ve done our part,” Rook replied.
One glance at the stallion’s heavy, near full-plate armor was all it took for me to put the pieces together. These weren’t royal guards. This was the Equestrian Army. They had a small base close to Canterlot, and probably every mare and stallion from it was standing before us.
“I can see that,” the unicorn replied. “Excellent work. I consider it a privilege to have been in the presence of the princess and her House Guard. If you’ll excuse me, though, we have to clean up the last of the cockatrices. Our scouts say it looks like the vast majority of them are down.”
Princess Luna nodded “Thank you for making the trip up. Your ponies will ease the burden greatly. I wish you the best of luck.”
“And good hunting,” Russet Rook put in.
The unicorn bowed before hurrying back to the head of his column. We all stood off to the side and watched them go by. Everypony wore the same heavy armor and carried unconcealed weapons: swords, heavy crossbows, and lances. We were mostly knocking the beasts unconscious until the magic of the comet wore off. I doubted any that ran into these ponies would survive the encounter.
Soldiers aren’t trained to subdue.
Rook looked back at us and motioned forwards. “We need to get these wounded looked at. Move out.”
☾

The battle of Canterlot drew to a close just before dawn. The comet had left the immediate vicinity and its magic dissipated shortly thereafter. When it did, the cockatrices shrunk down to their normal sizes and became a lot less aggressive.
We’d spent the rest of the night in the street outside of the castle gate keeping it clear so that wounded could be brought in and civilians could find shelter.
The Royal Guard had responded appropriately and, for as large and dangerous as the birds were, there were not a lot of serious injuries. Bones were broken, pride was wounded, but, in general, things turned out alright.
I stood on the empty street silently hoping that Crystal Wishes was not one of the few that had actually been badly hurt. The all clear had just been sounded and the City Guard was out trying to make certain that everypony was cared for.
Princess Luna sat quietly on one of the benches, looking out into the night. Most of my guards were in a similar state, lying near her in exhaustion. It was time to turn that around, even if I wasn’t feeling confident. I trotted over and hopped up beside the princess. Instead of sitting, I stood tall and cleared my throat.
“In the coming days, we’re going to hear about this battle. The good, the bad, and possibly the tragic. What you all need to remember is that when there was nothing but chaos, you rose to the occasion and did your duty.”
All eyes shifted to me. That had gotten their attention and many of my ponies stood up.
“Today, you protected your princess and this city. You risked everything once again for your fellow ponies and were found to be more than a match for our enemy. We were tested in the fire of combat, and here we still stand!”
The members of my section started stomping their hooves.
“I am proud of you, one and all. The day is won, our banner flies high, and we know only victory. Drink it in, enjoy it, but remember that all wins are fleeting. We march on to the next challenge.”
Princess Luna stood up beside me. “Well said, Silent Knight. Thank you all for going above and beyond what was called for. I realize chasing me out into the field is unnatural, but you handled it well. Now, we should rest. As your leader has said, there will be more challenges tomorrow.”
It was time to get back to our usual rotation and protection detail. My mind was a bit muddled with the mixed feelings of victory and worry. There was a roster I needed to recall, but several ponies were now injured. Others had families that needed to be checked on. We’d have to wing it for a few days.
“Sergeant Hooves, you’ll be watch lead for the first shift today. Sergeant Iridescence, you’ll take second. Minimal watch to begin with.” I then motioned them over to add more privately, “Send the ponies with families home first. We’ll put the single ones on watch.”
“Yes, sir,” they responded softly.
Miley picked out four guards and they all moved to the princess’s side.
“I want the rest of you to go home and tend to what needs tending to. Keep me in the loop if there is something that may require you to miss time. Otherwise, starting tomorrow, we go back to business as usual. Dismissed.”
The section broke up and started heading in several different directions. I remained where I was, looking vigilant and cool. On the inside, I was nervous. There were ponies I cared for out in the city. My cousin Runic, my friend Velvet, my sister Winterspear, and the mare I cared about most, Crystal Wishes.
“Princess, I think it is time you headed back inside,” I said, looking up at her. “There isn’t anything else you can do here.”
She nodded with only a little reluctance. “I think you’re right, Silent Knight. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I waited until she and her escort were in the palace before I took to the sky. Every fiber of my being urged me to race as fast as possible, but a Royal Guard officer doing so might cause panic. After orienting myself in the direction of Crystal’s building, I flew at a brisk pace.
My stomach sank when I arrived. The front of the building had been smashed; one of the cockatrices had clearly fallen against it. There was broken glass everywhere and all of the windows were dark. Crystal’s unit was on the opposite side and had likely been spared the damage, but the building looked rough.
I hurried through the remains of the front entry and up the stairs to her floor. When I got to her door, I knocked three times. There was no answer. 
“Crystal? Velvet?” I called before knocking again.
Still no answer.
“Crystal!” I shouted.
Nothing.
Without another moment’s hesitation, I pivoted on my forelegs and bucked the door right at the handle. It gave way and exploded inside. I hurried in after it, looking around. The condo was in pretty good shape structurally, but almost everything that had been on a shelf had fallen over, probably when the beast had hit the building.
Frantically, I searched every inch of the dwelling. They weren’t there. Crystal and Velvet hadn’t been home when the attack started, or they’d left. My heart raced as I stood in the dark, disheveled room alone. That meant they were somewhere out in Canterlot.
They had been in danger, and I hadn’t been there to protect them.
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		7. Aftermath



Crystal Wishes and Velvet Step. Two civilians out when the giant cockatrices had attacked. The mere idea turned my stomach and sent me into a panic.
I worked over the details in my mind. First, I’d check the hospitals. If they weren’t there, I’d check Runic’s shop, Sunridge Sweets, and both of their parents’ homes.
No, it would be smarter to check those places first. The hospitals might be overflowing, and it was unlikely they’d have good records of who was who right until the crisis was over.
Then, if I couldn’t find them there, I’d get Winterspear. She and I could cover more ground that way. She’d be happy to help me find them. I knew Iridescence was fine, so she didn’t really have to worry about anypony... except for—
“Dot!” I shouted out loud.
Why were there so many ponies to protect now?
My knees started to shake and, for a moment, I was back in the gully. Gryphons were on both sides, shooting my ponies. Not my guards, but my friends, my family.
I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. Then three more. This wasn’t like that. It wasn’t going to be like that. Back to the task at hoof: check the places they’re the most likely to go and follow a logical progression. First find Crystal and Velvet, then Dot. I’d deal with the problems as they came.
The light spilling in from the doorway shifted as a figure walked in front of it and cast a long shadow inside.
“Hello?” came a soft voice. The greatest voice. “Silent Knight, is that you?”
When I turned, Crystal was staring into the place in confusion. I pulled off my helmet and let it fall to the floor beside me. In an instant, I closed the distance between us and wrapped my forehooves protectively around her. She melted into the embrace and I kissed her with all the passion and relief that I felt from hearing, seeing, and holding her.
As our lips parted, she swallowed and whispered, “I don’t know exactly what happened to you today but, good or bad, I think I approve.”
A bit of motion on our right caught my attention. Velvet was staring at us with both hooves held close to her grinning face. “Aww…”
I breathed a sigh of relief and held the unicorn against me. “I was worried about you. Both of you… but you.”
Crystal smiled and nosed my cheek. “We’re fine, Silent Knight. We’re both fine. Not a scratch. I’m happy to see you are, too.”
Reluctantly, I let her go and went to retrieve my helmet. “I have to go check on the others. Be careful inside. Everything has fallen and there is some broken glass. I’ll come around for you later, alright?”
The beautiful mare nodded. “Alright, we’ll be fine. Go be a hero.”
I smiled at her and hurried off to check on the others. I’m somewhat ashamed to admit that I felt relieved. There was still a chance others were hurt, but knowing Crystal was safe gave me peace.
My flight took me over to Runic’s shop. It looked like a fortress from the outside and showed absolutely no damage whatsoever. If the cockatrices had tried to assault it, they’d failed miserably.
The back door was open and several ponies were streaming out, heading off into Canterlot to discover the damage there. Runic was standing proudly by and eagerly waved up at me. “Hi, Silent Knight!”
I landed by him, starting to feel relief. “Hey, Runic, looks like everything is okay here?”
“Oh yeah,” he said gleefully. “After the changeling situation I decided I’d never be caught unprepared again, so I turned the backroom into a bunker. That is why all of the neighborhood ponies came over. Those big chickens tried to get in, but I wasn’t having it!”
“You should get into private security,” I replied with a chuckle.
Runic waved a hoof. “Me? No, it was just to protect the store. Although I do have some ideas about armor. Who knows? Space comes first.”
Space? I didn’t have time to figure it out. I gave my cousin a brief hug. “I need to go check on Dot. Make sure everypony around here is safe, okay? I deputize you as the block captain.”
“Block captain? Okay! Will do, Silent Knight. See you later!” he called as I flew off.
There wasn’t such a thing as a block captain. Not officially, but it would keep him focused on helping others. Runic was a powerful force when appropriately directed.
Figuring out where Dot could have been was harder. Although, it was the middle of the day when this all started, so the most logical place would have been the school. I landed there and found it to be wholly intact.
Iridescence trotted out the door and smiled when she saw me. “Were you checking up on Dot?”
“Of course, I had to know she was okay. I assume this was your first stop,” I replied. 
“You bet. The teachers have drills for this sort of thing. They all go down into the basement and wait for the royal guards to tell them it is safe. Dot is fine. She’s sleeping now. It was a scary night, so most of the foals are on their mats taking a nap. They’ll be safer here than at home while we sort everything out.”
That made sense. Keeping colts and fillies safe was a priority for any school. It was logical that they would have an area for them to hide in the event of something dangerous happening. Most of these plans had been put into place after the changeling invasion and it seemed like they were paying off.
My heart started to slow in its eager beating and the adrenaline that had been coursing through me for the last twenty or so hours started to wane. All at once, I felt exhausted.
Iridescence trotted over, a concerned look on her face. She set her hoof on my chest. “Are you alright?”
“I am. It’s just that when we were coming back, I realized I had ponies in the city to protect. Ponies to lose. For a minute, I…” I trailed off, looking away.
“You thought you’d lost them again and it felt like Nordanver,” she finished for me.
All I could do was nod.
She lowered her voice to a serious but gentle tone. “Silent Knight, let me tell you a secret. I have nightmares now and then. We’re back on that train and I watch you go down over and over. Only, Ferrel doesn’t make it to you. I wake up screaming sometimes. It’s okay. Just try to stay focused and if you need somepony to talk to, do that. Alright?”
I took her hoof in mine and lightly squeezed it. Iridescence had been my partner. She was my friend. She was also my subordinate, which meant I couldn’t really talk about this with her anymore. Still, it was good to know she cared. “Thank you. I’ll do that.”
She held my hoof a moment longer before letting go. “You should go get some sleep. We’ll have a lot of work to do in the morning.”
I’m not ashamed to admit that I regretted the loss of physical contact with another pony. “Yes, Sergeant, I’ll do just that.”
“Goodnight, sir,” she said in response before heading back into the school.
Sleep would do me good. It would calm my nerves and soothe my anxiety. Tomorrow would be another day.
☾

The Battle of Canterlot, regardless of how intense it had been for me, would not be remembered in the same way that the changeling invasion was. The response of everypony involved had been exceptional.
All told, the newspapers painted a very positive picture during the aftermath. The headline was The Royal Guard Saves the Day with the subtext, “City in chaos but no fatalities reported.” That had to be a miracle. There were some ponies seriously hurt, but not a single death.
What shocked me the most was the fact that in less than two weeks, the city had been repaired. Numerous crews that included special unicorns came out and made it as if the cockatrices had never been there.
My own ponies were almost all back on limited duty, too. A few broken bones here and there weren’t enough to stop them, and quick medical attention had resulted in better outcomes.
For a battle, this had certainly turned out the best way it could have. That was something I considered lucky. Much like myself, since I was in the company of a beautiful mare.
Crystal Wishes and I were sitting in the officer’s club. It wasn’t much more than a private lounge inside the palace for officers to find a little bit of peace. In older times, it had been far more opulent but command didn’t want too much disparity between us and the rank and file.
“Next time, I think you should come to the palace,” I said. “It would be far safer here.”
She shrugged. “I wasn’t that scared. Honestly, once we heard the alarm and saw what was going on, Velvet and I headed down to the basement with our neighbors. That place is basically a bunker, after all. Besides, it would probably have been more dangerous to try to get here. Could you imagine us running through the streets trying to get to the palace?”
Imagining that gave me the chills. One of the frightening things about dating Crystal was that she wasn’t a royal guard. When bad things happened, she was at the mercy of whatever threat was at hoof. Thankfully, nothing had happened during the recent attack and I tried to focus on that instead of the what-if scenarios.
“You’ve got a fair point there,” I finally admitted.
“You seemed awfully worried about me,” she teased before sipping at the drink we were sharing.
“I can’t lie to you. In the heat of battle, I was primarily worried about the unit and the princess. But once the adrenaline started to wear off and I saw that other ponies were thinking about their… their… special ponies, it hit me hard.”
She smiled softly and asked, “Which is why you flew straight over to find me?”
“Yes.”
She reached out and set her hooves on mine. “Don’t worry about me. I’m scrappy.”
My head tilted and I stared at her, one eyebrow raised. She stared back with determination.
After a moment, her composure broke into a pout. “Okay… how about I’ve got a good head on my shoulders?”
I nodded. “That I’ll believe.”
She smiled again and then her gaze focused on something past me. A curious look crossed her face. “There is a mare coming our way,” she whispered.
I turned to see Major Measure approaching. She had her helmet on and, even though I was off duty, I stood. “Ma’am.”
The major nodded. “Forgive my intrusion. I was walking by and saw you inside. Good work the other day, that was really something. It wasn’t princess protecting, but it was something!”
I couldn’t help but smile a bit. “They are overly willful, ma’am… and thank you.”
She then cleared her throat and nodded her head towards Crystal. I looked, too, and then it hit me.
“My apologies. Major Ruby Measure, meet my marefriend, Crystal Wishes.”
“How do you do,” the major said with a polite bow of her head. “I recognize that name. You’re on Princess Luna’s access list, are you not?”
Crystal returned the gesture. “I am, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“Very good, then.” The major patted me on the back. Her tone changed from the usual military cadence to a more knowing, familiar one. “Please take care of my lieutenant. He is very useful and I need him in good shape.”
“Oh, I intend to. Have no concern there.” Crystal giggled.
Major Measure smiled and nodded. She winked at me, saying, “As you were.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I relaxed as she turned to walk away.
“She seems nice,” Crystal said once the major was gone.
I nodded and said, “She is. But she’s also a very different officer than most. If you’re doing what you’re supposed to, she just sort of ignores you.”
“Isn’t that good?”
“Yes, I suppose it is. It’s just different, and that can be off-putting, I guess. Some commanders are really hooves-on,” I explained and shrugged. “Either way, I like the autonomy. Enough about that, though. How is the book coming?”
Crystal grumbled, “It isn’t my best work. The draft is with the editor, but there was something missing this time. I was… struggling with myself instead of just letting my muse run wild. I think the stallion came out a lot more plain because of that.”
“Maybe you were preoccupied with pondering a stallion of your own?” I asked.
That gave her pause. She took a few, long sips, then said, “Maybe so. I was thinking about you an awful lot.”
I smiled and teased, “Perhaps next time, you should write a story about two mares that are just friends. It will probably be your greatest romance novel to date.”
With a snort, she rolled her eyes and waved a hoof at me. “Oh, laugh it up. If it were true, you’d be missing out.”
“You made a cute couple.” 
“Hush!” she ordered and I complied. 
We fell into a companionable silence, taking turns sipping our beverage. When we reached the bottom of the glass, I asked, “Ready? I imagine Miley and Runic are all set.”
Crystal rose, nodding. “Yup, this is going to be fun!”
I tossed a few bits on the table and we headed out of the palace and into Canterlot. I was still amazed at how fast earth ponies could rebuild things. Between them and the unicorns, a building could be repaired in a matter of hours.
It was hard to believe that one week, something could come through and destroy an entire town and… the next, everything would be as if nothing had ever happened. Magic paired with hard work was amazing.
We trotted casually across town, enjoying each other’s company and discussing the various ways our night could end. The unknown variable was Runic. When Miley had asked me for a double date, I’d readily agreed before really thinking it through.
Crystal had been on board immediately. She and Runic were friends, of course, but she wanted the opportunity to get to know Miley better. Their circles overlapped a lot, but the two were rarely together without a group.
As we drew close to Runic’s shop, both he and Miley came out and waved eagerly in our direction. Miley trotted right up to give a big hug to Crystal, who stiffened briefly before looping a hoof around the earth pony and returning it.
“Hi, Silent Knight!” Runic chimed offering me a hoof.
I bumped it in return and grinned. “Hi, Runic. Ready for this double date?”
“I am! I plan to be on my best behavior. Mostly because Miley said I had to,” he reported.
That parted the hug as Miley gave Runic the ‘you weren’t supposed to say that’ look that mares seem to acquire right after they get their cutie mark. Winterspear sure had a good one.
“You look lovely, Miley,” Crystal said, complementing the brown mare’s dress and defusing the stare.
It was odd, as I’d never seen Miley outfitted in anything but armor. Tonight, she was draped in a yellow sundress that really contrasted her dark mane. A mane, I noted, that was still really long thanks to Runic’s ever-growing hair potion mishap. At least now it met regulations when she braided it.
“Thank you so much! You, too!” Miley replied. She then clapped her hooves together and asked, “Where are we going?”
All eyes shifted to me as if I was supposed to have decided that. I looked at my cousin.
“Why don’t we go over to the Fillyharmonic?” Runic suggested.
“I’ve heard their food is excellent,” Crystal replied.
Miley cheered, “Then let’s go there!”
We set out together with Miley and Crystal in the lead making small talk about where the best places to shop for dresses were. Miley, apparently, preferred sundresses like the one she had on. Crystal, also apparently, had a guilty pleasure for ball gowns.
I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: I don’t understand mares. I especially don’t understand how clothes can be a ‘guilty pleasure,’ or why there are so many different types of dresses. Crystal called the pink scarf she wore an ‘infinity loop.’ I called it a pink scarf.
Really, it just makes me glad to be a stallion. Runic was wearing one of his nicer vests that didn’t have vials all over it or burn marks, and I had brushed my mane.
Runic looked over at me and asked, “Did you see the latest copy of Square Equis? The one that has the stallion with the massive sword on the cover?”
I had, in fact, seen that. The stallion was one of the fanciest miniatures ever produced. His sword was also unrealistically large. It wouldn’t be useful in actual combat. “I did. I also happened to see how many points that pony was. I don’t have enough figures to match it.”
“Yet!” Runic cheered.
“Come on now, surely you don’t want to grow our armies even larger than they already are? I mean, it’s clearly just a sneaky way of getting us to buy even more stuff,” I said.
“Obviously, yeah,” Runic replied. He sounded thoughtful, but the kind of thoughtful that sounded fake.
I glanced over at him to see a sheepish grin on his face.
When our eyes met, his grin widened. “And it’s working?”
My brow shot up. “I’m on a fixed income here!”
The grin fell and he huffed. “Fine, if I buy it, I won’t expect you to match it. It will go on the collection shelf and stare down menacingly at your pathetic little knights.”
Runic rarely engaged in boasting, but when it came to miniatures games, he was almost a different pony.
“I’ll remember that the next time your lizard-ponies are routing with their tails between their legs,” I chided.
“Now see here, I—”
“We’re here, fellas!” Miley chimed happily.
It was clear that there would be a wait to get into the restaurant, as the line was out the door. Crystal and Miley took care of that, however, by filling most of the time with conversation about Miley’s family back home. She had eleven siblings and that blew Crystal’s mind.
Runic and I had mostly listened to them, our conversation shifting to his latest experiments. I hadn’t been his lab assistant in a very long time, which was kind of sad. It was something I missed doing, but time was a rare commodity.
The hostess flagged us down and led us to a table. After a brief wait, another pony set a basket of rolls in front of us.
“Would you like a roll, sir?” Miley asked, holding the basket out to me.
Crystal giggled and waved a hoof. “You don’t have to call him sir, Miley.”
“Yes, I do,” Miley said right as I also said, “Yes, she does.”
The unicorn blinked in confusion. “You’re both off duty, though… We’re on a date.”
Miley met my gaze before she smiled and began to explain, “Yes, we are, but he’s an officer and we’re both royal guards. A royal guard is a guard twenty-four hours a day. If he wasn’t my commanding officer, we might be less formal, but think of it this way: what would everypony else think if they saw us sitting here and I treated him any differently than we were at work?”
Runic’s head tilted as he chimed in, “That he isn’t a stuck-up jerk?”
That made me chuckle and I shook my head. “They’d think I was favoring one sergeant over others. We’re fine. Miley and I will keep it professional. Everypony else can just be normal.”
Crystal pouted. “That doesn’t seem as fun… but okay. What should we get to eat? Does anypony want to share an appetizer, maybe cheese sticks?”
Softly, I cleared my throat and looked over at my marefriend. “Velvet said you had a bad experience with cheese.”
The mare turned red from ear tips to delicate neck. “I’m going to murder her,” she mumbled.
I tried not to smile. “I hope not, I’d hate to arrest you.”
Miley quickly suggested, “How about the potato wedges? That sounds good, right?”
“I do love potatoes!” Runic replied. “They make excellent batteries. Let’s do that.”
I raised one brow. “Make batteries or eat the potatoes?”
That gave Runic a moment of pause before he shrugged. “These are probably for eating, and I don’t really need any batteries tonight. So… eat?”
Crystal, finally returning to her usual self, nodded. “Potatoes it is!”
We placed our orders and idly chatted while we waited. Miley and Crystal had moved on from dresses to hats. I tried to be interested, but the topic was not one that caught my interest. The opposite, in fact. I’ve never trusted hats.
My attention turned to Runic, who was rather visibly staring off into space. He was far worse at hiding his disinterest than me. To our relief, the food began to arrive, starting with the potato wedges. That brought the conversation to a lull. I’d picked a pasta dish, which turned out to be excellent.
“I’m getting closer to visiting the moon,” Runic said out of the blue.
“Pardon?” I replied, noodles hanging from my mouth. Crystal and Miley looked equally confused.
Runic grinned. “You know, my plan to reach the moon. We’ve talked about it before!”
We had, but for the most part, I thought he’d been exaggerating. I’d warned him about the risks before.
Miley cleared her throat. “Runic, I thought we’d settled this. You’ve tried to fly up there and it didn’t work. I don’t want you getting hurt!”
Runic nodded in agreement. “We did settle it, I’m not going to fly there with my wings. I’m going to use a ship.” 
A ship? “I’m not following, Runic.” 
“Me either,” Crystal added.
Runic laid his fork down and set one hoof on the other. “Imagine a rocket filled with an immolation potion. You set it on fire and it propels you into the heavens.” His left hoof went higher than the other. “Then you land on the moon, collect some rocks, and come back.”
I nodded like I understood, even though I didn’t really. “Okay… but Princess Luna has already been on the moon. I don’t think she liked it. Why would I want to go there?”
“For science!” Runic smiled wide.
“Alright…” I saw that Crystal’s eyes were glazing over, so I changed topics. “Did you see that the Airship Armada starter box came out? That looks like a lot of fun.” For some reason, that didn’t seem to solve Crystal’s glazed eyes.
Runic brightened. “Yes! We should go get it right away. Oh, and the first wave, too. I’m ready to fly!”
Miley shook her head and stood up. “I’m just going to go to the filly’s room. Be right back!”
“I’ll go with you!” Crystal said a little hurriedly.
“Okay… wait, why?” Miley asked.
Crystal looked my way and then back at Miley. “That is what mares do in filly flicks and…” She motioned our way with her hoof. “This.”
“Right, okay!” Miley replied and they went off together.
Not everypony was into Airship Armada, I guess. Although, I’m not entirely sure how that was even possible. Turning back to Runic, I asked, “Did you see how big the Imperial class is?”
“I did! You could never field it, but I want two… or three. It’s ridiculous.”
My head shook. “No, NOT having two would be ridiculous.”
Not long after our conversation turned from Airship Armada to other board games, Crystal and Miley returned. 
“Alright, boys, you know what time it is!” Miley chirped cheerfully.
Runic’s head tilted. “Nine?”
My ear flicked. I had a feeling that wasn’t the right answer.
Miley laughed. “No! It’s time to sing!”
Sing? Both ears shot straight up and I shook my head no.
“Come on, stud, you have to!” Crystal begged, doing her best to push me out of my chair. She was unsuccessful.
“I think not. I just build sets,” I replied.
Runic shrugged, standing up and walking away. “I’ll go first.”
I remained still as Crystal pushed against me again. “Still no. I had no idea this was that kind of place.”
Miley laughed. “It is called the Fillyharmonic, sir. How could it not be a karaoke restaurant?”
My expression didn’t change.
“Fine… fine…” Crystal sighed before she turned her chair to face the small stage that had previously been unoccupied.
I turned my chair as well and waited while Runic got set up. He flipped through a song book and then seemed to settle on one. The music started, words bubbled up in one of those magic unicorn lanterns, and what followed next was astounding.
Runic started belting out the song in a slow, steady rhythm. His pitch and tone were perfect, and everypony in the room sat in awe. Including me. Perhaps especially me.
“How does it feel, how does it feel?
To be without a home
Like a complete unknown
Like a rolling stone?”
He went on like that until the music drew to a close. Everypony in the room started stomping and cheering. Runic just nodded and came back to the table while all of us stared at him in shock.
“What?” He glanced between us all. “I have other interests.”
Over the course of the evening, I held my ground and managed to get away with just standing on stage as Crystal sang a song she apparently normally did as a duet with Velvet Step. Evidently, Velvet was better at it than I was.
All good and, in this case, embarrassing things had to come to an end, though. With our meal and song-birding complete, we headed outside the restaurant.
“You two have a good evening!” Crystal said as she exchanged hugs with Miley and Runic. “Let’s do this again real soon.”
Runic and I hugged, too. Miley just got a hoof-bumped. You can’t hug your sergeants. That was a pretty hard and fast rule.
Miley chirped, “Absolutely! Next time, we’ll go do something that the sir might actually participate in.”
“I just build sets,” I repeated for the ninth time that evening.
Runic laughed. “Goodnight, you two. See you around.”
After Miley and Runic headed off in the direction of the shop, Crystal beamed up at me. “That was so much fun!”
“Yeah, I enjoyed that. I’m glad you and Miley get along.”
“She isn’t hard to get along with. Walk me home?”
My brow arched and I replied, “Do you even need to ask? After you, beautiful.”
Crystal giggled, and we walked the familiar route to her condo, hoof-in-hoof. “You know, I fell for you when you walked me home one time. I think Luna was playing matchmaker.”
“Did you now? And in a year, you never thought to tell me?”
The mare winked. “You never asked.”
“Sure, sure. Well, anything worth having is worth waiting for, right?”
“I think so…” she trailed and then added, “So, you and Miley can’t be friends? What about you and Iridescence? She’s your best friend, isn’t she?”
I shook my head. “Life changes when you become an officer. I’ve had to start putting distance between us. That is just how it is.”
Crystal looked at me curiously. “And you can just accept it? That you have to put distance between you and your friend?”
I stopped walking. That was an interesting point. How could I just accept that distance so easily? Had I even considered it? Friendship had always been difficult for me and I may have given my first true friendship away for a silver bar. There wasn’t much choice, though. It was either me or somepony else.
“Silent Knight?” Crystal asked, staring at me. “Are you okay?”
My head shook as I tried to clear away the thoughts. “It is how things have to be. I don’t have a choice. Can we talk about something else?”
“Of course. What?”
What, indeed? I shrugged and nuzzled her cheek. “Let me just get you home safe.” I started moving again and she walked along beside me. Once we arrived at her building, I followed her up to her door to make certain she got in.
“I had fun tonight,” she said softly, lingering outside.
“Me, too.” This part was always the most awkward for me. I knew she didn’t want the evenings to end, but I had to go back to my place eventually. Even if I stayed with her for another hour, it would still be just as hard to part ways then.
“Good…”
My ears stood at attention and I leaned in to kiss her. It was brief but warm, and the mare shivered happily.
“Goodnight,” I said.
“Goodnight,” she replied with a smile.
I left the building and decided it would be best to fly home. Sometimes flying made it easier to think. After a galloping start, I leapt into the air and pushed for the clouds. Iridescence and I hadn’t spoken like we’d used to since I’d gotten back from school. I’d become all officer all the time.
Slowly, I circled around my apartment building as I thought about what I should do. It was probably time to at least explain my behavior to Iridescence and make certain she understood. Life just works out that way, sometimes you have to—
My eyes locked onto movement outside of my door. The figure was not Winterspear. It was also a little too late for most ponies to be haphazardly wandering around.
I flew down and landed on the balcony behind him. “Can I help you?” I asked.
“Argh!” the violet-coated unicorn yelped in surprise. “Goodness…” He straightened his glasses. “Do you always sneak up on ponies?”
“Only those wandering about suspiciously.”
“Suspicious? You’re suspicious! Who are you?” he replied.
“Silent Knight, royal guard. Who are you?”
“Oh! Excellent. I’m Avid Fiction, non-royal courier, and I have a delivery for you. If you’ll just sign here, please?”
The unicorn levitated a large envelope out of his bag. A clipboard and pencil followed after it, which I took and signed. “It is a little late to be delivering, isn’t it?”
“You weren’t home earlier, and the requester gave specific instructions that it had to be delivered today and directly to you.”
That was odd, but I accepted the envelope nonetheless. “Alright… sorry to scare you. Thanks.” I walked past him and opened my door.
Avid Fiction lightly cleared his throat, his hoof stretched out.
“Oh, right.” I reached into my bag and produced a few bits.
“Thank you…” His brow rose. “You know, it is late and if you’re alone in there I could co—”
I shut the door and wandered over to the table. The envelope had no return address, just my name on it. I pulled it open and found a single piece of paper inside. The message on it was typed out to read: 
If you want more information on our mutual friend overseas, meet me for lunch at the Hay Cafe next Monday. Sit outside and come alone.
The letter was signed with a flourished M and nothing else. It was suspicious, but I’d been running in covert circles lately. It was also highly likely that this was the source that had sent me the most recent information.
I turned the stove on, set the missive on fire, and dropped it into the metal kitchen trash can. It looked as if I would have another date soon.
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		8. Preparations



I was standing at attention at the center of Princess Luna’s office while Willowy Tempest was at the princess’s side, going through the day planner. The day planner that I previously maintained. It wasn’t important who had it, but there was a part of me that disliked giving up that control. Especially to Miss Tempest.
The princess stared at two different crowns that sat on her desk and casually ordered, “Silent Knight, Willowy has cleared my schedule for the foreseeable future. You and I shall leave for the Badlands immediately to meet with the nox ponies. Make the necessary arrangements.” 
“No, Princess,” I replied flatly.
Willowy Tempest’s eyes went big as she looked from me back up to the alicorn.
The princess was already levitating some luggage. “I want to travel quickly and we’ll—” She turned to look at me in confusion. “Did you just say no? You never say no!”
“Yes, Princess, I did. You and I, as you say, aren’t leaving immediately and we certainly aren’t going alone.”
Princess Luna rose to her full height and commanded, “We will and we are!”
I shook my head resolutely. “No, Princess. I’m glad you have a bond with these ponies and trust them fully. That is important, but it isn’t enough. Even though I feel a moderate level of trust for their matriarch, we don’t know that her word will hold everypony in check, however. When we go, we’re taking your guards. This is just like any other diplomatic trip.”
“It is not!” the princess exclaimed before stubbornly stamping a hoof. “You said yourself that these ponies are afraid of us. You expect to march royal guards into their home? I will hear nothing more of this. We are leaving and we’re leaving now.” 
I wasn’t fazed by that. She was being unreasonable. “A single squad of ponies will be acceptable, and I can have chariots ready by this Thursday. We’ll take their feelings into account, but we have to protect you. I will not be enough.”
Princess Luna stormed over and dropped her head to look me in the eye. “If I fly out that window right now, you’ll have to follow.”
The princess had a withering gaze, I’ll give her that, but she was being petulant and immature. I fixed my eyes on hers and stated flatly, “No. If you fly out now, I’ll send Torch Light after you with a beacon. Then, I will personally go tattle to Princess Celestia. What do you think she’d say?”
Torch Light, the poor guard that happened to be on duty right now, looked confused and mortified by the conversation.
“You are a stubborn pony!” Princess Luna exclaimed in exasperation. She stomped away from me to stand at the doors to her balcony, flicked her wings, looked back at me, snorted, and dropped her rump to sit on the floor like a foal. “Fine, but we leave first thing Thursday. You may bring six ponies in addition to yourself. Willow, make the schedule work.”
Willowy Tempest looked at me with a muddled expression and then nodded. “Yes, Princess.”
I turned to go make the arrangements and then paused. “We’ll need amulets for everypony. Possibly for you, too, Princess, assuming you can’t see in the dark.”
“It will be done,” Princess Luna replied grumpily, her back still to me.
That was easier than I thought it would be. Evidently, the threat of summoning her older sister was enough to motivate the alicorn to behave.
I almost smiled. I didn’t, because it isn’t professional to smile when they’re sulking, especially when she was a princess. Instead, I nodded to Willowy, ignored her light glare, and marched out into the hall to get the process started.
When I reached our admin area, I stuck my head into Radiant Orchid’s office. She was at her desk, flipping through the latest reports from the palace. She stood up when she caught sight of me. “Sir.”
I motioned for her to sit and she did so. “We have work to do.”
“Alright, fill me in. What’s happening?”
“Thursday, I’m escorting the princess to meet those ponies we talked about before. We need to make plans and do so quickly.”
Orchid jumped back up and exclaimed, “Great! I could use a trip. Let me tell everypony and we’ll get everything together. It is short notice, but we can do it.”
That wasn’t what I had in mind, so I held a hoof up. “No, I said I. As in me. Well, me and a squad. You’ll be staying here.”
“What? You bring me into the know just to immediately box me out?” Radiant Orchid shot back.
“Not at all. If we’re both with the princess, who am I going to leave in command here?”
The mare practically shouted at me, “Iridescence! If she is ever going to take this job, we have to let her do it at some point.”
It was a solid argument. Iridescence did need some hoofs on experience and keeping the unit together while we were gone would be good. “Alright, that works for me. Brief her when we’re done here.”
“Of course she can do it, we just—” She stopped when she saw my pointed look.
What was it with mares and assuming they knew what I was going to say? Was I that predictable?
Her ears perked when she realized what I had said. “Oh. Alright. So, I’m going?”
I nodded. “Yes, you are. Although, again, I didn’t ask. You volunteered. Now we’ll need two sky chariots. One small and one large. Be sure the large one is big enough for six ponies. For the small one, let’s go with what Princess Luna had made for Nightmare Night. If that doesn’t scream Alicorn of the Night, I don’t know what does."
"It’s tacky but, yes, sir. I’ll get it all together,” Orchid replied.
“Also, instruct all our ponies that we are to only refer to Princess Luna as Luna the Student until I say otherwise. Princess Celestia is to be referred to as Celestia of the Six. They should not discuss history or anything about Equestria as we know it. In fact, they should, in general, keep their mouths shut. Clear?”
Orchid’s head tilted in confusion, but she replied, “Yes, sir. Confusing, but clear. Who are we taking?”
“You, Nova, Golden Touch, Lightning Flash, and Cloud Lance.”
“All pegasi but me? Seriously?”
I shrugged, “If things go bad, there isn’t any way for a non-pegasus to escape without help. I want to limit the groundbound to two.”
The mare snorted at the term. “That gives me so much comfort and fills me with joy for having volunteered myself…” she trailed and then blinked. “Wait, two? Who else did you have in mind?”
Our eyes met, and I grinned. “The only medic I trust with my life.”
Orchid groaned as recognition dawned on her. “Oh, come on, no. She isn’t even part of the House Guard!”
“She might say no,” I teased.
“Not to you. She weirds me out, sir.”
“She saved my life, and probably the lives of a lot of others. Our medics are good, but they’re not on the same level as her.”
Orchid nodded… and then sighed. “You’re going to stick us ‘groundbound’ together, aren’t you?”
“Yes, ma’am.” I reached over to give her a consolatory pat on the shoulder. “Welcome to the inside. Now get to it. We’ve got to get this whole show together and ready before Thursday.”
“Yes, sir!” she said.
I left her office and started down the hall. That was one task down. It was time to handle another that was of a more personal nature. Thankfully, finding Iridescence was easy, since I had the schedule memorized. It was one of the perks of being in charge: I knew what everypony was up to at all times.
When I found her in the main hall midway through her rounds, I approached her with a blank expression. I didn’t want anypony to know this was personal. “Sergeant, can I speak to you a moment?”
She nodded, “Yes, sir.”
This was one of those conversations that I typically struggled with. I’d rehearsed some words, but I didn’t want them to feel staged. As we walked together, I kept practicing in my mind.
“Sir? Where are we going?” she asked quietly.
“Sightseeing,” I replied before leading her to the top floor of the palace and through the door that led to the highest tower. We took the spiral staircase in stride before coming out onto the observation balcony. It was the one we’d been on when the changelings had started their attack.
I took my helmet off and set it on the ground. She got the message and did the same, then asked, “What’s going on?”
“I wanted to apologize if I’ve been distant lately,” I started. “It wasn’t meant to be directed at you personally. There has just been a whole lot going on.”
She shook her head. “I know. It happens to everypony, Silent Knight. Things change.”
“They do, but I should have at least taken the time to discuss it with you. This feels like when I made sergeant. It is almost like we’re doing the same thing again.”
Iridescence chided, “No, it isn’t like that at all. Don’t feel that way. You had a huge opportunity. You’d have been a fool to pass it up. To be honest I’d be more worried if you had. Look, it means a lot that you’d even take the time to explain yourself to me but you didn’t have to. I know the regulations just as well as you do.”
“Yeah. You know, life used to be less complicated when we lived in that little room together and you weren’t into mares,” I said.
She softly laughed and nodded. “Yup! Well, nope, I was into mares, but you didn’t know it. Besides, look at us now. You’re an officer, dating a famous author, and a big pony at the palace.”
“And you’re a soon-to-be section sergeant, surrogate mother, and still the best-looking house guard.”
The mare gave me a soft shove. “I’ll tell Sunny Day you said that… but thank you. We’re going to be fine, Silent Knight. We know the difference between on-duty and off. We’ll just have to work a little harder to stay friends is all.”
It was good to know she felt that way. I certainly didn’t want to lose a friend. I shifted and looked to the horizon. “You know, I don’t mind when you and Dot come over to visit Winterspear. She doesn’t always have to go to your place. It doesn’t weird me out or anything.”
“I know, but you need to remember that Crystal Wishes gets a say, too. Do you think she really wants your ex hanging around your place a lot?”
That was something I’d never considered. I didn’t think that way usually. “She’ll be fine. Besides, she likes Dot.”
“Who doesn’t?” Iridescence asked with a laugh.
“Yeah. Hey… on that topic, can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
I idly drummed my hooves on the railing. “I don’t mean this in a rude way. It’s just that I’ve noticed that Dot doesn’t look like you or your other sisters. Plus, her name isn’t similar. Was she adopted?”
Iridescence’s cheeks turned bright red and the mare cleared her throat. “Right… so please don’t repeat this—and I know you wouldn’t—but the truth is she’s actually my half-sister.”
My ear flicked. “What? Your half-sister?”
“My father gives most of his life to his work. He hasn’t ever been there for my mother or us. Sure, he provides extremely well but, you know, he was absent. So…”
“Are you telling me that your mother…” I trailed in disbelief.
“Yup. Daddy knows, but they both pretend like it isn’t true. Polite society and image, that sort of thing. I think that is partially why Luminescence and Opalescence are so mean to her. They think she isn’t good enough because she isn’t his.”
I let that sink in and it upset me. It upset me a lot. How could they treat her so poorly due to something she had no control over? We would do better. “That doesn’t matter. She’s family.”
“Unfortunately, they don’t have the same outlook on life that you do.”
I shook my head again. “That isn’t what I meant. She’s our family.”
Iridescence smiled. “That is sweet, but you don’t have to look out for her. She isn’t really your family.”
“She will be,” I replied.
Iridescence looked up at me and then just nodded. She leaned her weight against my side and said softly, “You’ll be a good uncle.”
We stood in silence and just enjoyed watching the clouds go by. Life can get complicated, but it can never take away what is most important: family and friends.
☾

The sun hung high in the sky as I flew over Canterlot. Before my lunch appointment, I had some official business to conduct. There was another pony I needed for our mission. A powerful pony that could get us out of a sticky situation if we found ourselves in one.
When I neared the Unicorn Temple, I couldn’t help but admire the large green space that spread out within the large, nondescript walls that separated it from the city. The closer I got, the more I felt the urge to divert my path or land. It was a strange magic, but one I had a great respect for.
It was also a magic I had no intention of challenging. Most flyers simply steered clear of this space on instinct without realizing it. The whole area was meant to blend in and be unobtrusive, as these ponies had no desire to mingle with society.
After landing, I knocked softly at the gates. In the past, I tried to make sure that I’d be heard, but the strength or loudness of the knocks didn’t seem to matter. Somepony always answered.
It only took a few moments for the door to open. A somewhat familiar temple guard looked out at me. “Silent Knight. We have not seen you in a while. Have you come to enjoy the garden?”
“It has been too long, yes. I’m afraid my new responsibilities have been keeping me busy, and as much as I wish I could stay and smell the flowers, I’m here to see the exemplar. I suspect if I wander the garden, she’ll find me as she always does.”
The guard stepped back and opened the door further. “You’re probably right. She is in the barracks, though, so perhaps a more direct approach is in order today?”
I’d never been inside any of the buildings within the temple grounds even though I visited often during my recovery. This was going to be a new glimpse into the lives of the ponies that lived here. “Very well, then. I’ll do that.”
“Follow the path as normal. When you cross through the inner wall, it is the first walkway on the left. Tennant Hall.”
“Thank you,” I replied before trotting down the path. At the heart of the grounds was the inner wall. Unlike the exterior wall, it was not nearly as impressive. It was nothing more than field stones stacked together that rose barely to shoulder height. I passed through what amounted as the gate and took the first left.
The Tennant Hall was an impressive but unassuming building. It, like every other structure I’d seen at a distance, was built into the landscape. The walkway sloped down into the earth and ended in the face of a hewn stone entrance. Grassy knolls on each side rose to the height of the building and almost fully obscured it. The final touch to complete the odd architecture were windows on the roof to better let light in.
When I reached the door, it seemed like I was visiting the warren of some burrowing animal even though the structure stood much like any other building. It was just deep within a depression and surrounded by earth. 
I let myself in. The interior, like the exterior, was also hewn stone. It was immaculately clean, and a plush rug ran along the short hall that expanded out before me. I walked along it to the first and only intersection. The hall ran far longer to the left and right, framing the building as a plus sign that had been squashed on the top and bottom.
A small placard on the wall listed the inhabitants and room numbers. It seemed that Exemplar Ferrel lived in suite 10 East so that is where I headed. Her door was wooden, blue, and simple. Some of the others had decorations but this one had nothing but her name. I knocked.
“Come in,” came her voice.
I pushed the door open and walked inside. Despite her rank within the temple, the exemplar did not have much more of a room than I’d had as an enlisted pony. It was just large enough to house a single bed, a small desk with a stool, two sitting pillows, and a tall but narrow bookshelf. There was a door off to the left side, so perhaps there was more beyond.
Exemplar Ferrel was sitting on one of the pillows, looking down at a scroll. She also wasn’t in her armor.
“Oh, excuse me!” I said, stepping back.
The unicorn’s head tilted and she said, “It is me, Silent Knight. I assume you were looking for me?”
My head bobbed. “Yes, of course. I just didn’t know you’d be…”
“Yes?” she asked.
“Out of uniform?” I replied weakly.
The curious look returned before she briefly smiled in amusement. “I do not wear my armor in my room. Do you? Surely no. Please, come in. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”
She was right. I was being silly, so I came in and settled on the opposite pillow. It was small for a pony of my size, but I wasn’t going to be rude. “Do you have to ask? You don’t already know?”
The exemplar eyed me a bit and then shook her head. “No. I have not had any Silent Knight-related visions lately.”
“I’ll take that as a good sign. Princess Luna and I are going on another diplomatic mission. I thought you might like to come.”
“Back to the gryphon kingdom?” she asked.
“No!” My reaction had been immediate and surprising even to me. I lowered my tone and added, “Forgive me, no. This time we go to the Badlands and into the city of the exiled nox ponies.”
There was no recognition in the mare’s eyes. She stared blankly a moment and then asked, “What is a nox pony?”
“Ponies that were vassals of the House of the Night is probably the best answer I can give. They’re an ancient group that has been hiding. Princess Luna wants to start reunification talks.”
That explanation seemed to make more sense to the mare. “Of course. You view them as dangerous?”
“To be honest… not really. They didn’t have soldiers so much as brutes. Still, I prefer to be safe and this is one of those once-in-a-lifetime opportunities.”
She nodded. “Yes. I will go, providing the archon agrees. Leave that with me.”
“Thank you.” I stood and the glimmer of something on the exemplar’s bookshelf caught my eye.
When I looked there were numerous crystals strewn about the shelves. Most were similar in shape and size: cylindrical with two points. Some were large. Others were small. Almost all of them were clear-white. A dozen or so were clear-grey and then there were three that were as black as obsidian. 
“These are beautiful. What are they?” I asked innocently.
Exemplar Ferrel rose and replied, “Memories.”
I blinked and then pointed at the black ones. “And those?”
“Bad memories.” There was a chill in the words.
It seemed better not to inquire further. “Well… alright then. We leave Thursday. I hope to see you then,” I said as I started to let myself out.
The exemplar was staring off into space. Briefly, her eyes focused back on me. “And so you shall, Silent Knight. Be well."
She sounded certain. That gave me confidence that the exemplar would be joining us. She’d provide a great deal of protection if we needed her. 
With that task completed, I hurried out of the temple grounds and took back to the sky. It was lunch time and I had an appetite. Not for food, but for knowledge.
I headed over to the Hay Cafe and settled at a table outside. The server pony came by and set a glass of water in front of me. “Would you like to order, or are you waiting for somepony?”
“I’m going to need a few minutes. Water is fine for now, thank you.”
He nodded and wandered off to help another guest.
Without warning, I heard a voice whisper in my ears as clear as if somepony was standing next to me, “Silent Knight, don’t look around. I’m projecting my voice to you. There is little chance you’ll be able to spot me. Take a drink of water if you understand.”
So much for sharing a lunch with my new friend. I picked up the glass and drank from it.
“Excellent. As I’m sure you have surmised, I’m responsible for that envelope under your door.”
I tried to figure out if I was dealing with a stallion or a mare. The voice was distorted into a husky whisper.
“Consider that an appetizer, but if you want the main course, we’re going to need to play by some rules. It is far too dangerous to drop information in your office where one of your subordinates or some cleaning pony might happen upon it. You may place trust in them, but I don’t.”
She or he had a point. I would have felt the I gave a slight, subtle nod in agreement.
“From now on, when I have information for you, I’ll make a small chalk mark on the light post nearest your apartment. When you see that you’ll know there is a pick up.
“Our drop will be at the Phial and Filly. It is a place you’re known to go and nopony will be suspicious of you doing so. Runic Phial has recently purchased some new displays and I have made some modifications to one of them prior to delivery.”
This pony knew a lot about me. Too much, really. It was somewhat off-putting, but if this was the game she or he wanted to play, I was going to comply.
Plus, there was no denying the validity and detail of the information that had been passed to me. I’d checked it against what the intelligence section was showing me, and there were too many matches to doubt it.
“In the last aisle there is a table of bubble baths,” the voice continued. “The back-left leg of that display has a catch facing the wall. Press it and a compartment will slide out. Remember to replace the compartment when you have the package. Drink if you understand. Yawn if you want me to repeat it.”
I picked up my water and drank again.
“If, for some reason, you need to contact me, open the curtains to your south-facing window and stack two books on the windowsill. When you see an x on the lamppost, that means I agree. Come here for lunch the following day and we’ll do this again.”
I grumbled quietly, “This is awfully one-sided. I can’t throw my voice.”
“Oh, I can hear you. I just didn’t want you drawing attention to yourself by talking to an empty chair like a crazy pony. One more rule. If you mention to any pony that you’re receiving information I’ll stop and disappear.
“There will be no second chances. I’m risking a lot by even talking to you about this, let alone passing on unredacted, classified information. That is why you’re going to keep using official channels, too. We don’t want to be too obvious, do we?”
My head shook.
“Over time, you can slow down the requests. They’ll think you either grew bored or were too frustrated with the speed. If you do it too quickly, your new friends might take notice and investigate. If our little arrangement is discovered, they might start throwing around words like treason and incarceration. Now, order lunch and then get back to work.”
I softly snorted and mumbled, “Alright, invisible pony… if that is who you’re going to be to me.”
There was a pause and then an audible sigh. “Against my better judgment, I’m going to extend you a measure of trust. Do not make me regret it.” Another pause. A far longer one. "You may call me Maya. Happy hunting, Silent Knight.”
The server wandered back over and asked, “Have you made a decision, sir?”
“Oh, yes, I certainly have. I’ll have the zucchini salad to go. I just remembered I have an appointment,” I said.
He nodded. “Very good, I’ll have it right out.”
I had a name. That was useful. I could put together some of the other parts as well, but I would have to do so carefully. Tipping off my benefactor would be a bad idea.
Once my waiter had returned with my food, I paid and headed off for one more errand. I flew over to the Canterlot University Research Library, where I hoped to do a little snooping. The palace archives were good, but they were also curated. Sometimes, academic ponies had other ideas.
The campus was still blanketed in winter’s chill. All of the trees and plants were buried under snow and showed little sign of life. The students seem to be in an equal state, as there weren’t many out and about at lunch time.
Once I was inside the library, I found that there was little difference in the placid atmosphere between the outdoors and indoors. The rows of books were largely undisturbed and the whole building seemed deserted, save for one light green unicorn mare at an information desk.
When I approached, she looked up, her green-and-blue mane tumbling down over her left eye. “Is there some sort of problem?” she asked point blank.
“No...” I replied before looking at her name tag. “...Miss Ley Lines. I need somepony to pull some information for a project I’m working on.”
Her horn erupted into light and unicorn magic encircled a clipboard. It levitated to her and she set a form on top of it. “Alright, what can we do for the Guard?”
I cleared my throat. “We’re looking into a meeting that took place in the Crystal Empire over a thousand years ago.”
Ley Lines looked at the form and then up at me. “Come again?”
“There was a meeting held by the rulers of Equestria in the Crystal Empire a thousand years ago. We need some information on it. It may require coordination with whatever libraries they have there. Can you do this?”
“It is one hay of a challenge, but we’re not afraid of that. Who should I forward the information to?”
“Lieutenant Silent Knight, Princess Luna’s House Guard, Commanding.”
Ley Lines nodded. “Can do!”
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		9. Haven - Part 1



Crystal and I stood out in the courtyard of the palace, staring at each other. My head was held high and she was giving me a mock glare. Ponies were watching, and I felt extremely uncomfortable. This had been a trap.
"Oh, come now, Silent Knight, they don’t care,” Crystal said.
Princess Luna chimed in, “Yes, Silent Knight, we don’t care. Kiss her so we can go.”
I politely glared at the princess and group of ponies sitting in the chariots waiting on me. They were all watching with their beady little eyes. Very quickly, I leaned in and dotted a kiss on Crystal’s lips. “See you soon,” I said.
“Be careful,” she replied with a smile.
I backed away before trotting into the back of the larger chariot with Orchid and Exemplar Ferrel. “Alright, let’s move out.” 
“Yes, sir!” Nova replied loudly. She and Cloud Lance started to gallop, and our ride lurched forwards. Within a minute, we were airborne. 
Princess Luna was right behind us with Lightning Flash pulling the smaller vehicle. 
Radiant Orchid leaned in to whisper to me so that none of the other ponies could hear, “Aren’t you two adorable? Smooches!”
“Yes, Sergeant, we are,” I replied dryly. “And I’m not above ordering you to pull the chariot.”
Orchid just grinned. “I’ve never flown before, so it would be totally worth it!”
“Uh-huh. We’ll see how you feel when you get air sick.”
“Air sick?” she asked in surprise.
I didn’t reply. I’d just let that idea sit in her mind while I laid down on the bench to rest my body. Eventually, I’d need to take a turn pulling us.
The ride was pleasant enough since nopony really spoke. Orchid had spent most of her time just staring at Ferrel who, in turn, had just stared back at her. It was quite the contest.
What really stood out to me was that we weren’t moving as fast as I had alone. All of the weight was slowing us down. That wasn’t unexpected, but it was annoying. We’d be lengthening our trip considerably by traveling this way.
At some point, I’d nodded off. It was a blissful nap that was suddenly cut short by the feel of Orchid poking me in the nose with her hoof.
“Sir, sir get up,” she whispered.
I yawned and stretched. “What? What’s going on?”
“I need to stop,” she hissed.
“We just stopped recently. At least, I think recently. I haven’t been asleep that long.”
Orchid glared. “I need to stop again.”
“Why?” I asked.
“You know…” She trailed.
I looked at her in confusion. “What do I know?”
“I have to go!” she said louder than I’m sure she intended.
She had to go? Again? I glared at her. “You should have gone when everypony else went!”
“I didn’t have to go then, and my bladder is older than yours!”
I cupped my face in my hooves and grumbled, “Any chance you can just hang off the back?”
“Sir! I am a lady!”
“Of course you are.” I flew off the chariot and over to Nova. She was taking a turn pulling Princess Luna. “We’re going to have another break. Follow us down.”
The brightly colored pegasus nodded. “Yes, sir!”
Both chariots came to a landing and Orchid hopped out as soon as we were down and galloped off into the bushes. I’m pretty confident I’d never seen her move that fast during physical training. Evidently, I’d been using the wrong motivation techniques.
As I looked around at my fellow pegasi, I could tell they were worn out. The larger craft took two to pull it effectively. The smaller may have only needed one, but it wore that pony out just the same. At any given time, only two of us could rest. It was less than ideal.
I called out, “Since we’ve stopped, we might as well make camp here for the evening. I don’t want to arrive exhausted.”
I went over to the chariot to grab the tents and laid them out in a circle. Everypony else pitched in and started putting them together.
Even Princess Luna helped. Her magic was exceedingly useful for this sort of thing. I could tell she didn’t want to stop, but she wasn’t going to fight me on the topic, especially not in front of my ponies. Our disagreements were generally kept private.
It wasn’t long before camp was made and we were relaxing. My body ached and I was tired, but it was all physical. It didn’t quite seem like a time to fall asleep. At least not yet.
After some awkward silence passed by, Nova pulled out a deck of cards. “Anypony fancy a game?”
“I’m in,” Lightning Flash responded.
“Me, too!” added Cloud Lance.
Radiant Orchid nodded. “My foals need new shoes. I hope you two brought bits.”
I knew better than to gamble with Orchid. It was one of her lesser-known talents. Golden Touch seemed to have similar misgivings, so the two of us quietly backed out.
“I’ll play, if that is alright,” Exemplar Ferrel said, surprising everypony into looking at her.
“Sure…” Nova trailed somewhat uncertainly, then smiled. “I don’t see why not. Have a seat. Do you know how to play?”
“I do not,” the exemplar replied.
Princess Luna looked on with interest and whispered to me, “This evening just potentially became far more entertaining.”
“Mmhmm,” I replied idly while I looked around.
With us out in the open and in a poorly defensible position, I had settled almost side to side with her. Some may call me overprotective, but diligence is important. 
The princess and I kept an eye on the game for a while, enjoying the comedy of enlisted guards trying to explain gambling to a temple exemplar. The first round was more of a practice game, but by the third, Ferrel seemed to get the gist.
She was also, according to Orchid’s occasional exclamations, unnatural. I could have told her that.
Once the novelty wore off, I returned my attention to watching our surroundings. Everything outside of our small camp was quiet. I didn’t like quiet. Quiet was suspicious. 
Keeping her tone to a private level, Princess Luna asked, “Is there anything going on you would like to tell me about, Silent Knight?”
One ear flicked to give away my annoyance. More prying into my relationship. Couldn’t ponies just leave me alone to be happy with my mare? “Crystal and I are taking it slow. Well, I think we are. I just do what she tells me, mostly.”
“That is wise.” There was a long pause that was filled with laughter from the playing ponies. “Although that isn’t what I meant.”
My eyes shifted to her and I tilted my head. “Oh?”
“Indeed.” She didn’t look at me, at least not directly. I could see tension in her expression. “You’ve been keeping yourself busy at the office. Anything I should know?”
Perhaps I should have played the cards. I knew my poker face was flawless. “I have, but no, not yet. I’m just dealing with things in my own way. You know I wouldn’t do anything foolish without letting you know.”
It wasn’t a lie. I was being very careful. Just talking with a mysterious, thus-far-disembodied voice wasn’t foolish.
She chuckled softly. “Well, that is certainly something to say. That does not mean you aren’t going to still do something foolish after you tell—”
“I don’t believe this!” Orchid shouted in exasperation. “How can you have a straight flush?!”
Exemplar Ferrel peered at her cards in confusion. “How? You dealt these two to me and those others to us all. Isn’t that how this game works?”
“Yes!” Orchid tossed her cards down. “Unbelievable. What am I up to now?”
The exemplar looked at the scrap of paper in front of her. “Thirty-two thousand, seven-hundred and fifty bits.”
My ears shot up at the number. When had the stakes gotten so high? This was meant to be a friendly game, not a life debt.
“Double or nothing!” Orchid groused.
The other guards stared at her in shock.
Clearing my throat, I called, “Sergeant, why don’t you quit while you’re only indebted to the exemplar for a small house?”
Orchid waved a hoof at me. “I’ve got her, sir. She has a tell. I bought my first apartment with bits I earned playing cards. No pony is this lucky.” She stared straight at Ferrel. “Deal them.”
I leaned back and replied, “When we get back I’m just going to make a note in your file that you have a gambling problem. I’m frightened you’re going to sell the Princess’s hoofguards.”
“She had best not, I just finally got a set that fit right,” Princess Luna said absently to nopony in particular.
Orchid looked my way and then shrugged as the cards came out. The game went back and forth a bit and ultimately came down to one more card flip.
Exemplar Ferrel turned her two cards over. “This makes four princesses. Sun, Moon, Heart, and Diamond.”
Even in the dark and from across the camp, I could see Orchid’s eye twitching. “You… you… you waited on the river to make four of a kind?”
Ferrel blinked. “Should I not have?”
“NO!” Orchid’s head hung and she mumbled, “Okay, you win. When we get back, we’ll set up some sort of payment plan.”
“For what?” the exemplar asked.
“To pay you the tens of thousands of bits I owe you.”
Ferrel’s head tilted. “We were playing on paper. I did not realize we needed real bits. I have none. Perhaps we should call it for fun?”
Relief washed over Orchid’s face, flushing away the ill expression she’d held a moment earlier. “Alright… for fun then. I’ll buy you lunch sometime, though.”
“That would be fun. I shall look forwards to it, especially if we can get noodles. I like noodles.”
I stood up and brushed off my legs. “Alright, little ponies. Get to sleep. We’ve got another day of travel ahead of us and then a short day after that. No more gambling, either. I don’t want to explain to Orchid’s husband why the Unicorn Temple owns their foals.”
☾

At the princess’s insistence, we started off the next morning before the sun had risen. We pulled on through the day and into the early evening. It had been completely uneventful, even though we’d had to land in the Badlands on a few occasions for breaks.
I was starting to question the name, given the lack of anything bad thus far but, at the same time, I was glad. We had enough to deal with where we were going. 
My ‘no gambling’ rule had been enforced once we made camp. That was not a popular order so to subtly get back at me, my small contingent of guards sang campfire songs for two hours straight. Sergeant Orchid, of course, led the group as a morale-building exercise. They were excellent royal guards, but they made a horrible choir. Bedtime became the greatest of blessings that night.
On the next day, Princess Luna was pensive the whole time. She hadn’t slept well the night before and was clearly nervous. She may have been able to hide it from the others, but not from me. We spent too much time together for her to hide her true feelings.
For the final leg of the journey, I decided to pull the princess’s chariot personally. It seemed like a good idea that my face should be the first one the nox ponies saw. They knew me, more or less, even if they didn’t trust me.
“Sergeant,” I said, “we’re going to take the lead. I want you and the rest of the entourage to follow close.”
Orchid nodded from the back of the larger chariot. “Yes, sir. Will do.”
“One more thing. Exemplar, please keep your cloak on. I don’t anticipate a problem, but I don’t want to discover at the last minute that there is some sort of ancient disagreement between the nox ponies and the Unicorn Temple.”
“You make a valid point,” the exemplar replied before pulling her cloak tight and donning the hood. “I am not aware of such, but caution is never unrewarded.”
I glanced back at her. “I don’t suppose you have any knowledge about whether or not we’re about to fly into a trap, do you?”
Exemplar Ferrel shook her head, “I am afraid not.”
“Wonderful.” I sighed before flapping my wings harder and pulling forwards to take the lead. Lightning Flash and Nova slowed up, letting the bigger vehicle fall back behind me.
It was easier to find the cut between the main peak and the offshoot during the day. I settled the chariot down and turned into the opening to make room for the larger transport. Once we were under the cover of the mountain, I touched the crescent moon on my breastplate and the night vision enhancement kicked in.
“This is a scary place,” I heard Lightning Flash whisper behind us.
“Hush,” Orchid admonished. “Everypony, keep your eyes open and your mouth shut.”
I kept my mouth shut, too. Never get in the way of a sergeant doing the right thing. I left the other chariot and its occupants to her and continued to pull the princess down into the depths of the mountain. We crossed under the threshold and into the big open cavern.
At the outskirts of the town, there were a few nox ponies out and about. When they saw us coming, one immediately galloped off towards what I remembered as the center square. The others saw Princess Luna and threw themselves to the ground, fully prostrated.
We pulled on to the square without addressing any of the locals. A crowd was already building ahead while numerous ponies were following along behind us. Once we arrived, I unhitched and helped the others do the same. 
Princess Luna stood tall on her chariot and looked around at the assembled masses. The crowd was growing larger by the minute and was already far larger than when I had arrived. That made me nervous. We would be hard pressed to fend off this many ponies. 
Of course, they were nervous, too. There were murmurs and quiet conversations going on as they watched and waited. It seemed like we were going to be making the first move. 
As quietly as I could, I ordered, “Perimeter around the princess. Close to the chariot. Make it look casual.”
“Yes, sir,” my ponies whispered in response before doing as I asked.
I took a deep breath, started flapping my wings, and leapt into the air to get above the chariot. The crowd was massive and spread out in every direction. There would be no galloping out. Nothing could be done about that, so I decided it was time to start the proceedings.
“Greetings, my gracious hosts. As many of you know, I am Silent Knight, emissary of Luna the Student. We have traveled far so that she could look upon you herself. I ask that you join me in welcoming her.” I dropped from the sky in front of the chariot and bowed low to the princess.
The host of nox ponies did the same. That was a good sign.
When Princess Luna finally spoke, her voice was confident and loud. It carried throughout the cavern, likely enhanced by magic. It was weird to hear her speak in Early Modern Equestrian again, but I knew how to translate most of it in my head.
“Citizens of this hidden refuge, you have my deepest gratitude for your hospitality. It is my honor and pleasure to stand here before you. For far too long you have been separated from your House. I have come so that I may get to know you and, more importantly, allow you to get to know me.”
The princess hopped from the chariot and slowly spun to take in the entire crowd. “We have been apart for an age and you should be skeptical. I am deeply moved that you honor the old traditions but I am here to earn your respect, not simply have it given. Please, all rise so that we may stand as equals.”
There were more soft murmurs from the crowd, but they did as the princess bid and stood. Obedience and order remained. With this many ponies, that was critical.
“I am so glad to see you all. Once again, I must thank you for opening your town to us and allowing me the opportunity to reconnect. In the coming days, I hope to spend time with many of you and learn your history. Until then, I request the presence of your matriarch so that I may not disrupt the order she has clearly cultivated.”
As if on cue, the crowd slowly started to part as the nox ponies cleared a lane. Moonlit Star limped her way forwards with Crimson Dawn on one side and Tranquil Dusk on the opposite. When they reached the clearing, they all bowed deeply.
“Silent Knight,” Moonlit Star said to me, “you have indeed brought an alicorn before us.”
“Yes, Matriarch, and she would very much like to speak with you,” I replied.
“And I to her.” The matriarch rose and approached so that she could look up to the Alicorn of the Night. For a moment, she seemed to be studying her.
Finally, Moonlit Star said loudly, “You are, without a doubt, Luna the Student. I never imagined I would meet you in my lifetime, and I consider it an honor to do so. It is without reservation that I welcome you home.”
All around us, the nox ponies exploded into cheers and stomped their hooves. The roar of the crowd was overwhelming and reverberated within the great cavern. It was deafening and filled with unbridled joy and relief. These ponies wanted the princess. They needed the princess. They were no longer alone.
Moonlit Star motioned out of the square and said, “Lady Luna, would you join me on a tour of our home?”
Princess Luna nodded in agreement. “That would be delightful. Lead on, Matriarch.”
The crowd parted in the direction that had been indicated and we started off. Moonlit Star walked beside the princess. She needed the aid of Crimson Dawn, but he was quiet and respectful.
Twilight Dusk trailed behind them with me. The other nox ponies were curious and excited, but they gave the princess and their matriarch a wide berth. That was comforting.
The rest of my ponies followed in precise formation. Orchid was giving us plenty of room but was remaining close enough to be of use should the sudden hospitality take a different turn. 
“Of course,” Moonlit Star began to explain, “our ancestors had done their best to recreate the look and feel of Midnight’s Peak. It didn’t seem appropriate to build the keep, though… and, of course, neither we nor they had the magical faculties to recreate the stained glass.”
“You’ve done wonderfully. What do you call your town?” the princess asked.
The matriarch replied softly, “Haven.”
The briefest of frowns crossed the princess’s face before she nodded. “I understand. Haven is beautiful.”
Moonlit Star smiled. “Thank you. It is amazing to have you amongst us. Perhaps this generation will build the keep and sculpt the statue our square has so desperately needed.”
The princess smiled gracefully and replied, “That is appreciated, but I certainly wouldn’t want to burden you. I’ve grown a lot when it comes to the desire to be recognized and revered.”
“Those are words of great comfort. Words that your ponies have hoped to hear for generations. That means, of course, you are more than ready to see what I’ve been eager to show you. If you are interested, that is?”
“Of course! I wish to see everything.”
“It is just this way.” Moonlit Star motioned up the larger road in town. Our procession changed course and we were shortly outside of the doors to the library that I had wanted to explore during my prior guided tour.
“This is our treasure and greatest pride,” Moonlit Star explained. “It is where we have kept all of our knowledge. For centuries, we’ve protected it and passed it down so that one day it could be used once again. Crimson, if you please.”
Crimson Dawn broke rank with me and walked to the door. He reached into his saddlebag and produced a silver key. The matriarch did the same. Together, they fit two separate locks and, when both keys were turned at the same time, there was a soft click followed by a loud sound that I could only imagine as a beam being hoisted aside.
The heavy metal doors parted inward and revealed the rows upon rows of books inside, all illuminated by unicorn lanterns. It was a sight that rivaled the archives in Canterlot and perhaps even surpassed it. All of the knowledge of the nox ponies was here.
Princess Luna walked in and looked about in wonder. I motioned for Orchid to stop on the entrance. She nodded as the rest of us stepped inside the trove of knowledge.
The library’s interior was astounding. It was three stories tall and filled with endless rows of books, scrolls, and tablets. Plush purple carpets ran along the main thoroughfare down the center of the building and covered the smooth, cut stone floor. In the pale light of unicorn lanterns the whole expanse seemed like something out of a fantasy novel.
“This is wondrous,” the princess said finally. “The history of my ponies, the knowledge of old, and so much else. You’ve kept it all.”
Moonlit Star beamed at her. “Yes. When our ancestors fled, they took all of their knowledge from every town and village and brought it here… but that is not the only treasure here. Behold.” The matriarch pointed to the back of the library where a silver-railed fence separated off the entire northernmost wing.
Princess Luna looked at the matriarch curiously before the four of us crossed the vast expanse and came to stand outside of the gate. The stacks beyond it were made of stone. Many were lined with purple silk-bound books. The others were a pale blue.
“What are these?” the princess asked.
“These, my dear, once belonged to Nocturna the Mentor and Azuleka the Ruler. They are your inheritance.”
Princess Luna gasped and covered her mouth with a hoof. Tears pooled in her eyes and she asked, “You have their libraries? I thought them lost!”
“No, child, not lost. Hidden. Protected. They, like me, have been waiting for you to return, to claim them and the knowledge contained within.”
The tears pattered onto the carpeted floor as Princess Luna found herself at a loss for words. She finally turned and asked, “Will you teach me?”
The matriarch bowed deeply. “I have prepared my entire life to do so. I am at your service.”
The princess set her hoof over Moonlit Star’s and whispered, “And I will be a better student to you than I was to your namesake. Let us begin.”
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Princess Luna’s excitement had made it clear that our visit to Haven was not going to be a short one. The library alone could take years to go through, not that I anticipated being here that long.
I left the matriarch and the princess alone to go outside and address my guards. “Alright, everypony, listen up. Inside this library is something so important to Luna the Student that I can’t even appropriately quantify it.
“Suffice to say, it is magic in nature and she is going to be spending a lot of her time here. I’m not certain how long we’ll be staying yet, but we need to secure someplace for us all to stay.”
Orchid looked back towards the town. “I’m not sure they’re accustomed to visitors, sir.”
I chuckled and nodded. “You make a valid point. We can ask some of the locals if they’ll—”
“There is an inn,” came a soft voice from above, interrupting me and surprising us all.
I wheeled around and fell into my combat stance; my guards did the same.
Tranquil Dusk dropped down to land in front of me. The whole motion was fluid and she came to a rest without a sound. Had she followed me out?
“I’m sorry,” she said with sincerity. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. We have a single inn. It is typically used for when ponies are building new dwellings. It also has a suite for Luna the Student.”
The hairs of my mane settled and the adrenaline shifted to admiration, though I tried not to let it show. “You should be careful sneaking up on royal guards.” I rolled my shoulders to relieve the lingering tension. “Are there rooms for the rest of us, or do we share the one suite?”
Tranquil shook her head. “Perhaps I was unclear. The suite is specifically for Luna the Student. Only she and those she allows are permitted to stay there. It has been kept for her since Haven was established. There are other rooms, though. The inn is large since it is the only one.”
There was a pause as the others tried to parse the Early Modern Equestrian that Tranquil spoke in. Finally, Nova broke the silence by asking, “The innkeeper has kept a room for the pr—pretty Luna the Student for hundreds of years?”
“Yes, though not this specific one only,” Tranquil explained. “Each one over the generations has. It gave those that lived here hope.”
How interesting. It made sense to me, though. Especially with the trove of knowledge Moonlit Star kept for her, I wasn’t surprised to know how deep their dedication ran.
I cleared my throat. “Sergeant Orchid, I want two guards outside of this library every moment Luna is inside. If she moves, they will move with her. Everypony else can avail themselves of the town as long as they’re respectful and careful.”
Orchid nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“And me?” Ferrel asked.
I gave her a brief glance before finally just shrugging. “We can discuss that back at the inn. I’m sure we’ll figure something out.” My gaze returned to Tranquil. “This may be a stupid question, but do you take bits here?”
Tranquil’s lips twitched in a brief smile. “No, but worry not, for my grandmother has seen to that already. I would be glad to show them the way.”
Orchid motioned to Nova and Cloud Lance. “First watch. I’ll come back for you once everypony else is settled.”
“Yes, ma’am,” they replied before taking position.
The rest of my ponies headed off with Tranquil Dusk to what I hoped would be a pretty accommodating and discreet inn. I trusted my ponies, but mingling with the locals could go south quickly.
I looked over at Nova. “I never even heard her.”
She shook her head. “Me neither, sir. You don’t think they’re all like that, do you?”
Cloud Lance shifted uncomfortably.
“I hope not… Stick close to the door, you two. Nopony in or out without my or the matriarch’s permission,” I ordered before going back inside.
Princess Luna and Moonlit Star were already busy going through books and scrolls. It seemed they were taking stock of some of the high points.
Crimson Dawn was laying outside of the silver gate, keeping an eye on his grandmother. I took a position opposite of him, but I stood at attention. Royal guards did not lay down on the job.
He glanced between me and our charges. I could see his head move out of my peripheral vision. After a short period of time, he rose and shifted into a similar position, trying to match me. It was admirable, but there was little chance the stallion was going to out-attention me.
For the first hour, he looked cool and confident. His ears occasionally flicked back when the princess made some expression of joy or glee.
By the fourth hour, Crimson Dawn had started to slightly shift from hoof to hoof, likely to reduce cramping. You can’t just start standing for hours on end at attention without training and practice.
It was during the sixth hour that he slowly settled back onto the floor, displeasure clearly on his face.
I didn’t turn to look at him directly, but I spoke in his direction to say, “I have been trained to do this since I was a foal. The fact that you lasted as long as you did speaks volumes for your tenacity.”
That seemed to brighten his spirits, or at least I hoped it did. He crossed his forehooves and settled into a more comfortable position on the floor. We then fell back into companionable silence. The competition was over, but he’d earned my respect.
After the eighth hour, I briefly looked over my shoulder to see that both the princess and matriarch were still quite engaged with whatever they were doing.
I slipped my helmet off and settled down onto the floor. That rose Crimson’s brow.
“Is that the limit?” he asked.
“After a fashion,” I explained. “Guards are meant to be relieved every eight hours so that they can remain fresh. Pushing longer reduces efficiency. I’ll take a rest and then start over.”
His head tilted to the side. “You have many such rules?”
“We do. The Royal Guard has developed for over a thousand years. We’ve learned a thing or two in that time.” I settled my chin on my forelegs and closed my eyes. Nopony would get into the library, and even with my eyes closed nopony would get past me.
Crimson’s voice came softly, “I see. I wish we had learned as much.”
“Silent Knight?” The voice was distant and sudden. Hadn’t Crimson just been speaking to me?
“Mm?” I replied, my eyes opening and focusing on the blurry image of Princess Luna. It dawned on me that, perhaps, I drifted off to sleep. “Yes, ma’am?”
She chuckled softly. “We’re ready to take a break. I thought you might want to escort me to my quarters?”
My body was stiff. I’d fallen asleep in my armor while lying on the library’s stone floor. “Yes, of course. What time is it? What day is it?”
Moonlit Star softly laughed as she softly stroked Crimson’s mane, urging him to wake as well. “It’s morning. Lady Luna’s first session ran long due to our shared exuberance. It’s time for rest though.”
Morning already? Perhaps I slept a bit too long. “A rest sounds good. I wouldn’t want Lady Luna to overexert herself,” I replied before trotting to the library doors.
From the outside, it took two keys to open them. On the inside, there was a special lever. That way nopony would ever be trapped. It was clever technology. 
As the heavy doors opened, Golden Touch and Lightning Flash turned towards me and stood at attention. Orchid had already orchestrated a shift change. It was good to know that order was still in place.
“We’re heading to our quarters,” I said, trying not to sound as stiff and groggy as I felt.
“Yes, sir!” Lighting Flash replied before motioning. “They’re this way.”
We made our way towards the center of town with my guards leading the way. The inn wasn’t quite on the main square but instead one street over. It was a large, three-story building that dwarfed all of the others around it.
“Welcome to the Haven Inn and Tavern,” Moonlit Star said when we arrived. “I’m sure you can handle it from here. I’ll see you in a few hours, Lady Luna.”
The princess nodded. “Verily. Have a good rest.”
The matriarch headed off in the direction of her home with Crimson Dawn to aid her, and we went inside the inn. There weren’t many ponies in the common room, but all that were there turned to stare. An older mare came around the counter to greet us.
“Luna the Student! Welcome to our humble establishment. Your suite is prepared and waiting. Your guards have also been given rooms on the same floor.”
The princess smiled. “Thank you very much, that is too kind. Would it be possible to have breakfast in my room? I’m exhausted and don’t want to cause too much of a disruption for your business.”
“Of course, madam, of course. I’ll bring it right up. If you need anything, just ask for Rose.”
“Your suite is on the third floor, Pr—” Golden Touch’s nose twitched as she fumbled. “Uh, Lun—Luna the Student. Sergeant Orchid has already made sure it’s safe.”
Princess Luna nodded. “Very good. Lead the way.”
Although the princess seemed to struggle to keep her eyes open as we walked up two flights of stairs, I was kept awake by the threat of new surroundings. Just because the nox ponies we’d met seemed to revere her, that didn’t mean I should trust all of them. Or the potential for loose floorboards.
We arrived at the suite, which turned out to be rather impressive in size. Not Canterlot large, but still large. The princess had her own bedroom, bathroom, and living space in addition to another small bedroom and a dining area. Everything was spotless, too. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be found, and all of the decorations were in pristine condition.
“I like the curtains,” I joked. They were made of a thin fabric that was the very same color as the princess’s coat and featured an approximation of her cutie mark.
The princess smiled and settled on the plush blue couch. “I think it is sweet.”
“Of course,” I absently said as I checked the suite out for anything dangerous: hidden ponies, secret entrances, or hats. If I was going to stay here, then I had to look out for my wellbeing, too.
My search ended in the second bedroom. It was small, as if it were designed for a foal. The whole space was taken up by a narrow bed and a tiny dresser. “It’s going to be tight in here.”
The princess snorted. “Well, if it doesn’t suit your newfound officer sensibilities, you could always share the giant bed with me.”
That was how the princess was going to play it? The officer angle? It was time to show her that she wasn’t the only one who could be funny.
I smiled and started my way towards the bedroom. “Actually, yes, you’ve worn me down. It is time to accept that you want to snuggle me and that I’m willing to be snuggled. See you in bed.”
Princess Luna leapt off the couch and threw out a hoof. Her magic took me by tail and tugged. “Silent Knight! I was making a joke. What of your Crystal Wishes? What will she say?”
I kept my tone even as I replied, “She knew this would happen eventually and I suspect that is why she wrote the story about us. Don’t deny it, Luna, I’m all the stallion you’ll ever need.”
The princess’s eyes went wide and the grip on my tail loosened. She just stared at me before she lightly hoofed at the air in my direction and started laughing. “You’re pulling my leg.”
“I certainly am not. I’m wholly serious,” I deadpanned.
She continued to laugh. “Oh, I see. Alas, you’re too late, Silent Knight. I reject your advances. You shall sleep in the tiny room alone.”
We then laughed together before I turned around to go get out of my armor. It was finally time to relax. “Feels different when the shoe is on the other hoof, doesn’t it?”
“Verily.” There was a pause before she asked in a quiet voice, “Silent Knight?”
My ears stood up. That wasn’t a good tone. “Yes, Princess?”
She didn’t meet my eyes. “I suspect we might be here longer than I had anticipated. Will that be an issue?”
“How much longer is longer?”
After a moment of thought, she shook her head. “I’m not sure.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll figure it out,” I replied before going into my tiny bedroom. We didn’t have enough guards for a really long stay. Orchid and I would need to be creative, but we’d work it out. We always worked it out.
☾

Today was a day I could never have imagined. Princess Luna was holding court in Haven the same way her sister did at Canterlot Palace. She wanted to meet and greet every nox pony personally.
I looked down the massive line of eager faces. With this many ponies, we might be done by Hearth’s Warming Eve. If we were lucky.
My guards were positioned in a circle around the princess. She was standing out in front of the empty pedestal in the town square. Crimson Dawn had also shown up with his watchponies and was busy making certain the line was orderly.
He was a pony I needed to speak to. It might make sense to pair one of my guards with one of his ponies for shifts at the library. That would allow me to rest mine more often and build a greater trust between both groups.
Princess Luna began to address the crowd, cutting into my thoughts and drawing a portion of my attention. “Ladies and gentleponies of Haven, I am pleased to address you all once again. Over the last three nights, I have spent time with your matriarch learning of your history and culture.”
Trust was not an issue for me and Crimson, however, as we’d already found our own level of understanding. It was the other ponies. The ones I didn’t know. On the other hoof, they trusted us extensively.
“It has been a delight to learn how much that you’ve achieved on your own,” the princess continued. “There will be many more nights spent in the pursuit of knowledge, but today was set aside to greet you individually and get to know you.”
Princess Luna was our entrance and guarantor to nox pony society. The fear and skepticism that had been leveled at me was now absent. I’m certain these ponies weren’t thrilled to have royal guards in their town, but the excitement over the princess far overwhelmed whatever misgivings they had.
Nothing proved that any clearer than the response to Luna the Student holding court. There was an excited energy in the air and the exuberance on their faces was all too clear. These ponies looked upon the princess with a magnitude of eagerness more than I did the first time I stood in the presence of Princess Celestia. 
Ponies approached and shared a few words with the princess as I stood nearby at attention. On the outside, I would appear as an unmoving sentinel. On the inside, I had plenty of time to consider life. Standing guard was good thinking time.
“It is just such a blessing to meet you, Luna,” one of the nox ponies exclaimed. “To think, the Student would return in my lifetime. That is so exciting! How long will you be staying in Haven? I hope it is for a while. You’ve been gone so long.”
“I’m glad to have the opportunity to come and meet you,” Princess Luna replied. “I cannot thank you enough for the joyful reception I received. As to the length of my stay, I am not yet certain, but I can promise you that when I do leave, it will not be for nearly as long. Months instead of centuries.”
The pony smiled brightly. “That is wonderful! Thank you!”
That pony moved on and a mare and a stallion stepped up.
With a nervous smile, the mare asked, “Lady Luna, would it be possible for you to acknowledge our marriage? My mother always told me as a filly that in the ancient times, an alicorn or a pony representing her had to assent to all marriages. It may be old fashioned, but it would mean a lot to us. Could you do that?”
Without missing a beat, Princess Luna declared, “Certainly. In the absence of Azuleka the Ruler, I hereby acknowledge and assent to your marriage. May it be long lived and harmonious.”
The two ponies hugged one another tightly. “Thank you so much! Thank you!” When their turn had passed, we moved on to the next one.
Hours later, there was no end in sight. When the current ponies finished, I held up a hoof before the next ones could move forwards. “A moment, please,” I said before turning to the princess. 
“Lady Luna, your ponies come in great numbers. As such, we’re not going to finish seeing them all today. May I suggest that we go another hour and call an end to court? Neither you nor your guardians have had a break.”
The princess sat a moment in silence before nodding. “Very well. Make it known.”
I turned and spoke loudly, “Court shall end in one hour. The Student, regrettably, must attend other matters. You will have another opportunity before she leaves.”
Crimson sent one of his ponies down the line to estimate the end and let the ones past it know. There was some noise from further back but the nox ponies, in general, seemed to accept the news. Once the matter was settled, I motioned the next group up and moved off to the side. It would be a miracle if any of my guards were still standing after this trip.
When the hour passed, Crimson Dawn and I quietly dispersed the crowd. There was disappointment, but they understood. That was a blessing.
My final duty of the day was to ensure the princess returned safely to her suite. Once we were there, I put her in the care of Radiant Orchid and headed downstairs.
Exemplar Ferrel was sitting alone at one of the tables in the inn’s common room. She’d remained shrouded in her cloak the whole trip thus far. I settled on the stool across from her and removed my helmet. “Good evening.”
“Good evening, Silent Knight,” she replied. “You look tired.”
“Court was quite long. Far longer than it is in Canterlot. I’m afraid if we’re to keep this up with so few guards, we’ll all start to make mistakes,” I mused.
“I could stand guard if you like. I am trained in such a way.”
“I might accept your offer.” I was curious, though. Was it rude to ask? Ferrel was a friend. I could ask. “For curiosity’s sake, however, when was the last time you actually stood guard?”
The unicorn’s head tilted under the hood. “When did mares wear their manes like beehives?”
Beehives? My nose scrunched up in thought. “When my mother was a filly, I’d guess from the pictures I’ve seen.”
“Before then.”
It was the casual nature of the statement that tripped up my thought process. “You realize it is odd talking to you, right?”
She blinked slowly. “Odd in a bad way?”
I shook my head. “No, just odd in general. Perhaps you’d connect with ponies more if you caught up on modern society.”
She hesitated a moment. “Leaving the temple grounds can be problematic with my gift.”
“I understand, but perhaps you could find time to discuss life with the younger guards. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt if I came by a bit more often. Not that I really know what ponies my age actually do.”
Ferrel’s eyes shifted to mine and she nodded. “Perhaps. I would welcome your visits.”
“I’m glad to hear that. We could walk in the garden together, but I think I’d like to avoid talking about problems. That was one of our few activities before. What do you do for fun?”
“For fun? I like to read mostly. Books do not have destinies. I am also an accomplished gardener. My roses are quite impressive.”
Solitary activities. Given the mare’s talent, it made sense. It also seemed sad and another question popped into my mind. “Forgive me, but given your age… in all that time, have you never found a companion?”
The unicorn’s blue eyes settled onto me, this time fully focused. It was probably the most ‘here’ I’d ever seen her. “I have not looked,” she replied. “We are allowed to do so, but I have not. Although I was loved once.”
“Loved? What do you mean?”
“In times past, temple guards as powerful as I were assigned bodyguards,” she slowly explained. “A guard for a guard. These guards were not like us, however. They were far more martial. Not unlike you. Mine fell for me deeply. She would never leave my side even when it was allowable and appropriate.”
Even under the hood of the cloak, I could see a slight frown darken the exemplar’s face. She fell silent a moment before pressing on. “A relationship in such an arrangement, as I’m sure you may surmise, is forbidden. That would not dissuade her as I hoped. So instead, she chose to love me from afar.”
That diligence and affection sounded an awful lot like Princess Luna and me, although my feelings towards her were far more familial. “What happened?”
“Time fails all ponies, Silent Knight. One way or another. Fiona was an earth pony and even my magic has its limits. She passed comfortably after a lifetime of service and unrequited love.”
I looked over at the mare, mouth agape. “That… sounds tragic.” 
“Indeed,” she replied, her eyes going back to their usual glossy state. “We all make our mistakes and learn to live with them. May you learn a lesson I did not until it was too late.”
“I’ll try,” was all I could say. Silence fell on us as we sat together, regret filling me for having asked such a foolish question of a seemingly ageless pony. 
☾

I roamed the rows within the library, patrolling and browsing at the same time. Alicorn magic may not have been my area of interest, but there was other knowledge to be found. Ancient, interesting, and potentially useful.
Keeping up with the princess and matriarch had been hard. They were burning the candle at both ends by spending their nights in the library and the days in the town. Sleep was an afterthought and I was shocked that an elderly mare like Moonlit Star could outpace me.
A right turn brought me back out to the main thoroughfare through the center of the library. Moonlit Star was standing on the carpet looking back towards the alicorn section.
“Where is Lady Luna?” I asked in confusion. These two were never separate during study time.
“Napping,” Moonlit Star replied. “She was learning a new spell. It took a lot out of her so I thought a break was in order.”
Napping? Where? “Back at the inn? I doubt you could have gotten her past me. This place is so silent every hoof fall is obvious, and the door makes that awful sound.”
Moonlit Star smiled and shook her head. “No, Silent Knight. You need not be concerned. She is safely asleep in the study area. Your guards are outside. Do not worry.”
With a chuckle, I replied, “Worrying is my duty. If I didn’t, I’m not sure what purpose I’d serve.”
“I am certain you’d find other pursuits,” she replied.
“Perhaps, but I’m not sure what else I’d be good at.” It made me feel a little empty to think about. I was a guard. My father trained me to be a soldier. My cutie mark was a sword.
There was nothing in front of me but one pursuit. Like my father. Like his father. Like—
I blinked as I looked around, a thought occurring to me. “Luna explained to me about my ancestors, the Knights of the Moon. Are there any tomes here about them?”
The matriarch nodded. “That is so, but they are forbidden to my ponies. While the Knights of the Moon did a great deal of good, their training was inherently violent and not necessarily only for defense. The time from which they were born was a far nastier one than what my ponies enjoy today. My predecessors and I do not see a need for keepers of the peace to have that knowledge.”
“And how about me?” I asked bluntly.
Moonlit Star’s brow arched and she fell silent a moment. Her eyes briefly scanned back and forth as if she was weighing the options. Finally, she replied, “You are not beholden to our rules and it seems inappropriate to deny a descendant his birthright. You may seek the knowledge if you must. I only ask that you do not share it with those to whom it is forbidden.”
“Agreed.”
“Come along, then. I will show you the tomes. Again, I must caution you: their knowledge was not for the defense of a princess. It was codified to teach ponies to go out and destroy the things that we were made to fear.”
I snorted. “You may be surprised to learn that there are a few of those things still out there in the world. Thankfully, most ponies will never see them. I consider myself warned.”
Together, we made our way to the third floor and the back corner of the library where the skillfully cut walls melded into the mountain’s surface.
Moonlit Star gestured to a single row of books. “Remember, these are for your eyes only. I’ll return to the Student.”
I waited until she’d left before moving to the row. The books were all bound in black silk with images of the moon in various stages on the spines. The first book bore a new moon. The last, a full.
Carefully, I pulled the first book free and moved over to a balcony that overlooked the library. I kept a casual eye on the door as I flipped the cover open. The text on the title page was in the old dialect that Princess Luna and the nox ponies spoke.
A single sentence was there, awaiting anypony who looked. It read, more or less:
Prepare thyself, initiate, for within this tome thou wilt find the way, the strength, and the courage necessary to start thy journey out of the darkness and into the moon’s light.
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		11. Haven - Part 3



Just as I was leaving the inn to begin my shift at the library, a hoof caught me by the shoulder. It was clad in familiar hoofguards, so I relaxed my initial instinct of tension and looked up to see Radiant Orchid’s serious expression.
“Lieutenant,” she whispered, “your guards are wearing out.” 
I sighed. “I know. Believe me, I know.”
My section sergeant shifted. “I know you know, sir. Knowing doesn’t do anypony any good. Now it’s time do something about this. It has almost been two weeks and I haven’t been able to give a single one of them a full day off. No weekends, no holidays, not even appropriate breaks. Four guards aren’t enough, especially if we keep using two at a time.”
She was right, there was no question on that. I paused to go over the resources available to us in my head. “Cut it back to one. That is three shifts a day with one guard off. I’ll go talk to Crimson Dawn and see if he can spare a watchpony for each shift to work with us.”
“Are you sure you trust the locals?” Orchid asked.
“I’m starting to, yes,” I replied. “Plus, up until now, you or I have been in the library every hour the princess has. If one of them was a rogue, they’d still have to get past their partner, the door, and one of us if they want to get at her.”
Orchid nodded. “You know, I kind of trust them, too. I mean, if they as a group wanted to harm Princess Luna they could have easily overwhelmed us during any of the days she held court. I’m just worried about the lone fanatic, but you’re right, we’ve got defense in depth.” She blinked. “Speaking of, have you seen the princess lately?”
I shook my head. “Not since they stopped coming out of that alicorn wing a few days back. I hear the noise and see the flashes of magic. Plus, her voice carries, but no. She doesn’t want to be disturbed.”
“That was the impression I got, too. I hope whatever it is she is learning is for good and not evil,” Orchid muttered.
My ears shot up. “What does that mean?”
Orchid raised her hooves defensively. “Just being paranoid. Didn’t you consider the possibility that maybe these ponies, as nice as they seem, are more into the nightmare than the moon?”
That idea brought a frown to my face. “No, I had not… until you put the idea into my head. Thank you, Sergeant. Thank you ever so much.”
She softly patted me on the head. “Don’t worry. She’s really into her training, so if she decides to go that route, there isn’t anything we can do. We’ll just accept it and become her evil warriors. We can even wear those costumes her guards use for Nightmare Night to pull the chariot.”
“Orchid, please leave before you decide to comfort me more. Just get back over to the library and I’ll relieve you shortly.”
The sergeant briefly stood to attention and replied, “Yes, sir!”
When she was gone, I reached into my saddlebag and checked on the black-covered book. It was turning into an interesting read. So much so that I had, more or less, temporarily requisitioned it for outside-the-library use. Which, in layponies’ terms, meant I’d stolen it. Temporarily. I was going to return it.
This was the book for the ponies that weren’t even a knight yet. It outlined the code to live by, the rules of conduct, and the perils of the world. Dragons, hydras, gryphons, and other creatures were all described in detail. Over and beyond that, these ancient ponies had come up with methods of dealing with them, too. As such, Princess Luna wasn’t the only one learning.
Whenever Orchid was on watch, I was reading. If I wasn’t reading, I was practicing the stances and maneuvers diagramed within the Knight of the Moon tome. Moonlit Star was right: these were not used to subdue; they were meant to kill. It was almost the exact opposite of what I’d been taught as a royal guard.
I closed my saddlebag and fastened it before leaving the inn. Haven was starting to become familiar to me. So long as I followed the main roads, I could get to just about anywhere I needed to go.
The Haven Watch had their own building not too far from where we were staying. It wasn’t much to look at and, at least to me, was difficult to distinguish from the houses that surrounded it. The only notable feature was that it was about three times the width of the other structures nearby.
I went through the main door and into the small waiting room. All of the chairs were empty, leaving a single pony sitting behind a desk.
I cleared my throat. “Excuse me, I was looking for Crimson Dawn.”
The pony stood up and replied, “Certainly. If you’ll have a seat, I’ll go about finding him.” He headed off through the door behind his desk.
Crimson came out in a matter of minutes. “Silent Knight, what brings you by?”
I gave him a cordial hoof bump. “Business, but I think you may like it.”
His tufted ears flicked. “Is that so?”
“It is. Out of respect for the matriarch and all of the ponies of Haven, I only brought a few guards. We weren’t sure how long we were going to be here, though, and I’m pushing them pretty hard. Would the Haven Watch have any interest in aiding in the protection of Luna the Student?”
Crimson Dawn straightened to his full height. “I can think of no greater honor. What do you need?”
“Three ponies a day, eight hours each,” I explained. “They’ll be partnered with a house guard. It won’t be glorious work. As you know, it is mostly just standing outside the library and then escorting Luna to the inn.”
“We can do that,” Crimson said with excitement in his voice. “I’ll speak to the head watchpony, but I know he’ll agree.”
I nodded. “Thank you. It will be a great relief and a good opportunity to exchange some ideas and experience.”
“That is something I’ll be looking forwards to. If you’ll excuse me, I should go speak to the head watchpony to get this moving immediately.”
“Of course. Thank you again.” We exchanged hoofbumps again, and as he turned to go back through the door, I walked outside.
One thing I didn’t think I could ever get used to was the lack of sun and moon. Every time I stepped out of a building, the lack of a familiar orb hanging above was greatly disconcerting.
I shook off the anxious feeling that nagged at me to instead focus on making my way to the library. Even though flight was allowed within Haven, I and my guards opted to walk. It was good to be seen by the locals. That, and flying in a cavern with night vision is uncomfortable. 
When I arrived, I knocked three times in succession followed by two slower knocks. That was today’s knock. The mechanisms of the door echoed as it unlocked. It was the sort of sound that drew a lot of attention, but none of the nox ponies seemed to mind.
Radiant Orchid was waiting, as expected. “Nothing to report, sir. Everything is normal inside.”
“Very good.” I paused, then raised a hoof to stop her before she could leave. “I struck an arrangement with our allies here. Go and visit Crimson Dawn before you call it a day and start working on the schedule with him. He assured me could get their leader to agree.”
A pleased look crinkled the corners of her eyes. “Yes, sir. Have fun in there.” She gave a quick salute before heading off down the road.
I went in, closed the door behind me, and did a quick sweep of the ground floor. Moonlit Star and Princess Luna were already busy at work. The princess was levitating six different orbs while meditating.
Alicorn magic was something I’d never understand, so I went up to the third floor and settled in to read my book. Knights from ages past and I got along just fine.
Time went by with the only interruptions being louder than normal spells coming from below. When we first arrived, I checked every time that happened. Now I was growing lax.
My attention was drawn, however, at the sound of the main door opening slowly. I slipped the book into my saddlebag and swooped down from the balcony, ready to see who had access with me and the matriarch inside.
It was Tranquil Dusk. I wasn’t aware she had a key. Crimson was in his usual place and waved a hoof before moving into position where one of my guards should have been. Things had moved swiftly on that front, it seemed.
Tranquil trotted in and made her way towards me as the door closed behind her. “Good afternoon, Silent Knight.”
“Good afternoon,” I said, keeping myself between her and the area in the back. “Forgive me for asking, but how did you get in?”
“I have a key. My grandmother allows me entry,” the mare replied shyly. “A student needs to be able to study, after all.”
That made sense. “Of course. Are you looking for the matriarch?”
She shook her head. “No, I am looking for you.”
“For me? Well, you’ve found me. What do you need?”
Her hooves shifted along the carpet as she took a tentative step forwards. “Nothing in particular. I just thought you could tell me about Canterlot and the outside world. If you’re willing?”
My brow arched. “I can, but I imagine you’ve seen more of the outside world than the other nox ponies. After all, you dropped your journal when we ran across each other.”
Tranquil Dusk’s cheeks started to flush. “Seeing from a distance and hearing about it firsthoof are very different. Besides, when we ran across each other before, you gave me quite the scare.”
I chuckled softly. “I thought you were going to attack, so I had to do some evasive flying.”
Her head shook hurriedly. “Never! I would never attack a pony that was doing no harm.”
“Honestly, given your performance the other day, I’m surprised I was even remotely aware you were there,” I noted.
Tranquil’s black-feathered wings softly flicked at her sides. Her voice dropped a bit softer as she replied, “Yeah...”
The nervous flick and her mannerisms suggested something was off. She was too good to be so easily caught. Then it clicked for me and I couldn’t stop my lips from curling into a knowing smile. “You did it on purpose.”
She frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Sure you do. You and I were both in a buried nox pony town. Perhaps that was coincidence, perhaps it wasn’t. Either way, I heard you and miraculously you dropped your journal?”
Tranquil looked towards the back of the library. After a long pause, she mumbled, “We’ve been sequestered away for too long, Silent Knight. Some of us may have decided it was time to force the issue. Others of us… don’t agree.”
She was as interested in getting out as the princess was getting in. Perhaps even more so. “I understand. Your secret is safe with me.”
“I appreciate that.” She then shifted and added, “I really did want to hear stories about the world outside, though. Would you mind telling me some?”
“Not at all. Have a seat.”
☾

I wandered into the inn around lunchtime after Radiant Orchid relieved me from my position inside the library. The princess and the matriarch had been deep in study for days. It was beginning to look like an obsession, as they rarely stopped for more than an hour or two to eat or sleep.
That fact was worrisome to both Crimson Dawn and me. Moonlit Star was not a young mare; all of this exertion couldn’t have been good for her. It certainly wasn’t good for the ponies trying to protect the princess.
Due to popular demand, we’d held another court day, but it was obvious to me that during it the princess’s heart was being pulled towards the library. She had seen another hundred or so ponies before it was time to call it an evening.
Everypony here wanted to see the princess, talk to her, meet her, and just share a few words. That was why the inn was busy from dawn to dusk… or, well, lanterns on to lanterns off. The nox ponies had taken to eating there often in the hopes of a glimpse of Luna the Student. It made getting in and out difficult. Finding a place to sit and eat was even harder.
As I looked for an empty seat, I spotted Exemplar Ferrel alone at a table. She wasn’t in her armor, had her cloak pulled close around her, and her forehooves rested beside her lunch. It looked untouched and she was staring off into space. 
I walked over and asked, “Good afternoon, may I join you?” There was no response. I waved a hoof in front of the mare’s eyes. “Ferrel? Hello?”
Finally, she blinked and looked at me. “Silent Knight? Where are we?”
“We’re in Haven. Where were you?” I asked.
“I’m not certain. Are you really here?”
A shiver ran down my spine but I tried not to let it show. “Yes, you’re back in reality now.”
The exemplar stared and then replied, “Precisely what a vision would say.” She glanced down at her lunch. It was obviously cold. “Nevermind. What did you need?”
“I wanted to eat lunch with you,” I said simply.
“Oh, please sit, then.”
I did so and a server came over to take my order. They grew an amazing variety of mushrooms down in Haven. Some of them actually tasted like fruit… almost. I liked the savory ones that had a crunch to them.
Just as the server started to turn away, the exemplar offered up her meal and asked, “Would it be possible to reheat this?”
“Yes, ma’am, of course,” he replied.
Exemplar Ferrel turned to me. “There are a lot of ponies here now. I see many things.”
My brow arched. “Any calamity?”
She shook her head. “Not as such, though I imagine there will be a divorce or two. I also believe your efforts will be successful. Some of these ponies will venture out into the world.”
That brought a smile to my face. “Good! I much prefer it when you bring good news.”
She nodded and once again her eyes focused off into the distance. Their vibrant blue color shifted into a subdued grey and she spoke with a voice that was both ethereal and not her own. “Some of them will be able to help you in your dark dealings.”
“What?” I asked, my tone suddenly falling even. It was an old royal guard habit to mask a surge of emotion.
“You have placed yourself on a path that does not appear to have any forks. You only move forwards with the horizon in sight. In your mind, there is an end. You will reach it, Silent Knight, but it will not be what you hoped for.”
I didn’t respond. I wasn’t sure how to.
Ferrel’s head tilted as her eyes shifted back to blue and onto me. “Was I gone again?”
“You were. You spoke, though. Do you not recall?”
“I spoke?” she asked with a voice of sincere confusion.
“Yes, you spoke.”
She shook her head. “I’m not sure that has ever happened before. I also don’t remember what I saw. Perhaps being around all of these new ponies has befuddled my visions.”
“That could be it,” I replied, my brow furrowed.
The server returned and set our lunches in front of us, interrupting my train of thought. I thanked him and set to eating. Orchid would be on shift for a while, but I wanted to use the time I had to check on all of my ponies and then find a secluded place to continue practicing what I’d been learning.
Ferrel started to eat, keeping herself focused on the food. I wasn’t sure if that was because she was hungry or because it didn’t give her visions.
The warning was confusing, and I didn’t want to discuss it. I cleared my throat and returned to my more upbeat tone. “What of the princess? What do you see for her?”
As if what she had said was already lost, the unicorn shifted and smiled. “Happily, I see nothing. After yesterday, she disappeared. She now appears to be beyond the reach of my gift.”
“What? Is that a good thing?” I didn’t feel like it was. How quickly could I get to the library?
The exemplar shrugged. “It is either that, or her life is about to end—but before you charge off, I have not seen anything that leads up to that. She simply was, and now she isn’t.”
My instinct was to do just that: to run off and check on Princess Luna right away. This time, however, I remained where I was and ate my crunchy mushrooms. It was time to have faith in my guards and Orchid to keep the princess safe.
We ate in relative silence. I rarely had conversations with the exemplar that made me feel good. I thought this one was going to be different.
“I would like to see the library,” she said without warning.
“Oh? Well… I’m sure that would be okay. It is probably better than leaving you here, prodding into nox pony love lives.”
She nodded. “Agreed. Shall we go?”
Her lunch was barely half eaten, but it seemed like a good way to change the mood. I nodded and set some bits on the table out of habit, then scooped them back up when I remembered they were useless twice over: bits had no meaning to them, and Moonlit Star arranged for all of our meals to be free.
“Sure,” I said as I put away my bits. “Let’s go.”
Together, we made our way to the library. For as much as the nox ponies crowded into the inn, they stayed away from where the princess was training. That was probably the matriarch’s doing.
Nova stood to attention as we approached. The nox watchpony next to her did the same, mimicking her posture. It was kind of cute.
“Welcome back, sir,” Nova said. “There is nothing to report.”
I nodded and motioned for her to be at ease. “That’s good. I’m going to go in for a moment. Please keep Ferrel company.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied. 
I gave the knock of the day and, after the big metal doors opened, I walked inside to find it was quiet and the unicorn lanterns had been dimmed. Orchid looked at me curiously when I arrived since it wasn’t shift change. I waved her off before continuing down the central carpet.
There was no activity other than the occasional magic flare from the direction of the alicorn archive. The silver gate was open, and I made my way back to the small practice area that had been set aside.
As I turned the corner around a large bookshelf, I gasped, “Luna!”
Princess Luna was standing behind a small desk, her horn illuminated. Several large tomes were levitating in her magic and she was looking out vacantly in the same way the exemplar did.
What was shocking was that she was taller and larger than she had been just days before. Not quite the stature of her sister, but bigger than any other pony I’d ever seen.
Moonlit Star held up a hoof towards me. I stood there dumbfounded and waiting. Minutes seemed to drag on forever, and then the princess blinked.
“Silent Knight, hello,” she said.
“You’re huge!” I exclaimed without thinking.
She stiffened and frowned. “This is not so! I retain my mareish figure, but I have grown! Do you not like it?”
“You look… impressive. It was just unexpected. How can you just get bi… uh, grown?”
The princess laughed and let the tomes come to a rest on the desk. “We grow as regular ponies do: with time. But as we expand our magical prowess, that physical process is… accelerated. In sudden bursts. Have you never thought it odd that Celestia is so much larger?”
My head shook and I replied, “No, I just assumed it was because she was older. I thought she was the tall one and you were the cute one.”
Princess Luna laughed again and slipped from behind the desk to come to me. “You dare call me, the Alicorn of the Night, cute?”
“Not anymore,” I said, looking up to her with a smile.
“You are lucky you’re my favorite. Now, what brings you here to disturb my lessons?”
I blinked. “Oh, yes, ma’am. The exem—” My gaze flicked to the matriarch. “Ferrel has requested permission to see the library, if that will not be too much of a further disturbance.”
With a shake of her head, the princess replied, “Not at all. I am tired and would like to eat lunch. Would you have something brought here for the matriarch and I?”
“Of course. I’ll send Nova for something and bring Ferrel in.” I turned and headed back out of the library.
I liked Princess Luna the size she was before, but I guess it couldn’t be helped. There was little chance I’d be able to shrink her. Although, Runic had told me that washing things in hot water could have that result. Hot water, and some of his potions.
“What is going on back there?” Orchid asked when I rounded the corner.
“Princess is bigger,” I replied as I threw the lever for the door.
Orchid blinked and looked over her shoulder. “Come again?”
I ignored her to instead poke my head outside. “Nova, your partner and I will keep an eye on things. Please send for lunch for Luna and the matriarch. Ferrel, you’re welcome inside now.”
“Yes, sir,” Nova replied before heading off down the path.
Exemplar Ferrel ascended the stairs and came through the doors. She looked around with great interest clear on her face once she was inside. “What an amazing cache of knowledge.” Her expression was soft with wonder as she trailed a hoof over the spines of nearby books. “I could be content here for a century.”
“Indeed. Will you be around for another one?” I led the way down the central aisle towards the library’s heart, the door resounding as it closed behind us.
The exemplar’s ears flicked and she nodded. “I think so.”
“Lieutenant, explain the part to me again about a bigger princess?” Orchid asked as she trotted after us.
“Well, then perhaps we can work something out,” I said with a smile, intentionally ignoring Orchid just to drive her nuts.
“Lieutenant, I said, what did you—woah…” Orchid trailed as Princess Luna and the matriarch came from the other way, presumably to have lunch outside of the area with the priceless, impossible-to-replace alicorn tomes. 
I couldn’t help it. I grinned, just a little bit. “Woah is right. Allow me to introduce you to our new—”
Without warning, Ferrel turned across me to look at a row of books and I bumped into her. We went down together, and the exemplar’s gray cloak flipped over her back.
Moonlit Star took one look at Ferrel’s cutie mark and gasped in surprise. “The oracle!”
Princess Luna frowned in confusion. “The oracle? What is the meaning of this?”
The exemplar didn’t answer the princess, so I repeated the question. “What does she mean?”
“I don’t know. This pony is not known to me,” Ferrel replied plainly before helping herself up.
Moonlit Star pointed at Ferrel’s flank. “That is the mark of the oracle.”
Ferrel peered at the nox unicorn. “What does that mean?”
“You’re a scion! You can see what will be. Your talent was invaluable to the alicorns of old.”
Ferrel furrowed her brow. “We are not allowed to interact with the alicorns. It is forbidden. Perhaps in ancient times, but not in my lifetime.”
Moonlit Star looked genuinely surprised. “Forbidden? That is nonsense! Your kind, like mine and like Star Swirl’s, have always aided the alicorns. That is what scions do! Surely you don’t waste your gift?”
Ferrel’s head tilted. “I am an Exemplar of the Unicorn Temple. I protect the weak, heal the sick, and mend the wounded. My life is not wasted.”
The matriarch fell silent for a long moment. Princess Luna gave me a look that read as either 'where is my lunch' or 'get one of these two ponies out of here.'
Clearing my throat, I said, “Perhaps we’d best leave, Ferrel.”
“Perhaps,” she replied softly.
As we turned to go, Moonlit Star held up her hoof. “Wait… please. Just a moment.” She hurried off deeper into the library.
The echoes of her hoofsteps faded away. It seemed that wherever she was going, it wasn’t a quick trot.
We all stood there uncomfortably. 
Clearing my throat, I tried to say casually, “I think your mane looks good in a ponytail, Luna.” She had it tucked back like that to keep it out of the way.
The princess was staring at Ferrel who, in turn, would not look directly at her. Orchid had shifted to the other side of the princess and was subtly holding a hoof up and then moving it higher before coming back down. She was measuring.
“Thank you, Silent Knight,” Princess Luna finally responded before idly pushing Radiant Orchid away with a wing.
Eventually, Moonlit Star returned with a scroll trapped within her magical glow. “Please, take this as a gift. It is some of the knowledge we have of the oracles. We have none of our own. Perhaps you will learn something.”
The exemplar’s silver magic surrounded the scroll as she accepted it. “Thank you.”
I walked the exemplar out of the library and stopped just outside the doors. That seemed like the smartest thing to do, because she was fully focused on the sealed scroll floating in front of her.
“I hope it is a good read,” I said, not expecting an answer and surprised when she glanced at me.
“As do I. Good day, Silent Knight.” She looked back at the scroll and started to walk away.
“Good day, Exemplar,” I replied.
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		12. Haven - Part 4



The library of Haven was a quiet place most of the time. Occasionally, Princess Luna or Moonlit Star would break the silence with some form of magic or instruction. Radiant Orchid had shown up before she was supposed to relieve me and dragged me off to a row of books furthest from the training area.
She poked her head around the end of the aisle, peering down where she knew the princess would be. Once she seemed satisfied that we weren’t being monitored, she turned back to me. 
In a hushed voice, she said, “Our ponies are getting restless, sir. This was meant to be a meet-and-greet, but now there doesn’t seem to be any end in sight. Keeping them all cooped up in this place—a place that I need to remind you is almost pitch black—is bad for morale. We need to give them a target to focus on.”
This was a conversation I’d been anticipating. I was walking a delicate line between what the princess truly desired and my own goal of keeping my guards happy. “I’ve noticed it, too. Freeing our guards up from their shifts just gave them more time to stand around bored.”
“Yes, sir. Obviously they’ll stick it out, but we should do more than just rely on their professionalism. Can you talk to the princess?”
“I think I can. It might be difficult, but I’ll get it done. In the meantime, I want you to take everypony up and out of the mountain for the afternoon. Have Crimson send another watchpony to take over.”
Orchid’s head tilted. “All of us, sir?”
I nodded. “Yeah, best give them all some sunlight. The watchponies are trustworthy, and I’ll keep an eye on the princess while we’re in here. This place is a fortress, after all.”
My section sergeant stood up and nodded. “How about you, sir? Don’t you need some sunlight?”
I shook my head. “It doesn’t seem to bother me. I guess it’s a trait passed down by my ancestors.”
“Suit yourself,” Orchid replied before turning to leave. “I’ll handle our ponies while you handle the princess.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied absently as I tried to figure how I’d broach this subject with Princess Luna. Her excitement was off the charts since we’d arrived. This was not going to be an easy conversation.
Magic flared from the training area as I approached it. The princess was right in the middle of a lesson, so I stood off to the side, waiting patiently and observing.
Princess Luna wasn’t the same pony physically anymore. She stood taller, her coat was darker, and her mane had taken on the look of an endlessly flowing starlit sky rather than a gentle summer evening. I wasn’t sure but if she kept this up, she might end up being larger than her sister.
Eventually, the lesson came to an end and the princess looked my way, finally noticing me. “Silent Knight, what can I do for you?”
“May I have a word with you privately, please?” I asked.
“Of course.” She gave the matriarch a meaningful look. Moonlit Star nodded and hobbled past me out of the training area.
Once she was out of earshot, I spoke quietly. “Princess, I truly apologize for this, but I need to bring to your attention that unit morale is suffering.”
“And why is that?” she asked with a frown.
“We’ve been here for weeks with a very small complement of guards. There is little for them to do, they’re surrounded by darkness, and they are likely thinking about their commitments back home.”
The princess tilted her head. “Were we not gone far longer to Varrheim?”
“Yes, Princess, but they prepared in advance for the length of that trip and we had far more guards,” I reminded her, trying my best not to sound like a parent talking to a foal. “They were also not idle there and had a clear goal. We had a lot to do. These few ponies have been on constant duty with no end in sight. They’ll continue on forever out of loyalty to you, but as their commander, I owe it to them to have some answer.”
Luna’s expression grew tight as she clearly bit back what she wanted to say. She stood up and began to pace. “I cannot simply walk away from my mentor a second time, Silent Knight. You understand how important this is, do you not?”
On the surface, she looked and sounded irritated. I knew better. In reality, she was nervous and maybe a little scared. This was a sensitive subject for her, especially given how the Nightmare Moon incident played into things.
I lifted my head and looked her straight in the eyes. “It won’t be like last time. You’re not walking away, Princess. We’ll go home, you can attend to the royal business in Canterlot, and I can pick fresh guards for a second trip.”
She wasn’t convinced. “Why don’t you send the guards home? I’ll be fine here.”
I shook my head. “No, Princess. Idle or not, bored or not, we will not abandon our duty and you cannot abandon yours.”
There was a flicker of hesitation in the princess and I latched onto it.
With a soft breath, I pressed, “Luna, we’ll come back. If I have to come alone with you, we’ll come back. Moonlit Star isn’t going anywhere, but you do have other duties. I’m half surprised Princess Celestia hasn’t sent a search party.”
Princess Luna smiled like a cat that had gotten into the cream. “Oh, no, she’s aware that we are fine.”
My brow furrowed. No messages had left Haven; there was no mail service here. “How?”
“I informed her personally with one of the new spells I’ve learned. She knows I’m safe.” Her tone had a certain smugness to it that I’d never heard before.
Magic. Leave it to magic to try to ruin my solid argument. Nonetheless, I stood my ground. “That doesn’t change the fact that you have other duties. Other ponies to care for.”
After some deliberation, she sighed and nodded. “I agree. Very well, then. Tell your guards that we shall stay a few days more and then leave. I want you to work with Moonlit Star to establish a messenger service for future visits.”
“Of course, Princess. Thank you.” I bowed and left her alone to her studies.
☾

Dawn came to Haven once again. How these ponies decided when that was, I still didn’t understand. I just started my day when they started theirs. When the city burst into life, so did we. My first task of the day would be simple enough: a conversation with the matriarch.
She was easy enough to find, sitting in a rocking chair on her porch, looking at me as I approached. “Good morning, Silent Knight. Won’t you have a seat? May I get you something to drink?”
When she started to push herself up, I held my hoof out, urging her to stay in place. “No, thank you.”
The matriarch relaxed back into her chair. “Lady Luna tells me she’ll be leaving soon.”
“That is true,” I admitted without hesitation. “She has duties and I need to rest my ponies. We’ll return soon enough, though. She has an opportunity here that she has dreamed of for centuries.”
“It is probably for the best,” she said softly as she began to rock her chair. “After all, she may be the Student to us, but Princess Luna is the Ruler to you and thousands of other ponies.”
“How did you know?” I asked as my ears shot up in surprise.
Moonlit Star chuckled softly. “My granddaughter is very stealthy and even more curious. Your younger guards are not as cautious as you.” She raised one playful brow. “This was bound to happen, so don’t take this as a failing on their part.”
Young guards talking when they shouldn’t have been. They were good ponies, though. I shrugged and replied, “She didn’t want to seem presumptuous. I don’t have the full picture, but I guess there is some order to the three alicorn positions?”
She nodded. “Oh, yes. The Student is the youngest alicorn and has much to learn. The Ruler sees to the needs of all ponies. The Mentor teaches the Student the ways of magic and prepares her to one day take over the role of Ruler.
“When a Mentor is ready to take the great journey, she would train the Ruler to be her replacement. Then the Student would become the Ruler, and a new alicorn would become the Student.”
“Where do you get a new alicorn?” I asked.
She chuckled at first, then shook her head with a solemn frown. “That is a secret even I don’t know. I expected that Celestia would have found some new ones by now to replace, at the very least, the two her house lost. Yet both you and Luna say this is not so.”
This conversation was starting to unsettle my nerves. A little desperately, I suggested, “Perhaps she didn’t want to further aggravate the problem by having three alicorns of the day and only one of the night? Maybe once Luna is strong enough, they can rebuild their houses together?”
The matriarch shrugged. “If so, that is beyond the tomes we have here. There is no information on ascension at all, and I’ve read every book in the archive many times in preparation for my role as Luna’s mentor.”
My mind raced to search for an answer and instead landed on a memory. “Exemplar Ferrel believes that extra good ponies that help others will ascend to become an alicorn after they pass.”
“Then I suspect there haven’t been any extra good ponies in over a thousand years,” she replied simply.
I frowned at that and our conversation lingered there in silence. She continued to rock, her chair squeaking with every forwards sway.
Finally, I found something to ask. “I’m curious about your pegasi, the ones with draconic wings.”
“Ah, yes. The original nox ponies. In ages past, they were far more xenophobic. Even more so than we are now. In time, though, day and night ponies started to mingle. You’re an example of that. All that is left in you is the ear tufts.”
“Some are still…” I wasn’t sure the word to use.
“Pure?” she offered.
“That seems like a negative way of putting it, but yes.”
The matriarch chuckled and nodded. “Some of the families only condone selecting mates of the same type. Of course, I caution that this can be foolish, since without mingling, we’d have never had magic. I certainly wouldn’t be who I am. Still, they have their right to choose.”
“So they do. Given your open mind when it comes to… mingling, I hope you’ll all consider giving the rest of Equestria a try?”
Moonlit Star replied in a soft voice, “That seems inevitable now. In fact, I want you to take my grandchildren with you when you leave. I would like Luna to have some nox pony influence, and it is time they start learning about the world outside of this mountain.”
This was not a small task she was asking of me. They’d more or less be two very naïve tourists, and both of them would stand out both in appearance and their manner of speech.
However, the palace was a safe enough environment for them to learn about the world. Our guards knew how to deal with foreign dignitaries. This wouldn’t be much different, really.
I finally nodded. “I can arrange that, if you think it is a good idea.”
Moonlit Star looked at me for a moment, then out into the city of Haven. Her expression was soft and a little sad. “Tranquil Dusk will leave on her own sooner or later, regardless of what I want. She is too curious about the outside world. In doing so, she may invite many other young ponies to go with her.
“Crimson Dawn is far more obedient, but he dreams of being a great knight. He is enamored with you and your guards. As much as it pains me to say so, Silent Knight, sending them to your world for now may be the best thing I can do for mine. They will be no burden to you, I promise.”
We exchanged glances. Her eyes were full of fear and doubt. She was trying to quarantine her own family. Moonlit Star had chosen to be a leader first and a grandmother second.
“This must be tough for you,” I said softly.
“Immensely, but I trust that you’ll keep them safe.”
“Me?” I asked in surprise.
“Yes, I want you to be their guardian outside of Haven.” She leaned towards me, the sadness and fear replaced with a sharp, stern look. “Can you do that? Can you keep my family safe?”
Keeping track of two tourists wasn’t really in my wheelhouse, but they weren’t foals. How hard could it be, especially if it would give their grandmother peace?
“As long as they don’t do anything that is against the law, I can ensure their safety. You have my word.”
The matriarch nodded and stood from her chair. “Good. I’ll prepare them. Now, I need to get to the library. We have much work to do and only a few days to do it in.”
I bowed my head. “Thank you, Matriarch. Have a good day.”
She limped her way in the direction of the library, leaving me to consider my new mission. I’d need to set some ground rules but, in general, the risk to Canterlot was very small.
Would the two of them even stay there once we were out? Tranquil Dusk might run off to explore the world immediately. If I could get her into school, that might be helpful. Canterlot University had a lot to study.
At the least, I would have a few days to plan something for them. That was something to occupy my mind when I was standing watch and didn’t have the ability to read the Knights of the Moon tomes.
☾

The days passed by rather quickly, as I was busy getting everything ready for us to leave. Things were finally in order, and Radiant Orchid had taken the late shift so I could get some rest, which was exactly what I was trying to do. I was half asleep on the couch in Luna’s room when the door opened, and I nearly fell off as I prepared to confront the intruder.
A familiar face looked at me. The intruder was Princess Luna, apparently coming in early. Early for her and Haven, anyway. She and Moonlit Star had been working all the harder these last few days.
My nerves settled and I rose to look more respectable than a pony sprawled out on their back. “Welcome back, Princess.”
“You may go back to relaxing, Silent Knight,” she replied with a smile.
That was all the encouragement I needed go boneless again. “You’ve been working so hard I’ve barely seen you. Are you ready to go home?”
She frowned at me. We both already knew the answer to the question, but she replied nonetheless, “No, but I understand that it can’t be helped. For now, anyway.”
I watched her while she paced the sitting area. “I don’t understand, Princess. You have a whole lifetime to come back to this place. You may learn as you please. The knowledge isn’t going anywhere now that it’s been found. Why are you so... upset?”
She turned her back to me. “I stunted my development when I refused the wisdom of the original Moonlit Star, Silent Knight. Some of what I am learning now is pedestrian by alicorn standards. I should have long since mastered much of this.”
There was regret in her voice as she continued, “After a thousand years of banishment, I have become a very eager student. Celestia may be an immensely successful teacher and we may be sisters, but our magic is very different. The knowledge and magic have always been split between the houses. As such, there is only so much she can teach me. This is my opportunity to learn what she cannot.”
That was a perfectly logical explanation. One I couldn’t question, so I attempted to lighten the mood. “I think I understand. It’s like that time I wanted to go to jump school.”
Luna turned to me with a curious frown before she laughed and shook her head. “And I still maintain that you are a pegasus. You can fly. Jump school seems an impractical waste of time.”
“I wanted the badge,” I said with a wave of my hoof. “Yes, I can fly, but they teach other skills I didn’t learn at flight camp. How to land without getting hurt. How to discern terrain at a high altitude. But I just wanted the badge, because other guards had it.
“I didn’t care about the training, just the end result. I probably would have hurt myself because I thought that since I was a pegasus, I’d be fine. Just because you’re an alicorn that is supposed to master this stuff, doesn’t mean you should rush through it. You’ll wear yourself out, Princess. Don’t think just about the badge.”
Luna tipped her nose in the air. “A badge and alicorn magic are hardly comparable, you know.” She sighed and settled on the couch beside me, then started to fluff my mane. “But I see your point. As long as you remain true to your word that we will return, I shan’t hold a grudge.”
“Oh, thank you, Princess. It is good to know you won’t smite me for doing what is best for you.” My eyes widened when I realized I said that out loud. Stupid, honest mouth.
“Is that so?” She laughed and groomed the disheveled hairs on my shoulders from wearing armor all day. “I presume you mean that you only want to help me? This isn’t about you? Poor Silent Knight. Are you jealous of the alicorn tomes?”
I scrunched up my nose in preparation to make a face. Then I realized she was right. I was jealous of all the time she was spending away from me. “You were my princess first.”
This gave her cause to smile and she nuzzled my cheek. “I believe I was theirs before you were born, but I appreciate the sentiment.” She stood and turned away, walking across the room. “Pleasant dreams, Silent Knight. Tomorrow, you may rest assured I will not stop us from returning home.”
“Yes, Princess.”
Luna lingered in the doorway to her bedroom and looked over her shoulder. “I apologize for shirking my royal duties. Celestia has ruled so long that I feel as if she can continue to do so without me.”
I opened my mouth to reply, but she silenced me with a raised hoof.
“Be not concerned, I know I have my important part to play, too. I’ll be more useful to everypony once I’ve been appropriately trained. Even you cannot deny that. But what is most important is that I cannot keep you away from Crystal Wishes too much longer or she also may get jealous.”
“She may indeed, Princess,” I said, teasingly. “Good night.”
I pulled myself off of the couch and headed into my small bedroom. We would finally be leaving in the morning, and that was fine by me. It was time to rest my guards, see Crystal, and get some semblance of my regular life back.
Early the next morning, I made a quick stop at the library to borrow the next Knights of the Moon tome. I’d gone through the initiate’s guide several times, and though I still had a lot of practicing to do of what was in it, I could at least start reading ahead until we came back here. The second volume seemed to be focused on dealing with threats from manticores, dragons, chimeras, and other species that were dangerous during those times.
I arrived at the town square to find the chariots packed and my guards waiting for me, as they had been instructed the day prior. They were standing at attention, looking as professional as always, but I could see the fatigue in them. We were all ready to go home.
“Listen up, ponies: we’ll be leaving today,” I said as I walked up and down the line. “We’ve got a long flight home and I’d like for it to go smoothly. Thankfully, we’ve found ourselves two new volunteers to help pull these chariots. That should make things a little easier. In case anypony missed introductions, this is Crimson Dawn and Tranquil Dusk.”
Crimson stood to his full height. “It is an honor to be one of the first to go to Canterlot. I’m proud to have a chance to serve Lady Luna directly.”
“Glad to have you,” Orchid replied.
“I’m excited to get there,” Tranquil said, tapping her hooves together. “When I’m taking a turn pulling, we’ll go a little faster.”
I chuckled at that. “It sounds that way.” I turned my head to look at the rest of the ponies present. “Orchid, final inspection of our chariots, please. Nova, you’ll start with the princess. Crimson and Lightning Flash will be on the larger. We’re in the sky in one hour.”
“Yes, sir,” my ponies responded and set to their tasks.
I trotted over to where Princess Luna stood with Moonlit Star. “Lady Luna, we’ll be ready to go shortly. On your order, of course.”
“Thank you, Silent Knight. I’ve said my farewells and am pleased with the plans made for correspondence. As soon as the chariots are ready, we may go.”
“Yes, ma’am, I’ll let you know.” I turned to go, but Moonlit Star set a hoof on my shoulder.
“Keep your promise,” she said in a soft voice. “Watch over my family.”
“My word is given and it will not be broken,” I replied.
“Thank you. Now, have a safe journey,” she said before turning back to speak softly to the princess.
That was my cue to check over the work of my guards. They were hard at work finishing our preparations. While I watched them, I felt a presence at my side: Tranquil Dusk.
“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked.
I smiled and nodded towards Crimson, who was fumbling with the harness. “Why don’t you go and help your brother get ready? He looks like he could use it.”
Her laughter was quiet but unmistakable. “Yes, sir.”
I stood quietly by and watched the two of them interact. They seemed about as fit as a pony right out of the Royal Guard Academy. I wasn’t sure how much protection they’d need, but I also wasn’t certain that the matriarch had meant they were in physical danger.
It was going to be interesting keeping my eye on them and guiding their interaction in a world that would be very unfamiliar. That was something I’d worry about later. For now, I moved over to where Nova was putting on her own harness to check her buckles and straps.
Everything seemed to be in order, and the remaining ponies had piled into the larger chariot. It looked like it was finally time to go, so I went back to Princess Luna. “We’re ready for you.”
“Very well.” Luna turned to look at Moonlit Star. “Matriarch, you have my eternal gratitude for your hospitality and your wisdom. I will return soon.”
Moonlit Star smiled. “You are always welcome here, Lady Luna. I shall prepare for your next visit.”
The princess bowed her head to touch her horn to Moonlit Star’s. “Until then.” She straightened up and looked at me. “Lieutenant, we may go.” She then strode to her chariot and took her place.
“Yes, ma’am. Move out!” I called before motioning with a wing. 
The chariots lurched forwards and we were on our way home. It was a great relief to me even though I’d hidden that from the others. Once I felt the sun on my face and the wind in my mane, I realized how much I’d missed it. It took all of my discipline not to fly off like a foal that finally grew into her wings.
Tranquil Dusk spoke up, shifting my attention to her. “What is it we will be doing when we get to Canterlot?”
“What would you like to do?” I asked.
“I want to see everything!”
I chuckled. “That might take some time, but it is a great goal. Where would you like to start?”
Her eyes lit up with excitement. “The castle where Lady Luna lives!”
That gave me some pause as I thought it over. “There are some limits to where you can go within the castle, but initially, you’ll be living there.”
The mare quietly clapped her hooves together. “Wonderful! And then I would like to visit all of the major cities of Equestria. When can I leave to explore them?”
“I—”
Crimson shifted in his seat and asked, “What about me?”
I graciously took the chance to back away from Tranquil’s growing list of questions. “The same rules apply. The sky's the limit. What would you like to do?”
“What if I want to become a royal guard like you?”
My ear flicked in the wind. “Pardon?”
He frowned and repeated, “What if I want to be a royal guard, like you?”
“Your grandmother may not approve. At the same time, ponies your age are allowed to make their own decisions. Of course, they’re wise to listen to their elders. The Royal Guard is a long commitment. If you were to do that, you wouldn’t be able to go home for a while.”
Crimson Dawn looked back in the direction of Haven and then back at me. “I understand… but I would have that right?”
This was a complex question right out of the gate. “By our standards, you’re an adult, Crimson. That means you can do as you please, but it also means you must accept the consequences of your actions. Do you understand?”
The younger stallion shifted uncomfortably. “I do.”
“Then think about it very carefully.”
“Yes, sir,” he replied.
It seemed that being the one responsible for these ponies was going to be a lot more perilous than I’d thought. What had I gotten myself into?
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		13. Respect



The trip back from Haven was uneventful, but pleasant. The addition of two ponies to pull the chariots made resting easier, and it was clear that all of my guards were eager to be ‘out of the pit.’
Evidently, weeks with minimal sunlight could make even the sweetest pony less polite when talking about somepony’s home. Crimson Dawn and Tranquil Dusk didn’t seem to take it personally; they were too busy being excited about seeing the outside world.
Today was our final day of travel and the siblings had moved from excited to exuberant. They were at the front of the large chariot with their heads poked out of the windows. The fact that the wind was whipping their manes was lost to them.
Suddenly, Tranquil thrust a hoof through the window and squealed. “Crimson, look! There it is! I never imagined it would look like this!” It was the loudest I’d ever heard her speak.
“Nor I,” Crimson replied as his gaze lingered on the massive battlements that surrounded the city.
From my spot on the bench, I called, “You won’t find many places quite like Canterlot. It keeps much of the old architecture.”
They were too excited to notice me, so I turned my attention to Lightning Flash. “Why don’t you hop out and fly on ahead? Let the palace know we’re coming home and to prepare to receive us.”
“Aye, aye, sir!” he replied warmly before opening the door and leaping from the chariot. He zipped off ahead, full of energy. I didn’t blame him. I’d be just as happy to get back to Crystal and Winterspear.
Radiant Orchid set her hooves on the railing. “I’m actually pretty curious to find out if my foals overpowered my husband.”
I chuckled at that. “I’m sure he managed.”
“You’ve never met my foals,” she replied with a wink.
“So noted, Sergeant,” I replied, pondering briefly why that was the case. The most likely culprit was that I’d never made time to, and I felt a little bad for that. We’d been working together for years.
My thoughts shifted when I felt the chariot dip forwards as we started to slowly turn into a downward spiral. We made several passes to reduce our altitude closer to the palace courtyard.
Finally, the wheels made contact with the stones and we drew to a stop. I pushed the door open and the ramp down, motioning everypony off.
Crimson and Tranquil were the first out of the gate, their eyes as big as could be as they looked around. 
“Oh my gosh!” Tranquil gasped.
Crimson even smiled. “It is how I imagined Nocturna’s keep would be.”
“Please don’t run off,” I said with a teasing tone, but I was seriously concerned that they were flight risks.
As Exemplar Ferrel passed, she said, “I much preferred this trip to the last one, Silent Knight.”
That sent a shiver down my spine and I averted my eyes, not sure how to respond to that.
When her hooves found the cobblestone, she called back into the chariot, “Sergeant Orchid, do not forget that you have promised me lunch with noodles.”
“Better noodles than my house,” Orchid muttered as she walked down the ramp.
That left only me, so I followed suit and dismounted.
Miley Hooves was approaching us with four other guards, flailing her hoof in a happy wave the whole way. “Welcome back, sir! Welcome back—” Her eyes went wide as Princess Luna stepped around the larger chariot. “Princess?”
I cleared my throat. “Thank you, Sergeant. It is good to be back. Please escort Princess Luna back to her quarters and send ponies to unload the chariots. Everypony else is dismissed. Go back to your families.”
Radiant Orchid chimed in, “Check in tomorrow as normal, but I imagine the lieutenant will be assigning leave.”
She wasn’t really giving me a choice. Not that I’d have done differently. “You’re correct. Dismissed.”
Miley leaned in close and whispered, “Am I crazy, sir, or is she taller?”
I whispered back, “She’s taller. Be sure she makes it up to her room. I need to see to our new guests, okay?”
“Yes, sir!” the little mare replied before her eyes fell to Crimson and Tranquil. She blinked, looked at me, and then just motioned at Princess Luna. “Princess, if you’ll come with me.”
“Yes, of course, Miley Hooves,” the princess replied before trotting off with her escorts.
Orchid and the rest of the party had flown off for home already, leaving me alone with the very obviously not-regular-looking nox ponies. This was going to be an interesting situation. For now, I just needed to get them a place to stay.
“Alright, you two, you’re going to be guests of the prin—” I paused and then just shook my head. “Of the princess. She’s a princess here. Follow me, please.” I started towards the main entrance of the palace.
Tranquil gasped, her eyes going even wider. “Into the castle?”
“Yes, this is where you’ll be staying. Before I get you some quarters, I’ll need to take you to the front office and get you passes.”
“Passes?” Crimson asked.
“Yes, ponies can’t just wander about the castle,” I explained. “We keep a list of those allowed in much in the same way you protect the library. The two of you are the princess’s personal guests, yes, but you’re unknown to the staff here.”
Crimson nodded. “That is perfectly logical.”
I’m glad he thought so. All ponies needed passes regardless but I wanted to ensure these two had them. With the way they looked, some young guard might make a huge mistake. And given the looks Crimson got from every guard, it was a real possibility.
When we finally arrived at the pass office, Crimson leaned in close to me and whispered, “Will we be welcome here? I sense… animosity?”
I quickly shook my head. “It’s not that at all. It’s curiosity and confusion mixed with diligence to keep an eye out for anything different. These ponies have not seen a pony like you ever. They’ll settle once you’re familiar.”
His posture relaxed and he nodded. “I see. The same way we felt when you arrived.”
“Basically, and we all got along just fine, so I expect the same here,” I said before pushing the door open and trotting inside.
The lieutenant in charge was polite and professional, but her eyes kept falling on Crimson’s leathery wings. I managed to keep her focused long enough to get the task done, however, and looped a pass around the neck of each nox pony.
Once that was done, I led them to the guest wing and had the palace hotelier assign them two nice but modest rooms. They weren’t official dignitaries, after all, and the nicest rooms needed to be kept open in case somepony of political importance arrived.
We stood in the hall outside their rooms. Tranquil already looked ready to take off, and Crimson was side-eyeing the nearest guard.
“Now listen,” I said, “you two are not prisoners here. You may come and go as you please, but you must wear your passes at all times. I’d even do so outside of the castle just to be sure.
“I also recommend that you remain within the palace grounds to start. Most ponies will be curious and may pester you endlessly. A small amount of them might be afraid and end up seeming rude.”
Tranquil’s wings twitched in clear irritation. “There is a whole city out there, though.”
“And you can explore it. Just start small and work your way up.” I tried not to smile at her petulant pout. It reminded me of Crystal. “After I’m settled back at home, I’ll be happy to give you a tour and show you everything there is to see. If you get hungry, there is a commissary downstairs, or you can ask to have food brought to your room.”
“Brought to us?” Crimson asked. “As if we were nobles?”
I chuckled and corrected, “Welcome guests who deserve hospitality.”
That seemed to be most everything. Although, if they went out into the city, they’d need money. I rooted around in my saddlebag, pulled out the small sum of bits I had on me, and offered them to Crimson. He took them and nodded in thanks.
“That isn’t much, but I’m sure we can get more from the princess tomorrow. It should be enough to get something from the gift shop, if you’d like.”
“And until tomorrow we’re going to be all alone here?” Tranquil asked softly.
“Just this evening and maybe some of tomorrow. I’d stay but I really should look to my home and family first. Any royal guard you see can assist you and you might make friends. Plus, you have each other. Hopefully that will suffice for a night.”
Crimson Dawn shifted. “Is there anything we should watch out for? Dangers?”
I shook my head. “Not in the castle. Canterlot is also very safe. Just be polite and remember that most ponies are curious, not dangerous. I can assign one of my House Guards to you for the time being, if that’d make you feel safer.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Crimson said. “We’ll keep to the palace for now. At least until you return,” He then looked at Tranquil and added, “Both of us.”
Tranquil rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yes, fine. Both of us.”
“Alright, but don’t hesitate to ask somepony if you need anything. I’ll see you soon,” I said before heading for the palace entrance.
Leaving them there alone started to play on my mind. They weren’t familiar with the world they were in. Would they be fine for a single night? Yes, right? Yes. It was the palace! 
When I got outside, I pumped my wings and flew into the sky. It was time to go home. I could handle those two in the morning. For now, I just wanted to go to my quarters and sleep in my bed. That sounded like an excellent way to spend an evening.
Down below my quarters came into view, the windows lit with a soft glow. Winterspear was home. That was nice. I missed her terribly. I swooped down and landed on the balcony outside my door and unlocked it.
When I pushed it open, I was surprised when I found five pairs of eyes staring at me. Winterspear and Iridescence were in the kitchen, Crystal Wishes and Dot were on the couch, and—“Mom?”
“Hello, Son,” she said softly. “Why don’t you come on inside? There is something we need to tell you.”
My heart started beating quickly as I walked into my quarters and shut the door. A quick glance around the room found sympathy in the eyes of all the mares. “Mom, what is going on?”
She took a deep breath, her eyes closing briefly. My mother had always been a confident, measured mare. After what seemed like forever, she said, “Silent Knight, while you were deployed, there was an accident. You know how your father is. Blind or not, he thinks he can do anything.”
I took my helmet off and set it on the table by the door. It was suddenly smothering me. Being blind was not something that had ever stopped my father from trying to do whatever he wanted. There had been incidents in the past. “How badly is he hurt this time?”
Winterspear stood up and exchanged glances with my mother before she came over to hug me. 
My mother swallowed and blinked her eyes several times. It took her a moment to find her composure. “This time it was just too severe.”
“What?!” I gasped, struggling against my sister. “What does that mean?!”
“He’s gone,” Winterspear whispered.
My stomach knotted and I had to set my jaw to stop my lip from quivering. It took a few steady breaths to stop the shaking. “Excuse me, please,” I said before I pulled away from my sister.
“Of course,” my mother replied before stepping back. Winterspear did the same, pain and hurt in her eyes.
With as much dignity as I could manage, I walked past everypony and into my room. Once the door was closed, I let gravity take over and collapsed. I shook within my armor as tears pooled in my eyes.
Stratus Knight was not a nice pony. It might even be fair to say he was callous, cold, and even cruel, but he was my dad. He’d been my hero and now he was gone. Suddenly gone! I hadn’t seen him in over a year and now everything left unsaid between us would be unsaid forever.
When the tears had finally abated, I forced myself up and removed my armor. I cleaned my face as best as I could and went back out into the living room. Once again, the sympathetic eyes fell on me. I went to my mother and pulled her into a hug.
She held me and whispered, “I’m sorry, Son.”
I nodded. “I know. Me, too. What needs to be done?”
“Not much, honestly. Stratus wanted a headstone in one of the Royal Guard cemeteries, but he also wanted to be cremated and scattered in the wind, per our traditions.”
“Alright. I can get with veterans’ affairs for the headstone,” I said, throwing myself into the tasks ahead. A purpose would help occupy my mind and keep it from going into darker places.
“Thank you,” she said softly, patting my forehoof.
Then we all stood in silence. No pony seemed keen to say anything. What could you say?
Finally, Winterspear asked, “What about some plans for you, Mom? This changes everything, doesn’t it? Why don’t you move here with us? We’ll all be together.” She winced. “Well, most of us.”
“You should,” I put in.
My mother shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I’m happy you two have made a home here. You both have lovely…” She trailed, looking at Iridescence, “...partners, but I’ve lived in Cloudsdale my whole life. That is where my friends are. I’m not sure I would fit in with Canterlot society. You’ll just have to come visit more often.”
That hit a little too hard and my breath hitched as I fought back a sob. Quickly, I wiped a forehoof across my eyes and nodded. “Of course.” Over on the couch, I caught sight of Crystal Wishes looking my way with deep concern and sympathy.
“Have you eaten yet?” Iridescence asked, offering a much needed and appreciated distraction. “Since you got back, that is?”
I shook my head. “No.” I went to the couch and settled between Crystal and Dot. My marefriend looped her hooves around me and I softly ruffled Dot’s green mane. “I could eat.”
“Me, too,” Dot said.
“Alright, I’ll go ahead and make a little something,” Iridescence replied before heading into the kitchen. Winterspear went to help her.
There was a long, awkward silence, filled only by the sounds of dinner being prepared.
My mother cleared her throat. “Crystal Wishes, I fear that every time we see each other it is under unfortunate circumstances. I hope that won’t dissuade you from sticking with my son.”
Crystal shook her head. “No, ma’am. If anything does come between us, it won’t be because of something like this.”
“You do seem like the strong-willed sort. You, too, Iridescence. I find it curious that both of my foals have similar taste in mares.”
Dot snorted and laughed. “Oh, you have no idea, Mrs. Wallflower!”
In the kitchen, Iridescence’s eyes went big before narrowing into a glare at the smaller pony. I simply looped a hoof over Dot’s mouth and pulled her close to me.
Mother’s brow arched, but she was polite enough not to inquire further. I wasn’t sure if she’d put two and two together or remembered our discussion during Hearth’s Warming Eve.
Iridescence stirred the pan in front of her, finally asking before the silence dragged on too long again, “Sir, do you have any interesting stories from your recent mission?”
It was a merciful change of topic. “Yes, several, to be honest. It was a complete success. You’re going to be surprised when you see Princess Luna. She’s grown.”
Crystal looked at me curiously. “Grown?”
“Yes. She learned a lot of night alicorn magic, and evidently that makes her grow,” I explained.
Dot peered at me. “When I learn spells, I don’t grow!”
Iridescence started setting the table. “Well… based on your grades, I’m not certain you’re actually learning spells.”
“C is for complete!” Dot chimed.
“I’m not sure about that, sweetie,” Winterspear replied.
“Grades are very important, Dot,” my mother said. “Especially if you want to make something of yourself. Hard work is rewarded. Look at your sister. She’s a sergeant in the House Guard. That is a very important position.” 
Dot squirmed against me. “I understand. I’m doing better, honest.”
“Dinner is served, ponies,” Iridescence said, the smell of cooked vegetables reaching me.
I stood and headed over to our table. It was designed to seat two comfortably and four in a pinch. Six was probably going to be tight.
My mother walked past me and over to Iridescence. “Have a seat; I’ll do the serving.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Iridescence said, moving to the nearest chair. It happened to be at the head of the table.
Softly, Mother cleared her throat. “Not that one.”
Iridescence stopped mid-seat and moved to the next chair over.
I moved the living room chair over to the table and nestled it next to one of the sides. “Crystal, why don’t you sit here?”
“Thank you,” she replied, settling into the comfortable chair.
Winterspear flipped over our trashcan, sat a pillow on it, and pushed it next to Iridescence. “Sorry, Dot, this will have to do.”
“That’s alright,” Dot replied.
Mother started setting out portions on all of the plates. She then sat at the foot of the table and nodded at the chair opposite her. “Silent Knight, sit down.”
I looked at the head of the table and then over at her. “No, ma’am,” I replied softly before sitting down beside Crystal.
Winterspear smiled briefly at me before taking her place at the head of the table.
Stratus Knight was gone and there would be things about him I’d want to carry on. This was not one of them. Winterspear was the eldest, and things were going to be a little different from now on.
Our dinner was quiet with forced conversation. I shared some of my experiences in Haven and about how I’d returned with nox ponies. That was met with a lot of questions from Dot. In a way, it was welcome.
Once we were finished, I felt myself needing another moment and slipped out onto the balcony. The fresh air did me good as I tried to process the idea of a world without my father. 
My mother came out of my quarters to stand beside me and we exchanged glances briefly.
“I’m sorry you had to come home to this,” she said softly.
“This isn’t exactly the sort of thing you plan,” I responded.
“No, I suppose it isn’t. At least if he’d been off somewhere fighting it would have been more expected. Still, you shouldn’t have to be gone so long doing your duty and then face this right when you get home.”
Mom was always apologizing for my father in one way or another. She’d always supported him but also cleaned up the messes he left. I shook my head. “Why don’t you move here, Mom? What are you going to do there alone?”
She shifted to look at me directly. “Silent Knight, I appreciate the sentiment, but I won’t be alone. All of the ponies I know live in Cloudsdale, and they aren’t going to be sent away on dangerous missions nor judge me for wearing or not wearing the right frock. My name may be Wallflower but I am anything but. And—”
Mom stopped talking mid-sentence. Her eyes fell briefly before she set her hoof over mine. “And forgive me for saying this, but I think I’d like to be away from the Guard for a little while. I know my children are going to follow their father’s path, but for just a moment I’m going to pretend I’m not a Royal Guard mother.
“I’ll just be a regular mare whose husband didn’t come back different from a war and whose son didn’t almost die in nearly the same way. I just need a little room to breathe. Can you understand that?”
It hurt to see her like this, almost more than knowing my father was gone. There wasn’t anything else I could say except, “I guess I’ll have to.”
“That is appreciated. This is what I need. At least for now. Perhaps I’ll take you up on the offer soon. Maybe sooner if you start having foals. Although I’ll be quite frank with you, living below the clouds seems unnatural to me. The fact that both you and your sister have attached yourselves to unicorns is beyond me.”
My brow arched. “You don’t approve?”
She softly chuckled and shook her head. “Oh, I don’t care who you like, Silent Knight. Crystal Wishes is lovely. This isn’t about her or Iridescence, specifically. It was your father’s idea to leave you in this city and he got far more than he bargained for. You’ve adapted too well, but you’re still a pegasus. I just don’t want you to forget who you are. You’re meant to live in the clouds, above all of this.”
“I don’t understand what you’re getting at,” I admitted.
“I know, but perhaps one day you will. Either way, I’m happy with the stallion you’ve become. Just… find a balance between being Stratus Knight and Silent Knight, alright? There was more good in him than I think you and your sister realize.”
More apologies. I’d heard those all my life. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear right now, so I changed the subject. “I’ll go over to veteran’s affairs in the morning. Dad will easily qualify for a spot in Canterlot’s Royal Guard Cemetery. Even if it is just a headstone. If that is alright with you.”
“It is, but that can wait until we get back,” she said.
“Get back?”
My mother nodded. “We have to spread his ashes. Winterspear and I put it off until you got home, but tradition demands it be done soon.”
That didn’t make sense; pegasus tradition was to mourn for almost a month before spreading the ashes. That gave all members of the family time to come pay their respects. My mother would follow the tradition exactly. 
Then it hit me, that was exactly what she was doing. “When was the accident?”
Mother replied as evenly as she could, “Two days after you left. We’ll need to leave tomorrow.”
They’d known for weeks and had time to mourn. I got an evening. One lousy evening. Would I be ready tomorrow? It didn’t matter; tradition is tradition and my father deserved that at least.
“Alright, tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow,” my mother repeated before reaching out to take my hoof in hers. We squeezed each other and held on in silence, watching the stars twinkle in the sky.
☾

West of Canterlot and high in the clouds, Winterspear, my mother, and I stood looking down at Equestria below. It appeared small and insignificant compared to the task we were meant to perform today. The wind whipped through my coat and swirled all around us. The landscape below showed the earliest hint of spring, but the air this high was bitterly cold.
My sister and I wore our ceremonial guard armor: hers gold, mine dark purple. Mother had found a suitable black dress for the occasion with the help of Crystal Wishes. It was sad that for this solemn occasion, there were only the three of us. There were a lot of ponies that respected my father, but he didn’t really have friends.
We stood in relative silence, the urn clutched in my mother’s grasp.
Winterspear asked softly, “Do we just dump it? Shouldn’t there be a ceremony?”
“He wasn’t much on fancy ceremonies,” Mother replied.
“He wasn’t keen on a lot of things, Mom,” Winterspear retorted bitterly. “This isn’t only about him.”
I took a few deep breaths. The tension that was building between my sister and mother was almost palpable. It made me uncomfortable, especially right now.
Mother shook her head. “You’re right, but please, if only for today, have a little respect.” She sighed and offered the urn to me. “Silent Knight, I think you should do it.”
On instinct alone, I recoiled. “Why?”
My mother held the urn out still. “You are his namesake and son. Regardless of whether it is right or wrong, that meant something to him. He may have never said it but he was proud of you. Now, this may not only be about him but they are his ashes, his body, his spirit. This is what he would have wanted.”
My eyes met Winterspear’s and I could see the anger and bitterness in them. There was also sadness and perhaps even shame. Being the eldest had never been enough for our father. She had always fallen short and now, when it was all done, she was to be passed over a final time.
“Do it,” Winterspear said in an emotionless tone.
With shaking hooves, I took the urn, carefully removed the lid, and waited for an appropriate gust of wind. When a particularly strong one hit, I turned the vessel sideways and let the ashes spill out.
“We return Stratus Knight to the sky from whence he came,” Mother said quietly. “May he be at peace knowing the wind will always be beneath his wings.”
In that moment, the whole situation was more than I could bear. With my composure cracking, I turned my back on them to cry. 
Winterspear’s voice was shaky as she asked, “What now?”
“You say your goodbyes and go home,” Mother replied, her tone tightly controlled. She was holding herself together with the mountainous strength she’d always possessed.
“What about you?” my sister asked.
“I’ve already said mine and it is time I head home. It has been good spending so many days with you, Winterspear. It was a shame we couldn’t all be here together. You’ll come visit me more often, I hope. I miss our lunches.”
“Of course. I promise,” was the reply. Then I heard the shifting of armor and cloth. It was likely they were embracing. I couldn’t look at them.
My mother came to my side, standing a pace back to spare me my dignity. “You’re a fine soldier, Son. You’ve got everything figured out and I have no doubt you’ll be able to stand on your own hooves. Come visit me soon.”
“Yes, Mother,” I said softly before wiping my eyes with a hoof. When she turned to leave I stood my ground a moment before turning to swiftly follow and embrace her.
“It’s alright, Silent,” she said, squeezing me back and lingering in the hug. Eventually, it ended and she patted me on the chest. “Be well.”
With that, she hopped off the cloud and gracefully angled herself towards Cloudsdale. My mother was an incredibly strong mare. She’d always put up with my father and supported him. Still, I worried what she might do alone without him to watch over.
When she was out of sight, Winterspear came over and looped her hooves tightly around me, grinding our armor together and causing me to cringe at the sound.
“You can cry. It’s okay, I’ll never tell anypony,” she whispered.
And so I did.
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Following the death of my father and my long trip to Haven, the Royal Guard insisted that I take a week of leave to relax. That was the last thing I ended up doing, as having nothing official to do led to me being stir crazy.
They didn’t understand that idleness was not right for me. What were Crimson Dawn and Tranquil Dusk doing? How about my guards? Was the princess okay in Sunny Day’s hooves? Even with a trip to the Phial and Filly that resulted in more clandestine information, I couldn’t keep my mind focused on anything for too long.
Instead of relaxing, I had just sat and worried and obsessed. Mercifully, that was all over now, as I’d be able to return to duty after lunch. The idea of spending even one more hour in my quarters was too much to bear, so I went out to fly through the city.
That resulted in a very positive discovery: Canterlot had finally gotten a proper game store, the Crystal Delicacy. It lacked the nerdy charm of the Ponyville store, since it had to present itself as higher class to match the aesthetic expectations of a Canterlot clientele.
The Crystal Delicacy was a combination game and figurine shop. The proprietor had a thriving business in carving likenesses of famous ponies out of crystal. He’d then branched out into other miniatures. That, in turn, had led to board and war games.
I wasn’t big on the crystal figurine side of things, but I was glad that I no longer had to brave toy stores or go to Ponyville to find a suitable selection of games. The former had earned me too many uncomfortable glances and the latter just took too much time.
As I wandered along the shelves, I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. Nothing in particular stood out to me. This was just something to do. A distraction before I could get back to my regular life and out of a sour mood.
“May I help you, sir?” came a voice from behind me.
I turned and found a ruby-colored earth pony mare looking at me. She flicked her tail when our eyes met and smiled, inclining her head slightly to the side.
My head shook. “No, thank you. I’m just browsing.”
She pursed her lips, then nodded in response. “If you change your mind, my name is Ruby. Anything you need at all, just let me know. I’ll be up at the counter.”
“Alright,” I replied before going back to the rows of games.
I looked over the various titles. Most of the war games depicted ponies in resplendent armor, charging off into glorious battles. I guess the ponies that made the covers didn’t imagine a situation where you would come home alive from a war and die in an accident by stubbornly flying off without a guide.
“Stupid,” I spat, stomping my hoof.
“Sir? Are you okay?” Ruby called from up front.
I hadn’t realized it but my jaw was clenched. It took a moment to relax it. “Yes.”
“Okay…” she responded with uncertainty.
I put some distance between myself and the war games. The family game shelf had far happier covers. One in particular caught my eye. The cover showed several different colored wires hanging from a tower. The goal was to get rid of all of your pieces before the tower fell. It was more about hoof skills than mental ones, but a change of pace wasn’t bad.
With my selection made, I took it to the counter. “This one please.”
Ruby nodded, her short green mane bobbing. “Anything else today?” She leaned in across the counter towards me.
“Not today, but I’m sure I’ll be back.”
She rang me up and replied, “I look forwards to seeing you again, then. We always appreciate the business.”
My purchase went into my saddlebag and I flew off towards the palace. Flying was something I’d occasionally taken for granted before talking with my mother. Most of my time was spent in my office or in the palace.
A quick shift in course took me away from the city and up into the clouds. The air was cool as it rushed through my feathers and coat. For some reason, it was always easier to think in the clouds. The world and its problems just seemed so much smaller.
Smaller was better. It helped me get a handle on what needed to be done. There were a lot of balls in the air right then, and it was time to put some of them to rest.
I loitered in the clouds for a while before finally swooping down and into one of the towers at the top of the castle. That wasn’t an official entrance, but the guards didn’t mind when they knew who was coming in.
From there, it was a winding trip down staircases and through long hallways to reach my office. There was a pile of paperwork waiting on my desk. Just because I was on leave didn’t mean my position stopped.
That wasn’t a problem, though. Throwing myself back into the work would keep my mind occupied and my hooves busy. That is exactly what I needed. Something to dis—
“Knock knock!” Velvet Step chimed as she and Crystal wandered into my office.
A pleasant distraction it would be, then.
“Hello there. How are you today?” Crystal asked. She’d stopped specifically prodding about my feelings, but she still checked how I was very consistently.
I stood from my chair and came around the desk. “Fit and happy to see Canterlot’s finest fillies. What is the occasion?”
Velvet was practically shaking with excited energy. She looked at Crystal with pleading eyes.
The mare sighed but couldn’t help but brighten up. “I know this is poorly timed and I didn’t want to… horn in, but…” She looked at Velvet and said, “Okay.”
With a squeal of delight, Velvet tossed confetti everywhere and cheered, “Crystal is graduating from the Academy next week and you’re invited!”
“Oh, that’s right! Congratulations!” I replied.
Crystal beamed. “Thank you! I’m so happy to finally be finished. So… if you don’t mind, I would really appreciate it if you came.”
My head bobbed. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
“Great!” Velvet cheered.
“Alright, well, here is an invitation,” Crystal said, handing me a crisp white envelope. “I invited Luna, too, but for the sake of not turning the whole thing into a circus, she isn’t going to attend. She did, however, offer to host a little reception-slash-game night here. So that all sounds like fun to me!”
That would be entertaining. Another pleasant distraction. “That sounds great. Count me in.”
Crystal leaned in, pushed my helmet up, and kissed my cheek. “Good. Have a great day, dear!” 
The pair left my office and me alone. With confetti everywhere.
There was a light knock on my door before Lieutenant Sunny Day came in. She stopped to look around at the mess, then grinned. “Had a party in here?”
I shook my head no. “Clown exploded.”
“Ah… spontaneous clownbustion. See it all the time. Would you like some help cleaning up this mess?”
My brow arched. “I would… but are you doing it because we’re friends, or because you need something?”
“Can’t it be both?”
Lightly, I rubbed my temples. “I’ll get the brooms. Stay here.”
Sunny Day had been a good friend to me in general. She was an excitable pony with an overly positive attitude. In some cases, she was quite lax as a royal guard, but her job always got done and her ponies were safe.
When it came to cleaning confetti out of a carpet, she turned out to be the right pony for me. While I swept, she used her magic to pick up the pieces and dump them into the dust pan. I couldn’t be too appreciative, though, because I knew she wanted something.
After the last sparkle went into the dustpan, Sunny turned to me and grinned. “So, Silent Knight…”
Here we go. I emptied the pan into the trash. “Yes?”
“I know you’ve got a lot going on, but I need a favor.”
I gave her a blank look. “What can Princess Luna’s House Guard do for you?”
She shook her head. “Not the Guard, just you.”
Great. “Alright, what can I do for you?”
Sunny grinned brightly. It was unnerving. “Before you got this job, did you ever imagine yourself in Princess Celestia’s House Guard?”
My ears flicked and I groaned, “I’m going to say yes, but I’m also going to regret it.”
The golden-coated mare lifted her forehooves and wiggled them. “Ta-dah! You’re the new commander!”
My brow raised. “You’re resigning?”
Sunny kept doing ‘jazz hooves’ and shook her head. “Ta-dah! You’re the new temporary commander!”
“What about Lieutenant Rook?”
She shrugged. “He’s there if you need him but when it comes to the direct command of the unit, I want it to be you.”
“Why?”
Sunny’s head tilted. “You’re the pony I trust the most.”
“Well sold, Lieutenant. Where are you going?”
The forehooves came up again to wiggle. “Vacation!”
My ears cocked forwards. “Vacation? Seriously?”
“Yes, seriously! I haven’t had a vacation since I took command. Plus Azurite is getting cranky, so I’m going to take her to the beach and get her wet.”
I held up a hoof. “Please stop talking. I’ll do it if you stop.” I sighed. “When do you leave?”
“Next week! I’ll send Storm Rider over to make sure the transition is smooth.” She turned to leave.
“Wait! When are you coming back?”
Sunny winked over her shoulder. “Who says I am?”
“Sunny…” I held a firm tone and stared at her.
“I might not!”
“I might change my mind,” I growled.
She pouted. “Oh, you’re no fun. We’ll be gone for two wonderful weeks. Then you can go back to doing whatever it is you do.”
“We do the same job,” I said, pointing out the obvious.
“Says you!”
“We do!”
The mare shook her head. “No, we don’t! I’ve got my eye on you,” she chimed melodiously. 
“Lieutenant, I’m going to find so much paperwork for Azurite to do that you won’t be able to go.”
She gasped. “You wouldn’t!”
“Go before I change my mind.”
Sunny winked and said, “Thank you, Silent Knight; you’re a peach. Oh, and… I’m sorry about your father.”
“Thanks,” I replied flatly. That was a reminder I didn’t need.
“You know if you want to talk ab…” She trailed, evidently catching whatever expression I had on my face. “Anyway, you know where my office is.”
“Have a nice vacation. Be sure you bring Azurite back, though. She is far better than the last pony resources warrant officer.”
“We’ll see!” she chirped before ducking out of the office in a hurry.
I waited for her to be gone before I got up and left my office. What was she keeping an eye on me for, anyway? Sure, the missions for Princess Luna had been a little off the beaten path for a house guard. And sure, I was on my way to an intelligence briefing that house guards didn’t normally attend. But it wasn’t like I was doing anything wrong.
With any luck, this next meeting would provide some insight, although I doubted it. With my new source of information, most of what I received at these was old news.
Old news or not, I still needed to attend. If I’d suddenly lost interest, that would strike Officer Guise as odd. He might start asking questions. That would upset Maya, and the whole thing would fall apart.
As usual, I arrived on time and as usual I was admitted and given a heavily redacted report. A report that had been waiting for me from Maya when I returned from Haven. Hers was far more informative.
“We should pass this information on to King Ranald immediately,” Guise said to the few ponies in the room. Most of them I didn’t know, nor had they been introduced. Old information passed immediately? What an odd idea. 
“I’m not certain of that, sir,” Sergeant Major Granite replied. “Yes, we know that his real name isn’t Alastair. Yes, we know he is related to someone important. There is no evidence here that he acted on orders, however.”
Guise asked, “What do you suggest then?”
“Extricate,” I put in, turning every head in the room.
“You’re crazy!” Guise exclaimed.
My head shook. “Not in this case. His alias is wanted in the Northern Kingdom. If we don’t share the information about his identity, King Ranald has complete deniability. We capture Alastair and work him for the connection. Then we take that to the king.”
Granite said, “He has a good point, sir.”
“I see. I’ll consider it. For now, I think we’ve shared enough. You’re dismissed, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, sir,” I replied before heading out.
Garrard Kronson, grandson of King Victor Kronson of the Southern Kingdom. That was who Captain Alastair really was. There was almost no possibility he’d acted without orders. The grandson of a king has little need for money.
This was far deeper than I imagined and I wanted more answers. When I got home in the evening, I would leave the signal for Maya. It was time that she and I had another chat.
That would have to wait, however, as I had yet another matter to take care of. With my week of leave, I’d neglected my responsibility to our guests. To make up for that, I’d promised them a full tour of the palace.
When I returned from my intelligence briefing, I found the pair waiting outside of my door. “Forgive me for being late. My duties rarely respect my schedule,” I said as I approached.
Crimson Dawn shook his head. “That is alright. We understand.”
Tranquil idly rubbed a forehoof against my door. “We still have time for the tour, though, right?”
“Of course. I’ve blocked out the rest of my day just for that. If you two would follow me, we’ll start at the courtyard and work our way through the various areas of the palace,” I explained as I led them back out.
Over the next few hours, I showed them every nook and cranny of the palace complex. I shared all of the trivia I knew, which seemed to delight them both. We were almost done, but there was one more thing left for them to see.
“I’ve saved the best for last,” I explained as I walked backwards towards two massive doors. Palace guards were stationed on each side and, as I approached, they encircled the handles with their magic and tugged the doors open.
“The throne room and seat of Equestrian power. It is also famous for its stained-glass windows,” I said as I led the pair in.
I had barely finished speaking when Crimson pointedly asked, “Why is there only one throne?”
Seriously? That was the first thing he noticed? These two were far more observant than most ponies. Many were so awestruck that details like a single throne never crossed their minds.
“There is a remodel being planned to fix that situation. There was also some discussion that Princess Luna would have her own palace, but that was scrapped.”
Tranquil Dusk’s head tilted as she asked, “Why?”
“The princesses don’t want to be divided again. They’ve agreed that there shall be one castle, one throne room, and two thrones.”
“I see. It is a lovely castle.” Tranquil Dusk paused, and her wings started to tremble with excitement. “May we see the city now?”
“And I would like to see the Royal Guard Academy,” Crimson Dawn put in.
So much for the splendor of the throne room. I turned back to the door. “Yes, of course. I suppose it is about time you went beyond these walls. I think there is a place you’ll like.”
“I’m certain we’ll like anywhere you take us,” Tranquil said.
“I hope so. Let’s go, it won’t take long if we fly,” I said, leading them back out to the courtyard and leaping into the air. It would be faster, but it would also draw less attention. Ponies rarely paid attention to pegasi when they looked up.
The Royal Guard Academy was as busy as ever with ponies galloping about and training hard. Nostalgia filled me with a strange, bittersweet longing for the simpler days.
“If you are set on becoming a royal guard, this is where you’ll process through,” I explained as we landed. “Most ponies in central Equestria come here. It is the toughest program, but it also yields the best results.”
Many of the recruits were looking our way, and that earned a lot of angry yelling from their instructors.
Crimson looked around and said with absent wonder, “There are so many soldiers.”
“Guards, not soldiers. But, yes, there are a lot of them. For now. A lot of ponies try, but less than half make it. The Royal Guard is highly selective at all levels. There are more ponies that want to be a guard than there are positions.”
His expression turned serious. “Then that means I may try and fail.”
“Yes, I’m afraid so. There is no shame in failing, though. I’d rather have a pony at my side that gave it their all and came up short than one that was too afraid to even start.”
He turned to me. “Some ponies have an advantage, though, don’t they?”
I wasn’t sure exactly how he’d meant that but I nodded. My own narrative would work. “Yes. My father was in the Equestrian Army and then the Royal Guard. He trained me my entire life for this career. That was certainly an advantage and I had little difficulty when I was here.”
“Then you owe him much,” Crimson said.
Despite Stratus Knight’s methods, he had prepared Winterspear and me for the rigors of the Guard. It was hard to deny that we’d both excelled in our careers.
“Yes.” It was all I could say before shifting away from the grounds. “Come along. I want to show you someplace fun.”
We left the academy and flew above the city. Ponies are nosy by nature and we’d attracted enough attention at the RGA. Now it was time for something else, so we crossed town together and landed outside the happiest place I knew: Sunridge Sweets. I pushed the door open, jingling the little bells, and motioned the siblings inside.
“Welcome to Sunridge Sweets! I’ll be right with you,” Pepper Ridge called, his head in the front display as he gathered cookies.
The place got quiet as all the patrons stopped what they were doing to stare at Crimson. Tranquil got her share of looks, too, but he was far more out of place.
Pepper Ridge looked up in confusion until he saw me. “Oh, hi, Silent Knight, long ti—” His eyes found the nox ponies and he just stopped talking.
“Yes, sir,” I responded loudly and clearly. “I was off visiting some distant relatives of mine. They decided to come home with me. This is Crimson Dawn and Tranquil Dusk.”
He blinked several times before stammering, “H-How do you do? Any friend of Silent Knight’s is a friend of mine. What can I get you?”
Tranquil Dusk looked at all of the sweets, wide-eyed. She turned back to me, seemingly oblivious to the awkward scene. “What may I get?”
Crimson was busy eyeing everypony else, a bit of challenge in his gaze. I set a hoof onto his shoulder and angled him towards the displays before responding, “Anything you want. Both of you. My treat.”
The stallion took my hint and stepped up closer to the counter to start looking over all of the confections. “We don’t have anything like this back home,” he said plainly. 
“They all look so pretty! What’s good?” Tranquil asked.
Pepper Ridge grinned brightly. “Well, I don’t want to toot my own horn, but I think everything is good, little miss. They taste as wonderful as they look.”
“Oh, I see!” Tranquil replied excitedly. Her hoof pointed in three different places. “I’ll have one of those, one of those, and one of those.”
“Coming right up! And for the stallion?”
Crimson looked around and then pointed at one of the tables where three fillies were sitting and drinking milkshakes. “I don’t see those behind the counter. May I get one of those?”
“Yes, you may. One milkshake coming up. Wait right here while I get it all together,” Pepper Ridge said cheerfully.
The patrons were still staring, but most had started to get back to their sweets. It helped to have a royal guard present.
Behind me the door opened, jingling the little bells once more. “Dad, I’m here! I’ll get started on the—” Velvet squealed in surprise. “Sweet Celestia! Vampony!”
“What?” Crimson asked, turning around to face her.
I stepped forwards and set a hoof on his shoulder again. “Crimson, this is my dear, sweet, understanding, and polite friend, Velvet Step. She would never be rude. She just has a wacky sense of humor. Velvet, this is Crimson Dawn and his sister, Tranquil Dusk. They’re visiting Canterlot. I thought they’d like to check out the local treats.”
Velvet stared at me in horror while she slowly side-stepped her way around us to get behind the counter. “Oh, how lovely. Welcome, both of you. Try the pink cupcakes, they’re delicious. If you’ll excuse me, I just need to go into the back and get some stakes—I mean plates!” She then disappeared into the back.
I softly groaned and motioned to an empty table. “You two go have a seat. I’m going to pay and then I’ll join you.”
Tranquil and Crimson nodded, headed over to the table, and settled down. I set bits on the counter and whispered to Pepper Ridge, “She knows there is no such thing as vamponies, right?”
The stallion simply shrugged and rang up the order. “Silent Knight, giant chickens attacked this town recently. Are you positive she is wrong?”
“Point taken. In either event, he isn’t a vampony. We flew here during the day.”
“I’ll be sure to tell Velvet that. By the sounds of it, she might be trying to sharpen one of the rolling pins, so if you could just keep a general eye on the front of the store, I’ll go make certain she doesn’t weaponize the bakery.”
“Deal,” I replied before picking the order up and carrying it over to the table. “Here we are: treats. Enjoy.”
The pair peered at the different items before tentatively tasting each of them. Tentative lasted about half a minute. They devoured the rest in a matter of seconds.
Crimson looked over at me and asked, “What is a vampony?”
“Oh, it’s make-believe, there is no such thing. Velvet was just being silly. What would you like to do next?”
Tranquil thought for a moment as she licked frosting off an empty wrapper. “What do you do when you’re not being a guard?”
“Mostly I spend time with my friends. Usually we play board games,” I explained.
“You play games? Like foals?” Crimson asked.
I chuckled and shook my head. “No, foals wouldn’t be able to play the games we play. They all require skill, strategy, and critical thinking.”
“Hmm, I see,” he mused.
Tranquil shifted in her chair. “May I visit the archives?”
“I don’t see why not. I should be able to get you a pass for that.”
She smiled cheerfully. “Thank you, Silent Knight.”
Crimson looked up from his milkshake and asked rather suddenly, “Your father, he is a great warrior?”
My body went rigid at the question. “He is… Well, he was.” I looked out the window to try to find a sense of calm before I returned my attention to them. “When I had to take leave, I told you it was for family matters.” I took a measured breath. Stay calm, Silent. You’re a grown stallion. “My father died while I was in Haven.”
The stallion blinked. “Oh.”
Tranquil’s ears folded back. “Forgive my brother’s lack of tact, he means no disrespect.”
“It’s alright. He didn’t know,” I said, burying my frustration deep down where it belonged. “I’m sure nopony thought to tell the two of you.” 
Crimson nodded in agreement with his sister. “Truly, I did not. I only ask because you mentioned he prepared you for this role.”
I shook my head. “Not for this role, no. My career as a royal guard and a soldier for sure, but not an officer. That has been a learning experience on my own.”
“Would you be willing to teach me?” Crimson asked. “I don’t want to go to the academy unprepared, and if you show me what it is like, I will be able to make a better decision about it.” 
Would I be willing to? Of course. Should I be, though? I was his guardian. It was difficult trying to weigh his rights against Moonlit Star’s wishes.
Finally, I replied, “I can’t help but worry the matriarch wouldn’t approve.”
Crimson did his best to keep his expression even, but a twinge of annoyance was clear. “Agreed, but you said yourself that it would be my choice. I am an adult here.”
It seemed like I was already doing a poor job of being a guardian. At the same time, the matriarch sent these two with me for a reason. Even if I said no, he might go about it on his own. Perhaps under my guidance, he could make better choices.
I nodded. “Alright, I’ll do it.”
“You will?” he asked, seeming surprised.
“Yes, but there will be rules and I won’t tolerate disobedience. If you can’t agree to that, you’ll never make it in the academy. I’m not sure what you imagine it will be like, but I need to warn you that your expectations will likely not be met. Do you understand?”
Crimson nodded. “I understand. It will make it clear whether or not the academy is right for me.”
“Yes, it will,” I said plainly before looking to Tranquil. She was sitting silently looking down at the table. “Is something wrong?”
She shook her head. “No, it will just be odd if he goes. We’ve never been apart for long.”
“We won’t be,” he replied.
“Silent Knight left his family to go with Luna the Student. Think how long he was gone and what happened while he was. We may be apart for a long time.”
The stallion scowled and crossed his hooves.
I glanced between them as the mood soured so much I could practically see it in the air around us. “Alright, for now, let’s just assume he isn’t going yet. He wants to make an informed decision is all. Why don’t we go back to the palace and relax? You two can discuss this when and if the time comes.”
“Very well,” Tranquil replied.
Crimson Dawn nodded. “That seems fair. I would also like to know more about these vamponies. Your friend was quite frightened of them. Perhaps we should learn to defend ourselves.”
As the three of us stood and made our way out, I explained, “Alright, well, first of all, they’re not real. But if they were, the first thing you have to know is to never invite them into your house…”
And thanks to Velvet Step, I now had to explain vamponies to the two ponies in Canterlot that looked the most like them.
☾

I could feel my eyes glazing over as I sat behind my desk listening to another speech about paperwork. Azurite was wedged next to me pointing out several things and explaining others. None of it interested me in the slightest.
“Sign here. And here. Initial there. Sign here. Not there, sir, here!” Azurite prattled on. 
“What am I signing?” I asked.
The pixie-like unicorn replied, “The first three are vacation approval forms. The next group is just the annual benefits packages. Your ponies do them with us and you just sign them. Complete formality. You can’t not approve them.”
“What do you mean annual packages? We’re not even halfway through the year,” I foolishly pointed out.
Azurite shook her head in exasperation. “These are the ones everypony filled out at the beginning of the year to set up everything for the current calendar year.”
“Didn’t I sign these before?”
The little unicorn tilted her head and stared at me. “Sir, do you want me to be here longer and understand this completely, or do you want me to be shorter and accept that this is what I do for a living?”
Could she be any shorter? I started signing where she indicated and stopped asking questions. “Yes, Warrant Officer.”
There was a knock on my office door. I looked up to spot Miley Hooves, who was supposed to be off duty. She wasn’t wearing her armor, so perhaps she was. 
A somewhat familiar grey unicorn mare was lingering behind her. She also didn’t have armor, but I knew her from somewhere. I waved them in with one hoof while signing with the other.
“Sorry to interrupt, sir…” Miley trailed, eyeing Azurite with interest. The little mare just stared for a moment. Miley had always been small, but Azurite took the prize for the littlest adult I knew. Finally, Miley shook her head and pressed on, “Val and I were going to take a few days off. If that’s alright?”
“Val?” I asked curiously, my focus shifting. Azurite grabbed my hoof and started moving it on pages to sign. How did I know Val? Was I giving her a few days off, too? No, she wasn’t one of mine. Was she one of Sunny’s? 
That didn’t make sense. Azurite was currently in my office, so Sunny hadn’t left for her vacation yet. It was going to drive me nuts until—it finally clicked. “Oh, right, Val! You’re the friend of Miley’s that I met at Runic’s party.”
Val nodded and smiled. “Exactly. If it is okay with you, I want to steal Miley for a few days. We’re going to be heading to Las Pegasus for a long mares’ weekend.”
“That sounds dangerous. Am I going to get her back?” I asked as my hoof continued to move under the control of a crazed little mare.
Miley squeaked, “Of course! I’d never give up my position.”
“I believe that,” I said as Azurite’s small hooves moved my big one wildly around. “I’ll approve it, but you need to be sure to talk to Sergeants Orchid and Iridescence for coverage. You probably have plenty of leave days.” I looked over at Azurite. “Does she have plenty of leave?”
“Sergeant Hooves, tons of days, sign here!” Azurite exclaimed, exasperated.
“That means yes. Approved, Sergeant,” I said.
Miley cheered, “Thank you, boss!”   
I signed the last form and tried to hide a grin. Over time, I had come to find Azurite immensely entertaining most days. I also had a huge amount of respect for her, too. She was the best at what she did. Plus, she was easy to tease. Which I didn’t do often; I mostly just watched Sunny Day do that. 
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Azurite said, closing all of the files and taking them up in her lavender magic.
“Alright, everypony is dismissed. Give me my office back. It was nice to see you again, Val. Keep an eye on Miley for me.”
“Of course! She’s my friend, and I want to keep her in one piece,” she replied.
All of the mares turned and started out the door. Once they were out in the hall, Miley looked down at Azurite and said, “I’m bigger than you.”
Azurite just sputtered and said something about being a warrant officer. I cracked a smile and couldn’t help but laugh.
I looked up at the clock; it was about time to go, and I was hoping to have a meeting after hours. I stood up, walked around the desk, and towards the door. Before I could get out, however, Russet Rook stopped me.
“Sir?”
“Silent Knight, I’m glad I caught you,” he said. I took a few steps back to let him come in. He shut the door. “I wanted to give you a head’s up on something.”
“Yes, sir?”
“I’m going to be leaving soon for captain’s training. I’m sure that is no surprise. At the same time, though, I’m going to push straight on to advanced leadership school. You and Sunny don’t need me, and Major Measure can more than handle keeping an eye on you two. I think the timing would be good.”
Captain’s training. I hadn’t even thought about that for a minute. There wasn’t much to it: two weeks or so of classes to prepare lieutenants for larger units. ALS, however, was serious business. Without completing it, an officer’s career ended at the rank of major. Russet was trying to get a huge leg up.
“That is some major forwards thinking, Russet. Pardon the pun. The boss is on board?”
He nodded. “She is. I think she’s already shopping vice colonel. You know as well as I do that this whole Unified House Guard didn’t really work out how leadership planned. It looks great on the resume, but Major Measure and I don’t do anything. The princesses always bypass us and go directly to you.
“Plus, I think I might want a company of my own. You know, one that I’d command. Once I get that, finding time for ALS is going to be hard.”
I shook my head. “No, you’re right. You got railroaded once. If you have the chance to move up fast, you should go for it.”
“I figured you’d understand. I just didn’t want it to be a surprise.”
“When do you leave?” I asked.
“Next week.”
I blinked. “Come again?”
Russet’s head tilted. “Next week, why?”
“Sunny’s on vacation for two weeks.”
He rolled his eyes and snorted. “She beat me here?”
“The early bird gets the worm, sir.”
Russet smiled at me. “Well, in this case, both birds get the worm. Besides, Silent Knight, I’m sure running the whole UHG for a while will look great on your resume, too. Have a good evening.” He turned and opened my door.
“Thank you for breaking it to me easy, Russet,” I said, not hiding my sour feelings from my voice one bit.
“Kindness is just one of my traits!” he replied before escaping out into the hall.
Great. Just great. I sighed and shook my head as I locked up my office to head home.
So, I was going to be left in charge of the UHG and two overly curious nox ponies who could no longer be contained by the castle walls. I gave silent thanks to whoever was looking out for me that, normally, not much happened to either house guard.
The trot up one of the tower’s spiral staircase was a great warm-up for when I arrived at the topmost balcony. Leaping off and taking flight was a breeze. The air felt great as it brushed underneath my armor to cool my coat.
Home wasn’t far when flying. In no time at all, I spiraled down to land just outside the building, stopping to check the lamppost.
There was a chalk X on it. At least somepony was cooperating with me today. 
“Lieutenant! Lieutenant!” a voice called from behind me, growing closer.
I quickly wiped the X off and turned, putting on a grumpy face. Somepony had followed me home from the palace and I was in no mood for it… until I saw who it was. Coming down the street in a hurry was Ley Lines from the Canterlot University Research Library.
When she got to me, she was huffing and puffing. “Tried to catch you at palace—” She panted more. “Saw you fly.” With a wheeze, she offered me a folder. “Found it.”
“You chased me all the way here to give me research?” I asked as I accepted the packet.
She nodded, finally catching her breath. “It was fascinating research. I just returned from the Crystal Empire and had to get it to you. There is a wealth of information up until that meeting and then it flat out disappears.”
I opened the folder to start skimming. “That doesn’t surprise me. Any high-level points I should know?”
“Yes, sir.” She beamed with excitement. “The rulers of Equestria all went to meet there, but there is no information on what the meeting was about and what the outcome was. It was arranged by the Unicorn Temple and held on their grounds there. Only one ruler declined to attend: the old unicorn king, Sombra. The rest, apparently, were there.”
My ears shot up. “I’m sorry, did you say the Unicorn Temple arranged and hosted the meeting?”
Ley Lines nodded. “Yes, sir, is that important?”
I closed the folder and tried not to frown. “Oh, yes. That is very, very important.”
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“Keep moving! Keep moving!” Orchid shouted at the unit as they galloped around the track. She worked them hard during physical training, but from my perspective that was a benefit. Staying fit as a guard was important. Healthy ponies were less prone to injury and, in situations like Nordanver, were far more likely to survive.
That is one of the reasons I always galloped with my enlisted ponies. Not all officers attended unit physical training, but I thought it was best for morale. It also allowed me the opportunity to keep an eye on our newest unofficial members: Crimson Dawn and Tranquil Dusk. They’d asked to work out with me and I’d agreed.
“Alright, ponies, that is enough cardio,” Orchid instructed. “Pair off, it is time to work on those hoof-to-hoof combat skills. I don’t want you all getting rusty just because you stand around in the palace halls.”
Crimson started to head towards another pony and I reached out a hoof to stop him. “You two just watch for now. If you don’t know how to fall appropriately or pull your blows, you can get hurt. I’ll show you how it is done later.”
“Yes, sir,” he said, moving back to the sideline with his sister.
Nova approached me looking all sorts of confident. “If you don’t have a partner, sir, I can fix that.”
My brow arched. “You sound pretty sure of yourself. Are you certain you want to tangle with me, medic?”
Nova’s eyes narrowed and she settled into her fighting stance. “You only get to be the best by learning from the best, sir.”
“I wouldn’t say I’m the best, but you’re on.” I shifted back into my own stance and waited.
Orchid called, “Now listen up, this is practice! I don’t want anypony getting too crazy. When a pony goes down, that is the point. Fighters ready! Go!”
Nova was quick to react to the command and on me instantly. She was fast, way faster than me. Her forehooves caught me in the chest before I could even think about moving. Her blows had been measured and controlled with the right amount of sting to let me know she wasn’t playing.
My wings flapped as I hopped back and onto my hindlegs. She came at me again with the same intensity, but this time I was ready and she hadn’t varied her attack much. She swung at me with her right and I caught it in both hooves. Without really thinking it through, I shifted my weight and used her momentum to wheel her over me.
The mare flew over my head and landed with a painful thud. My body then moved on muscle memory, stepping over her and lifting a hoof to smash her throat. She was staring up at me wide-eyed while she tried to catch her breath. 
That was when I turned off autopilot and kept my hoof where it was poised. There would be no strike to follow. Instead, I just turned it over and offered to help her up.
“That isn’t any Royal Guard maneuver I’ve ever seen,” she rasped. “Where did you learn that, sir?”
She was right about that. Royal guards didn’t put down ponies and follow up with killing blows. As I helped her up, I shook my head. “Sorry about that. Some signals got crossed upstairs.”
I’d been practicing that maneuver with a training dummy repeatedly at night. It was one of the first things an initiate learned.
“That’s okay. Should we go again?” she asked with less fire than before.
I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll try to be better behaved this time.”
Nova shook her head. “I can take it, sir. The way I hear it, gryphons don’t play fair when it comes to fighting in close quarters.”
“No, they don’t. Are you expecting to run into any gryphons?” I asked as we squared off.
“No, but I’d rather not come up short.”
“Fair enough,” I replied before adding, “Go!”
☾

The Hay Cafe was busy as usual, which made spotting ponies rather difficult. Every table was filled and none of the patrons looked like a master spy unicorn. My assumption was that Maya was a unicorn due to the voice-throwing spell.
I ate my meal very slowly and waited. Normally we’d be speaking by now, but there wasn’t anything normal about these meetings. The server pony came by several times to make sure my food wasn’t the reason for the slow consumption. After the fifth time I’d shooed him away, the voice hit my ears.
“What can I do for you?”
“We’re going to try to grab the package,” I said into my sandwich.
“I’m aware. Was it your idea to keep the locals in the dark?”
“Yes.”
“Smart. Unfortunately, our mutual annoyance is using local mail carriers for this job. He didn’t want to kick up any fuss by sending the pony express.”
My ear flicked in irritation. “We may as well just tell the package where to drop itself off. It would probably yield the same results. What are the odds of success?”
Maya’s pause went on longer than normal before she replied, “Not great. The locals aren’t really used to this sort of delivery, and I’m told the mail room is already full. I’d say to expect failure.”
I drank from my water glass and then nodded. “Alright. Anything you can do about that?”
“No. I’m good, but if I were to involve myself directly, I’m concerned we’d be discovered.”
“Alright, I can appreciate your position. Have we had any update on his motivation?”
“That is something I’m still working on. Finding the links are difficult. Some carriers went to great lengths to disassociate the package with the sender. It’s obvious, but not provable. I’ll need more time… or the package itself.”
“Alright.” I frowned down at my plate. “Listen, assuming this fails, I’m going to use it as an excuse to bow out of the standard work flow. It is pointless.”
She paused again. “Agreed… but it will look suspicious.”
I shook my head, which may have been a stupid thing to do. Who knew if she could see me? “Not the way I’m planning. I’ll throw a fit about using local carriers. Make unreasonable demands and tick off our postmaster. He’s been itching for a reason to remove me.”
“Valid point. I’m on board, then. I’ll hope you’re as good of an actor as you are a soldier,” she said dryly.
“Good. Listen, keep working the sender and, if you can, I have an idea. If we’re going to fail, let’s do so in a way that drives the package further north. I want to push it away from the south and towards the sea. Can you do that?”
Maya’s tone changed ever so slightly, picking up a hint of curiosity. “Maybe… I could have pony express near the border and suggest the local carriers pick up more routes there. Why?”
“I want to have the pony express hot on this package even if they can’t directly interact with it. They can drive it further north and into the sea. Turn the heat way up. Why not force it into a long journey to the one place it thinks it will never be found because no carrier would ever think to look for it there?”
“You’re crazy.”
“That isn’t a no,” I replied.
“I’ll get back to you. Enjoy your lunch.”
I turned back to my meal and started eating a bit quicker. That seemed to please the server, at least.
☾

It barely seemed like a moment but a week had flown by. It had been filled with secret late-night practice sessions, spending time with the nox twins, taking Crystal out once, and generally trying to get caught back up on everything that had fallen by the wayside while I was in Haven.
Today, I was leaning back in my chair, looking at the three ponies in front of me. One was First Sergeant Storm Rider, Sunny Day’s section NCO. He and I went way back. Generally, up to this point, he’d managed Princess Celestia’s House Guard without too much intervention on my part.
He’d brought me two palace guards. The first had a rich blue coat with a two-toned turquoise mane and a medic badge on his armor. His expression was extremely serious. 
The second guard had a white coat like mine, a turquoise mane that somewhat matched the other pony’s, and a set of gold, square-framed glasses. His badge was unfamiliar to me and had what looked like a bomb on it.
“Sergeant, it isn’t that I don’t want to help you, I’m just confused. Why did you bring them here?” I asked.
“I couldn’t find their CO,” Storm Rider replied.
I nodded. “Okay… what about their company commander?”
The blue guard replied, “Out sick, sir.”
“Executive officer?”
“Paternity leave.” The blue guard’s expression stayed even.
My eyes flicked to the first sergeant and I asked, “Who is running this place right now?”
Storm Rider cleared his throat. “Well, sir. Lieutenant Day is on vacation, as you know. The section lieutenant for these two is missing in action, their company commander is down, Lieutenant Rook is at captain’s training, and Major Measure is at that ten-day conference in Baltimare. So… it is either you or Lieutenant Brook down in pony resources. I chose you.”
Excellent. I was suddenly the de facto palace commander. “Proceed,” I said.
The guard with the white coat said, “There isn’t anything to it, sir, honest!”
“Gryphon feathers!” the blue guard cut in. “You almost blew up the barracks.”
“No! I stopped the barracks from blowing up.” He tapped his badge. “That is what we do!”
“But you set the bomb!”
“For training purposes only! You’re just too—”
“Enough!” I rubbed my temples. “Did the barracks actually blow up and was anypony hurt?”
“No, sir!” they repeated in unison.
I pointed to the white one. “Name?”
“Unwitting Armageddon, sir.”
That seemed fitting. Weirdly so. I had to wonder if he was born with that name or chose it for himself later. “Alright, no more training exercises involving live bombs without command approval. Clear?”
“Yes, sir!”
I looked to the blue one. “Name?”
“Deep Blue, sir.”
“I appreciate your diligence. Next time, maybe go get a sergeant first before you take out the pony that knows how to disarm the bomb.”
“Yes, sir, understood!”
“Alright, dismissed. Sergeant, stay here a minute.”
The two guards went on their way. Once they were out the door, I stared at Storm Rider. “Seriously? Where is their sergeant? Their first sergeant? Their company sergeant?”
The pegasus simply shrugged. “No idea, sir. I just happened to be going by. Glad I was, too, or we might have needed a new barracks down there.”
“Fair point. From this moment on, assume I’m in command of the palace. Pass the word that the House Guard is taking over. Also, send somepony to find the palace guard lieutenant in charge of their section or any section. I want him, her, or somepony in my office immediately.”
“Yes, sir!” he replied before hurrying out.
I got up and followed him to the door shouted, “Sergeant Orchid, Sergeant Iridescence! My office, now!”
There was some scrambling from the offices next door before the two mares came out in a hurry and to my office. Both looked shocked. That was probably because I never shouted.
“Sir?” Orchid asked in confusion.
“Evidently, I am in command of the palace and, evidently, some pony almost blew up a barracks.”
Iridescence blinked. “How is that possible, sir?”
“There seems to be some problem with officers scheduling their personal lives over their work ones. They all seem to think there are more important things to do than being here.” I rolled my eyes and grumbled, “This is why you can never rely on officers.”
“If I could remind the lieutenant that you’re an officer, too…” Orchid put in, a slight grin on her face.
“Only in title. Orchid, I want you to go and assume command of the palace guard. I don’t care who is there; stomp them and take over until I get down there. Am I clear?”
She blinked but then nodded, “Aye sir.”
“Iridescence, you’re in command here. I’m going down to pony resources to inform Lieutenant Brook he is now the palace’s executive officer.”
The unicorn nodded and replied, “You can count on me. This will be one less headache for you.”
“I certainly hope so. Dismissed, both of you.”
They turned to go and I headed the opposite direction. Brook was going to love this.
I headed down to the pony resources area and stuck my head into his office. Thankfully, he was there. “At least somepony knows where he is supposed to be,” I said casually as I walked.
“Pardon?” Brook replied, looking up from a pile of paperwork.
“Every officer above us seems to be missing in action today. The palace guard is running itself. My CO and XO are gone and so are theirs. A few lieutenants are no shows and that means I’m in command and you’re my new executive officer,” I explained.
“Come again? Wait, why I am I the XO? I have more seniority than you,” Brooks said as he leaned back in his chair.
On that account, he was right. He’d joined the guard sooner than I had and without question had been an officer longer. I tapped a hoof on my armor. “I assumed House Guard trumped pony resources, but if you want to captain this ship, it’s all yours.”
Lieutenant Brook shook his head and smiled. “No chance, I just wanted to hear you say it.”
“Thanks for that. Listen, in all seriousness though, you and I might be it. So if you can toss all of that paperwork on Azurite’s desk and head out to the courtyard and show off that bar, I’d appreciate it.”
“Azurite is on vacation, but yes, I can do that. Are all the lieutenants really gone? Gate, walls, keep, and such?” he asked as he got up and put his helmet on.
I’d known that. Obviously, Azurite was on vacation with Sunny. Although he might as well toss the paperwork on her desk anyway. I doubted he’d have any free time now. “Storm Rider couldn’t find one, so let’s assume the worst and hope for the best. Although if you do find one, send her to me.”
“Sure thing,” he replied before walking past me. 
“Thanks,” I replied before I caught sight of his clock. “Wait, where did the day go?”
His brow raised. “Into the past, minute by minute. Why?”
“I have to go, I have an appointment,” I replied before turning to gallop off.
“Wait! You were literally just talking about how every other officer has taken off! Where do I send the lieutenants now?”
My ears pinned back. Crystal would forgive me if I was a little late. She’d understand. It wasn’t every day you suddenly became the palace commander.
“You’re right. I’ll be in my office, so send them there. I’m going to get a plan in place before I leave.”
Lieutenant Brook nodded. “Alright, see you then.”
It only took twenty minutes or so for Storm Rider, Orchid, and Brook to round up every officer in the palace. Somehow that amounted to four lieutenants out of a five-section company. One of which had just walked in for her shift.
Without hesitation, they’d voted me commander despite my junior status to them. In my mind it was because nopony wanted to take on the responsibility. That was fine with me. I gave them the dressing down they’d earned and laid out my expectations until their CO and XO returned.
After that, I put Brook in charge and rushed off as quick as I could to Canterlot Academy. When I snuck into the auditorium, I was almost an hour late. All of the insanity at work had resulted in me missing most of Crystal’s graduation ceremony.
That didn’t matter now, though. I’d made it and I was going to watch my marefriend graduate from the back of the auditorium. All the good seats had already been filled.
Three years ago, I hadn’t bothered to go to my own graduation, but I still recognized the teachers, principals, and staff members. It amazed me that not only had I gone to school with Crystal, but that we had shared a club together. Of course, my mind had a single focus back then. Dad’s focus.
Quickly, I shook my head, chasing those thoughts away. The pony at the podium had started calling names and it was time to pay attention. He finally called “Crystal Wishes” and some polite, quiet stomping started.
Without warning, the unmistakable voice of Velvet Step shouted “Woo! Go Crystal! You’re mah gal!” which was followed with quiet laughter.
Even from my position, I saw Crystal blush on the stage and her eyes started scanning the crowd. They eventually found me and she smiled. It is hard to miss a large blue-and-white pegasus in full armor. I simply nodded at her and smiled in return. 
The names went on and on until there were no ponies left to walk across the stage. After that, there were some closing remarks and then everypony was set free. It all made me grateful that I’d skipped mine. If it weren’t for getting to watch my mare, the boredom would have driven me insane.
I lingered in the back while Crystal mingled with her parents and friends. They all eventually took their leave, and she and Velvet sought me out.
“I’m sorry I was late,” I said. “You wouldn’t believe the day I had.”
Crystal shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. I know you have a serious job. You were there when it counted.”
Velvet squeaked, “I was there, too!”
“Yes, and now everypony thinks even more that we’re a couple,” Crystal replied with a smile. “‘You’re mah gal’?”
We all laughed. 
“Now, let’s move on to more fun things.” Crystal smiled up at me. “We’re still having game night at the palace, right?”
“Of course,” I replied as we started to head in that direction.
Velvet asked, “What are we playing?”
“It is a new type of card game,” I explained. “Everypony shares a center pool and you build a deck to use to buy estates and such. The pony with the most in the end wins.”
Crystal smiled. “Hmm… interesting. I want to play that Timberwolf game again, too. We’ll just have to make sure not to give Velvet a heart attack.”
“I’ll do my best, but I can’t control the princess,” I said before falling quiet.
Crystal and Velvet chatted about the graduation ceremony and future plans while we covered the remaining distance to the palace. When we arrived, all of the gate guards snapped to attention as I walked through.
By the time we arrived at Princess Luna’s chambers, everypony else had already arrived. The usual crowd of ponies was in attendance for graduation game night, with one addition: Miley Hooves. Our little club was growing and it had gotten to the point where it was easier to have two games running at the same time.
I sat with Crystal Wishes, Miley Hooves, and Runic Phial while Princess Luna, Iridescence, Winterspear, and Velvet Step were at the next table. One downside to this was that I wouldn’t be able to coordinate with the princess. She and I were a devastating board game duo. 
Miley, being new to board games, was struggling a bit. “Sorry, sir…” she said as she just stared at her cards with a furrowed brow.
I waved a hoof. “There is no rush, Miley. Tonight is mostly about socializing, anyway.”
Princess Luna cackled. “Speak for yourself, Silent Knight! Tonight, we are out for blood!”
“Don’t mind her, sweetie,” Crystal Wishes said. “We threw Velvet in front of her so we could get you caught up.”
Velvet shot a glare from across the room. “Gee, thanks, Crystal. Love you, too!”
Crystal giggled. “We’re not dating anymore, honey. You’ll just have to take Luna on yourself. Just focus… and when she isn’t looking, peek at her cards.”
“Such treachery!” the princess said with a gasp. "I remember when this evening was civil.”
Iridescence reached for an estate. “Don’t mind me.”
Winterspear laughed. “If we keep failing to pay attention, Iridescence is going to win.”
“Oh, you hush.” Iridescence slid her card into place and smiled.
I chuckled softly and held my cards close to my chest. I was a little behind. My strategy of picking up bigger coins wasn’t exactly paying off. Figuring out what Runic was up to was also proving to be really difficult. He kept buying mines and workshops. It was time for a distraction.
“Miley, I noticed that your mane is back to normal,” I said innocently.
The little mare huffed a bit and glared at Runic. “Yes… we had a lesson on labels after that.”
Runic shrugged. “Could have been worse. The potion caught fire on the rock.”
Oh, rookie mistake there, cousin. Even I knew that.
“Caught fire? And you still let me try it?” Miley’s voice cracked as she clearly tried to not yell.
The stallion looked surprised at her tone. “Only the first few times. By the time you tried, it the formula was down to near zero risk.”
I subtly spent my coins and bought an estate. There weren’t many left.
“Near zero?!” Miley squealed.
“You’re awful,” Crystal whispered to me.
“Strategy,” I replied with a serious expression.
The evening went on late as usual, with many alliances made and destroyed. The game was interesting, but not a crowd favorite. We also weren’t thrilled about being split up, so the agreement was that we’d all go out and look for games that could accommodate us all.
Princess Luna stretched and said out of habit, “Silent Knight, please see Crystal Wishes and Velvet Step home.” 
“My pleasure,” I replied and motioned to the door. “Ladies?”
“Why, thank you, Lieutenant,” Crystal said as she stood up.
The three of us left together. It was a familiar walk home: one I’d trodden with Crystal on a lot of occasions. I tagged along in silence while the mares happily discussed Crystal’s liberation from school.
“I’m so thrilled to be done. Think of all the free time I will have now!”
“Yup! Think of all the sleeping in you can do,” Velvet said with a grin.
The pair giggled and prattled on as the building drew closer and closer. We went through the front door and up the stairs to their unit.
Outside the door, Velvet announced happily, “I’m just going to head inside and right to my room! See ya, Silent Knight!” She then winked at Crystal and ducked inside.
“Bye, Velvet,” I called.
Crystal and I stood and stared at each other a moment. Usually, this was the part where we kissed. The mare waited a moment before asking, “Would you like to come in?”
My ears perked. It would be nice to spend more time with her, especially since I had been late and then betrayed her twice during game night.
I nodded.
Her voice lowered and she offered a hoof. “Would you like to stay?”
That made sense. It was so late that it was tomorrow already. By the time I got home and fell asleep, I’d barely get any rest before having to get up.
So I nodded again and took her hoof.
She giggled and replied, “It is more fun when it feels like we’re getting away with something. Come on.”
Quietly, I followed along behind her as she led me to her room. That made sense. We’d probably talk some before going to bed, and I wouldn’t want to keep Velvet up. That would be poor sleepover etiquette.
“I feel like I missed out on this experience in school,” I whispered.
“My parents would never approve. Especially when you were in school,” Crystal whispered back.
“Oh? Perhaps I should sleep out here, then. The pillows are fi—woah!” The mare’s grip on my hoof tightened as she tugged me inside her bedroom and shut the door.
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		16. Exits



When the sun came up, Crystal was snuggled close to my side. She looked beautiful as she softly breathed, her mane splayed out on the pillow like a golden aura. Then she gave a little snore and I grinned at the mental image of how she’d pout if I told her she snored.
I wanted to stay there with her. She was soft and warm, and I felt better than I could remember in years. I’d slept over before, but last night had been different. Very, extremely, life-altering different. Things would never be the same and I was more than okay with that.
Maybe if it had been a normal day, I could justify being late because I wanted to sleep in with my marefriend. Unfortunately, I wasn’t going to have a normal day for quite a while, so I carefully slipped away from her and snuck out of her bedroom.
The condo was painfully quiet. Every hoofstep felt like it was the echo of pots clanging. I took care to move as quietly as I could I crossed the living room.
“Well, good morning,” Velvet’s voice with a little suggestive tone said from my right.
I stopped, my eyes going a bit wide as I turned my head to look at her. She was sitting at the dining table, hind legs crossed, like a parent who had caught a disobedient child.
I swallowed. “Good morning…”
Velvet gave me a sly look. She knew. “So… would you like some breakfast?”
Softly, I cleared my throat. I could feel sweat beading on my brow. “That… that would be lovely, but I have to fly home, get my kit, and then report in. I’m in command of the whole palace, so I wouldn’t want to set a poor example by showing up late. Even for a great breakfast.”
She smiled and shrugged. “Suit yourself. Perhaps in the future you should just bring your kit along?”
“In the future… yes… that, that would probably be wise. I hope I’m no inconvenience to—to you,” I stammered a bit, completely embarrassed. “You forgive me?”
Velvet giggled. “Forgive you? For what?”
The look I gave her said that I was absolutely not going to answer that question. It only made her giggle all the more. 
“You two are adults, Silent Knight. Don’t apologize for that. Just keep her happy.”
My ears shot up and I felt my face turn red.
Velvet laughed loudly and waved a hoof at me. “That came out wrong!”
I pointed to the door and started to inch towards it. She just nodded and laughed harder, unable to catch her breath to speak to me otherwise.
“Bye,” I struggled to say before ducking out the door and closing it behind me.
Well, that was awkward. I didn’t regret last night but I certainly didn’t want to encounter Velvet first thing in the morning again. As I took to the sky, I tried to ignore the embarrassment by focusing on one task at a time.
First thing was getting home. That much was easy. Once I was there, I showered, changed into a fresh gambeson, and had a quick breakfast.
Next, I trotted outside to check the lamppost and found the chalk X. It looked like I’d be going to the Phial and Filly soon. I rubbed my hoof on the mark to clear it away and took flight to the palace.
Secret data could wait. A palace full of lightly supervised guards couldn’t.
When I got to my office, there was already a line of ponies at my door. Radiant Orchid, Storm Rider, a palace guard lieutenant, and a sergeant were at the head of the line. Behind them was Sogni DiVolare, Cloudy Skies, and a random assortment of enlisted ponies.
I was half an hour early! They were at least polite enough not to launch into their problems immediately, but there were a lot of eyes on me.
Without a word, I walked past them all, unlocked my door, and went inside. Settling behind my desk, I shouted, “Now serving number one!”
The day went exactly as I expected: ponies had problems and they came to me because their immediate superiors weren’t there to solve them. DiVolare was missing a hoofguard and needed a new one requisitioned. Cloudy Skies came clean on taking and then losing said hoofguard as part of some sort of foolish but well-meaning prank.
There was also a scheduling conflict that required Radiant Orchid to miss her eldest’s school play, and that was not going to fly, or so she told me with a very stern look. I agreed because nopony argues with a mare regarding her foals. Even I knew that.
I even had to eat my lunch at my desk while some low-level bureaucrat explained his anger over being denied immediate access to Princess Celestia. He didn’t like my answer that he had to make an appointment like everypony else. He also didn’t like when I stood up and loomed over him at his suggestion that he could get me relieved of duty.
At the end of the day, I had approved a tour of elderly ponies for next week, tracked down the owner of a dog found wandering the halls, and dealt with several so-called ‘emergencies.’ Apparently, a pony not liking the commissary food was an emergency.
I couldn’t take it anymore. The day had exhausted all of my patience and my last nerve had gone AWOL. I turned the palace over to one of the other lieutenants and headed to Princess Luna’s wing so I could hopefully spend a little quiet time with her.
The guards posted outside her chamber nodded in acknowledgement as I passed them. Princess Luna was at her desk, poring over some documents. She blinked in surprise when our eyes met.
“Silent Knight! I was just wishing to see you.”
I came to a stop across from her, head tilting to one side. “Is that so?”
Princess Luna nodded. “Verily. I have not seen you often enough since we’ve returned. In fact, I have not even offered you proper condolences on your loss. I’ve been uncertain as to how. Crystal Wishes informs me that you’re being stubborn about this.”
Everypony wanted to say they were sorry or they hoped I felt better. I never knew how to take it and I was tired of hearing it. Maybe that was being rude, but nothing anypony said ever gave me peace. My father was dead. Sooner or later I’d come to terms with it. Probably later, but it would be on my terms.
I put on the best amiable face I could and replied, “I apologize for not spending much time with you. Somehow, I’ve ended up in command of the palace.”
Luna’s ears flicked. We stared at each other a moment, but she accepted my obvious attempt to change the subject. Her eyes shifted to display confusion and then a little smile crept onto her face. “You’re teasing me again?”
“No, Princess,” I said, “I’m actually being serious. There are so many officers out right now that there are only section lieutenants left. The group of them elected me commander.” 
She went silent, the smile faltering and then returning. “Elected? Well, that was inevitable, wasn’t it? Who better than you?”
“I could think of several ponies, but thank you. I appreciate your confidence in me.”
“You’ve more than earned it. Although… it makes my next question a bit more difficult.”
My brow arched. “And what question is that?”
The princess walked over to her desk and motioned to her empty inbox. “I’ve worked diligently and caught up on my work. I’ve spoken to Celestia and she agrees that it is wise for me to learn all I can, as soon as I can. I need to return to Haven and continue my training.”
That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. It couldn’t come at a worse time. There were a lot of ponies relying on me at work, and then there was Crystal. Being apart from her had been hard the first time, and now we were closer than ever. I didn’t want to be separated from her for so long again.
Of course, I’d promised the princess that she could return. With a forced smile, I replied, “Yes, of course. I’ll make the arrangements immediately, Princess. I—” I closed my mouth before it could be too honest.
Luna’s ears turned towards me expectantly. “Yes?”
I shook my head. “It was nothing, Princess.”
“No, by all means, Silent Knight. Speak freely.”
Reluctantly, I said, “I’m torn. I probably shouldn’t leave until a superior officer comes to relieve me. You’ll forgive my bluntness, but the average lieutenant around here doesn’t know the difference between a pilum and a broom.
“At the same time, I made a commitment to take you back and, of all ponies, I would be the last to break my word to you. I’m in an awkward position here.”
The princess, for some reason, smiled. “Then do both.”
“How do you mean?”
“Run the palace, Silent Knight. Delegate my trip to Haven,” she replied, setting a hoof on my shoulder.
I blinked and looked up at her… which was a lot harder these days, given her new height. “You’d go without me?”
“Yes, but only because our schedules are not being respectful of each other. That will also allow you to spend more time with Crystal Wishes. Perhaps this one trip, you should send another pony in your stead and, when it is time for me to return, you could come and retrieve me?”
My eyes darted back and forth as I considered that possibility. Haven was safe. Getting there was dangerous, but not overly so. Yet, the idea bothered me. It bothered me a whole lot. I’d rarely trusted other ponies to protect Luna. I was never far away.
“Princess, I… don’t have a good reason to say no.”
Her brow arched and she asked, “And yet you want to?”
I nodded in return. “I realize that my responsibilities have grown and that I might have to let go of certain hooves-on responsibilities, but it feels wrong. I’m your bodyguard.”
Princess Luna settled down in front of me and softly looped me in a hug. “I know, but perhaps it is time you live a bit for yourself as well. I’ll agree to more guards to compensate, but I feel it is best I go without you for now.”
Her words hit me hard and tears unexpectedly built in the corners of my eyes as my emotions surged. It was irrational, but in that moment it suddenly felt like I was losing another parent. I embraced Princess Luna and held onto her as tightly as I could.
“Silent Knight, it will be alright. I’ll be perfectly safe and we’ll be reunited soon enough,” she said softly, rubbing a hoof along my back.
I didn’t respond for fear that my weeping would be obvious. Instead, I nuzzled against her neck and took some deep breaths to get myself into check. Once I was confident that I could be mature enough to speak, I leaned back to look up at her.
“You will need a whole lot of guards to compensate for the lack of my presence, Princess,” I said with as much bravado as I could muster.
She laughed softly and nodded. “Yes, yes. How many?”
“How long do you want to stay?”
“Twelve weeks.”
I kept my expression blank and business-like as my emotions flared again. Twelve weeks apart was a long time! She had set an end date, though, which gave me a target to work against. I went over the numbers in my head, focusing on the task instead of the loss I was feeling.
“I can work with that. You can go with a squad. That will be sufficient for the day to day but I’ll want to rotate them out every three weeks to keep the ponies fresh. When the last rotation comes, I’ll relieve them myself.
“You know, as long as a senior officer is back and ready to take over the palace. If not, we’re probably better off moving to Haven at that point anyway,” I said, trying to force a bit of humor.
She smiled and stroked my mane. “Agreed. I shall also take Willowy with me, some staff, and additional couriers. My studying will be less aggressive and I will do royal business in the evenings.”
“I think that is wise. I also think we should speak to the royal guard command about setting up two outposts along the way, to make the journey safer for all ponies and perhaps help facilitate trade. Assuming that is your goal?”
The princess pondered that a moment and then nodded. “We should introduce them slowly. I’ll draft a letter to the Royal Guard. You can do the rest, yes?”
“Of course, Princess. If you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of planning to do and ponies to prep,” I said as I backed away from her. Focus on the tasks at hoof, get them done, and feel later.
“Thank you, Silent Knight. Truly,” she replied.
I turned towards the door but paused halfway. “It is my pleasure. It always will be,” I said before trotting down to the administration area. On the way, I knocked on Orchid’s, Iridescence’s, and Miley’s doors. 
Heads popped out and I called, “Send for Mountain Stone, and everypony be in my office in an hour.”
“Yes, sir,” Radiant Orchid replied.
It wouldn’t take an hour to send a runner to Mountain’s home and ask him to come in. The reality of the situation was that the hour was for me to organize my thoughts and calm down in the privacy of my office. I was touchy. It was unusual for me to be so.
I settled into my chair and took my helmet off. Feelings were something I was having to deal with a lot more since my return from Nordanver and the death of my father. Sometimes I was angry for no reason. Sometimes I was sad. Sometimes it just felt like I was going through the day to get to bed.
It was just easier to focus on the tasks I needed to do than think about the deeper meaning. In time I’d get over everything and my life would go back to normal. Time healed everything. I just had to hold on. I just had to remain strong. I just had to—
There was a knock at my door loud enough to wake me up. I didn’t remember laying my head on my desk but it was. I sat up, wiped my mouth and put my helmet on. “Come in,” I called.
Radiant Orchid, Iridescence, Miley Hooves, and Mountain Stone filed in together. “What’s up boss?” Miley asked cheerfully.
“Princess Luna is going to be heading back to Haven soon,” I replied.
Orchid’s brow arched. “Oh?”
“Yes, but we’re going to be doing things differently this time,” I started before explaining my plan and how we’d keep everypony fresh this time around. That alone left Orchid looking a lot more relieved.
“Iridescence, you’ll lead the first expedition, Miley the second, Mountain the third, and then Orchid and I will go down for the pick-up. Any questions?”
Iridescence piped up, “From what Orchid told me, we’ll need to be concerned about morale. Especially for three weeks of darkness. Any thoughts on that?”
Orchid nodded and said, “You’ll have more guards. I’d say station two at Haven’s gate every day. That will give them some sunlight. Other than that, perhaps take some games and such.”
“No gambling,” I put in and earned myself a dirty look from Orchid. “Other games are fine. I like the idea of watching the gate.”
Miley shifted a bit. “When does this all start?”
“The end of the week. The princess has some business here before leaving. I want the chariots ready to go immediately though in case she changes her mind.”
“So… sir. Without the princess here, what are the rest of us going to do?” Miley asked.
“Jump school,” Mountain Stone said and it took all of my effort not to glare. I’d approved his paperwork for it, but I was still a little jealous. It was like he had heard me talking to the princess about it.
“Exactly. It is time for advanced training and specialist schools. This is a prime opportunity for any of the two-week courses, unless you’re Mountain and his bunch. They’ll have even more time. Get with your ponies, pick some programs, and get them ready. I want all of the paperwork on my desk before the princess leaves. Anything else?”
“No, sir,” they replied.
“Dismissed then.”
Iridescence, Miley, and Mountain made their way out. Orchid lingered back and shut the door behind them.
Our eyes met and then mine narrowed. “You’re not going to tell me I’m a disappointment again, are you?”
She shook her head and came over. “I’m sorry about your father.”
“It’s fine,” I replied flatly.
“It isn’t. You’ve barely had a moment’s peace. How’re you feeling?”
My ears fell. “In this moment? Mildly annoyed.”
Radiant Orchid glared at me and then shrugged. “Suit yourself. If you want to talk, you know I’ll listen. I need you to listen to me, though.”
“Sergeant, forgive me, but I’ve had a long few weeks. I’m not up for a lecture or some anecdote about love and loss. Let me deal with my father’s death in my—”
“Silent Knight, for Celestia’s sake,” she said, cutting me off, “shut up a minute. This isn’t about you.”
I sat up straight and peered at her. Outside of my office, that level of familiarity would have been a gross violation of protocol. Behind closed doors, I rarely minded and she had yet to be wrong when she did so. “Alright, go ahead.”
“I’m due in four months and each day from here on out it is going to be more and more obvious,” she said plainly.
I shook my head and blinked. “Wait, what? What do you mean, due?”
“After we got back from the gryphon kingdom, Mr. Orchid and I were really, really happy to see each other and—”
My hoof somehow found its way onto her mouth. “No, no, no. I get it. You never said anything. You haven’t even slowed down!”
She swatted the hoof away and grinned. “I’m a royal guard and this is my third foal. I’ve got this all down cold now. It wasn’t going to impact my performance until now so I didn’t see a need…” The grin fell and she added softly, “I’m sorry, sweetie. I wanted to tell you but you had so much on your plate already. I didn’t want you to be worrying that I had an expiration date but, I kind of do.”
All I could do was stare at her. This was a shock. Another big change that was being sprung on me. “This is it?”
She nodded and smiled. “I’m afraid so. I’m going to push the paperwork for maternity leave. After that, I’d like to go to warrant officer school, if you’ll write me a recommendation.
“The House Guard is for ponies without foals. I’ve had the privilege of serving on both and under two amazing lieutenants, but it is time to take a bow and leave the stage. Iridescence is going to be fine and so are you.”
Her words gave me a little comfort but turmoil was buried beneath it. Orchid had every right to do this and I was happy for her. A little angry, too, but that was just a petty part of me that was easy to ignore. I offered her my hoof. “I’ll write you the best letter of recommendation you could ever imagine.”
Orchid shook her head, pushed my hoof aside, and hugged me instead. “I expect you to be there when this little stallion is born.”
As we embraced, I replied, “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
☾

The sun had ducked below the horizon and I found myself standing outside the gates of the Unicorn Temple. In the quiet and darkness, I knocked three times. The door opened immediately, revealing Exemplar Ferrel. Our eyes met and she stepped back.
“Please come in,” she said.
“You were expecting me,” I replied as I walked across the threshold.
“Two out of three pointed to you, yes.” Her tone was flat and without warmth.
“And the third?”
“Celestia of the Six called upon me.”
My ears twitched, catching the title. A title that the exemplar had never used. There was no sense in beating around the bush, then. “Do you know what happened to them?”
The pearl-coated unicorn looked into the heavens, the moonlight reflecting off her highly polished armor. “I do.”
“Tell me.” The words rung like an order, far harsher than I had intended.
Exemplar Ferrel started walking towards the garden and I moved to block her. She merely went around me, correctly guessing that I would do nothing to actually stop her. 
I fell in step beside her. “Please, tell me.”
“To what purpose?” she asked.
“What purpose? This is important! The Unicorn Temple arranged the summit. They hosted it and nearly every alicorn ended up dead. Do you realize how suspicious that looks?”
“Extremely, and so should it be,” she said flatly.
“Exemplar, you’re not casting the Temple in a positive light here. What am I supposed to tell Princess Luna?”
The unicorn stopped and focused on me. “It is not my intent to cast it in any light, and you will tell her what you will, Silent Knight. There is a reason that we are no longer allowed to interact with the alicorns. In the past, we were too close to the rulers of this realm.”
We continued deeper into the garden. In the distance, the moon was rising higher into the sky and casting its light onto us. It struck the exemplar’s blonde mane, illuminating it and causing her to look as if she were glowing.
Her clear blue eyes fell to me. “Equestria is not yet ready for the knowledge we protect.”
“You wish to hide your shame?”
Her head shook. “No. Ponies of this world are barely aware we are here. What would we care if they thought us evil because of deeds carried out by those long dead? This knowledge would frighten them and lead to disharmony. Its revelation would be a disservice to the princess.”
My blood suddenly ran cold. “Disharmony? The princess? Exemplar, please. Tell me Princess Celestia did not murder the other alicorns.”
Exemplar Ferrel lifted her head suddenly and blinked. She looked at me as if I were crazy, the first emotion I’d seen from her. “Is that what you believe? No, Silent Knight. Celestia was to be a victim herself, as was Luna. Thankfully for us all, no pony could have imagined they were as powerful as they were.”
“Then why are you keeping this secret? Why won’t you tell me what happened?”
“Is that not obvious?” she asked plainly. “The knowledge is even more frightening than the idea of Princess Celestia murdering all of the other alicorns.”
Silence fell around us. It crashed down and filled me with dread and discomfort. “When will you stop hiding the truth?”
“When Princess Celestia deems it so. If she deems it so.”
“And Princess Luna has no say in this?”
“She will once she understands, and soon she shall.”
“What does that mean? How?” I asked.
Exemplar Ferrel turned from me. “Silent Knight, there will come a time in the future where you will be ready to take on this trial. That time is not now. When you have the blessing of the princesses, you may return and I will give you the knowledge. Until then, I have my orders just as you have yours, and we are both aware that you have no orders for this. Good evening.”
“Good evening…” I replied, trying to take solace in the fact that Princess Celestia was no longer a suspect.
Unfortunately, all I could focus on was what could possibly be worse than her being a murderer.

			Author's Notes: 
I have been waiting to use that image for such a long time! Pony Berserker completed it six months or so ago. It was just a really funny scene I thought deserved artwork. I hope you all enjoyed it!


If you are enjoying this story, please consider taking a look at Crystal and my's website QuillnBlade.com for extra content such as mini stories, Q&B AU wiki, and special rewards for the awesome folks who support our Patreon. We have monthly art give aways, a Q&B Discord RPG, a several other fun gifts for patrons.


	
		17. Unsupervised



Just before lunch, I’d finally cleared out the queue of ponies waiting to see me, the de facto military leader of the palace. I’d also attended a record number of meetings. Attended, organized, and ran. 
Most of them were procedural, dry, and boring. It amazed me how much the palace guard lieutenants looked to their superiors for guidance. These were supposed to be some of the best and brightest, but they could have also just been the foals of important ponies.
In the midst of all the dull meetings, there was one of great interest. Evidently, a group of dragons was moving in nearby and the local civilian leadership was extremely concerned about it.
That was a problem I wasn’t going to solve in a day, so I got up to try to take five minutes to myself and find some food. When I opened my door, Iridescence and Miley Hooves were standing right outside it and looking very upset.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
Iridescence didn’t say anything. She just pulled Miley’s helmet off. The small mare’s raven mane was now a rather fetching shade of platinum blonde. 
“Okay? So she dyed her mane. That isn’t against regulation and it looks good.”
Miley shook her head. “No, sir! I WASHED my mane this morning and then this happened about an hour ago.”
I smirked. “You knew the risk when you shopped at the store and got involved with Runic. I figured after the extra-long growth from the last serum, you’d stop.”
Iridescence put her hooves to her face. “That isn’t the problem. Princess Luna wanted a luxurious bath before traveling. She asked for something new and exciting, so Miley went to her locker and loaned her the bottle.”
Miley cut in quickly, “Before my mane changed color! Before! I only washed my mane, though. Princess Luna took a bath in this stuff.”
My heart skipped a beat and I stared at the two mares before asking flatly, “What color is our princess?”
“We are a glorious blonde!” Princess Luna cheered as she sailed over our heads. She was indeed blonde from head to hoof. Her coat was a rich gold color and her mane sparkled like an afternoon sunset with various shades of brown, yellow, and orange.
The princess landed delicately and looked over her shoulder. “Chase me!” she shouted before galloping off, giggling.
I blinked. “Is she happy or is the soap having an effect on her brain?”
“We’re not exactly sure,” Iridescence admitted.
“Sweet Celestia.” I took a deep breath in and put on my serious expression. “Miley, go get your stallion and bring him here. Iridescence, you and I are going to chase the princess. Go through the break room and try to cut her off before she can get out of her wing.”
“Yes, sir!” they responded in unison.
I galloped down the hall after Princess Luna, trying to sort through what I was going to have to charge Runic with. The alicorn was moving quickly and shot right past where Iridescence jumped out from an adjoining hall.
Iridescence squealed in surprise as I came barreling down behind the princess. Before I collided into her, I leapt, spread my wings, and flew over her head. I called over my shoulder as I landed, “Keep up, Sergeant!”
“Easy for you to say!” she yelled after me before giving chase.
Keeping the princess inside her wing was an impossibility. The two house guards standing at the arch that separated it from the rest of palace stared on in shock as their golden charge shot past them.
“Don’t just stand there, help us catch her!” Iridescence ordered after I’d shot by. That resulted in more hooves thundering along.
Luna was bouncing all over the palace and looked like she was having a great time, too. She knew the palace better than I gave her credit for and was excellent at avoiding the guards I kept sending ahead while I personally pursued her. 
When I went past the palace administrative offices, Raven stuck her head out. “Lieutenant, what are you doing?”
I slid to a stop, paused, and hurriedly replied, “Playing tag with the princess,” and then continued my pursuit.
Raven called after me, “Very good. Carry on… I guess.”
The princess was proving to be a far more elusive prey than I’d credited her. All of the growth she’d gone through seemed to have given her more stamina and speed. After a half hour of pursuit Iridescence and I stopped to take a break. Regardless of how in shape we were, both of us were sucking wind pretty hard. 
“Where is Miley?” I growled.
“Beats me,” Iridescence replied. “Runic may not have cooperated or they’re working on some sort of… Sir, what are you doing?”
I was taking my armor off, that is what I was doing! My patience was wearing thin. “I’ll be faster without all of this weight. If blondie thinks she is getting away from me she has another thing coming.”
“You realize that blondie is Princess Luna, right?” 
“I do now,” I replied and shrugged, “She wants to play tag, I’ll play tag. Remember, I played hoofball in secondary school.”
Iridescence chuckled. “This is not going to end well.”
I flew off down the hall and cheered, “For Equestria!”
Princess Luna bounded across my path at one of the four-way intersections. I made the tight turn and was right on her tail. She laughed and called, “You’re cheating, Silent Knight!”
The princess bounded through a big set of double doors just as I caught her. Literally caught her, mind you. I landed on her back and wrapped my hooves around her middle. She laughed more and slid to a stop.
She giggled. “Very well, you have caught me!”
“Yes, we can all see that,” Princess Celestia’s voice said.
I looked up. We were in the throne room. We being me, out of uniform, and on the back of a crazy blonde alicorn. Princess Celestia was on her throne and several dignitaries from various other pony territories were there. Confusion played on their faces.
Princess Luna’s eyes went big a moment before she stood and walked regally up to her place beside her sister. She sat down and I slid off her back to rest behind her. “We have arrived, Celestia.”
“Thank you for coming…” Princess Celestia replied before she looked at me inquisitively. I held up my hooves and shook my head. Without missing a beat, the princess turned back to the crowd. “Now that we’ve been graced with Princess Luna’s surprise presence, we should get back to business.”
It was the most awkward four hours of my life. I sat behind Luna for the whole conference while thinking up numerous ways to explain. At least for the first half. During the second half, I plotted my revenge against my cousin.
Outside of my immediate situation, there was a part of me that shuddered at the idea of the palace running without me for one hour, much less four. It was less robust than I’d given it credit for. That was likely due to the lack of Shining Armor’s strong guidance. 
While I mused on how much chaos was waiting for me, the meeting eventually came to an end and everypony filed out while the princesses waited patiently.
Once the doors were closed, Princess Celestia looked over at her sister and asked, “Are you okay?” 
Princess Luna laughed heartily and replied, “Yes, I am so sorry. I was having fun at the expense of my guards. Everything has been so serious and tense lately, I thought a little levity was in order. I didn’t mean to come this way.”
“You were faking?” I asked incredulously from behind her.
Princess Celestia gave me a look that told me to hush, so I did. Her attention returned to her sister. I expected a lecture, but instead, her gaze softened and she laughed. “You look ridiculous. Pretty… but ridiculous. How did this happen?”
“Runic Phial strikes again,” Luna replied before joining in on the laughing.
“Why isn’t Silent Knight in his armor?”
“It seems I am too fast for him when he is laden,” came the reply with more giggles.
I flushed and just sat there feeling silly. I didn’t mind being the object of their humor, though. It was rare for the princess to cut loose and have some fun. Especially insane, silly fun.
She was right, too: levity was something we’d needed around the palace. I was wound up so tightly that everything was getting on my nerves. This was something I could enjoy now that I knew Princess Luna’s brain wasn’t being turned to mush by a potion.
The door to the throne room creaked open and the princesses fell silent. I tilted just enough so I could see around one of Luna’s wings as Iridescence marched in and Runic Phial followed reluctantly. He was being pushed along by a panicked Miley Hooves.
“Princess? Are you okay?” Iridescence asked.
“I’m so happy!” Luna threw her head to the side and I watched one of her eyes roll. “A-ha! Happy go lucky me!”
Princess Celestia pointed at Runic Phial. “Thirty days, dungeon.” She sounded quite serious, too.
Miley piped up, “Please, Princess! We brought the cure. Right, Runic?”
“I think so,” he said before Miley bonked him on the snout. “Yes! The cure.”
Princess Luna shook her head. “Oh, no, thank you. No cure. I like this. This is now me forever.”
Princess Celestia laughed and waved a hoof. “Very well. Princess Luna is pleased, so you are free to go.”
It was at that moment that I crept out from behind Princess Luna and sat beside her.
“Hi, Silent Knight!” Runic said, waving and seemingly having already forgotten the potential trouble he was in.
“Hi, Runic,” I replied, my tone deceptively warm.
In the wake of the incident later known as ‘Banana Luna,’ Runic had received an unofficial visit from Equestrian Health and Pony Services. The inspector had given him several suggestions on how to properly separate products.
The reality of the situation was that Miley Hooves’s friend, Val, knew an inspector and the two of them had convinced that pony to come scare Runic a bit. I thought it was a good idea.
In addition to that, I realized I hadn’t been spending as much time with him as I’d used to. That was something I needed to fix and was the reason he and I were now lounging in his store together, a ‘Closed’ sign on the door and starberry fizzy drinks in our hooves.
“I’m honestly not sure how it happened, but my special twelve-tone blonde mane dye got mixed in with the twelve-scent orange blossom shampoo-and-coat wash,” Runic explained.
“You’re not sure how? Are they both orange and kept in near identical bottles?”
“Well, obviously, but that doesn’t explain the mix-up,” Runic muttered as he swirled the last few sips in his bottle.
I went to point out the obvious but shrugged instead. “What was the cure?”
Runic laughed. “Soap and water!”
That made me laugh as well. “Your brilliant plan to fix the princess was soap and water?”
With a shrug, Runic replied, “I wasn’t certain that my dye could actually impact her behavior. That would have been a new side effect not yet reported. I suppose we were lucky that she was just having fun with you.”
“You’re right about that,” I replied while idly looking over at the dead drop I shared with Maya. That could wait, so I changed the subject. “How’re things with you and Miley?”
Runic perked up a bit. “Oh, they’re going well. We do alchemy one night a week, science another night, and dates on the weekend. We have a good time.”
“I’m glad to hear that. As long you two are happy.” 
“I am, and I think she is, too! We’ve got a good thing going.” He shifted and lowered his eyes. “I’ve noticed you haven’t been around as much lately.”
I brushed a hoof behind my neck. “Yeah… I am sorry about that. I’ve been spending a lot of my free time with Crystal. When I get free time. I hope you don’t think less of me.”
Runic shook his head. “Not at all. We all have our hobbies.” 
Laughing, I asked, “Hobby? I wouldn’t call Crystal a hobby.”
“Tomato, potato,” Runic replied.
The two of us sat across from each other in companionable silence. It was good to spend time with Runic.
Finally, when I’d finished my drink, I stood up. “Alright, well, why don’t you head into the back and get the workshop going? I assume I can still be your assistant… or is that only for Miley now?”
“Of course you can, you had the job first!” Runic chimed happily. He disappeared through the door with a merry trot.
“I’ll be right there,” I called before setting my bottle down and heading to the special table. It took a moment to find the secret latch but it clicked, the box popped out, and there was a file inside. I slid that into my bag and closed the compartment before heading off to do some science with Runic.
☾

The sun was peeking over the horizon as I watched Iridescence and her squad moving about the palace courtyard. It was preparation I watched with trepidation. They were getting ready to take Princess Luna to Haven without me.
This was a reality I was not comfortable with, but it was time to place my confidence in my friend and soon-to-be first sergeant. She had to know that my discomfort wasn’t a reflection on her. It was just how I was.
“Sergeant, a word,” I called to her.
Iridescence quickly excused herself and trotted over to me. “Yes, sir?”
I lowered my voice. “You know I’m struggling with letting her go.”
She nodded. “It isn’t obvious to the others, but I know you. I can see the look in your eyes. We’ll be fine, I promise.”
We’d been friends long enough that I took her at her word and smiled. “I know you will. Why do you think I’m sending you to get her there? It was you and me before, partner, and it is going to be you and me again soon.”
She tilted her head. “What do you mean?”
“Orchid is transferring and you’re taking her place,” I explained. “Providing you want to.”
Iridescence just stared at me as if she was letting the words sink in. She shifted and then nodded. “It will be me.”
“Good mare. I’ll miss you, but don’t worry. Winterspear and I will take good care of Dot,” I said softly as pride filled me. She was going to take responsibility.
The unicorn softly chuckled. “No doubt about that. Dot likes Winterspear more than she does me. Still, I’m more worried about you two than her. She is more than a hoofful.”
“Well, you know how fillies are. You used to be one. At least, I think you were. Obviously with you being so much older than me, I can’t say for certain.”
The glare I received was both frightening and a warm reminder of a shared bond. Then she winked. “Take care of yourself, too, Silent Knight. Don’t let the job run you ragged.”
“I’ll do my best. Enjoy the flight.”
She nodded, looked like she was going to hug me, and then thought better of it. Out in the courtyard, that would have been a breach of protocol for sure. She simply saluted and hurried back to her squad.
It was about that time that Princess Luna strode out of the castle and made her way towards me. When she was close, I remarked, “Back to your usual color, I see?”
The regal alicorn nodded. “I liked it, but the ponies of Haven may not approve of me looking like an alicorn of the day.”
“That’s unfortunate. I don’t care what anypony says, you made an excellent blonde.” I chuckled. “Are you all set?”
“I am. Although, before I leave, I wanted a brief word with you.”
“Of course, what about?” I asked.
The princess stepped in closer. “You’ve taken an awful lot upon yourself, Silent Knight. I see more than you might realize. I just want to remind you that sometimes, the thing we believe we want most comes at a price that is too high. Do you understand?”
Understand? I didn't, and yet I felt a chill run down my spine. What did she know? Had she found out what I was up to? Was she going to stop me?
With an even expression to hide the panic I was starting to feel, I looked up at her. “What do you mean specifically?”
She smiled and shook her head. “Today, nothing specifically. Just remember, Silent Knight. There was once a filly that wanted everypony to love her. She wanted it so badly that she was willing to do anything to make them cooperate.
“She gave up who she was, and if it weren’t for a miracle, she’d never have been saved. Remember that as you navigate this time while we are apart. Alright?”
It was a coincidence. It had to be. She couldn't know. Nopony could know. “Of course, Princess. I’ll do just that.”
“Then we should say our goodbyes,” she said.
My head shook. “No. I’ll see you later, Princess.”
Princess Luna smiled brightly at that. “Yes, that is indeed more fitting. I’ll see you later, Silent Knight. Make sure the palace is still here for my return.”
“That is a tall order, but I’ll do my best.”
She chuckled and made her way to the chariots. I stood and watched as they took off into the dawn sky, heading south. My chest hurt, but I kept watching.
I wasn’t going to see her for nine weeks. The last time we’d technically been apart that long, I’d been in a coma. It was going to be a big adjustment. One of many.
I’d sent most of my ponies to advanced training. My own schedule had been fully freed of the day-to-day House Guard activities. Orchid could run our skeleton crew while I took over the day-to-day operations of the palace.
I waited until the chariots were long gone before heading back to my office. As usual, there were ponies waiting for me and my decisions. They could barely wait long enough for me to get inside and sit down before the first one was already talking at me.
The next few hours were a procession of small problems, petty issues, and a few concerns that actually did deserve the attention of the palace commander. Unfortunately, I never knew who I could blow off until their speech was done.
It was truly taxing my patience. I'm not ashamed to admit that I snapped at more than one pony who came into my office. I'm a little proud to note that my intimidation rolls were always a critical hit. Not that I'm making light of losing my temper, of course. That normally never happened to me.
The pony in front of me now was one I probably could have rescheduled, but now he was in my office. The dark grey stallion had made an appointment in advance, so being respectful of that was the least I could do. He was running long, however.
My eyes briefly drifted up to the clock as it neared time for an off-the-books meeting. I didn’t want to miss that, but everypony deserved my full attention when they were in my office. And right now, that meant Shadow Hunter.
“… All that is to say, sir, I’d like to just change roles to medic. Lieutenant Day said she’d look into it, but she’s on leave and training opportunities are coming up, so…” He trailed.
My brow shot up. “You want me to make a permanent decision for Princess Celestia’s House Guard even though I’m just temporarily in command?”
“More or less, yes, sir. If anypony would know the commander’s mind, it would be you,” Shadow Hunter said, buttering me up a bit.
I shook my head. “I’m not comfortable with that, but I’ll meet you halfway. I’m not promising you that you’ll be able to change from a guard to a guard-medic, but I’ll override the training requirement. You can go take that advanced medic course. Lieutenant Day will then make a decision when she returns.”
Shadow Hunter replied, “That is fair, sir. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Dismissed.”
I didn’t even wait for him to get out the door before I stood up and started walking out, too. It was time for me to put on a little scene. The ponies waiting in line outside my office all looked up when I appeared.
“I’ve a meeting to attend. You can come back later or maintain your place in line,” I said without giving them anytime to protest.
I hurried over to the intelligence section and waited in the lobby until Sergeant Major Granite came to fetch me for the meeting.
When we got into the briefing room, Intelligence Officer Guise was there, but on this occasion, there were a lot more ponies lingering around the outskirts of the room. Some had been in before, but most of them were new faces.
I glanced around before saying, “I saw your note. What is the update?”
The sergeant major lightly cleared his throat, looked over to the intelligence officer, and then looked back to me. “They missed, Lieutenant.”
It was show time. “What do you mean, they missed?” I asked, my cool guard stare wavering ever so slightly.
“Exactly what I said. We went with the extrication plan, brought in the local gryphon security, and—”
I cut the sergeant off, turning my attention to Guise. “I’m sorry, did he just say you brought in the gryphons? To catch him? Why didn’t we use our ponies?”
“Of course, we did!” Officer Guise snarled. “We have no jurisdiction! We can’t just snatch a gryphon out of there without their help.” 
The glare I leveled at him was withering. Unfortunately, he wasn’t an easily spooked pony. “Where is he now?” I asked through gritted teeth.
“We don’t know, but he didn’t go south. They drove him further north. The gryphons will be making certain the border is tight,” Granite put in while Guise and I continued our staring contest.
I broke it long enough to roll my eyes. “I’m sure they will! You’ve bungled this and made us look like fools. Relying on gryphons to catch a gryphon, surely you’re not so st—”
“That is enough, Lieutenant!” Guise shouted to cut me off and silenced the room. For as good as he was at staring, he didn’t seem to keep his cool under pressure. He was falling into the trap I’d laid out.
“I’ve about had it with you, Silent Knight,” he growled while thrusting a hoof in my direction. “I don’t care who you have backing you; you’re out of this operation! You have no business being here in the first place.”
I straightened to my full height, putting me almost a head taller than him. “I’m out? You think I’m out? I don’t think you have the clout to throw me out. You’re lucky I don’t get you reassigned so that a competent pony can run this operation.”
He snorted. “Don’t be so sure about that, Lieutenant. You’ve been nothing but a pain in my flank since day one. I’ve had it. Get out of here and go tattle on me if that is the kind of guard you are. I’ll take my chances.”
Giving up too easy might be obvious. I fixed my stare on him once more before finally turning and heading to the door. “Fine. It’s your command. At least for now,” I said before throwing the door open and leaving the intelligence suite.
Once I was outside it took some effort not to smirk. I did my best to look angry while I stomped my way down the hall and across the corridor.
A voice cut through my thoughts. “Well now, little colt, don’t you have a way with others?” The voice was rough and gravely. I turned towards it. A pegasus stallion was standing in the corridor that ran perpendicular to the one I was in.
He was older, much older. Probably around my father’s age… well, the age he’d have been. His coat was a dark grey and his mane was such a pale shade of blue that it was almost indistinguishable from white. He had sharp features, the cut of a warrior, and piercing green eyes.
What really stood out was that he wore a plain dress shirt. No armor, no uniform, but on one side of his collar was a chief warrant officer’s pin and on the other the insignia of an armsmaster.
“That would be Lieutenant Little Colt, chief,” I said dismissively.
The stallion chuckled and shook his head. “Yes, little Lieutenant Colt playing where he shouldn’t be.”
The hair on my neck stood up. Even if I had acted the very part he was calling me on, his tone and insinuation was starting to make me legitimately angry. Then it hit me: he was intentionally trying to get under my coat. He was using the same tactic on me that I’d employed against Guise.
That fact immediately deflated my rage and I shifted into a mode of suspicion. Who was this pony? I didn’t recognize him from the faces in the room, but I never paid much attention to anypony else. With a guarded and clipped tone, I replied “As you say,” and turned to start walking away. 
He followed. “Come on, is that all? Surely a little toy guard that spends all his time mothering a princess might want to throw that clout around.”
It was that moment that I lost the high ground and stopped being the bigger pony. I suddenly stopped, turned, and stepped across his path. The anger returned and swelled into my breast. We almost bumped into each other but he came up short, reacting quickly.
“Listen up, Chief. If you think you’re going to upset me, you’re not. I may be a new lieutenant, but let me make something clear: if you’re going to continue this pointless attempt to get a rise out of me there will be consequences. 
“You’d best respect the rank. If not, I’m certain I can correct that discipline problem for you in a more traditional way,” I threatened with absolute confidence.
That brought a grin to his face. I wasn’t positive, but his teeth looked sharper than mine. “Is that so? Now there is some fire. You actually think you’d come out on top in a fight?”
“Highly unlikely against an armsmaster, but I’m quite certain you’ll have something broken when the palace guard hauls you off for striking an officer,” I replied, filling the tone with ice.
We glared at each other and then he smiled. “So, where was this cool when you were inside?”
“That pony knows how to get to me,” I lied, poorly.
“Crabapples. You wanted out.”
Confirming him would be a bad idea. It was time to get out of the situation, so I turned and started walking. “You were more interesting when you were insulting me.”
He hurried up to get at my side. “You wanted out. You were a little too dramatic compared to your previous appearances. A colt like Guise would be stupid enough to believe you. He just sees you as meddler and has his own ego to protect. He doesn’t see what is underneath that violet armor.”
I glanced at him. “Oh yeah? What is underneath, then?”
“A warrior. You wear that guard armor, you protect that princess, but I can see it plain as the sun. There is a fighter under there, and he’s ready to get back on the field and stomp on the gryphon that hurt him and his ponies. I like that. We need more guards like that, in fact.”
We made the turn to the connection between the palace and the Royal Guard building. “I appreciate that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a palace to run. There is work to do.”
“Yes, sir. Real work and I think I can help you,” he pushed.
“I really appreciate that, but I have enough friends and I—”
A hoof landed forcefully on the wall in front of me. I came to a quick halt. “You’re not listening, sir. I’m not some by-the-book Guard intelligence officer. I’ve been over there and I’ve fought those feathered demons.
“More importantly, Risky Storm was my nephew, and I have as much of a score to settle as you do. When I heard about some Celestia Cross veteran looking into the trade, I had to check it out, and you didn’t disappoint.”
That was not something I expected. It could still be a trap, but it could also be an opportunity. “Alright, Chief, what are you proposing?”
“I figure, if you let yourself get tossed out of there that easily, you must already have something planned or another avenue of intelligence. I’m still on the inside and may have a few favors owed to me. We use your plan and my knowledge to keep chasing Alastair and his brigands until we can close the book.”
Maya had been clear: do not reveal her. The chief had no idea where I’d gotten my information from, though. He probably thought I was using the same channels I’d leveraged to get into the meetings. He could be a valuable asset. Valuable enough to take a risk.
“Step into my office, Chief…”
He smirked. “They call me Steel Wings.”
☾

Guardian. It is a word that I thought I understood well. At least until I had inherited the responsibility to protect and mentor two nox ponies.
I wasn’t their physical protector; that would have been very easy for a pony like me. No, I was their guide in a world they barely understood.
It was a responsibility I hadn’t had much time to pursue given what was going on in my life. In a way, Princess Luna being in Haven was a positive thing. She’d given me back some of my day. That time could then be shared with Crimson Dawn and Tranquil Dusk.
The two of them had decided to embark on a training regime to prepare for the Royal Guard. Crimson was set on it, and Tranquil was just following along. She’d been spending far more time in the archives when we weren’t together.
After much discussion, Tranquil had decided that she didn’t want to be apart from her brother, so if he decided to join the Royal Guard, she’d join with him. I didn’t have the heart to explain to her that it doesn’t work that way.
For now, my role as guardian meant pretending to be a training instructor. Tonight, we were working on muscle building and endurance, so I stood over the pair while they did pushups. Far more pushups than most ponies could do.
“This may be a basic exercise, but it is one of the best," I said in a stern voice. “Keep going until your forelegs give out and you can no longer lift your body! A royal guard needs to be strong and still keep going.”
Crimson grunted as his stamina finally failed him. He slumped onto the mat and couldn’t push himself back up no matter how hard he tried. Tranquil did a few more reps before she joined him on the floor.
I came over to help them back upright. “Very good, both of you. You’re already in better shape than most ponies that start basic training. Don’t let that go to your head, however. If you’re serious, you want to be in the best shape you can be in.”
“When do we learn how to fight?” Crimson asked, brushing himself off.
“We don’t,” I corrected. “We learn to defend ourselves, defend others, and subdue. Fighting is for undisciplined brawlers and the Equestrian Army.”
Tranquil Dusk’s head tilted. “I am confused, Silent Knight. The forms you practice alone do not look as if they are for defense or to subdue.”
Crimson Dawn shot her a look and hissed, “Hush.”
My ears stood to attention and I looked at her in surprise. “Pardon?”
The mare’s cheeks turned bright red and her head ducked.
What in Equestria was going on? I could feel my hackles rising. “Have you been spying on me?”
She looked ashamed as she nodded.
“Why?” I asked, trying to work out if I’d done anything foolish or embarrassing when I thought nopony was looking.
Tranquil Dusk shrugged. “You’re the most interesting pony we know. Well, you’re the only one we know, and you’re often too busy to spend time with us, so we thought we could learn by watching.”
I brought my hoof to my face to hide my expression. She was right about the busy part. “How often?”
Crimson cleared his throat. “All the time. Although when you visited that walled garden we couldn’t follow.”
“Okay, two new rules. One, no more following Silent Knight around. I like you both, but I need to have a little privacy. You’re invading my personal space.
“Two, training is going to go both ways. I can’t believe you’ve both been stalking me and I didn’t even have a clue. That is a skill I want to know. I’ll keep training you, and you start showing me how you move around so stealthily.”
Tranquil looked up with clear surprise. “You… want us to train you?”
“I do. We’ll consider it a fair trade for all the training I’m sharing.”
Crimson shifted. “What about the other knowledge? The things you practice alone?”
That was something I had to be firm on. I shook my head. “I’m afraid not. I gave my word that I wouldn’t share it. It is for me and me alone until I’m released from that promise.”
He looked frustrated but gave a resolute nod. “Very well. Outside of that, what if I want to learn to be a soldier like in the tales of old? Is that the same thing?”
For a young pony, he was clever in his tactics. “Technically, it isn’t. We have a small army. You could learn those skills there or from a veteran.”
Tranquil Dusk’s head tilted. “Veterans like you,” she said plainly.
She was always the more insightful one. I really needed to be on my guard around these two. “I suppose so. Although, I don’t teach that sort of thing. It’s very rare that ponies find themselves in combat.”
“But you did!” she blurted before quickly covering her mouth. “Apologies. Your guards speak proudly of your actions against your gryphon foes.”
Anger started to swell within me, but I tried to change it to determination. Enough was enough. It was time to put a stop to this.
I drew myself up to my full height. “That may be true, but that isn’t something you should go looking for. Death and war are usually permanent solutions to temporary problems. Now, if you want to join the Army, you have that right. I’ll help you, but there needs to something clear between us.
“Those tales you may have read leave out a lot about the reality of it. Far more than I understood and far more than I was ready for. You need to realize that going in before making some flippant decision.”
“What do we need to realize?” Crimson challenged. “What more could there be?”
“Anguish, guilt, and remorse. The weight of dealing with death and being around it. It took me a while to get right in the head after my battle with the gryphons. I left a part of me there. We all did.
“I’ll personally be far more cautious in the future when it comes to life-and-death situations and I certainly don’t intend to train two young ponies I’ve promised to protect how to kill. You’ll have to accept that. For now, I will get you physically fit and teach you how to be a royal guard. What you do with those skills is up to you. Agreed?”
The pair stood still and stared at me quietly. They briefly exchanged a meaningful glance before turning back to me.
“Agreed,” they responded in unison.
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Hearts and Hooves Day was rapidly approaching. Every year of my life prior to this one, I simply hadn’t cared about it. Now, I was feeling the pressure. Crystal Wishes was a romantic pony and this was the most romantic holiday of the year. It was also our first Hearts and Hooves Day as a couple, so I had to nail it.
Unfortunately, my job still demanded almost all of my time, as it was not as concerned with my romantic machinations as I was. It was making it difficult to balance work and romance, plus run my own black operation on the side. Thankfully, on that at least, I had a new ally that could help fill in some of the gaps for me.
It was surprising at how quickly my new roles were becoming normal and commonplace. No pony in command had either noticed or cared that a lieutenant was running a major installation and had been doing so for quite some time.
I hadn’t realized it had been so long until a nox pony courier had brought a missive to let me know that Princess Luna had arrived safely in Haven a week ago. It may have actually been a little longer, as the nox pony had been so overwhelmed by Canterlot that she took a detour to explore it before coming to me. 
I didn’t blame her. The city might have been mundane and familiar to me, but it must look like a fairy tale to her. She’d decided to stay for an extra week just in case I needed to send additional notes back. I didn’t, but I also didn’t tell her that.
Now, I stood in one of Canterlot’s many flower shops, surrounded by roses of every color and flowers whose names I didn’t know. A light green mare with a nametag that read ‘Leafy’ was staring at me. Her expression was one of trepidation and confusion.
I was staring back, although I wasn’t looking at her. I’d been in my head just pondering my day and exactly what I wanted for Crystal Wishes. How long had I just been standing there? By her expression, it was probably an awkwardly long period of time.
“Is… Is there something wrong, sir?” she asked in a soft, nervous voice. “I mean, guard? Sir?”
“Lieutenant, and no. There isn’t anything wrong.”
She shifted. “Then why are you here?”
One thing I’ve never gotten accustomed to is the fact that my armor is off-putting to some ponies. When a royal guard comes in, most merely assume she’s there in an official capacity. I just happened to stop off on my way home from work.
“To buy flowers for my sweetheart,” I replied.
Leafy blinked and then smiled, seeming to relax. “Oh, that is nice. What would you like?”
I looked around at the plethora of surrounding flowers and then back to her. “I’m paralyzed by choice.”
“Oh, well you probably want roses. Red ones are for lovers. Bright red ones are for passion and cardinal red is for desire. If that is too much, there are also pink roses which are more like thankful roses or an expression of appreciation. White roses are—”
“Please stop,” I cut in as I tried to figure out what the difference between bright red and cardinal red was.
How many colors of red were there and why did they all mean something different? It brought me back to when I had just gotten my House Guard armor for the first time. I still couldn’t remember which shade of purple was byzantium and which was heliotrope.
“I… What do most ponies buy?” I asked.
Leafy flushed a bit. “You can’t go wrong with any red if you’re serious about your lover.”
My face felt hot. I must have flushed right back at her. “Sweetheart,” I corrected before adding, “A dozen red, please. To be delivered on Hearts and Hooves Day.”
“Absolutely, sir! Which re—I mean yes, red!”
I paid and carefully filled out the delivery forms while she went on about how I was a smart stallion for shopping early. The word ‘lover’ kept coming up and, by the time I was out of the shop, my coat had changed from white to red. Cardinal red, I think.
The streets of Canterlot were busy as ponies went about their business. Most of the shops already had pink, red, and white decorations in their windows to entice customers in for the impending holiday. As I wandered through the shopping distinct, I started to sense that there were eyes on me.
Tranquil Dusk and Crimson Dawn had proven to be very adept tutors when it came to teaching me to be sneaky and, more importantly in some cases, to recognize a sneak. I’d picked up a lot from them in a short period of time. This may have been one of their tests, so I turned down a side road and then made a quick move into an alley.
“Much better, Silent Knight,” came Tranquil’s voice from behind me. It took all of my willpower not to jump in fright.
I turned to face her. “You still got behind me.”
She shrugged. “You’ve only been learning for a short period of time. What do you always tell us when it is our turn to be trained?”
“Repetition yields results,” I quoted.
Tranquil smiled. “Exactly.” Her head tilted. “What are you up to today?”
“Doing some shopping for Hearts and Hooves Day.”
“What is Hearts and Hooves Day?”
I motioned for her to follow and left the alley. I was on a schedule, so explaining would have to be to-go. “It’s a holiday for romance. Ponies get gifts for their special somepony.”
The nox pony mare’s ears twitched. “And you’re shopping for that unicorn mare you spend so much time with?”
“Her name is Crystal Wishes and I thought we talked about following me,” I replied.
“We did, but we saw her before, and then you asked for training. How can we train you if we cannot put you in situations to detect and be detected?”
Valid point or not, I still didn’t like the idea of the nox siblings spying on my personal life. “Fair enough, but during the time I’m with Crystal, I don’t want to be trained. Understand?”
“I do. It is private time with your unicorn.”
I tried and failed to ignore the subtext. I was definitely cardinal red again. Speaking of red… “Where is Crimson?”
“Watching the Royal Guard trainees and studying their methods.”
That brought some calm to my embarrassment. “He doesn’t trust that I’m properly instructing the both of you?”
Tranquil shook her head with an amused smile. “Oh, no, quite the contrary. He mostly goes to watch what they do wrong. Crimson is of the belief that he and I would already be able to succeed. Most of the ponies are not nearly as prepared as us.”
We turned a corner and, in the distance, I could see our destination: Sunridge Sweets. “Are the two of you going to join?”
“It is a course of action that I am against. Crimson is still on the fence about whether or not he wishes to defy Grandmother. For now, he is holding off, since I’ve convinced him that you’ll need the two of us and our talents soon.”
“Need you? I mean no disrespect, but for what?” I asked in confusion.
Tranquil’s voice lowered. “To catch the bad gryphon.”
My blood ran cold and I wheeled on her. “What?” I asked in a tense whisper.
The nox pony’s ears pinned back. “I’m sorry, Silent Knight. We’ve followed you to a few of your meetings at the cafe and overheard a conversation with Steel Wings. We have not told anypony. I swear it.”
The back of my neck started to sweat. Had I really been so sloppy that two young ponies right out of Haven could easily figure out what I was up to? Were they following Steel Wings, too? 
“Tranquil, you should forget the things you’ve heard,” I whispered hurriedly. “This isn’t a path for you two to trot. I appreciate your devotion to me but the training will be sufficient. Your grandmother would never approve of anything more, and you said you’d never hurt somepony. This is not a situation where somepony doesn’t get hurt.”
With a resolute look in her eyes, she shook her head. “No, I said I would never attack a pony that was doing no harm. This gryphon has harmed you and good ponies. You intend to punish him, yes? This is justice.”
“Yes, but that is for me. Don’t you remember what we agreed? I’ll train you to be guards. Guards, not soldiers. The two of you accepted that. This goes beyond that. It isn’t safe,” I said, a pleading tone creeping into my voice. I couldn’t have the blood of these innocent ponies on my hooves.
Tranquil simply shrugged. “I remember, but also know that you will need help. You’ve kept this a secret from all of the other guards. You have chosen your allies very carefully. The one that you talk to that cannot be heard, and now the old one with grief in his eyes. We will be the ones that teach you to be silent and will fly by your side when the time co—”
I raised a hoof to stop her. “That isn’t for you to decide. I choose, and I don’t choose you. Not for this.”
She simply nodded. Not a nod of agreement, just a nod of understanding. “I will discuss it with Crimson. Enjoy your shopping, Silent Knight.” Then, with a few flaps of her raven-colored wings, she was off and on her way.
My gut told me to fly off after her and set her straight. Both of my wings twitched in agitation as I tried to calm down. They weren’t in any danger right now. I could set them straight later. Right now, I had to use my limited time to focus on Crystal Wishes. 
I pushed on to Sunridge Sweets, burying my anxiety for the time being. When I slipped through the bakery door, Sunbeam smiled from behind the counter. “Silent Knight, welcome!”
“Good afternoon, how’re you?” I asked as I approached, her happy demeanor starting to calm my nerves.
“Fit and well! How’re you?”
After leaning across the counter, I whispered to her, “On a secret mission. Can I trust you?”
“If not me, then who?” she asked, her tone slightly serious but still honey and sugar.
“Agreed. I need treats for Crystal for Hearts and Hooves day, but you can’t tell Velvet. She may be too easily compromised, and this has to be a secret.”
Sunbeam gasped in mock surprise and then winked at me. “Of course.” She picked up an order form. “One special order from Mr. Dashing Moon for Ms. Wishful Heart. What will she be receiving?”
Idly, I twirled a hoof. “So, Dashing Moon has never done Hearts and Hooves Day. Could you maybe help him out?”
“Of course. Ms. Wishful Heart is a very special pony with romantic tendencies. Some off-the-shelf item would never do. It has to be as unique as her.”
Dashing Moon had his work cut out for him. “How about dark chocolate quills and blades with a hint of orange flavoring in them?”
“Very clever, Mr. Moon. A cutie mark special? I think Ms. Heart will be pleased. You’ll pick them up the day of so that they’re fresh. They’ll be the last thing I make. Consider that special gift from Momma S,” she teased.
Once I’d settled the bill, I headed off to complete steps three, four, and five. They were possibly the most important parts of my plan, too. If I did anything noteworthy this year, it was going to be making Hearts and Hooves Day perfect for Crystal.
☾

My vision was blurred and I couldn’t quite get my hooves to cooperate as I heard Steel Wings say, “Get up, Silent Knight, it isn’t that bad.” He was looming over me like a storm cloud.
That was easy for him to say. It took another moment to find my footing and push myself up of the ground. I touched my face and winced. The taste of blood lingered in my mouth. “I’m not sure this is educational.”
The old pegasus shot me a look. “Do you want me to go easy on you, or do you want to learn how to kill a gryphon? You’re all over the place. Some guard training, some brawling, and some… well, I don’t know what that stuff is, but it seems to be some kind of fighting art. Maybe stick with that.”
Steel Wings rubbed me wrong on a good day. He was an abrasive pony that was confident in himself at all times. “I can kill a gryphon, I’ve done it. This isn’t about killing, though, this is about learning how to fight them better. We’ll snatch him and let the authorities here handle the rest,” I replied, falling into the combat stance I’d learned from the Knights of the Moon tome. 
He snorted. “I’m not sure you can, boy. You didn’t kill him when you were over there and they got a heck of a lot closer to killing you. Don’t let pride and arrogance blind you. You tell me you’re ready, but you’re not. Yes, you’re in prime shape, but you’re not a killer and that is what we need. 
“It is cute that you think we’re going to bring him in alive. Don’t be so ignorant. This gryphon isn’t some cheap thug—he is an assassin. A failed one, yes, but he is still an enemy combatant. If you’re not ready to kill him without hesitation, then we’ve already failed. Now, either come at me like you mean it, or I’m going to bloody you again.”
There were still some items of our plan that Steel Wings and I didn’t agree on. As much as I hated to admit it, however, I was starting to see his side. Would Alastair even consider coming alive? Surely he wouldn’t—
“Lieutenant, TODAY!” Steel Wings shouted at me.
Without hesitation, I dug my hooves in before lunging at him again, letting the thoughts melt away. My right hoof came around and clipped his shoulder. That was the first time I’d managed to tag him.
I followed up with the left, but he somehow got right beside me. His hoof looped under my left, trapping me. Then he hit me right in the gut, knocking the wind out of me. When I doubled over, he struck me again in the back, laying me out.
Steel Wings leaned down. “I’m starting to think I gave you too much credit. Look, you’re pretty good. You’re better than any guard I’ve seen, but we’re talking real fighting here. You’d never cut it in the Equestrian Army.
“If we’re lucky we’re going to get one shot at this. One. You have to stop thinking like a guard. There isn’t anypony to protect and you’re trying to subdue me. It is just me and you. Focus on killing me, or I’m going to kill you. Now get up.”
I had killed before, yes, but it was in self-defense and defense of the princess. He wanted me to be a true aggressor. It was exactly what I’d been trying to talk Tranquil Dusk and Crimson Dawn out of, and yet here I was ignoring my own teachings.
My back ached, my face throbbed, and I was still catching my breath. Steel Wings was right for the most part: I didn’t have a will to kill. No pony should. What he didn’t know was that my self-training had been designed around non-ponies. The Knights of the Moon only fought ponies as an absolute last resort and spent little time instructing on how to do so.
That didn’t matter, though, because all I had to do was imagine he was Alastair. Steel Wings had skills I needed. Most ponies never met an armsmaster, much less trained individually with one. Losing him would be a major setback. My eyes closed and I thought back to that day.
Alastair's face flashed before my eyes. So did my ponies', the ones I lost, the ones I'll never forget.
I saw the flames as the train car carrying Princess Luna safely away from me.
I felt the claws raking my sides.
I lunged.
My right hoof missed completely, but this time it was a feint. He stepped aside to avoid it and that gave me the opportunity I needed to close the ground between us and slam my left elbow against his throat.
At least that had been the idea. Before the impact, he managed to get a hoof up to block.
Then he stepped back with a wicked grin. “Now we’re talking. Again!”
☾

“Hey, boss?” Miley Hooves asked as she came into my office.
I casually closed the recent report Maya had provided me. “Yes, Sergeant?”
“I was wondering—” Her head tilted. “Hey, do you have a black eye?”
“Yes, Sergeant, I had a little training accident. What is it you needed?” It wasn’t really much of an accident. I’d left myself open, and Steel Wings punished me for it. He was a lot like my father.
“Training? When?” She blinked when I gave her a blank stare. “Oh, uh, right, my thing. Would it be possible for me to have Hearts and Hooves Day off?”
That was an awkward question. Any other year and I’d have been happy to say yes. This year, though… “You’re the only sergeant I have around, and I can’t cover for you.”
Miley nodded. “I understand completely, but could we make an exception, sir? There isn’t really anything to guard right now. You could just station a palace guard or two to cover the wing to ensure the spiders don’t run off with anything expensive.”
She had a valid point there. All but four guards were off at training, and they were standing around to make sure no pony wandered into the vacant wing. However, I was also still in command of the palace. Allowing Miley the time off could look like favoritism.
At the same time, it was practical. She could use her leave during one of our least busy periods. Miley was a good pony and deserved a little treat.
Finally, I relented. “I’m going to say yes, but only because we’re guarding a vacant wing. Pick one of your ponies to be acting sergeant for that day and I’ll backfill her position with a palace guard.”
“Thank you, sir!” she cheered before turning to trot off. Halfway through the door, she stopped and poked her head back in. “Oh yeah, Raven is looking for you. That is actually why I came over in the first place.”
My brow arched. “Maybe lead with the official business first next time, Sergeant.”
“Yes, sir! Sorry, sir!” she squeaked and galloped off.
I shifted my attention briefly back to the report. Alastair and his brigands had been fully cut off from escaping to Sudramoar. He’d tried twice but was harassed by a combination of gryphon authorities and deep cover pony operatives acting under Maya’s orders. The second time had gotten violent and several of his gryphons had been killed. The net was closing in on him and driving him northwest. It was a satisfying read.
Once the report was locked away, I got up and sought out Raven. I found her in her office, which was typical. If she wasn’t with the princess, she was usually working.
“You were looking for me, ma’am?” I asked after knocking on her open door.
“Yes, Lieutenant,” she replied without looking up. “We’re making advanced preparations for the Summer Sun Festival and needed your input.”
That was about a month off. It had completely slipped my mind. “Of course. What can I do for you?”
“Sunny will obviously handle Princess Celestia’s part. I understand she’ll be back any day now. We’re curious whether or not Princess Luna will be attending any of the ceremonies and, if so, will you have adequate guards to cover her?”
This was a subject I was well-versed in and excited about. “Yes, Sunny is due back overmorrow unless she decides to live on the beach which, at this point, may be a valid concern.”
Raven looked up from her work with a raised brow. “Overmorrow?” Her lips twitched. “I wasn’t aware ponies still used that word.”
My chest puffed out in a playful show of pride. “They do in Crystal’s stories and, yes, I read. When I want to.”
The mare snickered and waved a hoof. “And the princess?”
I nodded. “Princess Luna will return in time for the ceremony unless she extends her stay. I’ll send word immediately asking about that. She hadn’t mentioned anything before she left, but coverage will not be a problem. All of the training scheduled will end before she returns.”
Raven smiled. “Excellent. I knew you’d be on top of things.” She then shifted forwards to lean in closer to me. “Since you mentioned Crystal… Are you on top of things for Hearts and Hooves Day?”
Nosy! Ponies are always so nosy. “I am, but I will not divulge any information as I believe you to be an unreliable confidante in this sphere.”
The mare gasped, frowned, and then smiled. “You’re right. I can’t wait to hear about it, though.”
“I’m sure you will,” I chuckled before turning to leave.
Raven stood up. “Oh, no, Lieutenant. She’ll see you now.”  
“Who?” I asked in confusion.
“The princess.”
“What?”
“The princess will see you now.”
I blinked. “I didn’t ask for a meeting.”
“She did. I guess nopony told you. Either way, she’ll see you now.” She motioned to the other door in her office, the one that went right into Princess Celestia’s study. 
“Alright, then,” I said in confusion before crossing the office and knocking on that door.
“Come in,” Princess Celestia replied. Her voice was soft but easily heard. Magic, I assume.
I did so and closed the door behind me. “What can I do for you, Princess?”
Princess Celestia was sitting behind her desk, going over some scrolls. “How have you enjoyed being my House Guard commander, Silent Knight?”
That was an odd way to start a conversation. “It was actually quite smooth, Princess. Your House Guard needs the lightest of touch to guide it. I’m sure they’ll appreciate Lieutenant Day’s return, though.”
She smiled and looked over at me. “Is that a polite way of saying you’ll be glad to give it back?”
I cleared my throat and replied, “I mean no offense, Princess. It has been a privilege, but I feel like an outsider.”
“No offense taken. You and Luna have a deep bond, just as Sunny and I do. You’ve done well in her stead. I understand you’re running the palace, too?”
“I am. At least until Lieutenant Day returns. She has more seniority, and I intend to hoist the role onto her when she returns,” I admitted with entirely too much levity in my voice.
The alicorn peered at me. “Ah, is that how it is decided?”
“Typically, yes, ma’am. Pardon me, Princess, but is that why I’m here?”
Princess Celestia shook her head. “Oh no. I was just curious. I entrust my sister’s safety to you, so I feel it is important that you and I can speak frankly to each other about things from time to time.”
“Of course. I can respect that.” I shifted uncomfortably in the momentary silence. “You’re not worried about her in Haven?”
She shook her head. “No, not at all. I know you’d take care of all the security concerns, and the nox ponies are deeply committed to her. She and I can stay in touch when we’re apart, and I want her to come into her own. There is so much for her to learn there that can benefit all ponies.”
I just nodded, confused as to what this meeting was supposed to be for. “Princess?”
“Yes, Silent Knight?”
“Forgive me for asking again, but what did you need to see me about?”
She motioned to the pillow on the other side of her desk. “Please, sit down.”
I did so and suddenly felt small. Alicorns tend to loom over you physically, but they also have an intangible aura. It can be comforting, inspiring, and sometimes frightening, depending on what they want to project. Princess Celestia’s demanded attention.
“Do you still worry that we may be enemies?” she asked.
In all honesty, I replied, “No, Princess. I absolutely do not.”
“You don’t think I wish Luna harm?”
“I do not.”
“And you’ve decided this? You speak with such conviction about it,” she said pointedly.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “There was no evidence to suggest you were anything but the pony we know and adore.”
“Well, I’m pleased that we’ll no longer have that between us. However, we now have a new issue. The Crystal Empire has brought back a lot of knowledge and memories that were buried for centuries. That will soon spread and ponies will have questions.”
“I understand. We can’t stop the spread of knowledge, though.”
The princess smiled and nodded. “Agreed. We must face it and we will. Although we don’t have to help it along before ponies are ready. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
I cleared my throat. “I’m not sure I do. Perhaps you could elaborate?”
“There will come a time when the crystal ponies start to remember that there were once six alicorns. For now, that knowledge is locked deep inside them, enchanted away. They merely remember some of the old territorial rulers.
“That will change, however, and they will be frightened in a similar way the nox ponies are once they realize that the status quo has dramatically changed. That fear could spread. We want to gradually bring these ponies into modern times.”  
“You want to avoid a panic. I fully understand. What do you want me to do?” I asked.
“I want you to stop. At least for now.”
“Stop what?”
She looked directly at me with eyes that seemed to stare into my very soul. “Investigating the deaths of the alicorns. You sent a pony to the great library within the Crystal Empire. You’ve spoken to the unicorns at the Temple. The consequences of these actions could be dire. So, I’m asking you to stop and I want to emphasize that. I’m asking, not telling.”
“Asking? Why?”
Princess Celestia set her hooves on her desk and leaned towards me. “If I order you to stop or compel you, you’ll suspect me again. That, and it would be wrong. This knowledge will come out. Now just isn’t the time. Luna isn’t ready.”
My brow furrowed. I wanted to argue with her, to demand answers, but the look in her eyes kept me strangely calm. Calmer than I'd felt in a long time. “What does that mean? I’ve been investigating to better protect Princess Luna.”
“I know, and you’ve proven to be far more skilled at it than I imagined. You’ve gotten too close to the truth and Luna isn’t ready. If you want to protect her, then you need to stop. I promise you… no, I swear to you that that is the truth.”
I shifted on the pillow and replied, “Then tell me. If I’m close, just tell me, and I won’t tell her if it is clear it isn’t necessary. What happened?”
Princess Celestia’s gaze drifted to the window and then back to me. She seemed to struggle with the question. “I will tell you enough to satisfy you. The rest you will have to accept on my word. Agreed?”
It was time to decide. Trust her fully, or not at all. I’d been on the fence long enough. I weighed the options and then replied, “Agreed.”
“Very well. What I tell you now has been held in confidence since the oldest ages. It has been known only to alicorns, scions, and a few special ponies.” She paused to let that sink in. “Many unicorns view magic as a convenience or natural advantage. Other ponies view it with a lack of understanding or sometimes fear.”
As the princess spoke, she held up her right hoof. A glowing ball of golden energy collected there and began to swirl.
“Magic is neither and both. What most don’t know is that it is alive and has a will of its own. Unicorn magic is somewhat universal and may even seem mundane to most of them. Any kind of unicorn can use it if they have the talent and will to learn. However, magic selects its wielder as much as its wielder selects it. This is why some spells come naturally and others are more difficult.” 
The princess turned her head to look at the golden energy. “Unicorn magic is just too mild for them to really see the connection. Outside of a few exceptional ponies, that is, and even in that case, their knowledge and insight falls short. They quickly find that alicorn magic is outside of their reach. To put it bluntly, they’re too small.”
I blinked. “You’re large, so that you can use alicorn magic?”
“It is far more complex than that, but in the simplest terms, yes. Much as you get bigger as you exercise your muscles, we get bigger as we exercise our magic. A unicorn has limits. We do not. Where they plateau, we keep going.”
Exercise and muscles. It was cliché, but those are terms I understand. That didn’t change the fact that I still didn’t follow what she was getting at on the whole. “How does this relate?”
“In the way that unicorns are limited to grow their power, we have our own limitations. No alicorn was ever meant to control all of the magic. Thus, the divide between the magic of the sun and of the moon. Equestria has been out of balance for a thousand years due to the absence of lunar magic. Luna has just found the beginning of the path to restore it.”
“And as you said, she’s not ready… but not ready for what?” I asked.
In the princess’s right hoof, another ball of energy came to life. It was as black as the night sky and shifted chaotically. Flecks of purple streaked through the swirling energy, and deep within my spirit, I knew to fear it.
“There is another magic, Silent Knight. The opposite of ours. Chaotic, unharmonious, and corrupting. It is powerful, destructive, and—most frightening of all—willful. It sought out my sister and turned her from the light.”
My eyes widened. “When she became Nightmare Moon?”
The princess nodded. “Yes. Even with the Elements of Harmony, I was barely a match for her. All I could do was banish her until a time when I could find others to wield the Elements.”
“But you did and they defeated her,” I put in.
“No, I’m afraid that isn’t the case. They saved Luna, yes, but the magic of disharmony is still out there. The Nightmare is simply waiting to make its next move, and the ponies that hold the Elements, while wonderful, are not alicorns.”
It clicked in my mind. “They’re not big enough.”
Both balls of energy vanished and Princess Celestia nodded. “They are not. That is why it is so important for Luna to learn all she can. She must grow and become as strong as possible. She is still sensitive to the fact that she fell once. I do not want that failure weighing upon her that she will have to face those very forces again.
“Your investigation ends here, Silent Knight. You know enough to do great harm. You may use the knowledge as you will, however.”
My mind raced through what I had just learned and ended up unsatisfied. “You’ve left parts out. Who killed the other alicorns? Why haven’t you made more?”
Princess Celestia shook her head. “You know enough for now. We have an agreement, and you do not need any more weight upon your shoulders.”
I thought to argue that point with her, but she was right: we had an agreement. Celestia had told me what I needed to know to protect the princess. I had to make certain she was strong, that she learned and grew. That was something I could do.
Finally, I nodded. “I can accept that for now.”
“You may have to lie to Luna,” she said softly.
Without even a conscious thought, I shook my head. “I can’t do that. If she asks me directly, I’ll tell her the truth. I can accept keeping this from her temporarily for the greater good, but I will not lie to her.”
The princess smiled at me and nodded. “I suspected as much and am pleased that my sister has a protector with such character. I just wanted to be certain. Good day, Silent Knight.”
I stood and then bowed respectfully. “Good day, Princess.”
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		19. Hearts and Hooves



Sunny Day burst into my office without knocking. With her floral blouse and well-rested expression, she looked as if she’d just wandered off the beach. “Hellooo, I’m home!”
Azurite, or a pony I presumed was Azurite, was following behind her. She wore a huge floppy white hat that pretty much covered her completely. All I could see were blue hooves under the brim.
“Welcome back, did you two have fun?” I asked as I rested my chin on my hooves, anticipation of my own news already bubbling up.
Sunny nodded. “We did! It was amazing, Silent Knight. For a moment, I almost thought about retiring. I couldn’t do that to Princess Celestia, though. She needs a House Guard commander that is more fun than you.”
I raised my brow. “Don’t you mean, ‘thank you Silent Knight, you’re so wonderful for covering for me for weeks while I ran around in the sun with Azurite’?”
“Oh, don’t be a grump. You should take a vacation, too. It will do you some good.” Sunny tossed her mane and grinned. “So, what did I miss?”
It was time now! I could give her back as good as she’d given me. “It’s funny that you mention that. I happen to have reservations for a trip to the Crystal Empire right here on my desk. That can wait, though.
“I have a very important question to ask you. Lieutenant Sunny Day, have you ever thought about being commander of the palace guard?”
The unicorn’s head tilted and she replied, “No, why?”
I wiggled my hooves in the same way she had before she’d left. “Ta-dah! You’re now in command of the entire palace guard!”
“What!” she squeaked.
“Why don’t you and your walking hat sit down so I can explain it to you,” I replied, gleefully motioning to the stools in front of my desk.
The mares did so and I regaled them with the tale of my ascension to commander of the whole palace. No detail was spared as I joyously listed all of the sick, missing, and training ponies, and then explained how Sunny—because she had seniority—was in command now.
From under her hat, Azurite said, “Maybe we shouldn’t have come back.”
“It’s too late now,” I replied before getting up and collecting my things.
Sunny was staring at me with big eyes. She didn’t speak until I reached the door. “Wait! Where are you going?”
“Home. I’m only in charge of my section now, and my princess is in Haven. Enjoy your new command!” I said with a smile before trotting out of my office and the palace. There were more important things to focus on now.
I had executed steps six, seven, and eight of my Hearts and Hooves strategy and was prepared to face Crystal when the time came. Flowers, chocolates, and a gift had all been secured well in advance. I’d also made arrangements to go to one of Canterlot’s fancy spas to get extra clean.
Those preparations would be accented with a custom suit. That is what I considered my greatest force multiplier. Crystal wouldn’t even recognize me! She would be overwhelmed and defeated. In a good way.
Romance was easier for me when I treated it like a military operation. That is why I’d brought in an expert to give me appropriate intelligence. Winterspear was a mare’s mare. She knew mares because she was one and she loved one. What pony could offer better advice? What pony was more obligated than my sister?
When I was near my quarters I stopped at the lamppost outside my building. There was an X on it so I wiped it off and headed up. I’d swing by Runic’s tomorrow for the latest report. Everything was in order. At least, it felt that way until I walked through the door and saw my mare expert.
“Welcome home,” Winterspear said to me from the kitchen. Her mane was short. Extremely short, bordering on nonexistent.
Dot was sitting on the couch, looking guilty.
“New hair cut?” I asked.
Winterspear shifted. “Something like that, yeah. Dot and I were working on baking cookies together. I was kind of teaching her and… well…”
Dot squeaked, “I caught her on fire.”
I blinked. Other than her mane, my sister looked fine. “Everypony looks alright,” I said.
Winterspear nodded. “Yes, we’re fine. It was an accident. Honestly, Dot, I’m not mad. You have to learn one way or another.”
“That’s right,” I said absently as I just noticed that one of the kitchen walls was now blackened. “Must have been quite a blaze.”
The filly’s ears drooped and Winterspear glared at me.
“And I bet you two handled it wonderfully.” I quickly added. “Don’t worry, Dot, you’ll get those cookies next time.” 
“Do you think so?” she asked.
“I know so. Practice makes perfect.” I made a note to hire a contractor to repair the kitchen and headed off into my room to start removing my armor.
“How goes Hearts and Hooves planning?” Winterspear called.
“Great, I’m all set,” I replied, setting my helmet on the armor stand.
“You may want to look in the mirror, then. You’ve got some pretty obvious bruises. You need to relax a bit on that new training regimen or whatever you’re doing,” she yelled after me.
What was she talking about? I wandered over to the mirror to look and frowned at the sight. Winterspear was right. My right cheek showed purple under my white coat. There were also several more on my forelegs and chest.
“How do I get rid of bruises in two days?” I asked as I came back out into the living room.
Winterspear chuckled. “You don’t. You just take it easy for those days. Now, come on and sit down. Dot made a special dinner for you.”
Dot cheered, “I made blackened zucchini and squash!”
“Oh, how sweet,” I said, my even Royal Guard tone coming through as I sat down.
Dot had taken a great interest in cooking. Which was surprising, considering how bad she was at it, just like her older sister. Still, she was trying, and Winterspear and I had agreed we were going to be supportive.
My stomach, on the other hoof, was less than thrilled. 
☾

Weeks’ worth of preparation were about to pay off. It was Hearts and Hooves Day, and I was ready to shower Crystal Wishes in romance. I’d been coy when we’d discussed what we were going to do. I didn’t let on with anything.
The flowers should have already arrived. They were the vanguard. That would soften her up without the expectation of more. Now, it was time for the main romantic display. I was in my new suit, perfectly clean, and had my bag full of surprises. It was the perfect Hearts and Hooves ambush!
I landed outside of Crystal’s building and headed up to her unit. Once again, I straightened my tie, smoothed my shirt, pulled out the box of special Sunridge Sweets chocolates, and knocked on the door.
It opened almost immediately. “Hel—Oh!” Crystal said, her expression not one of thrilled surprise.
Very few plans survived first contact with the enemy. I did my best to keep my tone level. “Oh?”
Crystal gasped. “No! Not oh. I mean, oh! Oh, I’m so surprised! Honestly, really surprised. Won’t you come in?” She backed out of the way.
I did so and offered her the box of chocolates. “The first of many surprises, I hope. You received the flowers?”
The mare nodded. She didn’t say a word as her magic accepted the gift. She just seemed to be looking me over. It was probably the suit. 
“And I made reservations at Le Bernardin for dinner,” I offered into the silence.
“Wow, I’m... honestly speechless. You did all this for today?” 
I nodded. “Of course. This and more.” My pride started to deflate. “Is that not right?”
Crystal slipped closer and wrapped her hooves around me in a tight embrace. “Oh, no you did right. More than right. More than any mare would be expecting today. I just… well, you’ve been so busy. I made dinner for you. I thought we could spend a quiet evening together alone.”
My hooves looped around her in kind. “If you want to stay in, we’ll stay in. I don’t mind that at all.”
“Great!” she said before letting me go. “I’m just going to go finish dinner. Why don’t you and your nice suit have a seat?”
It had been the suit, I knew it. “Of course.”
Crystal hurried about her tasks, clearly in a state of shock. Iridescence had once told me that it is good to be spontaneous and surprise a mare. Mission accomplished today.
It wasn’t long before she had a beautiful meal on the table. Zucchini, noodles, broccoli, salads, and a few different breads all made up a buffet of my favorite things to eat.
“You really went all out,” I said as I helped myself, perhaps a little too eagerly. Non-blackened zucchini was even better than I remembered.
Crystal softly laughed and shook her head. “No, I made a bigger than normal dinner. You went all out, Silent Knight. I’m sorry that I forced you to change some of your plans.”
“There is no reason to apologize. This is perfectly lovely,” I replied as I continued to eat ravenously.
When I’d finally had my fill, I loosened my tie and settled back from the table. “Crystal, you don’t know how honest I’m being when I say that was the best meal I’ve had in a while.” Granted, compared to Dot’s cooking most things were but this had been exceptional.
She giggled. “Well, thank you, Mr. Knight, I’m glad you approve. And for dessert, we have chocolate covered berries. Of course, we can also eat the special chocolate you bought, if you prefer.”
“Those are special just for you. We’ll share what you made,” I said.
She nodded and levitated a small platter of sweets onto the table before slipping over and settling into my lap. My ears flicked and I looped a hoof around her.
“You really surprised me, Silent Knight,” she said softly. 
“That was the goal,” I replied while she fed me a strawberry.
“I’ve never seen this side of you. I like it,” she practically purred. Now was the time for the final surprise. The grand romantic gesture that was the master stroke of my strategy!
I swallowed the berry and smiled at her. “Well, suffice to say it is only for you. Now, if you’ll be so kind and exercise that unicorn magic, there is an envelope in my bag for you.”
Crystal’s horn lit up as her magic flipped the bag open and pulled the pink envelope free. As it floated towards us, she asked, “There is more?”
“This is the last gift, I promise,” I said, trying to play it cool.
She pulled the envelope open, slipped the trifold card out, and read it out loud, “To my very special somepony. Celestia’s sun may be bright, but you are radiant. Luna’s moon may be silver, but you are shimmering.”
Crystal flipped the first flap over. “I wouldn’t trade you for the sun nor the moon. You mean more to me than both. Aww…” That last little bit she adlibbed. Her eyes drifted down to the part I’d hoofwritten. “Even in a world full of Crystals you’ll be the one that glimmers the most.”
Her head tilted and she flushed. “That is sweet. I guess there are a lot of ponies named Crystal.”
I smiled, shaking my head. “Open the last flap.”
She did so and blinked. Her magic illuminated the two tickets I’d affixed to the back of the card. “Silent Knight!” She gasped. “Are you serious?”
“Of course. Will you go with me?” I asked.
The mare threw her hooves around my neck and hugged me tight. “Yes! Of course! I can’t believe we’re going to Glimmer World! Just you and me!”
She pressed her cheek close to mine and I chuckled. “Yes, just you and me… mostly.”
“Mostly?” she asked with a skeptical tone, leaning back to meet my eyes.
“I sort of made plans to have lunch with Colonel Armor and Lady Cadence one day while we’re there. I mean, if you don’t want to visit the Crystal Palace that would be fine, too. We cou—” Her hoof landed on my mouth.
“No, no, no, that would be fine. I know how important Shining Armor is to you. I’m sure I can share you for one day. Although today is most certainly not going to be that day! You have been a very, very, very good stallion.”
That was when Crystal showed me some of the gifts she had prepared for me. They were all just between us, though. A stallion never tells on a lady, and I was taught by the best.
When I woke up the next morning, I found myself alone in the bed. Normally, I was the early pony. In the pre-dawn hours of the morning, there were few noises so the sounds coming from beyond the bedroom door were easy to make out. Somepony was cooking.
“Hello?” I called, poking my head out of the bedroom.
“Good morning,” Crystal replied cheerfully. “I’m making breakfast. Why don’t you come and have a seat? You should eat before you go to work.”
“No argument there,” I replied before settling into one of the chairs.
Crystal brought out an assortment of fruits and muffins. “I thought you’d have a healthy appetite this morning.”
I felt my face flush. “A bit, yeah. That smells good.”
She sat across from me and selected a muffin for herself. “So, just about two weeks and we’re off on our special vacation?”
My mouth was stuffed full of muffin, so I just nodded. I had to eat as much as I could while good food was an option. Knowing my luck, Dot would bring me a lunch.
“Mmm, I don’t know if I can be patient for two weeks. I’d like to leave now,” she said wistfully.
After swallowing, I replied, “Me too, but it will be worth the wait. The travel agent told me the weather will be far milder that time of year.”
“Oh good.” She smiled at me. “You thought of everything, didn’t you?”
“I tried, I really did. I wanted it to be as close to perfect as it could be.”
Crystal practically glowed. “I’m sure it will be great. Anyway, I wrapped up several of those muffins and put them in your bag. You can enjoy them at work.”
“Oh, I intend to,” I replied before getting up. “I really should go, though. We’re still short staffed.”
“Of course,” she replied, following suit and trailing along behind me. At the door, we exchanged a brief kiss. “Come back by tonight?”
“Yup. See you then.”
Lately, on the way out I’d said ‘Love you’ in my head when leaving. It was something I’d tentatively been trying out in my private, mental space. It seemed to work out there. At least when I thought it. 
“What?” she asked and I stopped cold.
This time, it seemed like I’d said it aloud.
Nothing, I’d been told, can ruin a somewhat new relationship by blurting out the words ‘I love you’ too early. I had to recover. Plenty of words sound like love you. Right?
Stupid, honest mouth, however, had different ideas. “I love you,” it said out loud with more conviction.
Crystal Wishes stood quietly for a moment. “That’s what I thought you said.” She stroked a hoof softly along the door frame. “I love you, too,” she whispered.
I nodded and hurried off to the palace. My hooves barely touched the streets as my wings flapped, keeping me aloft.
She loved me, too. Crystal loved me! The knowledge sent my heart soaring while my mind raced. With everything going on in my life, she was the only constant goodness. My northern star.
This trip to the Crystal Empire suddenly became a whole lot more important to me. To us, even if she didn’t know it yet.
☾

Sunny Day and I sat in her office, looking over the palace guard roster. The palace had one company comprised of six guard sections and one headquarters section. In theory, each section reported to a lieutenant, and they all reported to the company commander, or the company executive officer in his absence.
Currently, Major Aegis was suffering from an aggressive infection that seemed to be lingering. It was so bad that he was in the hospital. His executive officer, Captain Dancer, was out on paternity leave. His wife had given birth to triplets. That left only lieutenants around to run things.
Sunny groaned and put her head in her hooves. “Why can’t the section commanders handle scheduling their own coverage?”
“As best I can tell, they’re accustomed to Major Aegis being extremely hooves-on. So much so that they don’t have to coordinate between each other. They just guard their portion area and ignore the rest.”
She looked at me. “You mean, he micromanages and they never learned to do this stuff on their own.”
“Your words, not mine, Commander.”
“Quit calling me that!” she said with mock irritation.
“You’re the palace commander and I’m your XO. That is the situation and we’ll just have to deal with it. Why don’t we get the section commanders and NCOs in here and just train them? Major Aegis can have it his way when he gets back. Until then, we have our own problems.”
“Says the pony whose princess is in another city,” Sunny snarked.
“We could always put Azurite in charge of a section. That might be fun.”
“I don’t think Lieutenant Brook could spare her. Besides, I just got her relaxed. Don’t you go getting her all wound up again.”
With a light pat on her shoulder, I smiled at Sunny. “Then you’re it, Commander. Awaiting orders!”
She glared at me. “Get the section heads up here now. It is time they got an education.”
“Aye, ma’am!” I replied before heading towards the door. When I pulled it open, I found Major Measure on the other side, a hoof raised to knock. “Ma’am! Great to see you!”
She looked surprised. That was understandable. I was smiling. Probably a bit too much.
“Thank you, Silent Knight, that is awfully nice of you.” She glanced between us. “What are you two up to?”
Sunny grinned like a cat. “Please, Major, come on in, let me catch you up. Have you ever wanted to be in command of the whole palace?”
Major Measure smiled brightly at that. “Have I? Absolutely yes! Why do you ask?”
Sunny and I then explained the whole situation. With the major back, she was the seniormost officer and would be in command. Sunny would be her XO, and I would be free. Free!
“That is true, but I’m afraid your plan isn’t going to work out this time,” Major Measure replied while pulling out a scroll. “You see, I’ve actually been transferred, at my own request, to an assignment that is quite a bit more active. You two don’t need me, so I thought I’d try my lot somewhere else. I actually came here to invite you to my going away dinner.”
I looked over the papers while Sunny stared on in horror. “D… Dinner?” she finally managed to stammer.
The major nodded. “Yes, tonight, actually. The transfer is immediate. I’d been told some excellent officers have been taking care of everything here while I was gone. There is a vacancy that is in desperate need of being filled, so I took it.”
“Transfer? Immediate? Dinner? Tonight?” Sunny babbled.
“We’ll be there,” I said for her while offering Major Measure her orders.
“Great! See you then, and good luck running the palace. I know you’ll do wonderful, Sunny,” she said before trotting out.
“It isn’t fair,” Sunny howled.
“There, there, we’ll manage,” I said flatly.
“How does anypony get a transfer that quickly? Seriously! From a command as important as this?”
My brow arched. “You mean from the command where she does nothing and is little more than a figurehead? Now she’s going to run one of the largest supply depots in the west.”
“Yes! Supply? Supply! She is going to go run a supply depot out west? Instead of taking over the palace? Think of her resume,” Sunny went on, practically repeating me. I wasn’t sure she was really listening.
“There, there,” I repeated, patting Sunny on the helmet.
Her eyes narrowed at me. We glared at each other a while and then she started laughing. It was forced and fake. I knew her real laugh.
She ran a hoof over her face. “This is pretty funny, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, it really is,” I said with no amusement.
“I miss Shining Armor,” she said.
“Me too, Sunny, me too. I’ll try and talk him into coming back.”
Slowly, she slumped back in her seat. “You do that. Well, then, I guess we have work to do. Since you’re relatively free, I want you to organize a big going-away gift for the major. Then I want you to spend some time each day with the palace lieutenants. Make sure that, if this turns into a long-term problem, they can actually do their job.”
I nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Anything else?”
“No. Not yet, anyway.”
I left her office and headed out to the courtyard. Before handling all of that business, I had some House Guard affairs to take care of. I’d sent Miley Hooves and her squad down to Haven six days back, which meant it was about time for the first squad to return.
I wasn’t certain exactly when they’d arrive, and it certainly didn’t make a lot of sense to just stand in the courtyard and wait, but I was nervous. Iridescence and Princess Luna had been gone three weeks. I’d had two couriers in that whole time and the details were sparse. I wanted to hear about the princess from my friend. 
Fortunately, I only had to wait an hour or so before their chariot landed nearby. As the group of ponies unhitched and started unloading, I approached.
Iridescence caught sight of me and called, “Attention!”
Everypony dropped what they were doing and stood up straight. I waved a hoof. “Carry on. It looks like you all made it back in one piece.”
“Yes, sir. It really isn’t that bad of a ride,” Iridescence said.
“All due respect, Sergeant, that is because you weren’t pullin’,” Nova called. There were some light chuckles.
Iridescence shot the pegasus a mock glare. “Keep mouthing off and all you’ll be doing is pulling.”
I stood by, trying not to look like I was waiting for information about the princess. That was precisely what I was doing, but I didn’t want it to look that way.
“How were things here, sir?" Iridescence asked.
“For the most part, pretty well. Although, I want to warn you upfront: Dot accidentally set Winterspear’s mane on fire and it hasn’t grown back fully yet. She looks a bit rough.”
The unicorn’s eyes went big. “When you say set on fire…”
“Cookie-related accident. Totally mundane. It only took the workpony a day to repair the kitchen.”
Iridescence covered her face with a hoof. “How much do I owe you?”
I waved the question away. “Don’t worry about it. How is the princess?”
“She’s doing well. She’s pacing herself a bit more. Oh, she also wanted me to tell you that she will be attending the Summer Sun Festival in Ponyville. She’d like to see arrangements for that before she returns,” Iridescence reported.
That was good news. It meant the princess was sticking to her timeline. “Good, thank you.” I then raised my voice a bit. “And you’re all to take three days' liberty. Enjoy yourselves. Once you get back, I want you all off to advanced schools.”
That garnered several positive comments. Iridescence looked at me, her head tilted. “Are you okay?”
“Doing fine. You’re off to the advanced NCO course next week. It is going to be time to pin you soon.”
“If you say so,” she replied and then blinked. “You didn’t go to ANOC.”
I shook my head. “No, I didn’t, but you’re going to. Somepony around here should know how things are actually done.”
“I’m gone three weeks and you’re going to send me off to a four-week school after only three days of liberty and a couple days back? Do you not want me to see your sister?” she asked, her voice dropping to a whisper.
“Actually, ANOC is being held south of Baltimare. I hear the beaches are wonderful there this time of year. I also happen to know that Sergeant Winterspear will be attending the same class you’re going to be attending.”
Iridescence blinked at me. “That… sounds convenient. What about Dot?”
“Summer break at home for a bit. She’ll get back about when you do.”
The unicorn mare lowered her voice even more. “Thank you… You must have invested quite a bit of time arranging this.”
“A little, but don’t think it will be all beaches and drinks. You two are going to work hard during the day. I expect to see both of you with a sunburst under your chevrons soon or you’ll have to answer to me. I’ll write you up and ground her.”
Iridescence smiled and replied, “Yes, sir.”
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		20. Vacation Pending



My office felt hotter than usual. It was likely due to the fact that Steel Wings was all but literally fuming. We almost never met in my normal duty area, but when I’d left him a note about my leave, he’d stormed over.
“You’re going to run off to play hide the stallion?” Steel Wings groused.
“Yes, I am. I need a vacation and I’ve made a promise to my mare.”
He shook his head. “You need more training and practice. Yes, you’ve been doing better, but this… this feels superfluous.”
I shot him a look over the report I was reading. Our new dragon neighbors were causing a bit of a stir with their smoke. “I would call it having a healthy relationship. You know, I might want to get married one day.”
“After!” he replied, his voice full of gravel.
“Chief, we’ve got time,” I said with a sigh as I tossed the report down. “He hasn’t even figured out where he is going to try to hide yet. We’ve got ponies on it. Me being gone for a short vacation isn’t going to set me back. I’m as committed as you are, but I’ve had enough bloody noses and sprained muscles for now. When I return, we’ll pick it right back up.”
He snorted and glared at me. “And what am I supposed to do while you’re off playing Sir Chevalier?”
There was something ironic in being called by the name of a character that was loosely based on me. It really spoke volumes about the popularity of Crystal’s books to have references to her works enter the modern vocabulary. Especially by a pony like Steel Wings.
Swallowing a grin, I shrugged. “You’re going to fill in for me instructing Crimson and Tranquil. Guard techniques and physical fitness, though. No killing.”
His brow shot up. “What makes you think I’m going to do that?”
“You’re as noisy as a train when you move around, so they’re going to show you how to be slightly less so. A pony like you never had a need for stealth before. You were accustomed to being the most skilled warrior on the battlefield, but that won’t be enough for this operation. It will require a type of finesse that you lack.”
The older pegasus tilted his head, looking me over. “What do you mean? We’re just going to sneak in there and cut their throats?”
“I doubt we’d be that quiet, but yes, something like that. If you haven’t noticed, there are only two of us and, regardless of how much training you throw my way, we know that he’ll still probably have a group of soldiers with him. We’re not walking up to Alastair and challenging him to a fair fight. He ambushed me, so now I’m going to ambush him.”
Steel Wings opened his mouth, a hoof coming up to point at me. He blinked several times and the hoof came down. “You,” he started. Then nothing. “I,” he started again. He just shook his head. “I don’t like it. You’re thinking like a guard again: sneak in, subdue, and move on. But… we can discuss that later. Regardless of whose tactics we are going to use, we need more operators.”
I nodded at that. “I came to the same conclusion, so that is goal number two while I’m gone. You’ve got enough clout and clearance to peek into Guard and Army files. Grab a list of ponies that have the kind of skills we’re going to need and records that suggest they may be receptive to the idea. I’ll want to see them when I get back.”
The old stallion was silent for a while. He’d nodded, sure, but there was something else there. Finally, he spoke up. “This isn’t the kind of thing I normally do.”
“What is that? Avenge your nephews? I hope not.”
He rolled his eyes. “That isn’t what I mean. This business about bushwhacking him. In my day, you’d put on your armor, sharpen your blade, and march out to face the enemy. That is sort of how I imagined it. Him dying with my hooves around his throat.”
“I don’t think it’s going to work like that. Chances are we’re going to take care of him and nopony is ever going to hear about it. If they do, you and I will be stripped of our ranks and I’ll probably be thrown in prison. There isn’t any glory in this one, Chief. It is just something that has to be done.”
Steel Wings stared at me long and hard. For a moment I thought he was going to argue the point. After a while, he shook it off and snorted. “That doesn’t sound like subduing at all.”
No, it didn’t. I’d thought a lot about what he’d been saying. “We make the best effort to drop him off at the nearest Royal Guard outpost beaten and broken, but alive. I’ve not come around to your way of thinking, but I’m also not foolish enough to believe he won’t be fighting to the death. I have to accept that.”
“That’s the first smart thing you’ve said today,” he grumbled. “Fine. I’ll get the list and fill in for you.”
That was probably the best I’d get out of him. “Thank you, Chief. Now, we’d best get back to practice. There is still some time before I leave.”
We then went together down to the palace basement where there was a Royal Guard gym. It was one that I’d utilized a lot in my life and, to outsiders, it would just look like a House Guard commander receiving training from an armsmaster.
It was a bit suspicious, but it would be easy enough to explain. In my position, I had access to a lot more resources than most of my peers. What actually drew the most attention was Steel Wings’s general lack of safety procedures that royal guards followed.
That is why, when we were finished, I was hurt yet again. I limped my way back to my office, trying to make it look as if I wasn’t doing so. Steel had gotten a bit overzealous and I was pretty sure I’d sprained my right hind leg badly. Hopefully, it would heal in the couple of weeks I had left before heading off on my trip with Crystal.
When I reached the door, Nova was waiting outside. I unlocked my office and asked as I walked inside, “Aren’t you supposed to be at the hospital doing advanced training?”
“Yes, sir, but there was a paperwork mix up. I need you to sign—” Her eyes fell on my leg. It might be possible to hide a limp from regular ponies, but not from medics like her. “What happened, sir?”
“I was exercising and overdid it. It’s just a sprain. I’ll be fine.”
She shook her head and shut the door behind us. “I’m not so sure about that. Take your armor off.”
“Pardon?” I asked, looking at her with a stern glare.
“Take your armor off, sir.” Her tone was just as forceful.
“I don’t have time to—”
“It isn’t a request, sir. If you want to get all bent around protocol, let me remind you that you’re injured. That means that you’re now a patient and I’m still a medic. I can call a couple of palace guards to come take your armor off forcefully if that is what I have to do, but I’m not leaving until I look at that leg.”
I glared at her a moment and then asked, “Medics still have to keep this sort of thing confidential, right?”
“I have to report any injuries sustained on duty or that would inhibit your ability to perform your duty.”
That wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but I wasn’t going to put her into a situation where she had to lie for me. Being an officer wasn’t going to get me out of this, either.
Slowly, as if biding time would help, I removed my armor. When I got my gambeson off, she inhaled sharply.
“Sir! What have you been doing?”
I was covered in bruises, cuts, and other minor injuries. I’d tended to them mostly myself. “As I said, I have been overdoing it a bit.”
Nova shook her head. “With all due respect, sir, I don’t think that is true. You’ve been fighting.”
“Sparring. I’ve been sparring, and that is a form of exercising,” I pointed out as she started pulling off my sloppy bandaging while making disapproving noises the whole time.
“Yeah, I remember the kind of sparring you do,” she said absently as she worked.
“Pardon?”
The mare shook her head. “This one needed stitches. It is probably going to scar. Don’t you remember our little sparring session? For a minute, I thought you were going to kill me.”
My head shook. “I wouldn’t ever do that. It was just muscle memory.”
“Of course. What is this all about? That looked like some Equestrian Army stuff. Stick out your leg.”
I settled back and did as she asked. Pain shot all the way up to my ears and I clenched my jaw. “I just want to be ready if I’m ever in a situation like the one before again,” I hissed between my teeth.
“Psychology isn’t my field,” she replied, looking over my leg and frowning. “I get you, though. But if you keep this up, you’re not going to make it to another situation. You’ve clearly been pushing it too hard and your partner is violating procedure. I won’t know without an x-ray, but this is more likely a stress fracture than a sprain. We’re going over to the hospital.”
“No,” I said.
“Yes,” she replied.
“No.”
Nova glared at me. “Lieutenant, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. We go together as buddies, or I knock your block off and carry you over there. Either way, I take my duty seriously and you’re not going to tromp around here injured. If you like, I can fail to mention the fighting part. You can get stress fractures from any athletic activity. The rest of this is just superficial.”
I carefully got up and sighed. “Alright, doctor. You’re the boss. Leave the part out about the sparring. I don’t want some nosy royal guard doctor yelling at my partner because he is a bit too excitable.”
“Your partner sounds like bad news. If you agree to stop patching yourself up, I’ll keep my trap shut. You’re terrible at it, and if you’re going to keep ‘sparring,’ you need to be monitored.”
“It isn’t that bad. I can handle this,” I muttered.
“Your leg is broken and you look like you just got back from a battle. It IS that bad. I don’t know what you’re into, but if I think it is impacting your duty, I’m going to report it. So either you do it the safe way with me monitoring you, or you do it your way and answer to Command.”
My nose wrinkled at that notion but then I chuckled. “Command is Sunny Day at the moment.”
“Don’t be glib. This is serious. What’s it going to be, sir?”
I relented with a sigh. “Fine, you can monitor my training. Now let’s get over to the hospital and back. I’ve got a lot of real work to do.”
Nova nodded. “Lean on me and keep the weight off that leg. You’re not going to be able to do much with it for a while.”
When I moved to lean on her, pain shot through my body and I groaned, “You know what, I’m actually okay with that right now.”
☾

Several small rocks swung on twine to rattle against the door frame when I walked into the Phial and Filly Alchemist Supply. I paused to stare at them. Most shopkeepers used a bell, but Runic was not most ponies.
The store was busy, as usual, so I gingerly walked towards the back with a limp. Nova had been right. I had a stress fracture, which meant a cast and no more exercising for weeks. Steel Wings had been livid, but he was high strung on a good day.
Runic was leaning on the counter and talking to a customer. As I approached, he smiled. “Hi Silent Knight.”
The customer standing across from him turned and smiled at me before her expression changed to one of concern. “Hello, Silent Knight… oh, what happened?”
“Val? You shop here, too?” I asked, recognizing Miley’s friend. I waved a hoof dismissively and added, “Just a stress fracture. Too much exercise.”
“Who doesn’t shop here?” Val replied with a smile. “I should go, though. There is a lot to do! I hope you feel better soon. See you later, Runic.”
“See you, sis!” Runic replied cheerfully as the unicorn mare left.
I settled up against the counter. “Sis? I thought Val was Miley’s friend?”
Runic nodded. “She is.”
“But she’s your sister?”
“Yes.”
“Which came first?” I asked curiously. That should be obvious, but when it came to Runic, you never knew.
The pegasus chuckled. “The sister bit. I introduced them and they hit it off. Say, I have a potion for that broken bone.”
“Well, I do enjoy gambling with my life," I said with a smile. "What are the side effects?”
“Et tu, Silent Knight?” Runic frowned playfully. “It’s actually very safe. I started working on it after you came back from Nordanver all banged up. It wasn’t ready before your recovery, though. I had to do a lot of testing. Let’s just say, some of the rocks I tried to un-fracture exploded. Twice.”
I held up a hoof. “Now, when you say very safe. Are you talking there is still a chance my bones will explode twice? Or now it is just that they’ll explode once?”
“No explosions. It’s safe, I promise! It will cut your recovery time down a lot. Come on, where's your sense of adventure?” he asked before motioning to the back room.
With a fake, exaggerated sigh, I replied, “Alright, doctor, light me up. That isn’t why I’m here, though.”
We went into the backroom and Runic started sorting through the plethora of potions. Thankfully, it looked like Miley had labeled everything… three times. There was even a section called don’t use on Miley.
While he rummaged, he asked, “Oh yeah? What’s the occasion?”
What, indeed. Perhaps the most important thing I’d ever do. And the best.
I smiled. “I miss doing things together, so I had an idea that I thought you’d like.”
“You brought your Airship Armada stuff?” he asked absently before finally holding out a white potion. “Drink this!”
Once I accepted it, he went back to rattling around. "Of course I did, but that wasn't what I had in mind." I held my nose and drank the liquid. “Say… this tastes like milk.”
“Probably because it is milk. That is just good for your bones. I altered it slightly so you don’t have to keep it cool. Now, let’s see… oh, here we go!” He picked up another potion and brought it to me. “S.K. Mender!”
This one was also white, mostly. The top and bottom had settled out into a blue liquid, and the thicker white color was suspended between the two.
I eyed it suspiciously. “That looks odd.”
“Oh, well I made it for you, so it’s blue and white like you,” he explained. “Just shake it up really well and then drink it.”
“If this kills me, I just want to say that I think it is really nice that you made this with me in mind.” I shook the potion up and poured the whole thing down my throat as fast as possible. It tasted like milk with a hint of blueberries. “Milk again?”
Runic shook his head. “Purely coincidental. It isn’t for use on cows, trust me on that. I’m still paying off that lawsuit. So, what did you want to do?”
I stood there waiting for my bones to explode. Fortunately, I didn’t really feel anything, so I took that as a victory. “Do you remember back when you helped me make that bracelet for Iridescence?”
“I do!” He smiled. “That was pretty fun. I hadn’t done anything like that before.”
“Yeah, me, neither. I thought I’d do something like that for Crystal. You know, a special surprise for the trip.” I fixed him with a serious stare. “You can’t tell her or Miley, though.”
Runic nodded. “No sweat! I’m not one to ruin a surprise. I’d love to make something with you… but, uh…”
“Yes, we can still play Airship Armada,” I said.
“Great! Let’s get to it, then!” 
☾

Over a week had slipped by and, much to my surprise, I had not yet burst into flames or exploded. In fact, my leg was already starting to feel better. When Runic got it right, he got right. Although I felt bad for that cow.
I turned the corner towards Sunny Day’s office and was met with a surprised squeal followed by an undignified thump. Azurite had been turning from the opposite direction and I guess she hadn’t heard me coming. She’d gone face first into my breastplate and then fell over.
“Are you alright?” I asked, offering a hoof.
The unicorn’s small hooves found mine as she pulled herself up. “You move like a cat!” 
“I’m wearing full armor and my leg is in a cast. Are you sure you weren’t day dreaming?” I asked, hiding a smile.
Her eyes got big. “What? No! Who daydreams in the palace? No! I was thinking about… about…” Azurite’s gaze darted about. “Warrant officer stuff! You wouldn’t understand.”
“I imagine not. Can I assume you came from Sunny’s office? Is she still there?”
“Yes, and yes. Are you going to be okay? Why is your leg in a cast?” Azurite asked, peering around me to look.
“I’ll be fine, it was just a training accident. Shouldn’t be too much longer before it is all mended.”
Her ears wiggled and she offered, “You have plenty of sick leave.”
“Thanks. I’ll be fine, though.” I slowly side stepped to get around her. “I need to…”
“Oh, right! Sorry, have a good day!”
As Azurite hurried off down the hall, I finally turned the corner. From behind me, there was another surprised squeal, the sound of armor meeting armor, and an emphatic, “I’m so sorry!” Poor Azurite.
“Knock, knock,” I said as I walked into Sunny’s office. “You were looking for me, boss?”
She looked up and glared. “I hate when you call me that.”
“I’m just respecting your authority as Palace Supreme Commander.”
“Please quit that. It’s bad enough I have every palace lieutenant kowtowing to me. I don’t need you doing it, too. We’re peers. I just happen to be running the place for a while.”
I held up a hoof. “Okay, okay. You did summon me, though.”
“I don’t summon!” Sunny squawked before settling back behind her desk. “Have you picked a new sergeant for your unit yet?”
“No, I was going to have Iridescence do that. Why?”
“As a favor, could you accept putting some of my ponies on the list? You don’t have to pick one. I just want them to at least be considered.”
Promoting outsiders into my House Guard wasn’t high on the list of things I wanted to do. Of course, Sunny’s guards would be some of the best. They’d probably also been waiting a long time. That was the nature of our units. They were high profile career endpoints.
Finally, I asked, “You’d owe me a favor?”
She nodded. “I would.”
“Alright, give me the list. I can’t promise she’ll pick one of them, though.”
“I know. I’m just asking that they be considered. You know how rare it is for a sergeant position to open up, and seeing as you’re letting a PCHG alumni go, why not consider taking on a new one?”
I waved my hoof. “Give me the list.”
“I’m just saying,” she said, offering me the paper with her orange magic. “Also, what’s with the leg?”
After accepting the sheet and looking it over, I shook my head. “Hurt myself training.”
“You shouldn’t do that,” she replied, deadpan but with a grin.
“You’re brilliant, Sunny, why didn’t I think of that! Training, but not hurting myself? What a concept.” 
She pointed a hoof at me. “Don’t be snippy. I meant don’t train so hard. You can run and fly circles around almost every one of us. Ever since you got well, you’ve been one of those gym ponies. More weight! More weight! One more rep, bro! LEG DAY!”
I glared at her. “I don’t sound like that.”
“Nah, you don’t, but you do act like it. I’ve seen you down there pushing more weight than you should by yourself. Honestly, I’m amazed you haven’t been hurt sooner.”
“Fair enough. I’m just trying to be as fit as I can for the next time,” I said without really thinking about it.
Sunny’s ears stood up. “Next time? Silent Knight, there isn’t going to be a next time. They had one shot and they failed. We’ll never be caught flathoofed like that again.”
Never? How could she guarantee that? Alastair was still out there.
Through the rush of anger, I tried to pick my next words very carefully. “Sunny, we hope there isn’t, but we can’t know that. We thought there couldn’t even be a first time and yet here we are. I’ve got to be stronger and faster. Some of us can’t zap giant cockatrices with lances of heat.”
“Okay, good point, but… you know, moderation. Consider it an order.”
“What happened to being peers?”
Sunny winked. “I’m a mare and I can change my mind. Take it easy, Lieutenant. I can’t have my executive officer dying on me. Especially before he goes off on a big bring-your-mare sleepover vacation. You need to be fit for the evenings.”
I took a step towards the door. I still felt hot under the breastplate and needed to leave. “I do not have any way to respond to that, but I’m pretty sure the pony resources officers wouldn’t approve.”
“No? Nothing? No stallion bravado? If I’m going to approve your vacation form, I need something,” she pressed, oblivious to my threat. She knew I was bluffing. Azurite would take her side, anyway.
My brow arched. “Approve my form? Are you serious?”
She leaned over her desk and grinned at me. “Why yes, Azurite just brought it to me. You see, I can sign it… or I can just dump it in the trash here. You know, with you being the executive officer of the palace in a time of great strife, I might need all hooves here, so—yipe!”
The pillow I’d picked up from her couch narrowly missed her head as she ducked.
“That is assaulting a superior officer!” she barked.
I picked up another pillow, which took on an orange glow as she tried to pull it away from me. “And that is blackmailing a fellow officer!”
Both me and the pillow started to float towards the desk as I held onto it.
“It wouldn’t be if you’d just lighten up and share something!” Sunny retorted, grappling with me over the pillow.
“Tyrant!” I put a hoof against her forehead and trying to wrest the pillow free so that I could pummel her with it.
“Mutiny!”
Behind us, there was the subtle clearing of a throat. We both stopped and turned to the doorway. Iridescence and Storm Rider were standing there watching, amused looks on their faces.
“Are you two going to kiss or something and make us standing here worthwhile?” Iridescence asked.
I cleared my throat and let go of the pillow and took my hoof off Sunny’s head.
“Silent Knight was just helping me with my…”
“Helmet,” I said.
“My helmet, yes. What can I do for you two?” Sunny asked.
“Afternoon senior NCO meeting, ma’am. The one you scheduled?” Storm Rider put in.
Sunny shooed me off her desk. “When did it become afternoon?”
I got down and stood off to the side, wondering the same thing.
“We can come back if this is a bad time,” Iridescence said, obviously struggling to hold back laughter. 
Sunny quickly signed my vacation form and taped it to my breastplate. “Take that down to Azurite, Lieutenant.”
“Aye, ma’am,” I replied before hurrying out the door.
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		21. Before We Go



“Very good, Silent Knight,” Tranquil Dusk said as I walked silently across a balance beam. With my leg in a cast, it was a lot harder than normal.
Being sneaky was not as easy as I hoped, but I was making good progress at it. The theories were sound enough: use your wings for balance, flap slowly to take the weight off your hooves, and try not to shift the wind too much. I’d also been shown several ways to fly with less wind resistance and sound. 
Crimson Dawn looked over his shoulder at me before continuing to pummel the heavy bag with his forehooves. He was learning how to box. It was a little more aggressive than what we usually did, but there was no doubt it was good exercise, and it sated his desire for combat training.
“Thanks,” I said as I awkwardly turned around and walked back across the beam. A few more times up and down were in order today. Tomorrow, it might be tiphooving across rooftops.
“You seem to be healing well. Perhaps in the future, you and Steel Wings will be more careful?”
I sighed and shook my head. “You’ve been spying again.”
“Training,” she corrected cheerfully. “It would be easier if you’d just introduce us.”
“As a matter of fact, I will be. He is going to take over your training while I’m gone on vacation.”
The thumps against the heavy bag stopped and Crimson asked, “Really?”
“Yes, really.”
Tranquil tilted her head. “He is a soldier. Are you not concerned he’ll train us in things you do not wish us to know?”
“I’ve asked him not to, but at this point, both he and you are going to do what you want to do,” I replied with a grunt as my hind leg hit the beam. “Maybe that means I’m a failure as a guardian but, young or not, you two are smart enough to make up your mind. You also seem to know what you want even if I think it is a mistake. Ponies learn best by making their own mistakes.”
Crimson turned and made his way over. “So you’ll train us to fight like you fight, then?”
I shook my head. “No, I promised I wouldn’t, but I won’t stop you from learning from others. If you and Steel Wings come to an arrangement I’ll accept it. I should warn you, though, he is rough and I don’t agree with his methods.”
Tranquil hopped up onto the beam. “Did you promise you would not involve us with your mission against the gryphon?”
Always the clever one. I shook my head. “No, I did not.”
“Then I choose to help and fight at your side,” Tranquil said proudly.
“As do I,” Crimson put in.
“You’re making a mistake.” Bringing two young civilian ponies into a fight like this was a horrible idea. 
The mare took two graceful steps towards me like a predator approaching her prey. “It is ours to make. You said that.”
“So it is, but my mistake to make is allowing you to follow me.” I motioned her off my beam so I could continue to practice. “If you two are committed, you better start working harder. If you think the level of fitness necessary for the Guard is going to cut it for what we have to do, you’d better think again.”
“Will it really be so different?” Crimson asked.
“Yes, yes it will. Facing a gryphon is not like facing a pony. They have sharp claws that can easily grasp and hold. Their beaks can exert enough pressure to snap bone. Most important of all, they can fly better than you or me.”
I hopped off the beam and started to approach the younger stallion as I continued, “This won’t be some fairy tale like those books you read. They’ll cut you up and tear out your eyes. They’ll break your bones and leave you bleeding.”
When I reached Crimson, I poked him hard in the chest with a hoof while looming over him. “When you meet these gryphons in battle, it’s likely that only one of the two of you is coming back alive. So yes, it really will be different. Get that in your mind and really think about it. I’m not going to bring you along to have you get in my way.”
The nox pony blinked as he stared up at me. He had no response, nor did his sister.
“Show up and meet with Steel Wings to keep up your normal training. If you make some other deal with him, that is your decision. If not, you can keep doing what you’re doing now. You’ll live a lot longer.”
I left the room with that lingering in both their minds… and mine. Even though I hoped that speech would frighten them off, I knew in my heart that it wouldn’t. They were going to follow me down this path into darkness no matter what I said.
And the worst part was that there was a voice in my head that told me I should be glad for it. Tranquil’s stealth was unrivaled and Crimson had raw potential to be more than a guard, but a soldier like me. Their youth would make them quicker and faster. They would be great assets.
I didn’t want to fail my promise to Moonlit Star, though. This was going to result in somepony getting hurt. I couldn’t imagine having to go to the matriarch and tell her that I’d let her grandfoals come to harm, or worse.
The decision was now in their hooves, and whichever direction they went, I had to believe that I tried.
☾

“I can’t believe you arranged all of this,” Winterspear said as we walked to the train station.
“What you’re saying is that you don’t think I’m a capable enough officer to schedule two spots in a Royal Guard school?” I asked with a slight grin.
Iridescence bumped me. “That isn’t what she meant!”
“You don’t think I’m a thoughtful enough brother and friend to schedule it so you two could advance your careers and be together?” I asked, still grinning.
Winterspear groaned. “When did you become such a smart mouth? I liked you better when you didn’t talk.”
“Me, too,” Iridescence said.
My right wing flicked forwards to lightly rest over my heart. “I’m deeply hurt.”
With a snort, Winterspear said, “Oh, I’m so sure. Although, speaking of hurt, I don’t like the idea of leaving you while you’re injured.”
“Crystal and Runic are looking after me,” I replied.
Iridescence chuckled. “The Runic part is why she is worried.”
“I’m pretty sure if I was going to burst into flames or turn into a dragon, I’d have done so by now.”
Winterspear rolled her eyes and swatted at me. “Dragon may be an improvement.”
That was a point I couldn’t argue with. I could do a serious amount of good if I were a dragon.
“Seriously, though, thank you for this,” my sister continued. “Things have just been so crazy lately. First you, then Dad. Plus, and I should make it clear I’m not complaining, having Dot. Work, fire, and, you know.”
I nodded.
“What are you going to do while we’re gone?” Iridescence asked.
“I’m taking leave, you know that.”
Winterspear’s eyes flicked over at me. “She does know. So do I. We want to know what you’re going to do.”
“Why?” I asked.
“It isn’t that we think you’ll get into trouble… but I’m not sure I approve of your new friend. He seems rough,” Winterspear explained.
“Well, he is an armsmaster. You think he and I are going to spend my entire leave training?”
Iridescence put in, “I could see you doing that, yes.”
“Well, we’re not. You both know that I’m going to go see Shining Armor,” I groused.
“Oh yeah, do we? You’re going to the Crystal Empire for sure?” Winterspear asked, her ears wiggling happily. Evidently, that was what she wanted.
“We are, yes.”
“Oh, I see,” Iridescence said with a throaty tone. She looked over knowingly at Winterspear. “He’s taking Crystal, so now they’re we.”
“Yes, we. You know, he doesn’t come home at night anymore,” Winterspear shot back.
“No, I didn’t know.” Iridescence smirked. “Well, how about that?”
“Still here,” I put in, feeling my face flush. “And that is none of your business. Neither of yours.”
“So you’re not taking Crystal?” Iridescence asked, knowing full well I was.
“Of course I am.”
Winterspear pointed a wing. “He said of course. Not yes.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“Nothing,” they replied.
When we got to the train station, I said, “Gee, it’s a shame you have to go so soon. I’ll really miss you both. Bye bye!”
Winterspear laughed and looped me in a hug. “Don’t be cross. We mean well. It is nice to see young love.”
“As opposed to the dried-up, old-mare love you two share?” I countered.
“Ouch!” Iridescence frowned. “See if I bring you anything back.”
“You’d best bring me back a certificate of successful completion so I can promote you.”
Winterspear squeezed me tighter and shook her head. “No, no. No mixing work and home here. You were saying how old we were?”
“No, you were making light of my relationship.” I nuzzled her cheek and hugged her. “You started it.”
My sister let me go with a nod. “Fair enough. New love, then. Have fun, okay?”
“Yeah, you, too. Both of you.”
“Oh, we will!” Iridescence said pointedly before hugging me.
“Alright, go… but seriously, if you two don’t both pass, Silent Knight the Officer is going to kick your flanks all the way across the palace grounds and back.”
“Yes, sir, understood, sir!” Iridescence replied before heading off into the station with Winterspear.
It was a pleasure to be rid of the meddling mares, but I’d absolutely miss them. I loved them both and, even though they were both pests, they meant well. A pony could have a worse sister and friend.
I limped my way back across town until I got to the Hay Café. The host recognized me and sat me at my usual table. It wasn’t long before the server came over and recognition dawned on his face, too.
“Pardon me, sir. May I ask you a question?” the serverpony asked me. His nametag read Silber. It never failed: if I was at the Hay Café, he was the pony that ended up waiting on me. It was uncanny enough that I started to wonder if he was Maya.
“Sure, go ahead.”
Silber was a pegasus like me. He had a grey coat, a dark blue mane, and his cutie mark was a scimitar. It seemed out of place for a server. “You come here periodically. Always alone, but you seem to be waiting for somepony. Occasionally you mumble to yourself. I don’t get it. Is this some sort of royal guard thing?”
I chuckled softly and smiled. “It probably looks pretty odd right?”
“With no hint of disrespect… yes, it kind of does.”
I took my helmet off and set it on the table. “I’ll be honest with you. Most ponies can’t tell royal guards apart, but I have a stressful job at the palace. I’m a—”
“Princess Luna House Guard, yes. I know that armor. I know all of the armors, to be honest. It is kind of a hobby,” he interrupted.
“Right. I’m actually the commander of Princess Luna’s Guard. Ponies are coming to my office all day long for various things. So, every now and then, I just need a few minutes to myself. This restaurant isn’t near the palace, it isn’t a Royal Guard hangout, and I can just sit outside and mumble to myself. Do you understand?”
Silber nodded. “I do, actually. That is one of the reasons I work here. It gets busy sometimes, but it is still pretty private. I take it that is also why you don’t rush to eat and leave?”
I pointed a hoof at him and nodded. “Exactly.”
“Alright, well, I won’t encroach on your time, then. I’ll go get your usual put in with the kitchen.” He bowed his head and turned to walk off.
As soon as he was out of range, Maya’s voice hit my ear. “That was smooth. You’re getting pretty good at misleading ponies.”
I fought the urge to visibly frown. “I’m not sure I’m going to take that as a compliment. Once we’re done with this, I’m going to have to reevaluate my behavior.”
“Perhaps. On the other hoof, if you’d like a job, I could probably see to that, too. You’ve picked up a lot of valuable skills and your diligence is extremely admirable.”
“Thank you, but no. This is a one-time deal. Not that I don’t enjoy our little visits where I look like a crazy pony, it just isn’t the sort of life I want long term.” I shifted to rest my chin on my hoof. “Now, I assume there is big news since you wanted a meeting instead of a drop?”
“Yes, and you’ll like this. You may like it a lot. The Pony Express ran into a local carrier from Sudramoar. It seems he was looking for a lost package. Not just any lost package, mind you, but the same one we’re after. And he was carrying a coded message.”
“Coded? Was that a problem?”
“To be frank, gryphon codes are rubbish at best, childish at worst. We’ve had the ability to decipher them a while.”
That was interesting. “So what was it, then?”
“That is the best part. It was a location for a pick-up and a promise of safety from that kingdom’s postmaster general himself.”
My ears twitched. “He honestly addressed it himself?”
There was a pause. Too long of a pause. “We can’t say it was for sure, but it seemed earnest enough. It was heavily insinuated.”
“Alright, so what is next?” I asked.
Maya didn’t reply immediately so I waited patiently. As patiently as I could, at least.
Finally, my patience wore out. “What is next?”
“It gets a little complicated, Silent Knight.”
“Try me,” I replied.
“Don’t get too upset, but this information is a little dated. The Pony Express on the ground made some judgment calls based on a short timeline and limited opportunity. I didn’t bring this to you until I had the outcome.”
I took a soft breath and just sipped from my water.
“The Pony Express substituted the letter for a forgery, telling the package that the postmaster general was no longer willing to accept it back. With no right of return, the package was limited when it came to options.”
“Did it pay off?” I asked.
“It seems to have, yes. The deadline was missed. It was extremely risky for the Sudramoar postmaster to extend so far in into Nordanver to retrieve the package. It is unlikely he’ll try again, especially since he has no idea what happened with the package.”
Something crossed my mind. “How did you convince the carrier to deliver the fake letter?”
“We didn’t. We made a substitution,” she said coolly.
I frowned and idly tapped my water glass. “I take it the carrier didn’t make it back to the south?”
“He retired. Don’t go soft on me, Silent Knight. You could take a lesson from your armsmaster friend.”
Did everypony know about that? “He was just doing his duty.”
Maya made a sound of discontent. “Others have retired for less, and his boss wouldn’t think twice about you. Is this going to be a problem?”
I sat in silence for a moment and thought that over. Before, in one of the skirmishes, some of Alastair’s brigands had been killed. That hadn’t fazed me. They were murderers. This was different. He was just some poor courier sent from the king.
“Silent Knight, is this going to be a problem?” she repeated.
This was it. All the way in or lose my nerve.
I knew I couldn’t walk away. Alastair, or Garrard, or whoever he really was had to answer for what he’d done. The ends would justify the means. If the king was behind this, that made all of his agents enemy combatants.
“Get him on the ship,” I said, the darkness I felt clinging to my tone.
“It will be done. He is running out of options. We’ve got some assets that may provide some influence. I’m working on setting up a less-than-reputable sea captain to be in the area. One that transports goods to Equestria without asking questions.”
In the middle of Maya’s reply, I saw Silber walking towards me with my lunch. He set it down and said, “Here you are, sir.”
I tried not to look like a pony who had just accepted the death of an unwitting courier. “Thank you. It looks good.”
Once he was gone and out of earshot, I made a sound of acknowledgement.
“Anything else?” Maya asked.
“I’ll be traveling soon. A few days away from here. If you require my attention, can you get word to the Crystal Empire?”
“I can get word anywhere. Leave your travel plans at the drop. If I need you, I’ll be able to get you.”
“Alright,” I replied before settling in on my lunch.
The rest of the day went, more or less, about the same as any other. I got through my duty and put everything that happened recently behind me so I could enjoy a date with Crystal Wishes.
With Winterspear and Iridescence out of town, we had made plans to spend the night at my place. It would be easier on my morning commute, which meant I could sleep in a little. It also meant I wouldn’t have to face Velvet and her judgmental grin or embarrassing questions.
Unfortunately, there was a weight in my chest that made it hard to enjoy Crystal’s company. We ate dinner and were going to have a cuddle on the couch, but my mind was full of anxiety.
I excused myself to get some fresh air on the balcony. I could feel her worried eyes on me as I stepped outside, but once I saw the moon hanging in the night sky, I felt at ease.
The nox pony twins were old enough to understand consequences. I was more than old enough to do the same. I wanted Alastair to pay for his crimes, and that meant there would be casualties along the way.
I just hoped there would be more on their side than mine. 
The balcony door slid open and Crystal asked in a tentative voice, “Sweetie?”
“Hmm?”
“Are you alright?”
I turned to face her. “Sure, why?”
She shrugged, avoiding my eyes. “You’ve been out here a while with… Well, sometimes you get this look. You had it a lot right after the… the… After you were hurt. Then it kind of stopped some. You’ve had it a lot lately.” She swallowed. “You had it just now.”
“A look?” I asked.
Crystal just nodded softly.
I looped a wing over her back and softly tugged her closer to me. “Yeah, I think about it a lot. About Lavender, Risky, and Starry. I’m happy with life, but sometimes I feel like there is a shadow over me. Business left unfinished.”
The mare nuzzled up against me. “I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do?”
“Just be understanding. Mom once told me that when Stratus came home from Sudramoar, he was never the same. I never understood what she meant before. Now… I guess I do. I don’t want to turn out like him.”
“You won’t,” Crystal said emphatically. “You won’t, Silent Knight. You mustn't think that way. You’ve been through it and you’re still the same pony you were. You went there, it happened, and now you’re home. That is it.”
Softly, I replied, “If only it was.”
“What?” she asked.
I shook my head. “Nothing, I’m sorry. This is a pretty poor excuse for a date. Anyway, are you excited about the trip?”
Crystal stared at me a moment. She just shook her head and rubbed her cheek up against mine. “I won’t pretend like I understand, but I hope you know I’m here for you. As for this date, any date with you is fine. I am very excited, though. I want to get away for a bit and enjoy it. I can’t believe the package you put together.”
Package? What an interesting choice of words. I reassured myself that Crystal didn’t know anything. It was a coincidence. “I really wanted it to be special.”
“It will be. Now the hard part is just waiting. I’m counting the days, the hours, and the minutes until we step onto that train and leave for the beautiful Crystal Empire.”
My lips curled into a smile. “I hear they named it after you.”
She giggled. “I think it has been around longer than me.”
“Technically, no. It was out of reality for a while. You never know. They might have called it the Gem Empire before.”
“Well, you’re wrong, but the sentiment is lovely. Now, if you want, you can sit out here, stare at the moon and brood, or…”
“Or?” I asked.
She slipped out from under my wing, her side sliding along mine. “You’ll have to come inside to find out.” As she turned to head back inside, she swatted me softly with her tail.
Find out wh—Oh.
Brooding could wait. It could absolutely wait.
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		22. Final Preparations



To Col. Shining Armor, Crystal Empire Garrison, Commanding
From Lt. Silent Knight, Princess Luna’s House Guard, Commanding
Sir,
I am writing to confirm that Crystal Wishes and I will be visiting the Crystal Empire at the originally agreed upon date and time. Please extend my deepest gratitude to Lady Cadence for helping me secure the tickets to Glimmer World. Crystal was beside herself with excitement.
At your recommendation I made reservations at the Fluorite Ferrier Resort. There seems to be a lot to see and do there without the price tag of the hotels directly on site at Glimmer World. That is, of course, appreciated on a lieutenant's pay.
I also want to thank you for being so accommodating. I realize my letters have gotten less frequent but I’m certain you understand how busy command is. Command and life. I’m not sure when it happened exactly but I feel like I stopped being a young adult and became a full on one. That seems to creep up on you.
My father died recently. Not too recently actually but I didn’t want to write about it. I’m struggling with that loss. Stratus Knight was a tough pony to live with. As I grew up I realized that more and more. When I was a foal I could only see him as a hero. Now I have mixed feelings about it.
Stratus was terribly cruel to my sister. Nothing she did was ever good enough. He didn’t have any respect for mares as guards. He also used to beat both of us during training exercises to toughen us up. For some reason it never felt wrong to me. I just kept getting up and moving on. I wanted his approval. I can’t imagine doing the same to my own foals.
We didn’t speak for the last year of his life. I didn’t visit, I didn’t write. I just went about my own business. I had planned to take him to task at some point. At least I think I did. It is hard to know really. It is easy to talk about standing up to a bully once you’re far removed from them.
In any event, he is gone, I’ll never have the chance to stand up for my sister or even tell him that, despite all of it-the beatings, the ambushes, the harsh words, everything, I still love him. There are worse fathers, I guess. Celestia knows in a twisted way, he was right. I had no problem in the Guard Academy.
My apologies, sir. I didn’t mean for that to go on so long. I’ve struggled with speaking to anypony about this. I guess a letter is easier. I should move on.
I’m looking forwards to spending some time with Lady Cadence and yourself. Crystal, in particular, is delighted with the idea of spending some time in the palace and taking in everything the Crystal Empire has to offer. A vacation is exactly what I need right now.
I also want to thank you for allowing me to sit in on the various intelligence briefings. Ultimately, I butted heads too much with the officer in charge and was dismissed from the proceedings, but that is probably for the best.
See you soon.
Silent Knight
I carefully folded the letter two times and started to fit it into an envelope.
“Lieutenant? Are you alright?” The voice was Azurite’s. I looked up to find her standing in my door.
“Yes, why?”
She pointed a hoof at me. “It looks like you’ve got tears in your eyes.”
I shook my head and wiped my hoof across my face just in case. “You’re mistaken. What can I do for you, Warrant Officer?”
Her head tilted and she peered at me for a little while. “You know, I see this pony every month. Her name is Mindful Soul. She’s super helpful and what you talk about doesn’t go in your Guard record.”
That sounded like a therapist. I didn’t need a therapist. “Is that what you’re here for?”
She shook her head. “No, sir. I… uh… well, this is sort of awkward.”
My brow arched. “What is?”
“Sunny—I mean, Lieutenant Day sent you down with your vacation paperwork. I’m sure you remember. I looked at it. Which I’m allowed to do!” She squeaked. “To process it.”
“Yes?” I wasn’t sure where she was going with this, but her face had turned from blue to purple. A mix of her coat color and an embarrassed blush.
“You’re going to the Crystal Empire!” Azurite exclaimed.
“I am.”
“And Glimmer World!” she added.
“Yes, although that part wasn’t on my paperwork. It doesn’t get that specific. What are you getting at, Azurite?”
The small unicorn squirmed for a bit and then blurted out, “Glimmer earrings!”
“What?” I asked in confusion.
“My father is a jeweler, but he is a Canterlot jeweler and he doesn’t have the rights to everything, you know.” She started to approach my desk. When she got close, she stood up and set her forehooves on it. “Glimmer World has these things called glimmer earrings! They’re collectible. They’re only going to make so many sets every five years and this is the first set ever!”
I suppressed a chuckle. “You want me to get you earrings while I’m on vacation?”
“Yes, please! Two sets! I want to give a pair to Lieutenant Sunny Day as a gift,” she pleaded.
After taking a deep breath for dramatic effect, I leaned back in my chair and peered at her. “You want me to buy you, another mare, two pairs of earrings while I’m on vacation with my fillyfriend so that you can give a pair to your fillyfriend?”
Her eyes went wide. “Please, Lieutenant! Please! You can’t get them if you don’t go into the park and it is so expensive. You’ll already be there!”
“I suppose I can do that, but you’ll owe me a favor,” I said, mostly teasing.
“Yes, of course! Anything. Any favor!” she chirped and then gasped. “No, wait! Not anything. Most things.” Her eyes narrowed. “What do you want? It isn’t perverted, is it?”
My lips twitched, threatening to smile. I glared back at her. “I won’t know until I need the favor. Do we have a deal?”
She thrust out a hoof. “Deal. I want a pair that matches Sunny’s mane and the pair for her should match mine.”
I bumped my hoof to her tiny one. “Agreed.”
Azurite hopped back off my desk and flipped her bag open. A small pouch flew out, surrounded in her magic. When it landed on my desk, it practically shuddered under its own weight with a thump.
I stared at the pouch in open surprise. “How expensive are these earrings?”
“Very. They’re collectible!”
“Are you sure you trust me with all of these bits? I could just take them and run,” I teased.
She stuck her tongue out at me. “Nuh-uh. I’d go tell Sunny and she’d come after you.”
I scooped the pouch up and dropped it into my saddlebag. “I don’t think she could take me in a fight.”
Azurite happily pranced towards the door, mimicking Sunny. A tiny blue Sunny. “I’m going to go tell her that right now!”
I stood up and rounded my desk. “You best not.”
“I’m going to!” she chirped. Two more steps and she was at the door and out into the hall.
“Fine then, go tell her! Dismissed!” I called after her before turning back to my paperwork. It was unlikely she’d go tell Sunny, anyway. Not that I was afraid of her.
I settled in behind my desk and started to work through all of the tasks that I would be assigning to Iridescence and Orchid while I was gone on leave. There wouldn’t be that much for them to do, but I couldn’t leave them to their own devices. That would just be irresponsible as an officer.
Before I knew it, it was almost midday. That left me just enough time to do a quick round to check on my guards before a lunchtime excursion. Once I was in the courtyard, I flared my wings and leapt into the air to head to Runic’s.
Canterlot flew by under me as I crossed town. It always impressed me how a city so large could fit into an area so small. It was a miracle that ancient ponies could build anything like it. The city was truly a work of art.
As I landed outside the Phial and Filly Alchemist Supply, I was additionally impressed by how much Runic’s business thrived despite the plethora of lawsuits he’d settled. It didn’t matter what day or time I showed up, there were always several mares in the shop.
That made picking up my drops somewhat problematic, but I had gotten very good at pretending to be interested in the things on the back table. Unfortunately, Runic had recently moved mare hygiene products there… and I’m not talking about soaps.
After a brief perusal of things I didn’t understand and retrieving my latest document, I headed to the counter. Standing behind it was a pegasus who was too old to be a colt but too young to be a stallion named Rossby Waves. He had a little bit of a sour personality but Runic kept him employed, so I trusted my cousin’s judgment.
I tried to offer a polite smile. “Hey, Rossby, is Runic back there?”
The pegasus looked up with disinterest and replied, “Most likely. Assuming he wasn’t killed in the last explosion I heard.”
“You didn’t check?” I asked in surprise.
He stared at me over the rim of his glasses. “Sir, if I checked on him every time I heard something explode, break, or shatter, I’d never have any time to work the counter.”
“I’m not going to argue with that logic,” I replied before heading past him and into the workshop. “Runic, please tell me you’re not dead back here.”
“Not yet!” he called from across the room.
As I made my way towards him, I thought that over. “You make it sound like a challenge.”
“No, I was just kidding. The longer I’m alive, the more alchemy I can do.” He smiled brightly. “What brings you by today?”
Runic looked like he was in one piece, which was important. He was covered in some kind of soot, however, and so was the area of the workshop he was standing in. Of course, that was also typical. “I’m here for Crystal’s surprise. Remember, you were going to polish it up extra shiny?”
The pegasus blinked at me and then his ears stood up. “Oh, right! Yes, I polished it up so much you could see it from space. Let me get it.”
“I’ll keep that in mind in case I ever fly up there and look back down at her,” I said absently as I started to straighten up some of the area that had clearly been in the explosion.
“Don’t bother, I already tried to do that a few times. It gets too cold and the air thins. The last few times, I was lucky enough to crash land in the clouds after I passed out,” Runic said as he returned with a box that he opened to show the contents to me. “What do you think?”
“I’m going to just put that first bit aside for now. We really need to discuss that later.” I looked inside the box: a diamond set against white gold. My concern was washed away by warmth. “As far as this goes, however, I think it’s perfect. Hopefully she’ll like it, too.”
Runic shook his head. “I don’t think it so much matters what it is, only that you’re giving it to her and that you helped make it.”
I gingerly and carefully took the box from him. “You’ve been listening to Miley, I see.”
“I find life is easier when I do that, yeah. Mares aren’t as into Airship Armada and science as I am. So I figure to keep her happy, the least I can do is pay attention.”
That brought a smile to my face. “Glad it’s working out. Don’t break the heart of one of my sergeants. I wouldn’t want to be on a guard’s bad side.”
“Me either. I think having my name known by every judge is bad enough.” He waved a hoof. “So, you’re leaving soon, then?”
“We’ll be on the first train in the morning. Just me and her off to the Crystal Empire.”
Runic nodded and we stood there in silence looking at each other. Finally, I filled the void. “So, what can I do for you for helping me with this?”
He waved a hoof. “You know I don’t work that way.”
“I do, but that doesn’t mean I can’t return a favor. How about dinner on me when we get back?”
“That seems reasonable. Something fun though… and just stallions.”
I nodded as we bumped hooves. “Agreed. Alright, I should get packing. I have a few more errands to run, too. See you soon. Try not to blow yourself up at least until I get back.”
Runic chuckled. “Well, I frequently try not to blow myself up but I’ll mark this as a special occasion to be extra careful.”
“I do appreciate it. Nopony else can pilot tiny airships like you do, and I’d hate to have to find another opponent.”
He grinned. “Me too. Speaking of which, I’m learning to pilot real airships now.”
“Pardon?” I asked.
“Pilot airships! You know, the real ones. Those huge ones made by Jet Ventures and Eminence Enterprizes.”
My ears flicked. “Really? Is that safe?”
Runic blinked. “Of course! There is an instructor, and you start off on smaller vessels. Just think, one day I’ll be able to take us all out for a ride.”
I was suddenly overwhelmed by a new appreciation for my ability to fly should that ride take a turn for the worst. “That sounds like it will be… exciting.” 
“You bet!”
My brow furrowed and I asked, “Hey, wait… Did you say Eminence Enterprizes?”
“Yeah, why?”
I almost explained that Eminence Enterprizes was owned by Iridescence’s father. But that was her personal life, so I shook my head. “No reason. I just didn’t realize they made airships.”
“They make everything, I think. Speaking of which! If you’re interested, they’ve just created a new line. It’s the largest and sturdiest yet. They’re going to be entitling the flagship of that series in a few weeks.” He beamed with excitement. “Would you like to go see it?”
As if I could say no to that face. “I’ve never seen an airship entitling. Yeah, if I can get away, I think I’d like that. What are they naming her?”
“The T.M.S. Harmony.”
“Fitting. T.M.S.?”
Runic nodded. “All ships have been re-designated from Her Majesty's ship to Their Majesties’ Ship. You know, so it honors Princess Luna, too.”
That made me smile. “I’m sure she’ll like that. Alright, count me in. I should go, though. There are still a few more things to get done today.”
He nodded. “Have fun out there.”
“Will do. Thanks again, Runic. You know, for this…” I lifted the box. “And for being around when I need you for things like this.”
“That’s what family does, isn’t it?”
I gave him a hoofbump and nodded. “We do in this family. See you later.”
Unfortunately, when I got back to my office, my plans to be productive were waylaid by a note on my desk. I frowned down at the curt instructions to see Sunny at my earliest possible convenience. That little rat Azurite must have ratted me out. The rat!
Out of spite, I took the longest route possible to the opposite wing of the palace, saw myself into Sunny’s office without asking, and hopped up onto her couch while she stared at me.
“Yes?” I asked once I was sufficiently comfortable.
“Just yes?” She raised her brow. “What happened to ‘yes, Commander’?”
“You said you didn’t like it.” I feigned a yawn. “So, what’s up?”
She started waving a sheet of paper at me. “I have a leave form here. Are you sure this vacation is approved?”
“Absolutely positive, ma’am.”
“And I signed it?” she asked, staring at the form with disdain.
I nodded. “You did, and pinned it to my armor. Right after you tried to blackmail me.”
The mare looked at me sidewise. “I seem to remember there being an assault in there, too.”
“Either way, you signed the form and I’m leaving tomorrow. Are you going to be alright?”
Sunny snorted. “You ran both House Guards and the palace alone. Now your guards are gone, so the task should be smaller. Are you suggesting I can’t handle the heat?”
My head shook. “Not at all. I’m politely asking before walking out of here and not thinking about work for a few days. Granted, I won’t be gone as long as you were, but I’m warming to the idea that I might not come back.”
“Sure, sure. You’ll be back. You love it here. Besides, I’m not sure you could stand to be away from Princess Luna too much longer,” Sunny said smugly.
“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked, sitting up.
“You two are co-dependent! She’s your work wife.”
The princess couldn’t be my work wife! We didn’t work together, I worked for her. She was my boss. “You’re my work wife!”
Sunny shook her head. “No, no, no, Azurite is my work wife.”
That wasn’t right either. “I’m pretty sure your fillyfriend can’t be your work wife. I think that goes against the rules of work wife.”
“How do you even know about work wives?”
“Crystal leaves all these magazines around. I swear she buys more of them than anypony else I know. They have really incendiary titles on the cover to draw you in, and then it is mostly mindless drivel that is usually inaccurate.”
The unicorn smirked. “And yet you keep reading them.”
I cleared my throat and shifted. “Okay, you have me there. How come you’re not my work wife?”
“Really?”
“Yes really,” I asked as, for some reason, I felt a bit of hurt.
She threw her hooves up. “I don’t know! We don’t really spend much time together. We don’t work on the same things. You’re one island and I’m the other. Especially since, until recently, all the communication pretty much went up to Russet and then back down.”
That was a logical point. At least not a personal one. “I guess that’s fair. This probably is the most we’ve interacted lately, at least since my Guard got its own officer.”
Sunny smiled and said, “You were more fun as a sergeant.”
“That’s because I just did everything you said and called you ma’am.”
“Exactly, let’s go back to that!”
“Yes, ma’am! I will now do exactly what you told me to do and go on vacation. With your leave, of course.”
“You’re going to leave regardless of what I say, right?”
I nodded. “The tickets are non-refundable.”
“Of course. How convenient. Dismissed.”
Once I’d gotten off of her couch, I headed for the door. “Thank you, ma’am. If you need anything, Lieutenant Brook is a solid officer. Don’t let that pony resources badge fool you.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Have fun on your vacation. When you get back, I’m going to have a ton of things for you to do.”
“So noted!” I replied before marching out of her office in good form. With an exaggerated stride, I stomped down her hall until I was far enough away that she probably wouldn’t hear it anymore.
Every guard I passed looked confused, but it was worth it for the joke. When I reached the central area of the palace, I caught sight of Steel Wings heading the opposite direction. He must have been looking for me.
“Chief,” I called, hurrying down the hall to catch up with him.
Steel Wings paused and looked back at me. “Yes, sir? Aren’t you supposed to be leaving for your vacation? I assumed you were already gone,” he said with a disapproving tone.
I ignored it and pushed on. “Yes, tomorrow morning. I have one more task for you.”
His brow arched. “And that would be what, sir?”
“We need to move our training to someplace less obvious,” I replied in a hushed whisper. “Find something close to the city where we won’t be bothered. Too many guards are getting curious and watching our sparing sessions. It’s becoming harder to explain.”
The old pegasus smiled. “Yes, sir. I think that’s a wise idea. Leave it with me.”
☾

My parents’ house looked different than usual. It was mostly the same, just far larger than I remembered. And I don’t mean more rooms. The living room was just bigger. The furniture was scaled up, too. Either that or I’d gotten smaller, which seemed unlikely.
“Hello? Mom? Dad?” I called.
Dad didn’t usually like me yelling in the house, but it was so quiet. I wasn’t sure what else to do.
“Hello!” I yelled louder. “Is anypony here?”
I tried to open the front door so I could leave, but it held fast. I dug my back hooves in, wrapped my forehooves around the handle, and tugged. Still it wouldn’t budge.
The kitchen door creaked behind me and I turned. Somepony was home after all.
“They are not here, Silent Knight,” came the soft voice of Princess Luna. “At least not this time.”
“This time? What do you mean?”
The princess walked over to me and settled down onto the floor. She was huge. Bigger than ever. “Is this not familiar to you? Do you not have this nightmare on occasion?”
“Nightmare? What are you talking ab—”
Then it hit me. She was right: this was familiar. I was a foal again, and loud. Usually it was my father who came through the kitchen door.
I looked myself over and confirmed that nothing was bigger, I was just a foal. At least this time I was in my armor. Tiny armor for a tiny foal. “Yes, Princess. I understand now.”
“You look cute like this. I thought if you had your armor, you wouldn’t be as frightened,” she said softly.
I just nodded. “The next part will go easier if there is armor.”
She shook her head. “There will be no next part. At least, not tonight. You asked on our last trip to Haven how Celestia knew I was safe. This is how.”
Dreams are a weird thing. At any rate, this was a marked improvement. I settled next to the princess to keep watch over her. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d done so in my sleep, nor would it be my last.
Her lips curled up and she softly laughed. “Silent Knight, this is a dream, but I am as real as when we meet face to face. I’ve come to speak to you.”
“Speak to me? I’m just imagining you.”
“This is not so. I am an alicorn of the night. I have the ability to delve into the dreams of ponies. Tonight, I’ve come to visit you so that we may talk.”
I held a hoof up. “Wait, you’re saying you can just hop into a pony’s dream?”
She nodded.
“And you put me in my armor and made certain my father didn’t come in here?”
She nodded.
“Princess… that, if true, seems like a fairly large invasion of privacy.”
Princess Luna nodded. “And so it is, which is why I do not do so lightly. It’s still a new spell to me and I use it sparingly. Mostly to speak with Celestia. Sometimes to do good. I can sense nightmares. For some reason, I seem attuned to them. You were having one tonight, so I stopped it.”
I shifted uncomfortably. “Do you see all dreams or do you have to actively go looking?”
“I sense, I do not see. To see I must actively look as I’m doing now. I revealed myself so that you would know and we could talk. It had not occurred to me that you might have many questions regarding this.”
She softly set a hoof on my back. “I have not seen anything inappropriate from you, nor have I looked… much. I will be honest, however; I have kept watch over your nightmares and chased them away. I knew, of all ponies, you would forgive me for practicing these skills with you.”
That was both somewhat mortifying and also sweet. I looked up at her and then asked, “Wait, if you can change things, why am I still a foal?”
Princess Luna grinned happily. “You’re adorable like this. Why would I change anything more than necessary to end the nightmare?”
“I see,” I replied flatly. “You wanted to speak to me? Is everything alright? Do I need to come down there?”
She shook her head. “No, you don’t. All is well. Miley is an effective leader. Although, her clumsiness seems to have returned with her physical separation from Runic Phial. That is not something even my new knowledge can explain.”
I smiled at that and Princess Luna just shrugged. She pushed on, “She is who she is. With that said, I need a small favor.”
“Of course, Princess, anything.”
“I received word from Lady Cadence that you will be visiting her and Shining Armor soon. Is this true?”
I nodded. “I’ll be leaving tomorrow for that very purpose. Why?”
“I would very much like it if my guard commander brought me a souvenir back.”
My head tilted and I looked up at her. “A souvenir? Really?”
“Yes. I don’t want it to seem like I’m using my royal favor inappropriately. Thus, I’m asking you.”
Slowly, I sighed. “Alright. Let me guess, you want a pair of glimmer earrings?”
Princess Luna gasped and stiffened. “How did you know!”
“What! You’re serious? You’re not trying to save Equestria from impending doom, or providing prophetic knowledge? You’re using massively powerful night alicorn magic to ask for earrings?” 
She huffed. “Well, yes, it sounds silly when you put it that way. I also wanted to say hello and to see how you were doing. Is that not enough?”
I rose to my full height—which was virtually nothing—stood on my hind hooves, and set my front ones against her chest. I gave the best glare I could and asked, “What color would you like, Princess?”
She looped her hooves around me, easily picked me up, and hugged me to her. “Blue, of course! In silver settings.”
As I dangled in her hooves, I replied, “I’ll do my best. Now, just so I know this isn’t a crazy dream, I’m going to ask you a question and, when we see each other next, you’ll answer it. Agreed?”
She nodded. “That seems fair.”
“Were you once a unicorn?”
Her eyes went wide. “I’m not sure jewelry is worthy of such a question!”
I wiggled in her hooves. “We agreed!”
The princess pulled me close and nestled me against her chest in a warm cuddle. “Alright, I suppose that is fair, but only because I would not go back on my word to a foal.”
“I’m not a foal!”
“Tonight, you are.”
I wiggled more in her grasp. “I think you’re taking advantage of this situation.”
Princess Luna laughed and nodded. “Most assuredly. Now, behave or I’ll not allow you sweets for dessert.”
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		23. All That Glimmers - Part 1



“Crystal are you read—” Two suitcases and a hat box landed right in front of me and Velvet.
“Yes, yes I am!” she replied before hurrying into the bathroom.
Velvet looked at me and shrugged. “I’d invite you in, but that seems silly. She’s been running around like a crazy pony for two days. All out of sorts. I told her to take one bag. This was the best she could do.”
“I can hear you!” Crystal called through the doorway.
“Not trying to be subtle here!” Velvet yelled back.
I chuckled and looked down at Velvet. “Are you going to be okay with me taking her away for almost a week?”
The earth pony threw one of her hooves to her heart. “Alas, I shall wait on the widow’s walk, staring out into the ocean, and praying for the return of my beloved mare!”
My ear flicked. “So… that is a yes?”
Velvet poked me in the nose. “Yes, you big brute. I’ll be fine. I’ve got my little brother to entertain me. Plus, I have other friends.”
Crystal swept out of the bathroom in a hurry. “And she never introduces us.”
The mare was really moving this morning, evidently full of nervous energy. With her eyes on the bags and her magic lighting up to lift them, she hugged me tightly and said, “Don’t burn the place down. If you get lonely go visit Horsey.” She then let me go, kissed Velvet on the cheek and said, “Let’s go, honey. We’re late already!”
Velvet snorted and started laughing. “Careful, Crystal. He already thought we were together once.”
I looped a hoof around Crystal and started to guide her to the door. “It’s alright, Velvet. We can share her.”
After a bit of embarrassment, a dash through Canterlot, and a brief wait at the train station, we on our way to the Crystal Empire. Crystal was uncharacteristically quiet, but I assumed she was just tired for having to leave so early.
It probably didn’t help that I was also the kind of pony who was happy to sit in silence and watch the world go by the window. That didn’t seem like a great idea for the whole day, however, so just before noon, I looked up at her.
“Would you like to have lunch?” I asked.
Crystal was sitting in her seat, back straight, head up, and looking out the window. Her posture was perfect. She turned to me and tilted her head. “On the train? Isn’t the dining car expensive?”
I shrugged. “Not too bad, really. Especially when we’re on vacation.” I eyed her and asked, “Are you alright? You look upset.”
Her head quickly shook. “No! I’m not upset. I just… we’re going on a vacation. Together. Alone.”
“Yes, those are the facts. You know, we’ve been alone before.”
Crystal gave me a sly look before she giggled. “Yes, Silent Knight, I know. This is a vacation, though! This is a big step. Ponies in serious relationships go on vacations together.”
My ear flicked. “Aren’t we in a serious relationship?”
“One never knows. Now I know! You’re serious enough to take me on a vacation. Either that, or you had no idea how big of a deal this is.”
It was the latter, of course, but I was still under the impression that we were very serious. Things were going to be very awkward later on if we weren't. “Is that going to make it more difficult for you to have fun?”
She shook her head. “No, I’m just being silly. Come on, lunch will do me good.”
I stood and then motioned. “After you, madam.”
“Well, thank you,” she said teasingly before standing and heading towards the dining car.
When we arrived, it was quiet. This particular train boasted a fine dining experience for ponies traveling to the Crystal Empire. That meant subdued tones and other things of that nature. High society ponies hated loud noises.
I pulled out a chair for Crystal, which she accepted with a smile. A serving pony came over immediately as soon as my rump hit my own chair.
“Ah, Madam and Lieutenant Knight, welcome to the dining car. We’re thrilled to have you. May I start you off with a beverage?”
Crystal replied, “Tea please. The house brew will be fine.”
“Very good. And for the lieutenant?”
“Water…” I eyed him suspiciously. “How do you know who we are?”
“Sir, when you book the Luxury Express, we make it our business to at least know you well enough to address you appropriately. The Commander of Princess Luna’s Guard is certainly a pony of note.”
I blinked and replied, “I understand. Thank you.”
Once he was gone, Crystal started giggling. I was grateful for the quiet of the car, because I loved the sound of her laughter.
“A pony of note?” I asked with a raise of one brow.
“Oh, come on, you are! You’re a royal officer and you spend every day with the princesses. Surely you realize that is important.”
“That’s my job. Anypony can do it. That doesn’t make me noteworthy. Now you… if they knew who you were, that would be noteworthy.”
Crystal smiled sweetly. “Flattery, Lieutenant Knight? How wonderful.” She then giggled again.
“Please don’t call—” I stopped talking as the server returned.
He set our drinks down in front of us and asked, “Have we had a chance to view the menu? May I recommend the brunch portion? Our chef’s specialty is Prench Toast. He makes it with applesauce, honey, and vanilla extract. We then top it with a light berry compote.”
Crystal’s eyes lit up and she replied, “I’ll have that!”
“Make it two, thank you,” I said.
The server nodded. “Very good, madam. Lieutenant.”
As he headed off again, I muttered, “I wish he wouldn’t call me that.”
“Why?”
“We’re on vacation. I left the silver bar back at the palace. For the next week, I’m just Silent Knight: stallion about town and exceptional stallionfriend.”
Crystal started to giggle. “And so modest, too!”
That gave me cause to grin. “Madam disagrees?”
“Madam most certainly does not. So, when we get to the Crystal Empire, what are we going to do first?”
“I thought we’d check into the resort, take advantage of some of the great amenities, and get really well rested. After all, tomorrow we’re going to be spending the day in Glimmer World.”
“I can’t wait!” She quietly clapped her hooves together. “I’ve heard about these special earrings they sell. They’re made from crystals you can only find in the Crystal Empire.”
Softly, I cleared my throat. “You don’t say. Funny you should mention that. I think first thing tomorrow, we should go and get you a pair.”
Her ears perked before she gave me a concerned look. “Really? Are you sure? I hear it can be a hassle. In fact, I read that sometimes ponies have to wait in line for up to two hours. Mares seem to be going crazy for them.”
“You don’t say,” I repeated, my enthusiasm wavering.
“Silent Knight? What’s up?”
I smiled at her. “So, funny story…”
☾

The stories of the Crystal Empire’s beauty had not been an exaggeration. Not in the least.
The city was settled in the heart of a vibrant green valley. The winter had long since passed and spring was giving way to summer. Brilliant buildings made of hewn crystal rose to the heavens as far as the eye could see.
Canterlot had its charm and old-world style, but this was entirely different. I’d once heard Princess Celestia say that the Crystal Empire reflected the hearts of the ponies that lived there. If they were kind, loving, and hopeful, then all of Equestria would know.
Crystal and I stood on the train platform just staring at the splendor. Nothing had prepared us for this. Pictures simply did not do it justice.
“Lieutenant Knight?” came a voice from behind me.
It took effort to break my stare. I turned to find a Royal Guard sergeant looking at me. He was a pegasus, like me, with a blue mane tucked under his helmet and an orange coat. His armor was that of the local Palace Guard, made from a silvery metal so pure it almost looked like glass. A crystalline turquoise heart stood out on the breastplate.
He spoke again. “Sir, you are Lieutenant Knight, are you not?”
Much to my displeasure, I shifted from tourist to officer. “Yes, Sergeant. What can I do for you?”
The orange pony shook his head. “Nothing, sir. Lady Cadence sent us to pick you up and convey you to the resort.”
Crystal stepped close to me and asked, “Us?”
“Yes, ma’am, with Lady Cadence’s compliments,” he said, stepping aside and motioning to a chariot with two other guards hitched to it.
Crystal and I exchanged glances before I gave an accepting shrug. “Thank you, Sergeant. I’m sorry to pull you off normal duties to play host to tourists.”
“Not at all, sir. It's quiet here. The crystal ponies are the least rowdy bunch I’ve ever seen.”
I collected my saddlebag and our luggage before helping Crystal into the chariot. “I hope they stay that way for our visit."
“The weather ponies haven’t scheduled anything but blue skies and sunshine for two weeks,” he reported before looking at his peers. “Alright, fellas, let’s move.”
“This was awfully nice of Lady Cadence,” Crystal whispered to me as the chariot lurched forwards.
“Kind of embarrassing,” I whispered back.
As we were wheeled through town, several ponies stopped to look our way. “I feel like a princess,” Crystal replied, her tone still quiet.
That made me smile. “Good, I hope you feel that way all week.”
She nestled up against me and, for the rest of the ride, I tried to focus on her and not being the center of attention.
It wasn’t long before we pulled up to the Fluorite Ferrier Resort. It was a huge building shaped like an upside-down solitaire gemstone. The sun seemed to catch the point perfectly and shot light down the sides.
“Here we are, sir,” the sergeant said. “May we help you with your bags?”
Help with my bags? What kind of stallion did he take me for! I protectively set a hoof on them. “No!” I cleared my throat. “No, thank you, Sergeant. You’ve been kind enough. I can manage with the bags. Please give my deepest appreciation to Lady Cadence.”
He nodded. “Yes, sir. Have a wonderful stay.”
Once they’d pulled away, I loaded the bags on my back where they belonged. I was a big, strong stallion. I didn't need help with luggage. Proudly, I walked with Crystal into the lobby.
“Oh, wow!” she gasped, looking up.
My eyes followed her gaze and found that the building was largely hollow down the middle. It went all the way to the point and the sun did, in fact, radiate down and illuminate the whole area.
“This is amazing…” Crystal trailed.
“It really is. I’ve never seen anything like it,” I replied.
From off to the side, a warm, polite voice chimed in, “Our resort boasts the tallest lobby in the Crystal Empire.”
We turned and found a crystal earth pony looking our way from behind the front desk. She smiled at us and continued, “The peak is set in a way to catch the sun’s rays and focus them into usable, golden light. There are natural veins running throughout the entire resort so that every room gets at least one point of light from this peak. We want our guests to feel connected, warm, and welcome.”
She gave a playful wink. “Most of our guests from down south are struck by the beauty of our lobby.”
“I’m not surprised,” Crystal replied, looking around again.
I walked to the desk and produced the reservation from my bag. “Suite for Silent Knight.”
She took the paper and nodded. “Ah yes, I remember your correspondence. How did you hear about our resort?”
That gave me cause to shift uncomfortably. “A friend told me about it.”
“Oh, how lovely. Anypony I’d recognize so that I can thank them?”
Crystal had told me little white lies were okay, but I still wasn’t good at them. “You might? Shining Armor.”
The mare blinked and looked at me. “You mean Lady Cadence’s husband?”
“Yes?” I replied. “We served in the Guard together.”
“Really! Well, let me get you a special suite.”
I shook my head. “No, ma’am, thank you, but what I paid for is fine. We don’t want any special treatment.”
She looked at me in confusion. “But… you’re a friend of Lady Cadence’s husband.”
“I understand and I’ll be sure to tell him you were super nice and very accommodating. We’re modest ponies, though, and what we’ve paid for is more than enough for us.”
“Very well…” she trailed, turning the book in front of her around. “Sign here please.” Once I had done so, she gave me a key and a bright smile. “Enjoy your stay!”
“Thank you,” I replied before turning to Crystal and smiling at her. She led the way while I carried our bags up the stairs and to the door that promised relaxation on the other side. I slipped the key into the lock and then pushed it open.
Crystal squealed in delight as she trotted past me and into the suite. I followed after her.
“Modest ponies, huh?” Crystal asked me as we stood in the center of our palatial suite.
I’d booked the Single Diamond Suite for our vacation. The brochure had pictures, of course, but they had not quite prepared me for the scale of it. We had a bedroom, a large sitting room, a full bathroom, a half bathroom, a dining area, and a walk-in closet. It was a lot for just two ponies.
“Believe it or not, there were two sizes larger. This may have been overdoing it a bit, though.”
Crystal turned in a circle, still taking it all in. “I’m not complaining at all.” She stopped turning to look at me shyly. “Also, and I hope we’re far enough in our relationship where this won’t be inappropriate to ask, but can you afford all this?”
“I’m very good with my money. Remember, until recently I didn’t have to pay for any expenses. I lived in the barracks and ate in the chow hall. And, well…” I trailed and cleared my throat.
It was morbid but being in a coma meant income with no expenses. That wasn't something I wanted to rely on for money, though. It also wasn't an appropriate thing to say aloud.
“Obviously we can’t do this often, but I wanted it to be special,” I finished.
Crystal hugged me and nuzzled her cheek to mine. “Well, this is beyond special, Silent Knight! It is so above and beyond I can’t even begin to tell you.”
I chuckled and looped a hoof around her. “Well, sweetheart, it is all downhill from here.”
She laughed at that and hugged me tighter. “So, on the train, you promised amenities?”
“Oh, yes. There is a spa, a golf course, tennis, an indoor pool, a bar, and a restaurant. What would you like to do first?”
“After sitting on a train all morning, a massage would be nice. Plus, I imagine your leg is a bit stiff.”
She was right about that. The cast had come off in record time, thanks to Runic’s potion, no doubt. Plus it was just a stress fracture, not a full-on break.
“Massages it is,” I replied. 
☾

Crystal slept peacefully in the bed next to me. After her morning jitters, the train ride, the massages, and dinner she was worn out. We had a big day tomorrow. Glimmer World was unlikely to disappoint if the resort was any indication.
As quietly as I could I slipped out of the bed and into the living room. I grabbed my saddlebag, opened the balcony door, and hopped over the railing and spread my wings.
I caught an air current and flew high above the city. It was beautifully lit during the night. I compared my view to the map Ley Lines had given me. It wasn’t hard to spot the library since it was a massive building that wasn’t too far from the palace that dominated the center of the city.
Once inside I was impressed by the crystalline, two-story open layout. It was every bit as impressive as the rest of the city. The Haven library, of course, would be its only rival when it came to scale and beauty.
“May I help you, sir?” a crystal unicorn asked from where he sat behind a small desk.
I tapped the piece of parchment in my hoof. “I’ve got a list here. I’m interested in learning some history.”
He smiled and nodded. “History seems to be a popular subject with southern ponies. You know you’re not even the second to come for that reason?”
My brow arched. “No?”
“No. There was a young mare from the Canterlot University Library, several students from the Academy for Gifted Unicorns, and then a unicorn temple guard most recently.”
“A temple guard? From the local temple?”
He looked at me curiously. “Local temple? We don’t have one. At least I don’t think we do. This one was from the south, just like you. She… well, it is rude to speak ill words about somepony that is not present.”
I waved a hoof. “Blonde mane, blue eyes, kind of weird?”
He blinked. “Yes! Exactly. You know her?”
“We seem to share the same curiosity.”
“Please forgive me, then. I hope you don’t think poorly of me for agreeing she is weird.”
I shook my head. “Not at all. She’s weird, and she’ll be the first to say it.” I put my list away and then smiled. “Say, could you show me what she was looking at? We seem to be in a friendly competition and it looks like she is ahead of me.”
“Of course, sir! Right this way.” 
My inquiry took me to the recent history section. Ley Lines had created an excellent briefing for me. She’d summarized a lot but had listed her sources in the hoofnotes. There were some things I wanted to expand on, but after my discussion with Princess Celestia I wasn’t about to send the librarian back. Plus, now I wanted to know what the Exemplar was up to.
The unicorn set the last book on the table and said, “This is all of it, save one.”
“Where is that one?”
“She checked it out for a project. Typically, we don’t do that but if a pony makes a deposit, we allow it. She had the bits and everything was in order.”
I smiled up at him and nodded. “Smart pony. I’ll have to see if she will share when I get home.”
“Indeed. If you need me, I’ll be up front.”
“Thank you,” I replied before turning to the books. I figured she’d remove one if there was something in it she didn’t want others to see. That couldn’t be helped, however. It was time to do a little research myself. 
As I flipped through the first book on my list a twinge of guilt started to work its way into my mind. Guilt for leaving Crystal alone and guilt for investigating when I’d told Princess Celestia I’d drop it.
It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the princess. I had decided that I did. At the time I also had not intended to lie, nor was this trip about the library. It was just a bonus. It took effort but I pushed the guilt away. My reason for being here was sound.
I just needed to know more about what Princess Luna might face so that I’d be prepared. Yes, she needed to be stronger but so did I. Magical or not. Insanely powerful or not. Strong enough to kill four alicorns or not. When the time came and Princess Luna had to go into battle against whatever it was Princess Celestia knew was coming I was going to be at my princess’s side and I was going to be ready.
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		24. All That Glimmers - Part 2



“This… this is overwhelming,” I said.
Crystal nodded, wide-eyed. “It's beautiful.”
We were standing just inside the gates of Glimmer World, marveling at the breathtaking scene in front of us. The crystal ponies had recently built a small town that was styled after how ponies had lived ‘down south’ fifty or so years ago from today. The buildings were quaint, immaculate, and made of crystals that were designed to look like Canterlot stone and marble.
A broad street spread out in front of us and ran right down the middle of the town to a central plaza, where a crystal copy of Canterlot Palace stood. This version was much smaller, of course, but when done up in the native crystal architecture, it was resplendent.
“Welcome and good morning!” a crystal earth pony said to us with a bright smile.
“Thank you,” I replied, still looking around.
“Is there anything I can do to make your day glimmer?” she asked.
My head shook. “Oh, no. Thank you. Although, could you point us towards the glimmer earrings?”
She eagerly nodded. “I can! You’re looking for Broad Street Crystal Arts. Right down that way.” She motioned with a hoof down the street. “Where all those ponies are standing in line.”
“Thank you,” I replied and looked at Crystal. “Shall we take care of that business first?”
Crystal didn’t look positive, but she nodded. “Yes. Then it won’t be on our minds.”
“Agreed. We’ll have plenty of time here in the park over the week.”
I offered my hoof and she took it with a smile. Together, we walked down to where the end of the line was. Most of the ponies in it looked extremely excited.
“At least it doesn’t look so bad. I’m sorry about this, Crystal.”
She nuzzled my cheek. “If your boss asks for glimmer earrings, you get her glimmer earrings. Especially when she's a princess.”
I only hoped she actually had. I still wasn’t entirely sure the dream was real. Still, it was better to have them and not need them than to need them and not have them.
An hour later, we finally reached the door to Broad Street Crystal Arts. I rolled my shoulders to loosen the muscles that were starting to stiffen. “Almost there.”
Crystal poked her head in the door and replied in a small voice, “I’m not so sure…”
I followed her gaze and suppressed a groan. The store was divided roughly in half. The left side was open and carried a lot of different items. The right side had a counter with three booths. A pony sat at each one, showing off the glimmer earrings to customers and letting them try them on.
Opposite those booths were a set of roped lines that snaked back and forth across the room. There were probably fifty ponies or more in front of us and none of them were moving very quickly.
Softly, I cleared my throat and said, “We’ve come this far…”
Crystal gave a noncommittal sound. She seemed content to look at the merchandise we happened to be near enough to see, but after half an hour I noticed she was starting to droop.
Now, my marefriend was a very sweet mare on any normal day. I wouldn't go so far as to say that she got cranky when tired… but she did. I just wouldn't say it aloud.
Of course, I didn't mind it, but normally I could distract her with cuddles until she took a nap and woke up back to her usual sweet self. So I did my best to wrap a wing around her as we took a small shuffle forwards. She nestled up against me and smiled for a while, but I knew it wouldn't last.
"Why don't you rest on my back?" I calmly suggested without making eye contact. I didn't want to make her go from cranky to irritated by looking at her.
"I'm fine," she said in that voice that told me she wasn't.
I just nodded and kept quiet. It only took another twenty minutes before she gave a small huff and buried her face against the side of my neck.
My wing tightened around her. "Offer still stands."
"You wouldn't mind?" she asked softly. "My hooves hurt…"
I shook my head. "Not at all. It would be just like standing guard. Except I'll be standing guard for my very own personal princess."
Crystal giggled and I gave my honest mouth a mental hoofbump. Maybe it wasn't always so stupid.
"Oh, you." With a little help, she climbed onto my back and settled in, her muzzle resting on my shoulder. "Thank you."
"Anything for you." Especially if it kept her from getting cranky on our special vacation.
Although it took longer than it did when we cuddled on the couch, soon she was snoring lightly. I didn't mind the sleeping or the snoring. I just settled into the familiar old position: eyes forwards, shoulders squared… at least, as squared as they could be with my special somepony using them as a pillow.
Time moved differently when I was like this. I was used to powering through hours upon hours in this mindset. Which turned out to be a blessing, because it took forever to make it to the front of the line.
“Crystal. Crystal, wake up, we’re next,” I said, looking back at her.
Crystal’s eyes blinked open and she yawned, “Hmm?” She then looked very confused.
“You fell asleep. We’re next, though,” I explained.
She giggled softly and slipped off. “Oh… wow. How long has it been?”
“Two hours,” I said.
She gasped and stared up at me with wide eyes. “Two hours! We’ve been in line two hours?”
I shook my head. “No, two hours since you fell asleep.”
Crystal squeaked, “What! We’ve been here all mor—”
I softly set my wing over her mouth and smiled at the Glimmer World employee waving us over. “Good morning.”
“Good morning, sir!” she chirped cheerfully. “Welcome to Broad Street Crystal Arts! Are you here for a pair of earrings for your beautiful friend?”
“My sweetheart,” I politely corrected and nodded. “Yes, for her, my employer, and two friends.”
The employee smiled and nodded. “Yes, sir. Just so you know, due to the limited supply, we’re only allowed to sell two pairs to any pony. However, I can sell you two pairs and—since your sweetheart was next in line—I can sell her two pairs, too. Is that okay?”
Crystal looked a little cross, but I quickly nodded. “Yes, please start with Crystal here.”
With a warm smile and a nod, the clerk pulled the black cloth that was sitting over the display case back. When she did, the light hit every pair of earrings, causing them to glimmer and shine.
Crystal softly gasped, her cross expression disappearing into wonder. “They’re amazing!”
“Yes, ma’am. Each stone has this year’s date, a unique number, and seal etched inside so that you can always know which ones are yours. What can I show you first?”
Whatever ill feelings Crystal may have had were now long gone. I sat patiently by as she tried on every pair and asked me how they looked each time. To me, everything looked great on her. Ultimately, she selected a dangly set that were white gold and had a glimmering, heart-shaped green crystal set inside what I’d call a kite shield. 
After that, she picked out the pair for Princess Luna, Azurite, and Sunny Day. She suggested she might have a better idea on what they’d like than I would. I put up no defense there. One mare would know another.
When we were finally done, I paid more bits than I cared to admit. Azurite had thankfully given me enough to cover her two sets, but it was quite a gamble spending my own on Princess Luna’s. Lieutenants do not make enough for one set, and certainly not two. They were worth it, though. At least the one set.
“Oh, Silent Knight, they’re beautiful!” Crystal squealed as she looked at herself in a storefront window. She was a vision of youth and beauty. I couldn’t help but stare more at her than the earrings.
“They are something special for sure. They look great on you,” I replied while silently pushing the thought of how I was going to pay for this deep down.
After this vacation and these earrings, I was going to be broke. Would it be appropriate to ask Princess Luna for a reimbursement for her pair?
The mare peered at the window another moment before asking, “What would you like to do first?”
I checked my saddlebag for the second time and nodded when I found three pairs of earrings… and the special surprise I’d brought. Then I looked around. From the central area near the castle, Glimmer World broke off into seven different adventures. Each hit on a certain theme.
I pointed towards Fantasy World. “Why don’t we head that way? It looks a lot like our Oubliettes and Ogres game.”
Crystal looped her hooves around my foreleg. “You want to go pretend to be a knight?”
“Who’s pretending?” I asked with a wink before we headed off together.
Fantasy World was divided from the rest of the park by a small moat. We crossed a drawbridge and found ourselves transported back in time to early Equestria. All of the park employees were dressed in period gowns and armor.
Crystal started tugging my hoof. “Silent Knight, look! Look! Dragon Flight! Soar over Equestria like a dragon.” She pulled me towards the ride and read the sign, “Experience what it is like to fly. Silent Knight we could fly! Imagine what that…” She trailed and looked at my wings.
I looked back at her.
She frowned. “Don’t say it! We’re getting on this ride.”
I grinned and nodded, following after her to get in line. 
☾

“That was amazing!” Crystal cheered after we’d gotten off Dragon Flight. “Did you smell the oranges?”
“I did. It was like a tour of all of Equestria in a short period of time.”
She nodded and then asked, “How close to real flying is that?”
“Pretty close, more or less. I mean, for a ride, anyway. Look at how many rides there are just in this area! What do you want to do next?” I pointed out a standing map that was filled with interesting names.
Crystal peered at it. “So many choices! I mean, everything looks like fun. We could just start riding what’s nearby and work our way around, right?”
“That certainly seems logical. I’m worried that with this many ponies here, we might not be able to ride everything before we leave.”
“True… but it is just the first day. Let’s take it easy and see how it goes. How about we head over to the PonyPult?”
Take it easy. That was certainly easy for her to say. I was trying to make sure she had all of the fun she could. Everything else in my life was touched by darkness… but she was my light. She deserved nothing less than perfection.
“What is a PonyPult?” I asked, coming back to the conversation.
She bumped her flank to mine. “I guess we’ll just have to go and find out, huh?”
I chuckled and nodded. “Alright, off to the PonyPult we go!”
☾

The PonyPult turned out to be a catapult-themed ride that ‘tossed’ ponies around, though we were safely strapped into a cart. It flung itself down tracks, took hard turns, looped, and generally gave the feeling of being thrown about through the air.
As we walked out, Crystal held onto my hoof as if it was the only thing keeping her upright. In a sense, it was. She stammered, “S-Silent Knight?”
“Yes?”
“I don’t ever want to do the PonyPult again,” she groaned.
“I’m okay with that,” I said with a chuckle. “Why don’t we find something a bit easier?”
She nodded quickly. “Yes, please.”
We walked together to where small boats were waiting in the Fantasy World moat. Crystal asked the attendant, “What is this ride?”
He smiled brightly, just like they all did, and replied, “This is one of our most famous rides! Our Petite Equestria. You’ll take a gentle ride down the river and stop in all of Equestria’s provinces.”
“That sounds perfect,” I said before offering a hoof to help Crystal into the boat.
“Agreed,” she replied, carefully getting in.
“Have fun!” the attendant called as the boat cast off into the moat. We sailed downstream before reaching a set of big wooden doors. When our boat approached, they opened and admitted us in while also letting out extremely happy music.
Crystal pointed. “Look at the little ponies! They’re so cute!” 
On either side of the boat were tiny pony figures that danced and moved about. Our first stop was in Canterlot where a miniature palace dominated the scene.
It’s a world of laughter, a world of cheer, a world of wonder, and a world of fun. 
Further down the stream, we reached Baltimare and then Phillydelphia. The little ponies there were going about their lives while singing slight variations of the exact same song. Over and over.
“Aw, look, Silent Knight! There is a little grumpy royal guard chasing some ponies.”
I snorted. “How do you know he’s grumpy? Maybe they’re criminals.”
She shook her head. “Nope! It is a world of wonder and a world of fun. At worst, they were up to shenanigans.”
Another pair of double doors loomed in front of us. When they opened, Crystal gasped and, to be honest, so did I.
Our boat was heading right down the center of a miniature Crystal Empire with a very large Crystal Palace bridged over us. It was all made of gemstones that sparkled in the lights.
It's a glimmer world after all! It's a glimmer world after all! It's a glimmer world after all! It's a glimmering glimmer world! 
It's a world of crystals, a world of glass, it's a world of refraction, a world of class.
With the light gleaming bright, it's a fantastic sight! It's a glimmer world after all!
It's a glimmer world after all! It's a glimmer world after all! It's a glimmer world after all! It's a glimmering glimmer world!
“It is beautiful…” Crystal breathed as we sailed under the Crystal Palace.
“Yes… it really is. Although, I think I prefer my Crystal,” I said, looping a hoof around her.
“Aww… that is the cheesiest line ever.” She nuzzled my cheek.
“Thank you?”
☾

“It’s a world of crystals, a world of glass, it’s a world of refraction, a world of class.”
I groaned. “Crystal… please stop.”
She shook her head, giggling. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I’m trying!”
We made our way over to Hay Fever. It was another thrill ride. Crystal eyed it with suspicion. “This isn’t like the PonyPult, is it?”
The attendant smiled brightly and shook her head. “No, ma’am. This is milder, but it is still exciting! You’ll ride a runaway hay cart. There will be a lot of speed, some tight turns, and thrilling sights.”
Crystal nodded. “Sign me up.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“She said milder. Come on, I want to know what ‘thrilling sights’ means.”
I shrugged. “Alright, off we go!”
After waiting in line, we were strapped into a modified, track-bound hay cart. It was bright red and was stuffed with fake hay bales.
“Y’all set. Enjoy the ride!” the crystal pony said to us before pulling a lever.
The cart lurched forwards, made a turn and came to a stop in front of what looked like barn doors. Then the lights went out.
Crystal grabbed my hoof. “Is that supposed to happen?”
“No idea,” I replied.
A rumbling built up around us and then there was a sudden sound… I could only describe it as the shattering of wood. Then we launched.
Crystal screamed as we sped through almost complete darkness. There was a moon up in the sky casting pale light on some sort of creepy farm. Of course, it zipped by so fast I couldn’t make out any details.
The hay cart took two sharp turns and then tilted back as we went up a hill. Right before it tipped down and we plummeted, I could have sworn I saw Princess Luna fly by. Crystal’s grip on my hoof tightened as we left our stomachs back at the top of the incline.
Then the cart slowed down, the exaggerated sounds of breaks playing nearby. “Hold on, everypony!” a voice called with a country twang.
Two big red barn doors approached us… fast. Way, way too fast. Just when we were about to hit them, the cart turned right, went through a black cloth, and came out on the other side of the platform we’d boarded from.
I helped Crystal out and she gasped, “That was amazing.”
“Yes… amazing is a word.” So was frightening. And crazy.
“Let’s go again!” she chirped.
“Sure, the line isn’t too long.” My ear flicked. “Did you see Princess Luna back there?”
She nodded. “I think so. Let’s go see if you’re right.”
☾

The sun had finally set. It was almost time. With a smile, I turned to Crystal. “The firework display is going to start soon. I’ve booked us a special spot to watch it. The travel agent told me it was not to be missed.”
She nodded. “Then let’s go! So far, everything that was not to be missed was not to be missed.”
We walked together towards the central plaza. Most of the ponies were congregating there. I found the small kiosk in front of the entry to Yesterday Land and checked us in.
Our spot was two stories up on top of one of Yesterday Land’s marble spires. It was a bit of a climb, but Crystal didn’t seem to mind. When we reached our designated spot, there were only a few ponies up there, so it was nice and quiet.
From all around us a clear, feminine voice said, “Ladies and gentleponies, fillies and colts, Glimmer World is proud to present our evening fireworks extravaganza: Dreams.”
All around the park, the lighting dimmed and everypony went silent. A door opened from the front of the castle and an orchestra came out. It only took them a minute or two to set up before the first sweet, clear notes filled the air.
The melody was slow and whimsical. From behind the castle, a single golden trail shot up. It climbed high into the sky until it burst into a million points of light.
The orchestra’s music increased in volume and drums were added in. Several lines of gold trailed out like a fan behind the castle before bursting again, illuminating the whole park. Then things really took off.
Blue, green, red, and silver fireworks streamed into the sky, bursting into moons, stars, hearts, and suns. As they increased in frequency, the orchestra’s pace picked up.
Crystal’s eyes were fixated on the sky, but I couldn’t take mine away from her. In the light of the explosions, she looked radiant. A kind, beautiful unicorn mare that had chosen to spend her time with a pony like me.
We’d known each other for a while now, and yet every day I felt myself growing closer and closer to her, even if I didn’t say it enough. I’d been pulled in many directions, but she was the one I looked to the most. The only right direction.
The unicorn caught sight of my stare and looked over at me. “You’re missing the show, Silent Knight,” she said softly.
I shook my head. “No, I’m not.”
Even in the darkness, I could see her blush. She nuzzled up against me and we turned our heads skyward to watch the rest of a fireworks display the likes of which I’d never seen in my entire life. It was timed impeccably with the music and conveyed a sense of wonder and what could be. Dreams was an appropriate name.
When the show came to a close, the park erupted in cheers and hoof stomps.
Crystal’s eyes were still gazing up at the stars. She said softly, “That was not to be missed.”
“Yes, I agree there.”
She leaned in against me and sighed. “It is a shame it had to end.”
“Yes. There is no rush to leave just yet, though. It looks like all the ponies below are streaming out. We’re allowed to stay here a little later than normal. Why don’t we let them clear out?”
Crystal nodded. “Okay, that sounds like a good idea.”
I looped my hooves around her and we enjoyed the quiet together. Most of the other ponies had left, leaving the spot for us, which was far preferable.
Once the crowd below had thinned Crystal said, “I guess we should let them close.”
I let her go and nodded. “I suppose that is fair.”
We stood and, unaware of my plans, Crystal turned towards the staircase that had brought us up. It was good that she had no idea. The surprise was one of the important parts of this.
I took a deep breath and reached into my saddlebag, finding the small box Runic had given me. “Crystal, before we bring this night to an end, I just wanted to ask if you had fun.”
She turned and looked back at me curiously. “Had fun? Of course, Silent Knight! This was one of the most amazing days of my life!”
I smiled at her and replied, “I’m so happy to hear you say that.”
Slowly, I held the box up into view and her eyes fell to it with a soft gasp.
My voice trembled just slightly as I continued, “I hope that today will have been your last happy memory as a marefriend and that tomorrow, if you’ll have me, will be your first happy memory as a fiancée.”
Carefully, I opened the box to reveal a white gold ring with a single diamond resting inside on a black velvet pillow. It was cut perfectly to catch the lamp light and sparkled just as I had hoped it would.
“Crystal Wishes, will you marry me?”

			Author's Notes: 
I want to thank AverageAmazingMe for coming up with the song. That was really well done! I just had to include it.
Hopefully you've all enjoyed my representation of Glimmer World. It was a fun idea that I've wanted to share for a long, long time (such is having things planned out way in advance).
Crystal's Wishes Companion Chapter: A Glimmering Stay
Once again, thank you all for being wonderful readers!


If you are enjoying this story, please consider taking a look at Crystal and my's website QuillnBlade.com for extra content such as mini stories, Q&B AU wiki, and special rewards for the awesome folks who support our Patreon. We have monthly art give aways, a Q&B Discord RPG, a several other fun gifts for patrons.
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Crystal stared at me in stunned silence. I couldn’t blame her. This was intended to be a surprise, after all.
However, I could tell what she was thinking: was this too fast? Probably for most ponies, yes. But not for me.
Everything else in my life was uncertain and dark. Every day, Alastair loomed over me like a great shadow. He’d already taken so much from me, and I feared he could still take more if I wasn’t careful.
And then there was Crystal Wishes. She had stayed by me when I was in a coma. I’d later learned from Winterspear that Crystal had spent the most time of anypony at my bedside. It takes a special kind of mare to do that for a stallion who hadn’t even been aware of her affection.
I was aware of it now, though, and it was definitely returned. More than that, I never wanted to let it go. Crystal was my guiding light.
She was also still not saying anything. My heart stopped with the sudden worry that it was too soon to propose.
My fear must have shown because she finally gasped and threw her hooves around me in a tight hug. “Yes! Of course! Yes!”
I pulled her close with one hoof, the ring nestled between us. We lingered like that, holding onto each other tightly until I felt warm tears on my shoulder.
“Are you alright?” I asked softly.
“I am. It…” She sniffled. “This was just so beautiful. You went to so much trouble, I wasn’t expecting this at all.”
Softly, I pulled back to look down at her. “Well, I wanted to surprise you.”
She wiped her eyes and nodded. “You did.”
“Would you like to try the ring on?”
“Yes, please,” she whispered, lowering her head.
I carefully took it out of the box and slipped it onto her horn. It was exactly the right size, fitting snuggly halfway down. Runic had somehow known how big to make it. I didn’t dare ask how.
“Is it right?” she asked, going cross-eyed for a moment to try to look for herself.
“Couldn’t be any better. Runic and I made this ring together. It had to be unique, just like you.”
Crystal softly sighed and looped her hooves around me once more. She squeezed me tight. “And to think, I just got done planning two weddings. Now I’ve got to plan another.”
I chuckled and nuzzled her. “Perhaps, at least for this week, you should just worry about having a good time.”
“I can do that,” she replied.
The park was fairly still and quiet around us. I nosed her cheek once more. “We should probably go. We can celebrate back at the resort.”
“Okay. It is a shame today has to end, though.”
“It is, but now we get to start fresh tomorrow.” I stood and helped her do the same.
She took my hoof in hers and we headed down the stairs. Relief washed over me. Now I could really enjoy the vacation with the pressure of a proposal off my shoulders.
☾

Crystal and I were enjoying ourselves so much in Glimmer World that we hardly noticed when a whole week had passed us by. We had spent four fun-filled days exploring the different sections within Glimmer World. Our favorite had been Tomorrow World. It was all based around science and technology. It was highly earth-pony-centric and quite fascinating.
“Do you want to ride Living with the Earth again?” Crystal asked as we ate lunch.
I nodded. “I think so. It will be a nice easy ride after we eat. Plus, I just love the idea that they grow a lot of this food right there in those small greenhouses. I never knew earth ponies were so… resourceful.”
“I know! I think I take for granted how much of a crutch magic is for me. They’re so inventive.” Crystal giggled. “We’d all be in trouble if we relied on me for farming.”
With a chuckle, I replied, “Same here. I guess the physical part would be fine, but I just didn’t realize how much work goes into farming.”
Crystal smiled across the table at me. It was a look. Mares had many, and I still didn’t know how to decipher any of them.
I raised my brow. “What?”
“You look good,” she replied.
“Oh, well, thank you. You look good, too.”
The mare shook her head. “No, I mean… You look genuinely happy and… unconcerned. You’ve had a lot on your shoulders lately, and I was worried it was too much. I’m happy to see you happy.”
I shrugged. “I guess I just needed this vacation. I have had a lot going on.”
“Maybe when we get back you can reduce that?” Crystal asked softly and hopefully.
I looked down at my meal, not meeting her gaze. If only that were true. “We’ll see. We’ll worry about that when we get home. Are you excited to go to the palace tomorrow?”
Crystal stared at me a moment. I could feel it even if I didn’t see it. She finally answered, “I am. I’m looking forwards to spending some time with Lady Cadence and I know you’re excited to see Shining Armor.”
“I am. I’ve missed his guidance.”
“He is an amazing pony for sure. I think seeing him will do you some good.” 
I nodded and then looked up. “All finished with lunch? I’m ready to get on that ride again. It might be our last one before we leave.”
Crystal smiled. “Okay, let’s go see the farm ponies again.”
☾

Crystal and I walked through the Crystal Empire, enjoying the scenery. The city was laid out in a perfect circle, with all of the streets funneling into the central plaza. There stood the Crystal Palace, which towered above the city in brilliant, glimmering majesty.
“I think we’re so lucky that this city reappeared in our lifetime,” Crystal commented in awe. “I can’t believe that all of these ponies had just been… been… what were they?”
I blinked. That was a good question. “Disappeared? Suspended in time? Lost? I’m not sure to be honest.”
“Well… whatever it was, I’m glad they’re back. These views are just full of inspiration for me. I’ll be sitting down to write as soon as we get home.”
My brow raised and I grinned. “So you want to rush home?”
“No!” she squeaked. “Not until we have lunch at the palace, at least.”
“Alright, well we’ll have our lunch, then,” I teased as we reached the palace.
It was a strange piece of architecture, much more decorative than defensible. Each side of its base was a wide-open arch, with doors set against the inside of the pillars where it touched the ground. At the very center floated the Crystal Heart. Supposedly, it’s an artifact of great power, but it just looked pretty to me.
When we got to the nearest of the four entrances, I addressed the guards posted outside. “Silent Knight and Crystal Wishes to see Shining Armor and Lady Cadence.”
The guard nodded and pulled one of the doors open. “Yes, sir. They’re expecting you.”
We headed inside to find the interior was just as stunning as the exterior. The main lobby extended all the way to the top, just like our resort. This one, of course, went far higher… despite the front desk pony’s claim of tallest lobby. Although, perhaps in a palace, you don’t call it a lobby. I guess front desk pony won that round.
“I want to live in a palace like this,” Crystal whispered next to me.
I looked over at her. “You may want to consider a different husband.”
She giggled and waved a hoof. “Oh, you. I’m just saying. Let a filly dream.”
“Alright, well, you keep dreaming. You can buy any crystal palace that you can afford. We’ll use my salary to make sure we can eat,” I teased.
“I’ll remember that,” Crystal replied, her head tilted back as she looked up and around. “Look at all of these beautiful statues.”
I did so. The main lobby was surrounded by them, all ancient ponies whose names had long been forgotten in the rest of Equestria. Each was cut from crystal and seemed flawless. If we’d stopped to look at the plaques, I’m sure I’d have recognized some of them from my research into Crystal Empire history.
We wandered towards the door opposite the one we’d entered, taking in all the sights. There were several royal guards posted around. Most were ‘southern ponies,’ as they said up here. Reintegrating crystal pony guards was going to take a little time.
Two guards opened the doors for us and we found ourselves staring down a long hallway. A statue was situated right in the middle of it at a cross hall. It stood on a raised dais and featured an armored unicorn. He had been carved out of a dark-colored crystal and looked slightly out of place among the bright, glimmering architecture.
Crystal looked up and said, “I wonder who that is.”
“That is Sombra, the unicorn king,” came a voice that was sweet and soft as it drifted from behind us. “He was… or potentially is a distant relative of mine. Nopony has seen him since the Crystal Empire reappeared.” 
We turned to find Lady Cadence smiling. At least, until she took one look at Crystal and gasped. “Is that what I think it is?”
Crystal squealed and rushed closer. “It is! He proposed the night after we got here!”
There was more squealing, a hug, and some bouncing. “How wonderful!” Lady Cadence cheered. “Well, this changes everything! We can’t just have lunch. Now we have to have Lunch!”
“We don’t want to be a bother,” I put in.
Lady Cadence shook her head. “You’re no bother. Come along! Shining Armor is just handling some business. In fact…” She took Crystal by the hoof. “Silent Knight, why don’t you go retrieve him so that I can talk to Crystal behind your back?”
My ears wiggled. “Alright.”
“Great! His office is that way!” Lady Cadence gestured vaguely off in the distance. Then she hurried off, dragging Crystal with her and speaking so fast I couldn’t understand any of it.
It only took me ten minutes to find the office. The Crystal Palace was laid out very logically. Plus, every guard knew exactly where to point me. The door was open, so I stuck my head in and knocked.
Shining Armor was behind his desk, going over something. He looked up and smiled. “Silent Knight, am I late for lunch already?”
“No, sir, I don’t think so. Your wife abducted Crystal and sent me to find you.”
He chuckled and took his helmet off. “Don’t call me sir. You’re off duty and my wife is wont to do that. What was the occasion?”
I came into the office and stood in front of his desk. “She noticed the engagement ring.”
His brow lifted. “Engagement ring? Then congratulations are in order!” He reached across and offered me a hoof which I took. “When did that happen?”
“The beginning of the week, actually. This whole trip was sort of a ruse so I could surprise her. Although I was looking forwards to seeing you and Lady Cadence, too.”
He nodded and smiled. “Well, I appreciate you sharing something so special with us. I was going to ask how you were doing, but I’m guessing you’re doing well.”
“No complaints here. How are you?”
“About the same. Busy, of course, but not in a bad way. There is a lot to do here. We have to reintegrate the Crystal Empire’s royal guard, get all of the citizens caught up on modern life, and things of that nature. At this point, it’s almost all paperwork, but I do occasionally get out there and do some real work. I heard about your actions during the attack on Canterlot. It seems like you’ve put together quite a unit.”
I shrugged. “We did our part. It isn’t every day you get to go up against giant cockatrices. Still, we have a good unit. Orchid retired, though, if you haven’t heard.”
Shining Armor chuckled. “Oh, she wrote and invited us to the foal shower. I offered to write her a letter of recommendation for warrant officer school. She said she already had one from you, Sunny, and Princess Celestia and that if I wanted to write one, she’d have it framed.”
I chuckled at that and just shook my head. “She’s a special pony for sure.”
He nodded and stood up. “By the way, I’m sorry I never got back to you on the frost ponies. I keep meaning to, but it seemed like an idle curiosity and things around here have been crazy. Especially trying to get them reintegrated, too.”
“Not a problem at all. Believe me, I know how busy command is.”
His expression shifted and he replied, “So you said in your last letter. I didn’t know that about your father. I guess that happens, sometimes: who we are at home versus who we are at work. He was well-liked in royal guard circles. Have you found any peace yet?”
Keeping my expression even was important. Of course, I would also not willfully lie to Shining Armor of all ponies. “I’m still struggling with it. Mostly, I just put it out of mind and focus on what is good and what needs to be done.”
He came around the desk to put a hoof on my shoulder. “Well, you can write me about it any time you like. Nopony else sees your letters. Of course, if you prefer, you could also talk to me about it face-to-face.”
My head tilted. “Oh?”
“There is a lot to do here, Silent Knight. It isn’t glamorous work, but it is work. I’ve finally decided to listen to my wife and take on an aide. If you want the position, it’s yours. It will even come with a promotion to captain.”
I blinked and looked at him in open surprise. “You want me to be your aide-de-camp?”
“Don’t give me that look, Silent Knight. I’ve known a lot of good officers, but when it comes to ponies who know the job, the regulations, and the Guard, there are few like you. We have a good working relationship and you know how important that is.”
“I don’t know what to say,” I replied in all honesty.
He chuckled. “I hope you’ll say yes but I understand if you want to think it over… and I suppose now you have to run it by your bride to be.”
“Yeah…” I said dumbly, a whole lot of ideas popping into my head at once. To serve with the colonel again would be amazing. Crystal would be able to live in the Crystal Empire. She did just say she wanted to live in the palace. What about Princess Luna, though? I couldn’t leave her. That wouldn’t do. Could I do both?
“Silent Knight?”
“Sir!” I responded as he waved a hoof in front of my face.
“You can think it over. Why don’t we go make certain my wife hasn’t done any damage by filling Crystal’s head with ideas about the wedding?”
I nodded, trying to clear my own head from all the ideas he’d filled it with. “Before we do… Sunny and I miss you. The palace doesn’t run the same without you. We were hoping there was some chance you might come back. I guess since you’re offering that job to me there isn’t any, is there?”
He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I was going to let Cadence tell you both, but things have gotten interesting here. Nopony can locate King Sombra. When the Empire disappeared, he was responsible for this part of the kingdom. Princess Celestia had asked Cadence to fill in for him until he could be located or a governor can be lawfully elected.”
King Sombra. Cadence had mentioned him, too, but I knew that name. Why did I know that name? I shook my head. “Right, the Empire would get a governor and delegates just like any other province, I suppose.”
Shining Armor nodded and started down the hall as I fell into step beside him. “Exactly! So, with the king missing and Princess Celestia preferring to have provinces run by governors these days, an election was held. Almost every single crystal pony wrote Cadence’s name in.”
“She was elected governor?” I blinked.
“Yes, which means I’m far less inclined to ask for a transfer. I’m pretty attached to my wife.”
“How about that,” I said. Lady Cadence was one of those ponies that got along with anypony she met. The turn of events wasn’t surprising in the least.
“I suppose it isn’t that big of a surprise,” he said, falling silent a minute. Shining Armor looked over at me with a serious expression. “I understand you have been removed from your advisory role on the assassination investigation?”
That is how he’d pitched me? An advisor? It made sense. “Yes, sir. I was too close to it,” I lied.
Shining Armor’s brow arched. “I heard you lost your cool in a meeting. I’ve never seen Silent Knight truly do that.”
My lips pressed tightly together. What could I say? He knew me well. “I—” I was cut off as a pink blur ambushed me from the side, wrapping her hooves around my neck.
“Don’t you think it is incredibly sweet, Shining?” Cadence asked as she squeezed me against her. “All of this to propose to Crystal? Oh, it’s like a fairytale!”
I did my best to struggle out of the headlock of a hug she was giving me.
“Yes, dear, it was very sweet. Now let him go,” Shining Armor replied.
“Hmm?” Cadence replied before looking down to see how she was holding me. She let go and giggled. “Sorry! I just think it’s so romantic. I feel so personally invested, especially after Crystal and I talked at the hospital. I just knew you two were right for each other!”
Crystal giggled softly and replied, “Well I’m glad you were sure. I was really scared.”
“Love conquers all!” Cadence beamed.
Shining Armor laughed and just smiled. “Now, dear, you’re embarrassing them. Why don’t we sit down for lunch and then we can talk about a more appropriate subject? Something like politics?”
Crystal’s ears shot up at that and a look of uncertainty washed over her features just before she schooled her composure.
Cadence happily clapped her hooves together. “Oh, yes, politics! Come along, everypony!” She squealed happily as she led us to a small balcony that had been set up for lunch. Several serving ponies were there, waiting.
I smiled at her before saying, “I think we should discuss politics for sure. We’re all friends after all.” Lady Cadence didn’t know it but she’d saved me. The least I could do is play into her news.
“Well, I don’t know if you’ve heard, but the crystal ponies recently held an election to decide who the new governor would be,” Cadence explained.
“I had not heard that,” Crystal replied cautiously. 
“And who did they pick, dear?” Shining Armor asked.
“Me!” Cadence cheered.
Crystal’s hoof came to her chest as she looked relieved. “Oh my! Congratulations, that’s wonderful news! I didn’t even know you were running.”
Cadence giggled and shook her head. “I wasn’t! They wrote my name in. It was a huge surprise, but I’m extremely honored. So it looks like we won’t be going back to Canterlot soon. I’m going to be sworn in two weeks from Monday! And Shining is going to stay on as the Crystal Empire’s Provincial Guard Commander.” 
Shining Armor hadn’t specified that he was setting up a provincial command. I’d assumed he’d meant only the castle and city when he offered me the position. “I imagine you’d make brigadier soon, then?”
“The selection list isn’t out yet, but I’ve been told my name is on it,” he replied matter-of-factly.
My name wouldn’t be on it for sure. I hadn’t made time for captain’s training. Nor had I completed any of the other steps necessary for a promotion. Which was fine, of course. It wasn’t a priority for me.
The aide to the Commander of the Crystal Empire’s Provincial Guard. That was starting to sound like an even bigger title. I put on a smile. “It seems like everypony deserves congratulations, then.”
Cadence nodded. “Yes! I think this all calls for a toast!”
We all raised our glasses: three with magic, and me with my hoof.
“To the happy couple,” Cadence said.
“To new adventures,” Crystal put in.
“To fresh beginnings,” Shining replied.
Then they all turned to me. Surely these of all ponies knew I wasn’t the sort to just come up with something. They just waited expectantly. My mind was blank. It wasn’t meant for this. I could recite every line of any Royal Guard manual I’d memorized, but I didn’t think any of that was what they were waiting for. 
Silence lingered for a second too long and I smiled. “To remembering old friends regardless of where we go?”
“Yes!” Cadence cheered before we tilted our glasses back.
The rest of lunch was light-hearted and casual conversation. Crystal was practically glowing with happiness as she told stories about our time at Glimmer World. Even though she probably knew everything there was to know about the place, Cadence either was interested in listening or very good at pretending.
Midway through Crystal’s retelling of the PonyPult, Shining Armor stood and nodded at me to follow suit. He walked to the opposite side of the balcony and looked out at the city below. When I approached, he looked over at me.
“You’ll think about the position, right? It would be good for you… and your career,” Shining Armor said with emphasis that didn’t go unnoticed.
“I will, sir.”
His ear flicked and he pressed, “I mean really think about it. I know how you feel about Princess Luna, but this is a big opportunity.”
I nodded. “Yes, sir, I realize that more than you might guess. If I had any other job, I wouldn’t hesitate for an instant. I just…” How could I explain this? “Princess Luna and I. We’re…”
“You have a bond.” The way he said it told me he understood.
A small sigh of relief escaped me. “Yes, sir, exactly.”
With a chuckle, he patted me on the back. “I won’t take it personally if you turn me down. I’ll keep the slot open for a little while, but I can’t wait forever. You understand, right?”
“Absolutely, sir, I would never hold it against you.”
“Good stallion. When you get back, tell Sunny to come visit sometime. Maybe she’d like a change of pace.”
“By the time I get back, I have a feeling you might be right. She’s pretty close to Princess Celestia, though, so good luck with her.”
Shining Armor nodded and his expression shifted slightly. “Yeah, that is kind of why you two got those jobs despite being so new. Not to downplay your qualifications; you’re both excellent guards. It was just… something about you two and how you fit your respective princesses. It was like it was meant to be.”
That was something I’d heard before from Princess Luna. “I’m not sure I believe in destiny.”
He shrugged. “Me neither but, still. You two are different than the previous bunch. At any rate, keep it in mind and have a safe trip back.” He winked. “You take care of that mare. She’s too good for you.”
“Aren’t they all, sir?”
He grinned. “I know mine is too good for me. That is why we get along so well. You keep that in mind, too.”
“Will do. Thank you for seeing us, sir. We’ll be in touch.”
He waved me off and I returned to retrieve Crystal from Lady Cadence so that we could make our train. And so she didn’t get too attached to the palace… at least not until I’d made a decision.
When we returned to Canterlot, I saw Crystal to her door and left her with a kiss before hurrying to the palace. To my relief, I found it still in one piece. Not that I thought Sunny would have a problem running it a few days until Major Aegis or Captain Dancer returned. Things can happen to even the best of ponies.
Coming home from vacation was hard. I was only a few paces through the doors and already missing my days of leisure and luxury. Don’t get me wrong, though. I love the palace and my job, but it’s hard to go straight from lounging in a suite with my fiancée to, well, work.
My first duty was checking in with Sunny. I rounded a corner and knocked on her door, which slowly creaked open. The inside was pure chaos. Sunny’s desk was covered in stacks of paper, reports, and discarded take-out containers. So was her floor, actually.
Storm Rider was on the couch with a report in each hoof, his helmet off, and looking red-eyed. Sunny’s head was down, also with no helmet, and her mane was a wreck. She finally looked up and then smiled brightly… or maniacally. It was hard to know.
“Silent Knight! Thank the stars you’re back. I need you right now,” she said, coming out from behind her desk.
That was certainly not the greeting I expected. It would have been better received if it was from Crystal. “Hello to you, too…”
The mare hugged me and leaned in close to whisper, “It’s a conspiracy, you see. It is all a conspiracy to drive us crazy.”
Storm Rider nodded sagely at that.
“What is?” I asked.
“Major Aegis? Still sick! Took a turn for the worst, they say. Months of recovery. So they handed the palace over to Captain Dancer.”
Storm Rider snorted.
Sunny continued, “Captain Dancer, on his first day back, tripped and fell down the stairs. He broke two legs.”
“Allegedly!” Storm Rider chimed in.
“Allegedly!” Sunny repeated.
“He allegedly fell and broke his legs?” I asked in disbelief.
Sunny said, “I think they don’t WANT to come back. No, they just want me to handle it all.”
I peered into Sunny’s eyes. She looked a bit unhinged. “Why don’t you go talk to Vice Colo—”
“Vice Colonel Glamour?” she cut me off. “She says we’re doing a wonderful job and that this is how to make captain! Who wants to make captain?! I’m so glad you’re back. I have things for you to do. So many things.”
“So many things,” Storm Rider parroted.
I peered between the two crazy ponies but nodded. This was definitely the wrong time to mention I might be taking a new job. “Alright… well, I’m free until I have to pick up Princess Luna. What do you want done first?”
Sunny rushed back to the desk, grabbed a report, and then threw it to me. “Dragons!”
“Dragons?” I asked.
The mare rolled her eyes as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Yes, dragons. Get rid of them. The locals won’t leave me alone about them. Get rid of the dragons, Silent Knight!”
“Get rid of dragons? Are you serious?”
The look on her face said she was. She was also twitching a lot.
I held onto the report and took two steps towards the door. “Okay, Sunny… I’ll go get rid of the dragons. Bye-bye.”
I could always tell her I was getting married later… much later. Possibly after she’d been committed.
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Orchid squeezed me tightly and then smooshed my face right in front of everypony else in the restaurant.
“I can’t believe you’re getting married! And so soon!” she squealed in delight.
I swatted at her hooves. “Engaged, Orchid, we’re just engaged. Married comes later. We haven’t set a date yet but yes, it was a little fast. I just know she is right for me.”
“Well, maybe it’s not too fast, actually. You two have been sniffing around each other for a while.”
My brow shot up. “Sniffing around?”
“You know what I mean,” Orchid said with a wink.
I didn’t.
She laughed, then wagged a hoof at me. “Anyway, I don’t know her well, but I know she is a doll. You treat her right!”
“I hear that a lot…” I peered at her. Orchid out of uniform was odd. She was also extremely pregnant now. “Is everything still on time?”
She nodded and settled her hooves over her belly. “Yes, we’re down to two months. This little stallion is wearing me down, too. Third or not, I’m not as young as I used to be. He’s been making studying a lot harder.”
I chuckled at that. “I see. About time some stallion stood up to you. Isn’t the birth going to mess up your training schedule?”
Orchid lightly flicked my forehead with a hoof. “I’ll remember that crack once he is born and I’m back in shape.” She shook her head. “No, I started early enough and I’m on an accelerated track. I should graduate, have the foal, do maternity leave, and start with a new position after.”
“And what position are you looking at?”
“Most likely, I’ll be in with the City Guard’s support company. Evidently, they’ve been understaffed for a while and the palace has been doing a lot of their work. I’ll be sure to come visit you, though.”
“I’m sure you’ll be running the place within a week. Those other warrant officers won’t know what hit them,” I teased.
The mare smiled and shook her head. “I’m not so sure about that. I’m learning, but honestly, there is a lot to this. I thought it would be easier. Still, it will be a better fit.”
With a shake of my head, I looped a hoof around her shoulders. “No, it will be a good fit. We’ll never quite be the same without you,” I said, hugging her tight.
“Aww, Silent Knight, don’t say stuff like that.”
I pulled back to look at her with my most serious expression. “It’s true.”
“Oh, I know!” she said, reaching into her bag and getting a kerchief to dab her eyes. “When you say it now, though, with all of these hormones, it makes me cry.”
I chuckled. “I’m sorry. Would you rather I be mean to you?”
She shook her head. “No, but you could take me for a dessert after lunch. Maybe buy me a cookie?”
With a feigned frown, I sighed. “Leave it to you to work me for an angle. Come on, let’s go over to Sunridge Sweets and get you a cookie.”
“And a milkshake,” she added.
“And a milkshake.”
“And maybe we stop for some vinegar chips on the way?”
“Anything else?” I asked, brow arched.
Orchid shook her head. I settled our bill and we headed out to go find a strange combination of foods for her.
☾

The wind whipped along my body as I few east from Canterlot. Nova was tailing along behind me as we started to descend from the peaks of Alicorn Spire.
“I thought we were going to work out, sir,” Nova called to me.
“We are,” I replied over my shoulder.
“In case you missed it, we passed about six gyms, sir. Then the city.”
“I’m aware.” I pointed a hoof down at the small Equestrian Army outpost that was near Canterlot and started to drift towards it. Just before we reached the main gate, I made a hard left turn and landed in the nearby town that serviced it. 
Nova looked around. “This is pretty far from home.”
“It is,” I said evenly before trotting over to a squat building and knocking on the door three times.
The door opened to reveal Steel Wings. “You’re late.” He then looked past me. “Who’s she?”
Nova didn’t give me any chance to answer. “The medic. I’m not a fan of your training practices and I’m here to make certain you play nice.”
Steel Wings snorted and looked at me. “Seriously?”
“Yes, seriously!” Nova interjected, getting right up in his face. “Listen here, Chief. I’m not afraid of you. I don’t care who you are. You put my commander in a cast and if that happens again I’m going to tell his commander.”
The older pegasus glared at Nova. She glared back. He then looked at me. I just shrugged and said, “Her way or no way at this point.”
“Get inside, both of you,” he growled before slamming the door behind us once we were through.
To my surprise, the chief had actually set up a nice training space. There was a big matted area, several training dummies, and some weights. To my further surprise, Tranquil Dusk and Crimson Dawn were standing inside.
“Hello, Silent Knight,” Dusk said politely.
“Dusk, Crimson,” I replied, nodding. “I guess the chief didn’t do a good job of dissuading you.”
Steel Wings snorted. “Their minds were made up before our first session. Don’t go blaming me.”
“Made up about what?” Nova asked.
We all looked her way and I replied, “To do this kind of training. I don’t think it’s right for them, but they’re old enough to make their own mistakes.”
Nova’s eyes narrowed. “And what kind of training is this, exactly?”
“More intense combat training,” I said quickly, making sure no other pony spoke.
Her expression didn’t soften. “And you’re going to do it here. Out of sight. And then what? Bring it back and teach the unit?”
I shook my head. “No, the unit doesn’t need this. They’re more than capable of defending the princess.”
“Versus… say… what is it you’re learning to do here?” Nova asked suspiciously.
The chief looked my way and then the room went cold. I cleared my throat and replied, “This is more offensive.”
Nova flicked her wings. “For what purpose?”
“Just to be prepared in the event we get in a situation like the one in Nordanver,” I said, telling a half-truth.
The pegasus mare looked at each of us. “So, the House Guard commander, an Army armsmaster, and two ponies I’m pretty sure are civilians… are just meeting far away from Canterlot in an unassuming building to train just in case.”
“To be prepared,” I repeated.
“And you brought me here and thought I’d buy that, sir?” Nova frowned. “If you were going to lie, why not just lie and not bring me?”
Steel Wings cleared his throat but I waved him off and replied, “You’d see the injuries and report it. I also agreed you could monitor the training. I don’t take giving my word lightly.”
“Commendable. So you just hoped that you could bring me along and I’d buy the preparation line?”
“It isn’t a line. We’re training to be prepared.”
“Prepared for what, sir?” Nova pressed.
Steel Wings cleared his throat louder and then stepped forwards. “The lieutenant and I have a mission and it is going to need a unit. A very specific unit with a specific purpose.”
Nova’s ears twitched. “And what kind of unit would that be?”
Chief walked closer and put on a firm face. “The kind of unit command knows we need but can’t bring themselves to create officially. The kind of unit normal ponies don’t need to know exists. The kind of unit that, if discovered, results in the loss of my status and the lieutenant’s pretty bar. The kind of unit that exists to do a job that simply has to be done.”
He’d used my line. It was a powerful one, or so I thought. All eyes were on Nova.
“What is the job?” Nova asked.
“Classified,” Steel Wings replied.
“Crabapples. Option A: You don’t tell me, I report it, and maybe stop this before you all do something stupid. Option B: You tell me and maybe I believe you enough to go with it.”
I nodded. “We’re working with Guard Intelligence. We—”
“Sir!” Steel Wings cut me off.
“She’s right, Chief, and we could use a good medic.” I shifted my attention back to Nova. “Intelligence is tracking the gryphon that tried to capture Princess Luna. They’re pretty sure it wasn’t a ransom plot. They think it was a politically motivated assassination attempt. We’d like to know what the motivation was and to make sure the involved parties can’t conduct a similar attempt in the future.”
She blinked in surprise. “You’re all Guard Intelligence?” 
I shook my head. “No, we’re not. We’re working with them though. At least some faction within intelligence. Maybe the EIS. Either way my contact is pretty high up and I can’t name names.”
Her surprise turned into confusion. “Then this is sanctioned?”
Steel Wings laughed. “Nopony would ever sanction this sort of thing. No, intelligence will push us to do what needs to be done and if it goes south we’re easily written off as vengeance seeking vigilantes. Nice and tidy.”
Nova shook her head and looked at me. “But, sir… your career.”
“You don’t get to kill my ponies and walk away without repercussions,” I said flatly.
“So you’re going to go over there and capture him? That’s crazy,” Nova replied just as flatly.
“You’re right, which is why that isn’t the plan.”
Nova peered at me. “Then what is the plan?”
I shook my head. “Classified. You know more than enough to make your decision. Now you’re here to make sure we don’t hurt ourselves in our preparations. If anypony ever asks you what’s going on you don’t know enough for them to stop us and, more importantly, you were just doing your job.”
“And if I want in?”
My brow raised in brief surprise. “That isn’t why you’re here. Monitor training, make sure it is safe, and keep us healthy. I’m not looking to put more ponies in harm’s way.”
“Crabapples again!” Nova’s hoof stabbed at Tranquil Dusk and Crimson Dawn. “They’re kids. Civilian kids. They pass muster, but I don’t? Crabapples! Tell me they’re some kind of deep cover… whatever kind of ponies they are and I’ll budge, but otherwise I’m not falling for this line, either.”
Crimson Dawn’s nostrils flared. “We are not kids. We are adults in our society and in yours. It is our choice to help. Do not underestimate our abilities.”
Nova’s wings twitched. “Sir, surely you’re kidding me.”
“They’re scouts, Nova. They’re exceptional scouts too. We can learn a lot from them.”
“Fine, sir! They’re scouts. I’m a trained royal guard and a medic. You’re going to need a medic. Especially if this level of training is necessary for whatever it is you’re going to do exactly.”
“You’ll risk your career,” I countered. “You’ll have to mislead other ponies, including ones you care about.”
Nova frowned and then looked past me at the twins. “And you two, you’re really alright with all of this? Are all of your kind crazy?”
Tranquil Dusk stepped forwards and replied firmly, “We go where the Knight of the Moon goes.”
Nova blinked. “The what?”
I waved a hoof. “That isn’t important. They’re a little misguided, but I couldn’t talk them out of this. So now I just have to make sure they’re prepared and stay to their specific mission.”
The pegasus mare turned to Steel Wings. “Will you be vengeance-seeking vigilantes, or is this a by-the-book military operation?”
“There isn’t a book for this one. The lieutenant has been running it like an official operation thus far. He’s right, too. We’ll find out the political agenda to better serve the princesses but—”
“He doesn’t escape this time. He’s done, captured or dead,” I said sharply, cutting the chief off.
“And if I want to walk out right now and report all of this?” Nova asked, taking a step away from us.
“Your call. I wouldn’t think any less of you,” I responded.
She slowly eyed each one of us. “You’re definitely going to need a medic.”
What could I say to that? She was right. “Yeah, yeah, we are.”
Nova shifted. “There is no capturing this bird, is there? You’re expecting to kill him.”
I nodded.
There was a long pause before Nova released a short sigh. “Okay.”
“Okay?” I asked.
“Yes, okay. Not yay, not good, not hurray. Okay. I get it. I honestly do. You’re going to need a medic, period. So, no, I don’t want to go kill some gryphon, but I’ll make sure that—if that’s what you’re going to do—you’ll be fit when the time comes and that you’ll survive it. Okay?”
I nodded. “Okay.”
Nova wheeled on the chief. “And no more of this stress fracture, beat-them-up bravado junk. If you want these ponies to be combat-ready, they can’t have lingering injuries that could have been avoided. Safe training, or I’ll figure out some way to burn you and save the lieutenant. Are we clear?”
Steel Wings blinked and then his stern impression came back. He tapped his chief pin and then his armsmaster pin.
Nova glared and tapped her medic pin. “That chief pin doesn’t mean jack in this room. Nor does that armsmaster badge. You’re a nopony in here and I’m a doctor. The doctor says safe training or no training. Do you understand mister?”
His feathers were literally ruffled as he started to yell, “Now, listen here, you big-headed, fu—”
“Chief!” I cut in. “She’s right, again. If we’re running this like a real unit, then I’m the CO and you’re my advisor. No more hard stuff. That’s an order.”
“Yes, sir,” he groused.
I turned to Nova and added, “And off the books or not, personal issues or not, you’ll respect the rank even if you don’t respect the pony. Clear?”
Nova flushed. It looked like she was going to argue, but instead she replied, “Yes, sir. My apologies, Chief.”
“Great, thanks.” Steel Wings rolled his eyes. “Now if we’re done with all of this touchy-feely stuff, we’re way behind. It’s time to get started.”
“Agreed,” I replied. “We’re all yours, Chief.”
Nova looked over at me. “One more thing. What are you calling this little operation?”
“We’re not,” I replied.
She raised one brow. “Shouldn’t we at least have a unit name?”
Crimson Dawn chimed in, “We should! Something that will strike fear into the hearts of our enemies. We could be the Wolverines!”
“What in Equestria is a wolverine?” Steel asked before spitting. “No, it has to be something less obscure. More official sounding. How about the Equestria Protection Society?”
Nova snorted. “That makes it sound like we’re official. We shouldn’t do that. Plus, others may want to join something like that.”
“Nightwatch,” came a soft voice.
“Listen here, the EPS would be a fine-sounding organization!” the chief shot back, missing it.
Crimson glared at them. “Wolverines aren’t obscure!”
“I actually agree with the chief that they are,” Nova replied.
My ear flicked and I turned to Tranquil. “Say again?”
The others fell silent and looked to the black-winged pegasus. “Nightwatch,” she repeated.
“Nightwatch it is,” I said. “Now, let’s get to that training.” 
☾

The condo that Crystal Wishes and Velvet Step shared was a sea of bridal magazines, color samples, and other wedding paraphernalia. Most of the stuff was left over from Raven’s actual wedding and their friend Horsey’s semi-pretend one. Now they were being repurposed for our wedding.
“I know I saw it in one of these. When I was looking for Horsey, I saw the dress and thought it was for me,” Crystal explained.
Velvet shrugged and replied, “I told you to mark them.”
“No, you didn’t! You teased me about planning my own wedding.”
“Actually, that does sound more like me. You still should have marked them!”
Crystal glared at Velvet and then went back to furiously flipping through magazines.
I’d given up looking for the dress she’d described. Without a doubt, I had found it six times, but every time I asked if this one was right both mares had told me no. I wasn’t even sure how Velvet could know! That was okay, though. It allowed me the time to take a nap. I’d been working days and training nights, and that was wearing me out.
Vaguely, I heard the sound of a hoof knocking against the door.
“Would you get that for me, please?” Crystal asked in my direction.
I shifted under the weight of fabric swatches and magazines. “Yes,” I replied as the bits and bobs fell off me and onto the floor.
Velvet giggled and tried to look innocent. Evidently, she’d been attempting to cover me up and out of existence. I made my way to the condo’s door and opened it without dignifying her actions with a second glance.
I found a light-yellow-cream-colored unicorn mare waiting and looking confused to see me. Her mane was impressive. It was brown with highlights that faded from purple, to pink in the middle, and blue at the tips and all done up in a really fancy style. A pony this classy had to be one of Crystal’s friends.
“Hello,” I said.
“Hi. I’m looking for Crystal Wishes… she still lives here, right?”
Looking over my shoulder at the wreck that had become of the condo, I shrugged. “I wouldn’t call this living, but yes. Please come in.”
The unicorn nodded and walked past me until she spotted Crystal and Velvet nestled in the middle of the maelstrom. “What is all of this, Crystal?”
Crystal looked up and then stared in horror. “Painted Wave! Our meeting! I’m so sorry. What time is it?” She looked at the clock on the wall. “I missed it. I’m sorry! We got so caught up in this… Please come in and have a seat.” She went to my sleeping couch and pushed the rest of the stuff unceremoniously off onto the floor.
The pony who I had now learned was Painted Wave smirked and settled on the couch. “It’s no problem. Cute door stallion, by the way.”
Then Crystal paused, looked at me, and frowned. “Wait, door stallion? Oh, no. That is just Silent Knight, my fiancé.”
‘Just Silent Knight,’ huh? Lovely.
“Oh, he looks like a keeper. Good help is so hard to find, after all.” Painted winked and looked at all the mess. “Getting married, then?”
Crystal and Velvet started to try to clean up. I went over to help. “Eventually,” Crystal said. “He actually just proposed a little while ago. I’m getting ahead of myself. I really am sorry you had to come all the way here because I was playing princess.”
“We’ll just call it research for the next book, okay?” Painted Wave said in amusement.
“Yes, please. Can we still have the meeting? The publisher is really on me about getting this all done. Would you care for some tea?”
Painted Wave nodded and methodically listed off her responses to the rapid-fire questions. “That’s why I dropped in. I have some great ideas to run by you. And tea would be lovely, thank you.”
Crystal handed twelve of Raven’s ‘idea books’ to Velvet, leaving little more than her hooves visible. “You remember Velvet, of course?”
“I do. It’s nice to see that she has gotten behind your books… and that she supports them,” Painted joked.
Crystal paused and then looked at Velvet. After a moment of thought, she laughed and waved a hoof. “Oh, you.” She then hurried off to make the tea and I took half of the books from Velvet so that she could see. 
“What do we do with these?” I asked.
Velvet responded happily, “File them with the others!” She indicated to a bookshelf that was quite literally half full with the things. I headed over to put my share away.
“That is quite the library,” Painted Wave said as she watched us. “You’ll be able to have three different weddings and pick the one you like best.” 
Three weddings. It was kind of funny but true: first Raven, then Horsey, now us. Eventually, anyway.
Velvet’s eyes went wide. “That’s a great plan! I’ll go tell Crystal!” She hurried off into the kitchen.
I sat in the mess and picked up some fabric swatches to look at. There were some good blue ones.
“How much of this do you have a say in?” Painted Wave asked idly.
“Me?” I blinked at her. “None thus far. You were right about me being the help, honestly.”
Painted Wave laughed and replied, “Well, there is a reason it is called MARE-iage.”
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		27. Silent Knight, Emissary



Miley Hooves—my grizzled, experienced sergeant—kept her professional demeanor until we were alone in my office. As soon as the door closed, she then bounced around me in a circle and chanted, “You’re getting maaarried. You’re getting maaarried.” The bouncing shifted to a trotting circle. “Silent Knight and Crystal Wishes sitting in a tree K, I—WOAH!” The little mare tripped over her own hoof and face planted. 
For the sake of her pride, I stifled my laugh and helped her up. “You okay?”
“—S, S, I, N, G!” she sang.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
Miley hugged me. “Congratulations! I’m so happy for you!”
“Thanks, Miley. We’re just engaged, though. Eventually we’ll get married. Now, did you do the thing where you forgot to lead with the official business first?”
“Yes, sir!” she chimed happily. 
I waited. She just smiled. Finally, I prompted, “And?”
“You have a meeting with Guard Intelligence.”
My ear flicked and I peered at her. “About what?”
“The dragons, sir.”
The report Sunny had given me was sitting on my desk. I picked it up and started to flip through it. “This is real?”
“Seem so, sir. Word around the palace is that you’re the pony that is going to fix it. You have a meeting to discuss how or maybe why. I don’t know, I was planning my kissing song. I hope you have a plan!”
Great. I was going to need to have a word with my sergeant about her priorities. Speaking of priorities… “Miley?”
“Yes, sir?” she asked.
“Please send Sunny a bouquet of yellow lilies,” I said with a serious expression.
Her head tilted. “But, sir, she’s allergic to them. They make her sneeze.”
With the report under my wing, I patted her on the helmet. “Follow my orders.”
She stiffened to attention. “Yes, sir!”
I left my office and the palace proper to head over to the Royal Guard Central Command building. This was the first time in a while I’d done so with a legitimate appointment. With all my exposure to the intelligence section, I’d gotten to know the place pretty well.
The pony at the reception desk stiffened to attention when I approached. “May I help you, sir? I haven’t seen you in a while.”
I shook my head. “I haven’t had a reason. Evidently, I have a meeting about the dragons.”
“Yes, sir. Third floor, office six alpha. The colonel is expecting you.”
My ear cocked. “Colonel?”
“Yes, sir. He’s expecting you.”
“I best not keep him waiting then,” I replied before heading up the stairs and through the halls. The designated office was closed so I knocked and waited.
“Come in,” called an unfamiliar, masculine voice.
The door opened into an office that felt more constrained than it actually was. The illusion of its seemingly small size was created by the fact that each wall was flanked by rows of high-security filing cabinets. The kind with combination locks that are capable of surviving hours in a fire.
There was little room to maneuver left or right, so I had to imagine the pony inside went over the chairs and desk as necessary.  Which wouldn’t be too hard, considering he was a pegasus. A lavender pegasus with orange eyes and a dark mane.
A mane I noted that was well kept but not strictly to Royal Guard standards. He also wasn’t wearing armor, but instead a flight suit somewhat similar to the ones the Wonderbolts used. “Apologies, I was looking for the colonel. I must have the wrong office.”
The lavender stallion shook his head and waved me in. “No, you’re in the right place, Lieutenant. You’ll forgive me. We do things a little different here in guard intelligence. I’m Colonel Wing. You must be Silent Knight?”
“Yes, sir,” I replied before flapping my wings to hover over the back of the chair in front of his desk.
“You’ll be tackling the dragon problem. How up to speed are you on it?” he asked.
I held up the report. “Just returned from leave and received this. Before I left, however, I was briefed in most of the meetings. Back then it seemed almost like a passing joke. How did this end up in your lap?”
The colonel tapped his desk. “There was some concern that perhaps the dragons were enticed into moving our way and that this may be a plot that threatens all of Equestria.”
My body went a bit rigid and I almost dropped into the chair below me. “Sir? Is it?”
Colonel Wing shook his head and snorted. “No, not in the least. They just like the mountain and made themselves at home.” He picked up a smaller report and tossed it to me. “My findings and all of the information in that report distilled down into a more usable format.”
I half-caught it, bobbled it, and then actually caught it. What can I say? I was an offensive linepony in school, we never had to catch the ball. After flipping through it briefly I replied, “This is very thorough.”
“Thank you,” he said, nodding. “How’re you going to relocate them?”
I looked up and our eyes met briefly. “I’m going to politely ask them to leave, sir.”
The colonel cleared his throat and then nodded. “Alright, that is one tactic. Is there any more to your plan?”
“Not yet. Fly in, get a feel for the situation, adapt from there. I hear that worked in Ponyville.”
“Yes, well, if you’ll look at my report, you’ll see that this isn’t one dragon. It’s several. Some older, some younger. They seem to be nesting. You might want to leave sooner than later.”
My wings started flapping to move me back behind the chair. “Yes, sir, thank you. Should I be concerned that they’re going to eat me on sight?”
He shook his head. “There isn’t a high probability of that happening.”
Which meant that there was some probability of it happening. I saluted, which he returned, and made my way out. I settled onto the yard outside of the command building and started to flip through the colonel’s report. It was extremely concise and contained only what a pony would need to know.
“Well, there’s no time like the present,” I said to myself before leaping into the air. The dragons were getting set up in the caves of Alicorn Spire on the opposite side from where Canterlot was built.
Alicorn Spire was the largest mountain in Equestria. Possibly the world for all I knew. Considering an entire city was built on it, it had to be at least a contender for the top ten. The summit was so high that even pegasi like me had trouble breathing up there.
What most ponies didn’t know is that the mountain was home to all sorts of creatures besides ponies. They live on the surface, in the caves, and deep below the ground. These dragons, however, were a new feature. 
I tapped my breastplate to activate the dark vision enchantment and proceeded deeper into the mountain’s interior. My path was based very loosely on the original report I’d glanced through before I realized how serious ponies were about this situation. Thankfully, I received some help. There was the scent of smoke… or something like smoke, so I just followed it.
Eventually, the cave expanded into a large cavern. It occasionally echoed with the sounds of… wrestling? Most of the growls and such were tiny and originated from small dragons. The larger ones merely watched.
“Pardon me, which dragon is in charge?” I called loudly.
Several sets of glowing eyes shifted in my direction and all of the activity stopped.
From the crowd, a large, black scaled-dragon approached. She—or possibly he—drew up to loom over me. “You are trespassing, little pony.” The voice sounded feminine. At least for a dragon.
This dragon was an amazing creature. Her belly had lighter purple scales that contrasted heavily against the thick black ones that covered her sides and back. The belly was one of the weak points. So were the eyes and mouth, at least according to the Knights of the Moon. In either event, they had talked about the aura of intimidation that adult dragons possess but, until you’re in it, you can’t describe it.
I was intimidated. Thoroughly.
But I still had a job to do, and these dragons had not been hostile. Clearing my throat to cover the fact I was having a hard time finding my voice, I finally said, “Forgive the intrusion, but I am not a trespasser. I am an emissary as outlined in the Treaty of the Three Princesses.”
The dragon’s eyes grew larger. “That treaty is over fifteen hundred years old.”
“There was no expiration date, as it was signed by three ageless rulers. I am an emissary and must be heard, else you will be in violation of the treaty agreed upon by Princess Tanit, Speaker of Dragons.”
A frustrated huff shot warm air all around me. “Speak, pony.”
Thank you, Moonlit Star, for giving me access to the Haven library! “I am Lieutenant Silent Knight, Commander of Princess Luna’s House Guard. Who do I have the honor of addressing?” 
Per the Knights of the Moon, it was not always necessary to fight and kill a dragon. Most were reasonable and preferred to remain alive. Negotiating with them was usually possible, but strict rules had to be followed. A deviation could be viewed as insulting or leave the dragon a loophole.
“You address Ragnhild, Matron of the Obsidian.”
I bowed deeply. “Matron Ragnhild, the common ponies of the city of Canterlot are wisely impressed by the presence of you and your brood. They, however, fear that living in such close proximity may lead to misunderstandings.”
Ragnhild settled into what I could only guess was meant to be a regal pose. Her head rose high, she squared her shoulders, and she settled back onto her hind end. “You are correct. Ponies are wise to be impressed by us. We are mighty, one and all. You should remind your ponies that this spire was home to dragons before it was home to ponies. We have decided to return and plan to rear our young here.”
“Our princesses know you are mighty and have deep respect for this. They too are mighty, and know that the mighty should resolve their differences with words instead of actions. Are you set upon this place, or do you simply seek a place where your young will be more easily protected?”
The dragon stiffened and her nostrils flared. “Our young are mighty! They are not helpless or in need of protection. We claim these caves because they are our home. In ancient times we lived here and choose to do so again. You will not find us so easily moved. Perhaps it is you and your ponies that should move to a more easily protected place?”
I’d made a mistake in suggesting that a dragon---any dragon—needed protection… even though that was likely exactly why this mountain was selected.
My mind raced with how to salvage this. “I recognize your claim,” I said and then wished I hadn’t. Another mistake. A huge one.
“You do?” Ragnhild replied, a toothy grin crossing her maw.
Come on, Silent Knight, there has to be a way out of this one. I quickly thought through a few things and decided correcting myself would be unwise. When it doubt, turn to flattery.
“Out of respect to you, Matron of the Obsidian, I take you at your word that the claim exists. Thus, I recognize it and do not refute it. To move my ponies would create a need to provide evidence prior to a formal agreement, if and only if that is what we agree upon.
“I would prefer, however, to negotiate a more amiable outcome for us all. You have only recently returned and have not settled in just yet. My ponies have built a great city and collected there in large numbers. It would take us quite a while to move, and would likely be disruptive to you.”
Ragnhild’s grin disappeared. I’d managed to talk my way out of that one but, at best, I was back to even on the scale that measured this conversation.
“You would propose that we just leave, because that would be easier than move your city?”
My head shook. “No, Matron Ragnhild. That would be disrespectful and unfair for me to suggest such. Our princesses would never stand for you to be treated inequitably. They, like I, have a great respect for you and all dragons. Thus, I wish to negotiate and provide you something of equal value for this land.”
The dragon returned to her regal pose and asked, “What, little pony, could you possibly offer that is equal to the value of our ancestral home? A mountain so tall that we can see all the world. An ancient home filled with the history of our kind. What do you ponies value as much as we value this?”
Yes, Silent Knight, what could you possibly offer a dragon matron? Dragons liked gold. The ponies of Canterlot might be willing to open their coffers if it made the problem go away. Gems, too. That was important.
Buying them off seemed unlikely, though. This felt like it was more about honor and respect. She’d asked a specific question: what did we value? Not what would we pay. What could be worth leaving here?
“Well, little pony?” Ragnhild angled her head to peer at me with one keen eye.
I had nothing. There was nothing to give the dragons. They wanted a place of honor. A mountain worthy of calling home. A safe place to raise their young. A place important to ponies that had history. If they were to give up their ancient home, we would have to give up something equally dear to us. Unfortunately, we didn’t have anything like that… except—
My mind started to race as the obvious option presented itself. Princess Luna would be deeply displeased with me, but she wasn’t around right then. I was the pony sent to complete this task. Alone. I needed to get the dragons out of Alicorn Spire without any trouble. No risk, no reward.
“I will offer you the seat from which Nocturna ruled. A mountain as glorious as this, as strong as this, and far deeper. A place where your young can grow and become even more mighty. Most important of all, a home free of ponies and their intrusions. I will offer it to you in trade for this location and one condition.”
Ragnhild’s breath caught and she paused to quickly regain her composure. Evidently, such a place was indeed valuable to the dragons. “What is your condition?”
“Nocturna’s keep must be kept intact and cared for. It is a precious site to the House of the Night and must be respected as such. And, on occasion, we must be allowed to visit it. The rest of the mountain, however, will be yours. Will you agree to this?”
“Do you speak for both Alicorn Houses?” the dragon asked, eyes focused and intense.
“Both will be satisfied with this, yes. Do you speak for all dragons?”
“I speak for all of the Obsidian, and the others will recognize this bargain out of respect. Silent Knight, Commander of Princess Luna’s House Guard, I accept your proposal.”
Once more, I bowed deeply to her. “Then it is agreed. Please prepare your brood to move. I shall return with the document and personally convey you to the location following the signing. If that is agreeable to you.”
“It is agreeable.”
“Then, with your leave, I shall inform the alicorns of the successful outcome of this negotiation and tell them of the wisdom and power of the Matron of the Obsidian.”
Ragnhild’s head bobbed and she replied, “You have my leave.”
Carefully, I backed away before turning and heading back to the palace. It was probably time I let Princess Celestia know I just gave away part of the nation.
☾

Princess Celestia was staring at me. She’d been doing only that for at least two minutes. Just staring.
I stared back. She looked nice. She’d recently done something different with her mane. It had more pink in it than usual. That wasn’t important, though. What was important was that I’d just told her what I’d done and she hadn’t said a word yet.
Finally, her head tilted and she asked, “You just flew in there and negotiated with the dragons? And not just a small group of dragons, but the Matron of the Obsidian?”
“Yes, Princess. Command said to get rid of the dragons.”
Princess Celestia lifted a hoof and waved it, mimicking a flight. “Just flew right into a dragons’ roost.”
“Yes, Princess.”
“Alone.”
“Yes, Princess.”
“And negotiated with dragons for ownership of this mountain.”
“Yes, Princess.”
“Royal Guard Command says get rid of the dragons and you just fly in, by yourself, and get rid of the dragons,” she said, again.
“Yes, Princess.” I was so fired. Career over.
“Raven?”
Raven, who was off to the side and looking rather pale, replied, “Princess?”
“Please send a letter to Twilight Sparkle and tell her not to bother coming.”
“Of course, Princess.”
Princess Celestia shifted her attention back on me. “Silent Knight.”
Not Lieutenant? “Yes, Princess?”
“I’m surprised and have no idea what to say,” she stated flatly.
“Would you like my resignation, Princess?” I asked. “Would that make this easier for you?”
“Resignation? You think I’m going to sack you?” the princess asked in surprise. She laughed and shook her head. “No, I’m fairly certain you are going to get some kind of medal for this stunt. I have no idea what kind of medal, but I’m sure the Royal Guard will come up with something.
“I just didn’t know you were the negotiating type. If I’d wanted the place stormed I’d have sent for you. Negotiation? Not so much. Although, I will rethink that position in the future.”
The princess wasn’t going to fire me? That was a relief. “My understanding is that dragons are reasonable when dealt with in the appropriate fashion. Storming the place just seemed like the wrong strategy.”
“And how did you know how to deal with dragons?” she asked, one brow raised.
“I read a book,” I replied cheerfully.
Princess Celestia stood and chuckled at that. “I see. Well, why don’t we go make this official? We’ll sign the agreement and you can lead the dragons to their new home. Then you get to go pick up my sister from Haven and explain all this to her.”
Ah, so there it was. Sure, get a medal, but explain to the current ruling Alicorn of the Night that I’d given away her mentor’s home. Clever princess. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather do that yourself, Princess?”
“Nope!” she replied before illuminating the door handle with her magic and pushing it open. 
Sunny Day squawked in surprise and jumped back. Evidently, she had been trying to listen in. Without a word, she bowed to the princess, flushed all over. Including her eyes. Except that was probably due to her lily allergy.
Princess Celestia strode by and nodded. “Lieutenant.”
I raced after her. At least until my back hoof was caught in Sunny’s magic. She tugged me to her and whispered, “What did you do?”
Quickly, I squirmed out of her magical grasp and started hopping in the direction the princess was going.
“I got rid of the dragons like you asked,” I whispered back before hurrying after the alicorn.
“You did what?!” Sunny yelled at me as I rushed off down the hall.

			Author's Notes: 
Thank you Wing for the use of Wing.
I love dragons and have a ton of dragon lore that I've shared into this AU. This is just a little bit of it. Hope you all enjoy it!


If you are enjoying this story, please consider taking a look at Crystal and my's website QuillnBlade.com for extra content such as mini stories, Q&B AU wiki, and special rewards for the awesome folks who support our Patreon. We have monthly art give aways, a Q&B Discord RPG, a several other fun gifts for patrons.


	
		28. Relocating



Equestria sped by beneath me as I streaked through the sky with my wings spread wide. Never in my wildest dreams had I imagined I’d be doing this.
Ragnhild and her obsidian brood flew behind me, some sixty dragons in all. None were as large or impressive as her, but each were fearsome and awe-inspiring in their own right.
Except the broodlings. I would never say it out loud, but they were in no way threatening and bordered on cute. Many of them couldn’t fly and were riding on the backs of their parents or older siblings.
The tallest mountain in eastern Equestria was within sight and I slowed down to come alongside Ragnhild. “Matron of the Obsidian, we near our destination. The entrance is secluded and secure. Should you wish, you could use the gate that was constructed by the ponies of old.”
“We have little need for gates, but I thank you for this knowledge, Silent Knight,” she replied.
Midnight’s Peak loomed closer, and as it did, the hairs of my coat stood on end. The last time I was here, it had terrified me. The stained-glass visage of Nocturna seemed to reach into my very spirit. The dragon’s intimidation aura had nothing on it. With any luck, they’d be true to their word and leave the keep be.
It didn’t take me long to locate the main entrance and I swooped down to land in front of it. Ragnhild and the other dragons made a great circle around the peak before coming down to rest beside me.
“Remain here, my children. The pony and I shall go inside together to make certain it is as he says,” Ragnhild said before turning her attention to me. “After you.”
I largely suspected that if Midnight’s Peak wasn’t as I’d said, I wouldn’t be coming out. Thankfully, I knew I hadn’t lied, so I trotted into the cavernous opening without hesitation.
Despite the entrance’s size, Ragnhild did have to shuffle in. Her wings rubbed against the walls as she moved down behind me. This would be an excellent place to ambush an ancient dragon like her. By coming alone, she was showing the others that she had no fear.
Additionally, by putting me in the lead, she could easily punish any ambushers with her own brand of dragon breath. Obsidian dragons didn’t breathe fire. Instead they had a dark, burning miasma that, if inhaled, was immediately fatal. At least with a red dragon you could hide behind a shield. According to the Knights of the Moon, anyway.
We slowly wound our way deeper and deeper into the mountain until we came out into the grand cavern that housed the city of Midnight’s Peak.
Ragnhild walked through the opening, reared up on her back legs, and stretched her wings out wide. Her glowing eyes took it all in before falling to me. “Silent Knight, your word is true. This is a magnificent home, one that your ponies must have been loath to part with.”
“They did not wish to leave this most important of places, Matron. They did so, however, because they felt it was necessary. I hope you’ll find it to your liking.”
She nodded and started to walk down the street towards the central keep that rose high above the city. “Nocturna truly did more than rule from this place. It was her home and a place she loved dearly. Even now, I can feel her aura lingering here.”
I trotted behind her and asked, “Matron, did you know her?”
The dragon’s long neck shifted to turn back to me. “I did. I knew her when it was her turn to rule. Once she passed on the crown, we did not associate as much. She, like you, was an honest pony that always kept true to her word. I supported Tanit, Speaker of Dragons, in her decision to trust Nocturna and Solara. Not all dragon clans agreed in this.” 
My head tilted. “Was there strife?”
“Yes, there was some. The Pearl and Amber clan leaders felt as I did,” Ragnhild explained. “The Sapphire and Ruby had reservations. In the end, all dragons accepted the word of Tanit. To do otherwise would be foolish.”
There was much I knew of dragons thanks to the Knights of the Moon. It was clear that even they’d had gaps in their knowledge, though, at least as far as the first books were concerned. “It’s good that a dragon as powerful as Tanit and ponies as powerful as Nocturna and Solara decided that peace was a better answer.” 
Ragnhild nodded as the keep drew ever closer. She paused and said thoughtfully, “You know much for a pony so young. How is this so?”
“I am close to Princess Luna, Nocturna’s student, beyond simply being the commander of her House Guard. I have learned much of the House of the Night, though I fear there’s far more that I don’t know.”
We reached the keep and Ragnhild carefully pushed the main doors open, leaned down, and stuck her head through them to peer around inside. “You have many years yet to learn,” she said absently before adding, “In addition to our agreement, I give you my word that as long as I live, I will protect this keep.”
My ears flicked and I couldn’t help but ask, “Matron, I am deeply honored by this and please don’t take this as disrespect, but why?”
Ragnhild’s head came out of the keep and she turned to me. “The specifics of that business is my own, but suffice to say that Nocturna was generous with me, and though she may be gone, I always pay my debts in full.”
I bowed to her. “You are a most honorable leader and I shall tell others as such so that they may know it, too.”
The dragon regarded me a moment and then nodded. “You have my thanks. You have fulfilled your agreement in full. Return to your alicorns, Silent Knight, and tell them that I am pleased.”
“Yes, Matron. May you enjoy your new home for ages.”
☾

Sunny Day glared at me as I watched Miley help Iridescence’s squad load up the chariot.
“Something on your mind, Commander?” I asked.
“Quit that! You know I don’t like it, and yes! You toss the palace in my lap, go on vacation, come back for days. DAYS, mind you! And now you’re leaving for three weeks.”
“You left out the part where I got rid of the dragons for you,” I pointed out.
She glared harder and waved a hoof at me. “I feel like I’m getting the short end of the stick here.”
“You’ve got seniority, Sunny. You know how this works. If you had to go pick up Princess Celestia from somewhere, I’d take over for you.”
The mare groaned. “You’re not picking her up. You’re going down there for three weeks and then bringing her back. Three weeks, Silent Knight! You’re the only lieutenant around here I can count on to get things done.”
I turned and lightly patted her on the side of the helmet. “Make me a list. When I get back, I’ll get it all done. Besides, I think Captain Dancer will be able to start back on light duty in another week or so. That should help, right?”
“Knowing my luck, he’ll break the other two legs,” she replied darkly.
“Don’t say that. Also, find some time to go visit Orchid. She’s going to have that foal soon.”
Sunny nodded and then sighed. “Have a good trip. I’m sorry to see you running off again so soon.”
“Well, this will hopefully be the last time for a while,” I replied absently before catching the briefest change of expression in Sunny. “Hey… are you alright?”
“What?” she asked, looking away.
“I asked if you’re alright.”
Sunny waved a hoof. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just worn out. There is too much going on. Go ahead and get out of here. The sooner you’re gone, the sooner you’ll be back.”
We stared at each other a moment and I thought about pressing her for more. It wasn’t my place, though, and she had Azurite.
“Alright, partner. Don’t go too crazy,” I said before heading off to join the rest of the unit.
The Royal Guard had built and occupied two outposts in between Canterlot and the nox pony city. They weren’t much, but they had a roof, a stove, and bunks to sleep in while somepony else kept watch.
It sure beat camping and made traveling much more bearable. Faster, even, since we were all more rested for the journey. We made it there in a record time of just under two days.
As we landed outside the main gate, Mountain Stone stood at attention. “Welcome to Haven, sir.”
The opening to the city was flanked by Cloud Lance and Battle Ready. All three looked pretty good, at least at first glance.
“Thank you,” I replied, hopping off the chariot. “Getting some sunshine?”
He nodded. “Yes, sir. It gets gloomy in there. No offense to the nox ponies, of course.”
I wasn’t going to blame him. Most ponies were accustomed to spending their time in the sun. “Understood, Sergeant. We’ll take it from here. You can get your ponies ready to leave first thing tomorrow.”
“Aye, sir. Thank you, sir!” he responded before turning, motioning to the others, and leading them back into the city.
Miley motioned to the sides of the door and commanded, “Night Frost, Solar Flare, first watch. The rest of you stay with the chariot. I want it unloaded before we all call it a day.”
Then she looked at me like a puppy, uncertain and eager for praise. She really could handle things like this. She just needed to believe that herself.
“You’ve got this well in hoof, Sergeant. Carry on,” I said and headed down into Haven. Miley didn’t need me to look over her shoulder. Plus, I wanted to see the princess.
When I reached the edge of the city, it looked exactly as I remembered it. The only real difference was that the nox ponies paid me little mind. There was no fear or apprehension anymore. That was a good thing.
I flew over to the Haven library and found Mixer standing guard outside with one of the nox watchponies. The unicorn straightened to attention and asked, “Time to leave, sir?”
“Just about. You’ll be relieved shortly. Is the princess inside?” 
“Yes, sir,” he replied before turning with the watchpony to unlock the door.
“Good, thank you. Carry on,” I said before heading inside and shutting myself in.
The library was quiet, which was no surprise, and looked largely undisturbed. Willowy Tempest looked up from her spot on a large cushion where she had been reading by candlelight. That was new.
“Welcome to Haven,” she said softly.
Part of me wanted to simply nod and head back to the alicorn wing. That would have been rude, of course, and our relationship was already strained. My course changed towards her and I replied, “Thank you. Good book?”
She shrugged and replied, “It is an abridged history of Haven. Suffice to say, it’s very slanted towards their point of view. Still, I thought it would be an interesting read, and it is.”
“I bet. Are you ready to go home or does the darkness not bother you?” I asked, hoping I sounded less awkward than I did in my head.
Willowy snorted softly. “I’m not going to complain when it is time to go for sure. We rarely do much in the way of royal business, here and I’m missing my coltfriend.”
“You have a coltfriend?” I asked without thinking.
The mare narrowed her eyes and retorted, “What, you don’t think I can have a coltfriend?”
Stupid, honest mouth. We didn’t need this. “I meant I’ve never heard you speak of him, not that you couldn’t have one. You’re… gifted, I’m sure stallions love that.”
“Gee, thank you so much, Lieutenant.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t discuss my private business at work, thank you very much.”
“That makes sense. I’m sorry, Willow, I legitimately didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I just don’t know anything about you, is all.” Slowly, I started to inch past her. “If you’ll excuse me.”
She kept her glare on but nodded. “Yeah, you go see Princess Luna.”
“Mmhm,” I replied before inching a bit more, keeping my front to her. Never expose your flank to an angry mare. Once I was sure I was out of projectile range, I turned and hurried down the central aisle and to the wing that housed Nocturna’s legacy.
When I reached the gate, I paused, suddenly overcome with nerves. What would Princess Luna look like? I hadn’t seen her in nine weeks. What if she was a different pony now? What if she was giant and scary like Nocturna?
That was a silly thought. Princess Celestia wasn’t giant and usually not scary. Besides, what did it matter? She would still be the same pony, right? At least no more different than normal. She wasn’t exactly the same pony as yesterday. Neither was I. Everything changes.
I put on my guard face and wandered through the heavy stone stacks.
“We still have much work to do, Luna,” I heard Moonlit Star say.
“Indeed we do, but we have time. It is only fair that I help Celestia rule. Many ponies are counting on me,” the princess replied.
Moonlit Star sighed. “More than you know, child. More than you know.”
It seemed unfair that almost everypony around Princess Luna seemed to know that she would face the nightmare forces once again. Even more so since I wasn’t sure Princess Luna knew. As I drew closer to the end of the row, I intentionally settled my hooves louder to the floor and caused my armor to clank.
The two stopped talking and, as I turned the corner, I found that both were looking my way.
Princess Luna lit up and smiled brightly. “Silent Knight! Welcome back to Haven.” Much to my relief, she was not a giant alicorn. She was, in fact, not much bigger than when I’d seen her last. Somewhere just slightly smaller than her sister.
I bowed and returned the smile. “It is good to see you, Princess. You look very well. You as well, Matron.” 
Moonlit Star replied, “Thank you. I should let you two catch up. Silent Knight, when you can, please come see me and bring me news of my grandchildren.”
That was a conversation I absolutely did not want to have, but I nodded at her. “Of course.” I waited for her to be out of earshot before taking my helmet and saddlebag off.
“You’re looking well, Silent Knight. Have you been exercising even more?” the princess asked casually.
Without an answer, I crossed the small bit of floor between us and hugged her. Luna softly laughed and looped her hooves lightly around me, saying, “I missed you, too.”
I looked up at her and said, “I brought your earrings.”
The grand alicorn’s head tilted. “Earrings?”
Of course it was just a normal dream. A normal dream that set me back hundreds of bits for collectible earrings. “I bought you some earrings while I was on vacation,” I said, keeping the annoyance out of my tone.
“Oh, how sweet of you!” the princess replied before letting me go. “I’d love to see them.”
Pulling away, I went back to my bag and fished out the little black box with a silver Glimmer World seal stamped on it. Returning to the princess, I opened it up and showed her the set.
Per Dream Luna’s request, I had selected a pair of platinum earrings. The silver ones had looked too cheap and didn’t seem fitting for a princess. The charms that hung from the studs were shaped like crescent moons with a sapphire stone set between the points.
Princess Luna’s horn illuminated and lifted the exceedingly expensive earrings out of the box. “Silent Knight, these are astounding.”
“I’m told they’re collectible, Princess. Yours are uniquely numbered. There are only a few pairs like them in all of Equestria.”
“These look very expensive for a gift from your vacation.”
That was an understatement. I shook my head and smiled up at her. “Anything you give a princess should be fit for a princess.”
Without hesitation, the alicorn levitated the earrings up and set them in place. “How do they look?”
I peered for a moment, then nodded. “They look as if they were made for you and only you.”
Princess Luna smiled brightly and looped me into another hug. “You’re a wonderful friend. Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome. There is a lot I want to tell you about, but I should go get settled first and allow you to get back to the training I interrupted. If that’s alright with you?”
“Of course. We’ll talk this evening and you can share all of your tales. Please send Moonlit Star back.”
“Yes, Princess,” I replied before collecting my helmet and saddlebag.
As I made my way towards the stacks, Princess Luna called, “Silent Knight?”
I paused and turned to face her. “Yes, Princess?”
She smiled. “I owe you an answer, remember? That answer is: yes, I once was.”
My lips turned up in a smile that all of my professionalism couldn’t keep away. She’d tricked me! But I couldn’t be mad. I was happy, actually.
Of course, now I had to figure out if I was going to ask her to reimburse me.
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		29. Guilt



One perk of being in Haven was how quiet it was in general. Canterlot had a lot of hustle and bustle that, regardless of the time, you couldn’t really escape. It was one of the few things about home that I didn’t miss.
After a meal downstairs and a hot shower, I had settled on the couch in the suite to wait for the princess. The suite itself was unchanged from my last visit. It was still immaculately kept and appropriate for an alicorn of the night. The moonlight-themed tapestries and curtains were on prominent display and all of the furniture was covered in dark blue upholstery. 
Much to my surprise, Princess Luna had settled Willowy in a different room and kept the smaller, second bedroom available for me. It was a nice gesture and would probably annoy her assistant to no end. I was completely alright with that, of course.
I went through all that I wanted to tell Princess Luna over and over again, trying to get it all straight. A lot had happened in nine weeks. It was going to be hard to know what to bring up first.
The door opened and I stood up and off the couch as the princess came inside.
“Good evening, Silent Knight. I see you found your room again.”
I nodded. “Yes, Princess, I appreciate you keeping it for me.”
“I could not imagine any other roommate.” She removed her satchel and slipped out of her hoofguards. 
I remained standing and just watched, more or less. It was an old habit, standing in her presence. Plus, as friendly as we were towards each other, she would always be the princess and I would always show her due respect.
Princess Luna stretched her wings and then nestled on the large blue pillow that dominated most of the sitting area. “Now, what news do you bring me?”
Alright, Silent Knight, you’ve been through this several times. Tell her about Midnight’s Peak and then hit her with the engagement to disarm her. Or should I soften her up first with the engagement?
“Silent Knight?” Princess Luna was looking at me. I was doing that thing again where I stood in silence working out all of my options.
“Yes, Princess, I’m sorry. Would you like to hear about news of the realm or news of myself first?”
She drummed her forehooves on the floor while she thought it over. Finally, she replied, “I suppose I should hear news of the realm.”
Anger first, then. “Do you recall the reports crossing your desk about dragons arriving to Alicorn Spire? A few at first, and then more and more?”
“I do. Obsidian dragons, I believe? It was fine, I thought.”
“Yes, well, it was fine, when it was two or three of them. The mountain is certainly big enough. By the time I returned from leave, it was closer to sixty and they were looking to roost. Suffice to say, that the civilian leadership was getting quite upset and pestering the regional commander for a resolution as soon as possible.”
Princess Luna’s ears stood tall and focused on me.
No questions? Alright, then. “So Sunny Day, still in command of the palace, was run ragged. Regional command pushed it down to her. She asked me to get rid of the dragons. So… I did.”
The princess blinked. “Get rid of? You got rid of sixty dragons? Forgive me, Silent Knight, you are an accomplished warrior, but how did you get rid of them?”
Here we go. “Well, warrior skills didn’t come into play here. I took a page from the book of harmony and decided that it was better to negotiate. The dragons felt they had a valid claim to live in the Spire.”
“Is that so?” Her head tilted to one side.
I shrugged lightly. “That’s what their matron, Ragnhild, said.”
“Ah. I know of Ragnhild.” Princess Luna’s lips drew into a tight, thoughtful line. “If she says they have a claim, then it must be so.”
I cleared my throat and continued, “However, they were willing to move if I gave them something of equal value.”
“What could possibly be of equal value to Alicorn Spire?”
As plainly and as clearly as I could, I replied, “Midnight’s Peak.”
The princess’s breath caught and her eyes went momentarily wide. “What!” She took a deep inhale and forced herself back into her normal, calm state. Her ear twitched. A subtle tell. “And Celestia agreed it was necessary to trade it?”
“Well, no.”
“No?” she asked, brow furrowing.
“Yes. No. I didn’t consult her before I made the deal. Sunny said to get rid of the dragons. I was standing in the cave, alone, negotiating with their matron, and I had to think fast on my hooves. So, I made the proposal, she accepted, and Princess Celestia blessed it.”
I turned my head so that only one eye was facing her, and it squinted a bit as I waited to be hit with a pillow or some such equally safe projectile.
Instead, the princess just stared at me. She looked… broken. “You traded away Midnight’s Peak?” she finally asked in a quiet voice. “That was what you chose to offer? The dragons accepted and left?”
“Yes,” I replied, still bracing for impact. “Their matron swore that Nocturna’s keep would remain intact. I’m… I’m sorry, Princess.”
Princess Luna sighed and looked at her hooves. Her mane seemed less bright as she sat there in silence with a deeply complex series of emotions playing across her face.
Her shoulders heaved with another great sigh, her head slowly shaking from side to side. “Do not apologize Silent Knight. You were given a mission and you completed it. That is what you do. I just… wish I had been there to have my say in it. The idea of giving up Midnight’s Peak is... devastating. It was my home, after all.”
I turned back to face her, guilt welling in my stomach. She had tears in her eyes. “I didn’t know that.”
“Indeed, you did not. It was not something I had shared and probably should have.” She wiped the tears away with a hoof. Now, I wished she had been angry. Anger would have been easier to deal with.
“I shouldn’t remain attached to things like that if it means protecting my ponies. It was a barren town that you traded to reduce strife in our capital. It was a wise decision even if it was made in great haste.” She sniffled.
“Yes, Princess,” I replied before adding, “You may visit any time. I negotiated those rights.”
She half-smiled at me and nodded. “Of course you would. That isn’t really what I was worried about. Though it may be foolish, I imagined that one day, Midnight’s Peak would be restored to its former glory, that I would sit on Nocturna’s throne, and the nox ponies would thrive.
“That doesn’t seem likely, though. The nox ponies are comfortable in Haven, and even though her doors now stand open, few have ventured forth. Perhaps in a few generations…” She sighed and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. You did what had to be done. So be it.”
“I hope so,” I replied, now feeling a bit sick to my stomach. I’d given away something so important to the princess just to solve a problem quickly. Something I could never get back.
“Is there any other royal business?” the princess asked, her expression returning to one of even disinterest.
Torn from my thoughts, I replied, “Nothing of that level of significance, Princess. I dropped all of the smaller stuff off with Willowy so she can work through it and bring it to you.”
The alicorn nodded. “That suits me fine. Then you have news of your vacation? I am most pleased with my earrings, but I’m certain they were quite expensive. We’ll look to fixing that expense when we return home.”
That would be wonderful. Although, now it felt wrong, taking her bits after giving up her home. I’d been standing the whole time waiting to be dressed down.
Since our official business was concluded, I crossed the room and settled in front of her. Lightly, I rested my forehooves over hers.
“I’m really sorry,” I whispered.
She squeezed my hooves and shook her head. “You couldn’t have known. You completed the mission in front of you. That is what makes Silent Knight, Silent Knight. It is commendable, really.”
I wasn’t sure how to answer that. It was a fact. Guilt might weigh heavily on me for this, but I didn’t want it to ruin the evening. It had been so long since I’d seen the princess, and I wanted to tell her about so much more. Right then, I had to bring both our spirits up again. 
“I proposed marriage to Crystal Wishes and she accepted,” I blurted, looking up at her.
Princess Luna gasped and whatever sorrow or regret she was feeling seemed instantly gone. She squeezed my hooves in hers and pulled me closer. “Silent Knight! You did so? You didn’t even hint to me you were thinking of such!”
“I wanted it to be a total surprise for her. If I’d told you, you may have found yourself in a position where you had to lie to her.”
The princess bobbed her head in a begrudging nod. “This is a huge step, Silent Knight. You two have not been dating that long. Are you certain about this?”
She was right, of course, which was secretly another reason why I hadn’t told anypony other than Runic prior to the proposal. Crystal and I had only been dating seven months or so, but we’d made up for a lot of lost time. We’d been pining for each other at least a year before that.
“I’m not certain about much these days, Princess. I’ve found myself stepping into things I never imagined I would, but I am certain I love her. Proposing is the only thing I’ve done lately I know was right.”
The princess’s grip on my hooves tightened as she smiled wide. “Well, that is certainly the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard you say. Crystal is good for you. I have little doubt that you two are right for each other. To be honest, I was worried you might move too slow. You are a cautious, calculating pony, after all.”
I chuckled at that and smiled up to her. “Thanks, I think. I just… well. After the cockatrice attack, when I thought she was hurt… or worse… I couldn’t imagine anything more horrible than that. Being apart from her, I mean. We’d waited so long already, and I wasn’t willing to wait any longer before making it clear to her how I really felt. I was worried that some other pony might swoop in.”
She leaned in to nuzzle my cheek. “Good for you, then. Though I doubt she’d cast you aside so easily, engaged or no. Have you set a date?”
“No, I really just wanted her to know how serious I was.” I shrugged. “I’d prefer to be married sooner than later, but I also want to make certain she gets the wedding she wants.”
Princess Luna nodded. “I understand. Well, you absolutely must allow me to hold a shower for you two.”
My ears flicked. “Do I have a choice?”
“No, not really.” She smiled.
“Then I most eagerly accept.”
The alicorn let my hooves go before looping her own around me to hug me close. “Huzzah! You’re getting married! Just think, mere weeks ago you were a foal. I think I like you better that way.”
My nose scrunched up and I tried to push her away. “That was a dream, Princess. I was a foal in a dream! Please don’t make me one again in my dreams tonight. I do not want that.”
“It could happen on its own, you know.”
I frowned up at her. “I’ll suspect you regardless.”
Princess Luna set her chin between my ears and huffed, “I shouldn’t have told you.”
“It speaks volumes that you did.” I paused a moment before asking softly, “Would you mind telling me something else?”
She let go and leaned back to look at me. “Of course. What do you wish to know?”
“Well… you were once a unicorn. Now you’re an alicorn. How did that happen?”
The princess’s nose wiggled. It looked for a moment like I was about to get the speech about how I didn’t need to know. Then she shrugged. “To be quite honest, I don’t have a clue.”
“Truly?” I asked.
“Truly. You see, when I say I was once a unicorn, I mean I was once a unicorn for a long time. I lived a full life.”
“In the stained glass, you looked young and beautiful. You were an old unicorn?”
Princess Luna set her hoof on my nose and pushed my head back slightly. “Thank you ever so much, Silent Knight. I was beautiful into my old age. So was my sister. Although… she passed around that time. I remember that.”
Carefully, I swatted at her hoof, but the silliness took a rather quick turn towards the serious. My ears folded back. “She died?”
“She did. And, I suppose, so did I.”
I didn’t like the thought of that. Not one bit. “And then?”
“I just woke up. All of the old aches were gone and I was a foal again. Only now, I was an alicorn, and the details of who I was before were fuzzy. I’d lost much of myself. I am both the same pony and not. I’m afraid I wasn’t under Nocturna’s care long enough for it all to be explained to me. A lot was going on back then.”
I couldn’t imagine it, losing myself like that. Then I had a thought. “Is Princess Celestia really your sister? Was she the same sister?”
Princess Luna smiled. A warm, genuine smile that seemed to be filled with fondness and peace. “Without a doubt: yes. For as much of me that was gone, I remembered her. She was waiting for me, you see. The moment our eyes met, I was almost certain. Then she hugged me and all doubt vanished.”
“That is incredibly sweet,” I said softly.
The princess nodded and looped her hoof back around me. “Yes. We had been so close in life. Being reunited was just a miracle. Nocturna always told me that the bond Celestia and I shared was our most powerful gift and that, together, we would heal all wounds.”
I wasn’t sure what that meant exactly, but I knew it was important. There was likely a reason to pick sisters to be alicorns. Assuming picking was how it even worked.
I leaned up against the princess and settled in. It was good to be back at her side, even if it was potentially for a shorter period of time than I’d imagined.
“Luna?” I asked quietly.
She looked at me in surprise. I’d used just her name without being badgered to do so. “Yes?”
“I want to talk to you about something that has been going on with me. I’ve been a bit frightened to do so. Please just let me get it out.”
“Of course, Silent Knight.”
How do you explain to somepony you look up to that you’ve been working on a secret operative squad to ensure justice was served? What would she think of me? Still, maybe if she knew, we could work on it together. Possibly in an official capacity. Things could go differently.
Idly, I rubbed one hoof over the other. Keeping the secret of how I felt was starting to become overwhelming. Alastair had changed me, and I just couldn’t get past it. Nothing had been the same after that day. He loomed over me like a shadow.
“It is alright, Silent Knight, you can tell me anything,” she said in a gentle voice.
I could. I could tell her anything. Probably. Maybe.
No. I was Silent Knight. I always completed the mission. I couldn’t let her know that I was weak and that I was still living in the last engagement.
A royal guard should be able to handle something like that. Telling her would be foolish. If I did and we worked together, it would put blood on the hooves of a princess.
Not my princess. I was her ardent guardian. I could never allow that.
It would have been better to keep my mouth shut. Now, I was committed to telling Princess Luna something. A deep breath let me stall a bit longer before it clicked in my mind.
“Shining Armor offered me a job as his aide-de-camp and told me to really consider it. I told him I would, but I couldn’t imagine leaving my position… well… that’s really not true. It isn’t really the position that I can’t imagine leaving.” I glanced up at her meaningfully.
The princess blinked a few times in surprise. She then smiled and tugged me closer to her. “That is very sweet, Silent Knight. You should consider your career, though. You’re a young pony that will want to advance someday. I wouldn’t be much of a friend to you if I held you back.”
I frowned. “I never imagined I’d go much further than sergeant. My career is at a stage I never thought it would be. Plus… it isn’t like you’re going to retire or anything. I could spend my whole career with you.”
Princess Luna lightly stroked my mane. “You could. I do not want to see you go, if you want my honest opinion. However, I also do not want to see you give up good opportunities because we’re friends.
“You should seriously consider this and discuss it with Crystal. It may be the right opportunity. It may not be. Either way I would be sad to see you leave but I would most certainly not be upset with you. I’d be proud.”
I nodded “Thank you. That’s what I needed to hear. I’ll talk to Crystal about it and see what she thinks. I’m not keen on leaving Canterlot. This just… well, it came as a surprise.”
“Most assuredly. Well, I’m certain you’ll make the best choice.”
I nodded at her and silently hoped that was true.
☾

Haven, like any city, had a rhythm. Even without the sun to guide them, the nox ponies lived a life separated into mornings, afternoons, and nights. I’d never understand how they kept up with it, but they did.
Moonlit Star and I typically saw each other in the mornings. That was largely luck on my part. When I approached her home, she was sitting on the front porch. I settled down in the rocking chair next to hers. “Good… I guess morning.”
The matriarch smiled at me and nodded. “Believe it or not, you can get a sense for it. There is a pattern even in the dark. The way the air blows in from above. How the heat comes through the stone. In time, you’d probably get to know it. For me, it is as obvious as it is to you when looking where the sun is in the sky.”
“Well, perhaps in time I’ll get the opportunity to learn. I imagine we’ll be spending a lot of days here.”
She rocked in her chair and said, “Perhaps so. I was surprised that you didn’t arrive with Luna. I’m also a bit saddened that my grandchildren did not return with you to at least visit. How are they?”
“Physically, they’re fine, fit, and healthy,” I said honestly.
“But?” the matron replied.
“They’re not walking the path I imagine you’d approve of, and they’re too stubborn to listen to me.”
Moonlit Star nodded and asked, “Should I be worried?”
I took a long breath and settled back into the chair. “I’m going to do my best to make sure they come out of their choices safely.”
“That is all you can do, Silent Knight. I should apologize. I put more on you than was fair. I just saw my grandchildren pulling away from what I believe in, and I thought that perhaps they’d listen to you. That was a foolish thing.”
I winced. “I haven’t been the best influence on them. They see too much of my work and I recently found out they’ve been following me in secret. They want to be like me.”
The mare shifted to look my way. “Oh? Guards?”
That would be a safe lie, but I couldn’t do it. “Soldiers.”
Her brow lifted. “Crimson I understand, but why Tranquil?”
“She’s afraid of losing him, so she has decided to go where he goes. I also think she has developed a belief that she owes me some debt of loyalty. I don’t know why exactly, but she is bent on being my shadow and helper.”
Moonlit Star reached over and set a light hoof over mine. “Silent Knight, I know you can’t make ponies do anything they don’t want to… but can you at least try and make sure they can get back up when they fall?”
“I’ll do my best, even if it means taking the blows for them. I’m hoping that when they get a taste of what being a soldier actually is, they’ll be so turned off they decide to go another path.”
“That seems like a wise enough course.” She peered at me. “Is there a lot of conflict still in Equestria?”
I shook my head. “No, ponies don’t get into battles much these days. Bad things still happen, but not so much that I’d be concerned by the two of them joining the Royal Guard.”
“Then perhaps guide them towards a career there and they’ll forget this soldier foolishness.”
“I’ll try.” That didn’t seem likely to work, but I’d at least make the effort.
Our conversation then turned to lighter things, such as the integration of Haven back into the Kingdom of Equestria. It was odd to view that as light, but by comparison, I was willing to accept it.
Eventually, it was time to get started on my day, so I stood up. “Thank you for the company this morning. I need to see to my ponies before the shift change.”
Moonlit Star nodded and rose as well, though with notably more struggle than me. “Of course. Thank you again, Silent Knight. Come visit me any morning. I enjoy your company.”
“Thank you, I’ll be sure to stop by again,” I said before heading back to the inn.
I arrived just in time to find Miley Hooves getting her morning coffee. As I trotted up to her, I said, “Sergeant, a word.”
“Sir?” she asked, stopping mid-sip.
“I don’t plan to sit here and look over your shoulder.”
Miley’s head tilted and she replied, “Okay? Thank you, sir? You’re telling me this, why?”
“I might seem scarce, is all. A single squad running security doesn’t need a meddling officer, and I have some business here in town to attend to.”
The little mare looked perplexed by that. “Business? You do business, sir?”
“An expression, Sergeant. My point is that, unless you really need me, this is your show. Understood?”
She nodded, although her expression was not one of total confidence. Not in her ability to lead, of course. She and I both knew that was fine. It was clear she wanted to know what business I could possibly have here.
That was information I didn’t intend to share, so we just stared at each other for a moment before she replied, “Understood, sir. Uh… sir?”
“Yes?”
Her ears wiggled. “Are we still going to play games together between shifts? You know, I went over to Crystal Delicacy before we left and picked up a bunch. Ruby Moon had a ton of suggestions, and I wanted to keep my guards occupied. It would be weird if you weren’t there.”
I smiled and lightly tapped my hoof against the side of her helmet. “Yes, we’ll play games. As if you had to ask. Now get to work.”
“Yes, sir!” she replied cheerfully.
Once she was gone, I left the inn and headed to the library. Princess Luna wouldn’t start her lessons for at least another half hour. For the next three weeks, she wasn’t going to be the only student in Haven.
While Miley kept an eye out for trouble, I intended to sequester myself away with the Knights of the Moon tomes. Thus far I’d been through the first two several times. They were for initiates, though, and there were at least eight more. The knowledge contained within had already proved valuable in the face of the dragons. It was going to prove invaluable in the face of gryphons.
After being admitted to the library, I returned the first two books and selected the next two. The spines were stamped with silver symbols of the moon. The third book bore almost a quarter while the fourth was near a half. A clever way to denote progress.
I needed to get the books, find a hidden place to train, and get through as much as I could in the time allotted. I settled books three and four into my saddlebags and headed out.
Firn Bristle was standing guard and looked my way curiously when I came back out so soon after going in.
I nodded at her. “Everything is in order for the princess’s arrival. Carry on.”
She nodded in return and then I took flight to look around the city for a great place to train. I wouldn’t need much more than a few square meters and some privacy. The tactics used by the knights were quite violent, and I wouldn’t want to frighten the locals.
The major problem I had was that no place in particular was known to me. If I lingered around somewhere new, ponies would notice. It would be best to go somewhere farther away from the center of town. Someplace that would potentially be vacant. Someplace like…
Moonlit Star’s house!
The matriarch’s house was secluded in comparison to the rest of the town and even had a small courtyard in the rear. It wasn’t large, but I didn’t need a lot of space and the stone wall that surrounded it would keep the curious away. All I had to do was coordinate my training with Princess Luna’s.
Steel Wings’s instruction had been educational, but it was strictly limited to combat. The Knights of the Moon went so much deeper and took a holistic approach to battle. They discussed the psychology of their foes, methods of dealing with them both diplomatically and physically, and historic accounts of the Knights’ deeds. It provided a much better picture.
I swooped down to the familiar home I’d visited mere hours before and landed in the courtyard. There was a stone bench inside, so I settled on that and opened the third book.
Take heart, for you are an initiate no longer. You see all that lurks in the darkness. Now you shall start the path to truly understand it and, with understanding, vanquish it.
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		30. On Edge



The first week of the trip had languished in slow awkwardness. Once the excitement over my engagement was gone, Princess Luna had done a lot of moping in her suite. She had spent only a single evening playing games with us. Which, in turn, meant I couldn’t enjoy them since I knew I was the cause of her sadness.
Inflicting that sadness on a pony so close to me was excruciating. More than I could have imagined previously. I’d gotten accustomed to Princess Luna’s familial affection towards me. In fact, I craved it given how distant my own mother had been with her love. The love the princess gave me was starting to feel distant, too, and that frightened me.
The door to our shared space opened and Princess Luna wandered in looking tired. Her mane was tied back in a ponytail, her coat was mussed, and her eyes were red. It had likely been another double session.
“Good evening, Silent Knight,” she said absently as she walked past.
“Good evening, Princess. Another long session?”
She settled down onto the large pillow. “Yes.”
“Did you eat?” I asked.
“No.” It was short. She was being short?
“Would you like me to go get you some dinner from downstairs? I assume you need to eat if you’re training.”
“That would be fine,” she replied.
“What would you like?”
“Anything is fine.”
“Princess… are you angry with me?” I asked.
Princess Luna’s eyes focused and she looked over at me. “Angry? Why would I be angry?”
I crossed the small room and laid low beside her pillow. “Midnight’s Peak.”
The princess sat a hoof on my head. “I’m not angry at you.”
“I realize I haven’t seen you for nine weeks, but you’re not acting like yourself. I can’t say for sure, but I can only guess it started after I gave you the news,” I pointed out.
She sighed and shook her head. “I’m not angry. I’m sad. I’ve been… avoiding you for fear of saying something hurtful or foolish. What you did was good for our kingdom. I will come to terms with it in my own time.”
“Can I make it up to you somehow?” I asked hopefully.
“Could anypony make up to you the loss of your father?”
I winced and dropped my head.
The princess’s hoof followed me down and she groaned, “I’m so sorry, Silent Knight! This… this is what I meant. That wasn’t fair. They’re not the same at all. I’m going to be fine. It was just a stupid city. Ruins in an old, forgotten cavern.”
“It meant something to you,” I said weakly.
She sighed and nodded. “Yes, yes it did, and always will.” The princess then shifted her hooves to rest under my forelegs. She pulled me up from where I’d pitifully prostrated myself. 
“You mean more to me, though,” she continued. “Far more, and I don’t want to let my temporary self-pity lead to more hurt feelings. I can plainly see that you regret doing what you did and the rational side of me knows it was the best choice given the situation. If I’d wanted to weigh in on it, I should have been back in Canterlot ruling. I am angrier with myself for being pulled in two different directions.”
I was surprised at the ease with which Princess Luna had lifted me. Evidently, me being adult-sized made little difference for the alicorn. “You shouldn’t blame yourself. You have to do this training. This is very important.”
“You’re speaking to the rational side of me, Silent Knight. She knows that. It is the emotional side that is struggling. There is no salve for that.”
Probably not, but that wasn’t going to stop me from trying. I sat my forehooves over hers and replied, “Even if you’re not mad, even if it was the right solution, I’m still sorry because it made you sad and that isn’t something I can protect you from.”
The princess softly chuckled. “Your duty is to protect my physical wellbeing. I believe the emotional is beyond the role.”
“As your house guard, sure. As your friend, however, I think there is more to do.”
“And what would you do?” she asked, brow arched in challenge.
What would I do? Yes, what would I do? I didn’t know what to do.
Well… when Winterspear was sad over Caramel Mint, I’d helped her. I’d gone to see her, I’d hugged her, and I’d told her I loved her. In the past, she’d known I loved her, but I’d not said or showed it. Not explicitly.
Princess Luna knew I loved her, though. Right? I knew she loved me. Although I’d never said it to her, either. At least I didn’t think I had. Not explicitly.
I smiled at her and shifted between her forehooves to more properly hug her as tightly as I could. “I love you, and I’d rather risk you saying something hurtful than to have you avoid me.”
The princess’s breath caught. Her hooves enveloped me in an equally tight hug as she whispered, “I love you, too, little stallion. If that is what you wish, then I won’t avoid you.” 
“It is. I’m big enough to take it,” I replied.
Princess Luna leaned back to peer down at me. Her smile was soft and she just shook her head. “It is hard to see you that way, but I’ll try.”
That struck me as a little odd, but I dared not ask. Slowly, I drew back and said, “Now, let me go get you an appropriate dinner. I don’t know anything about magic, but I know working out. That requires food.”
“Very well. Find me something sweet for dessert, please.”
I smiled. “Of course, Princess.”
☾

In a city without direct sunlight, it was amazing how time simply slipped through my hooves. Princess Luna spent most of her days in the library studying. I spent most of mine in Moonlit Star’s courtyard doing the same. During the evenings, we’d meet up with the guards and play a few games to keep morale up.
Morale, as far as the squad went, was high. The princess was still sad, and I still felt guilty, but with each passing day, time seemed to ease both of our ailments. It wasn’t long before the two of us were no longer passing ships in the night. We were almost back to normal.
To avoid thinking too much about what I had done, I kept my focus on the Knights of the Moon. It is amazing how much a pony can accomplish in three weeks when left to her own devices.
I’d repeatedly worked through both of the new books I’d borrowed and was still internalizing all of the knowledge. It was fascinating that ancient ponies would spend so much time and effort dedicating themselves to their profession.
Each book was thoroughly detailed and brilliant. High Marshal Moonglaive had been a genius and certainly ages ahead of his time. His training regimen could be followed without an instructor if necessary. It almost put the Royal Guard to shame. He’d ensured that as long as these books existed, so too could his order. They were a priceless treasure for certain.
I’d been so engrossed into the books that I’d been surprised when the princess announced it was time to go. Two more weeks had melted away. On our last day in Haven, I returned the third book, kept the fourth, and picked up the first and fifth. Moonlit Star, if she even noticed, didn’t seem to mind.
Now we were almost to Canterlot, and the princess and I were sitting together in the back of the lead chariot.
She looked over at me and asked, “Are we prepared for the Summer Faire in Ponyville? I’m looking forwards to that. I could use a happy change of pace.”
“Yes, Princess. The rest of the Guard will have been back as of a day or two ago. Once we’re home we’ll be one big family again. Just like normal. I’ve got everything settled out. The only business that is truly left is to promote Iridescence and find a sergeant for alpha squad.”
“Do you have any favorites?” she asked.
I lowered my voice so that the others wouldn’t hear us. “I think it is important she picks or, at least, has most of the input, since she will be the section sergeant. I do have some ponies in mind, yes, but I want to see where she is at.”
Princess Luna chuckled softly. “Shining Armor gave you the same test, did he not?”
“That he did.”
“You are wise to emulate him,” she replied before turning towards me. “I did not see you much during the day these last weeks.”
“I did not want to disturb your studies or hover over Miley. I kept myself busy.” Certainly not a lie.
The alicorn’s brow lifted and she asked, “May I ask with what?”
“Reading mostly. There is a collection of books by a pony named Moonglaive in the library. They’re fascinating.” Also not a lie, though not the whole truth.
Princess Luna’s eyes drifted off and then her brow furrowed. “Moonglaive? That name is familiar. Should I know this Moonglaive?”
That was something I had not considered when I set out to be vague about my activities. For all I knew, Moonglaive was alive when Princess Luna was a young alicorn, or perhaps a unicorn. “It is possible, Princess. It isn’t clear to me when he was alive. He doesn’t write about himself. He was a soldier, like me.”
“I see. Why am I not surprised that you would take interest in the books written by an ancient soldier,” she said with a smile. “No doubt getting all the more prepared for our next wargame.”
“I’m nothing if not predictable, Princess. And I most certainly do look forwards to a game. It has been a while since we’ve played. Most of my tactics have been utilized in Airship Armada against Runic these days. I’m a far better field commander than admiral.”
The princess grinned. “I’ll note that in your file. I should paint up some additional ponies.”
“That would certainly be fitting.”
“You could paint one of me,” came Willowy’s voice from behind us.
I turned to look back at her. “Assistants rarely take to the battlefield.”
“I go where Princess Luna goes,” she replied resolutely.
“I wish you two would be friends,” Princess Luna said. She then added, “I would be happy to paint a figure to look like you, Willowy.”
Willowy stuck her tongue out at me. “Thank you, Princess.”
Softly, I cleared my throat and muttered, “I’ll have to see if they have stats for civilian ponies that wander onto the field.”
“What was that?” Willowy asked with narrowed eyes.
“Nothing, nothing at all,” I replied before poking my head out of the window to watch Equestria go by. We were close to home now.
A few more hours went by before we were over Canterlot and making our landing at the palace.
“Welcome back, sir,” Iridescence said once we touched down in the courtyard and unloaded.
“Thanks, and I suppose welcome back to you, too. How was training?”
“Why don’t we talk about it in your office once we’re done here?” she replied.
That didn’t bode well. “Alright. Is everypony back and reported in?”
She nodded. “Yes, sir, we’re all back and ready for the faire.”
“Good.” I left her a moment to go over to where Miley was supervising alpha squad’s unloading. “Once the chariots are unloaded, you’re all on leave for the next thirty-six hours. Be ready for the faire. After that, a week of leave. Before you go, I want all of your talismans in my office. No taking them home!”
Miley perked up at that and shouted, “You heard the lieutenant. As soon as we finish this, we get time off! So hurry up!”
There was some chuckling but the guards did get back to it with additional vigor.
I let them be and headed towards the palace. “Come along, Sergeant,” I said as I passed Iridescence.
When we got to my office, I was stunned. My desk was covered in files. So was my chair and the floor in front of it. “What in Equestria happened in here?”
“I don’t know! It wasn’t me. Maybe Sunny? She’s been twitchy lately,” Iridescence replied.
Twitchy, that was a good way to put it. I checked out the first file on my desk. It was a Royal Guard record. Some stallion out of Cloudsdale. 
I sighed. “Alright, I’ll figure out this mystery later. Close the door.”
Iridescence did so and then took her helmet off. Her magic then removed mine.
With a skeptical look I said, “If you failed, taking my helmet off isn’t going to spare you from my disappointment and stern language.”
The mare stared at me for a moment with a meek look. Then she cracked a smile and started bubbling, “It was amazing, Silent Knight! The whole place was held just miles from the most beautiful beach I’ve ever seen. Every night we went out together and just spent time as a couple.”
She swept closer and held her hooves to her chest as she continued, “No responsibilities, no little sisters, no princesses. Just us. Each day was a chance for us to really get to know each other, and it just clicked.”
“I’m glad,” I replied, still wanting confirmation that they had attended class.
Iridescence hugged me. “Thank you for setting it up. It was a wonderful gift. Silent Knight, it finally happened, she opened up to me. The wall she’d put up after Caramel Mint finally came down some. It was like we were a real couple instead of just… I don’t know, dating.”
“I’m still glad,” I repeated.
“We ate out, we relaxed, we swam, we made love on the beach.”
“What! Why would you tell me that?” I gasped as I pushed her back.
She turned red. “I’m sorry, I got carried away. Totally not appropriate. Still… thank you.”
I rubbed my eyes with my hooves, trying to get that concept out of my head. “You’re welcome. Now, please tell me you two actually went to class.”
“Of course we did! We both passed.”
“Thank goodness for that,” I replied before going to my desk and opening the top drawer. It was full of files. I opened the next one. More files. The bottom drawer I always kept locked, somehow not locked and full of files. “This is a joke,” I mumbled before digging around and finally finding the wooden box I was looking for.
I picked my helmet up, slipped it on, and offered the box to her. “Sergeant Iridescence, in recognition of the fact you successfully completed your Advanced NCO course, your time in service, and on your merits, I hereby issue you the field promotion to first sergeant. Congratulations.”
She smiled and accepted it. “Thank you, sir. I’m surprised you didn’t want to go through the standard process.”
“Who has time for that? I’ll take care of that later.”
Iridescence nodded, pulled her old rank pin off, and replaced it with the new one.
“Now, as your first official duty, I want you to find a new sergeant for alpha squad. Somewhere in this office is a list of names. Which technically means your first duty is to find the list. Then find the sergeant. Then the last duty.”
“What is the last duty?”
“Never, for the rest of my time alive, say the words ‘make love’ to me again in any context related to my sister.”
Iridescence grinned brightly and replied, “Yes, sir! Understood.”
“Good, now find the list in this mess and, while you’re at it, clean this up. I’m going to go fight with Sunny over making it,” I said before trotting around the mess and out the door.
“You’re taking advantage of this situation,” I heard her call after me. Yes, yes, I was. Rank has its privilege.
When I reached Princess Celestia’s wing and headed to the admin hall, I found Sunny’s door wide open but the office was pitch black inside.
“Sunny?” I called into the dark office. The unicorn lanterns were out and the shades had been drawn over the windows. “Hello?”
“No appointment, no commander!” came her voice from the darkness.
I took two steps in and said, “Sunny, it’s me. I’m back and here to help.”
The lamp on her desk flipped on, revealing a tired-looking yellow-and-orange mare. “Oh, Silent Knight. I remember you.”
My eyes rolled and I flipped the light on. She hissed at me. I grumbled, “Yes, you do remember me. I’m the pony that is going to take some of your workload. Assuming you’re not pretending to be so crazy that I relieve you for being unfit.”
“Is it working?” she asked.
“Not really.”
Sunny shrugged. “It was worth a shot. Glad you’re home.”
“Me too. What is the deal with all the files in my office? Is that something you need me to do?”
She blinked and looked confused. “No idea. That wasn’t me. But more importantly, you’re all set for the Summer Faire?”
“Looks like it, yes. Is there anything else?”
She waved a hoof. “There are a few things, but they can keep until after the faire. I started Iridescence’s paperwork for you. She’ll be on the selection list.”
That was a surprise. “Thank you. I went ahead and gave her a field promotion for now, but that will be a lot easier.”
“Yeah, it always is,” she replied.
I started to turn away before I remembered. “Hey, I don’t remember if I mentioned it when I got back, but Crystal Wishes and I got engaged. I was hoping, when it came around to the time to discuss a wedding, you’d lead the Arch of Sabres.”
Sunny’s head tilted and her eyes went wide. “First, let me say I’m flattered. Second, you just casually mention you’re getting married? Like it’s just this normal thing? No, you didn’t mention that!”
I shrugged. “Ponies get married all the time. You find the right pony, fall in love, get married.”
Sunny rubbed her forehead, muttering, “Oh yeah, it’s just that simple.”
That was sarcasm. Sarcasm from Sunny who is usually nothing but sugar and sunbeams. “Is something wrong?”
Quickly, she shook her head. “No, I’m really sorry, Silent Knight. I’m happy for you. I would love to lead the Arch. I’m surprised you’re asking me and not Russet, though.”
“Russet would be good, too, but he may end up in the wedding, and I also wanted to show you that I do actually appreciate you. And if you think she can get the sabre high enough, I’d like Azurite to be part of it too.”
Sunny stared at me and then burst out laughing. Really hard, in a kind of unhinged way. I closed the distance to her desk and peered at her.
The golden mare kept laughing and waved a hoof at me. “High enough…” She gasped. “Cause she’s short.”
Azurite was the littlest adult pony I’d ever seen. She was even smaller than Miley which said a lot. I didn’t want a sabre at eye level. “Yeah… I’m serious, though.”
Sunny kept giggling a while before finding her voice. “She’s a unicorn, Silent Knight. She’ll just levitate it.”
Ah, magic, right. I felt my face flush. “Or she could levitate it.”
That only set Sunny into another fit of laughter. It really hadn’t been that funny.
I waited for her to get some semblance of control before asking, “So you’ll do it?”
“Of course! I’ll need four more names, though.”
“Right, I’ll have to think on that. We have time, though.”
“Okay, well, if you come up short I’m sure we can find somepony that knows you well enough,” she said before grinning wide. “Come up short? Get it!”
She was starting to look looney, so I circled her desk and pulled her helmet off. She swatted at me the whole time.
“Quit it!”
“Just making sure you’re okay!” I said, pressing my hoof against her forehead. It was a normal enough temperature. Honestly, I didn’t do that great during the field medic portion of my training. Bandage a wound, sure. The other stuff, not so much.
Sunny gave me a light push and replied, “I’m fine. Just a bit punchy.”
“Alright, why don’t you call it a day? I’ll take over for you.”
“Yeah… you know what, that sounds good actually. I could use some sleep.”
I nodded and stepped out of her way. “That sounds smart. Maybe come in late tomorrow, too. I’ve got this.”
“Maybe I will,” she replied, heading for the door. When she got there, she stopped and looked back at me. “Silent Knight?”
“Yes?”
“Have you ever felt trapped?”
“Trapped? How do you mean?”
Sunny shrugged. “You know, like you make a decision, thinking it was the right one. Then you make another one based on that and then another and another. Eventually, you’ve made so many decisions you’re stuck on that path and there is nowhere to go but forwards. Do you know what I’m saying?”
Our eyes met and I stared at her a moment. Clearly, taking on both House Guards, the palace, and everything else was starting to get to her. Not that I blamed her. Princess Celestia was always busier than Princess Luna.
At the same time, I knew exactly what Sunny was saying. It seemed like that I was on a path with only one conclusion. It was something I was actively trying not to think about.
“Yeah, Sunny. I actually do,” I replied softly.
“It kind of sucks,” she mumbled.
My head bobbed in agreement. “Kind of, yeah. Might be for the best, though.”
“Might be. Might not be.”
Silence fell between us. She didn’t seem ready to leave and I wasn’t sure what to say to her. I finally smiled and offered, “You’re a really strong pony. You’ve been doing this longer than me and, in the face of everything, you’re always positive. If anypony can figure out how to escape the trap, it will be you. Just keep at it a little longer and I’m sure it will work out. Okay?”
“Okay. Thank you, Silent Knight. Really, I mean that.”
“Sure, Sunny. Get some sleep?”
“I will,” she said before letting herself out.
With Sunny gone, I decided to stay late to keep an eye on the palace. That, and if I was going to get any work done the next day, I had to figure out all of the files.
When I got back to my office, they were slightly sorted. A note was sitting on top that read, ‘Found the list, I’m going to delegate this to somepony else. Learning!’
That pony would be me. If I was going to work, I needed some semblance of order in my office. That meant getting these files where they needed to be, so I started to collect them, organize categories, and settle files into them. 
From outside my office, I heard hoof falls. They were a little quieter than normal. Recognizing ponies I knew by how they walked was starting to become normal to me, thanks to Tranquil Dusk’s tutoring. These belonged to Steel Wings.
“Oh, sir. You’re back and in your office,” he said without the usual firmness in his gravelly voice.
“Yes, Chief, I’m back,” I said over my shoulder.
“I was hoping to talk to you before you saw this,” he muttered.
That gave me pause. I turned to look at him. “You did this?”
“Yes, sir. You said pull files. I pulled files. Uh… well, Crimson, Tranquil, and I pulled files.”
My ear flicked. “Chief, they can’t pull files. They don’t have any clearance to do so.”
“Yeah… so I sort of thought we didn’t want anypony knowing we were pulling files and looking at these ponies. You know, so they couldn’t track us. So we… well, you see, it was a mission.”
I closed my eyes. “Chief. Please tell me that you didn’t sneak into the archives, steal all of these files, and then hide them in my office.”
“Alright, I won’t tell you that,” he replied.
“Chief, this is a screw up.”
“I know, sir.” For once, his tone was humble. There was no cockiness or arrogance. Just the resignation that this was, in fact, a huge mistake. “We hid them here until you got back. We… well, I made this mistake. I’m not good at this sneaky stuff. I was hoping you’d know what to do.”
“Did you find any good candidates?” I asked as I tried to figure out how I was going to fix this.
“Yes, sir. Several, actually. I figured we could look at the mission plan and weed it down to a smaller group.”
“Alright. Any chance you’ve talked Crimson and Tranquil out of this?”
He shook his head. “No, I’m afraid Crimson’s head is full of fairy tale nonsense and hers is full of misguided loyalty. Talking can’t dissuade them. Those are the kind of ponies that get killed in this sort of thing so I’ve been riding them hard. Safely, but hard.”
“Good, keep that up. Where are the files for the ones you liked?”
He motioned to my filing cabinet. “There.”
I actually chuckled. “Of course. And the rest of these?”
“Hidden in plain sight. Nopony would be stupid enough to steal a ton of records and leave them out for everypony to see, and if anypony found them here you had a rock-solid alibi.”
That was very clever, actually. “Who came up with that?”
“As much as it pains me to say, Crimson. Not that I mind him having ideas. It is just… well, sir, he read it in a comic book. A comic book!”
“Of course he did. Alright, Chief, thank you for letting me know. I’ll sort this out. They’re not so much stolen as incorrectly borrowed. Keep up the training. I’ve got a busy few days and then I’ll join you.”
“Yes, sir. Good luck, sir.”
Good luck, indeed. I was going to need it. 
The palace finally settled itself out just before sundown. It was a far longer day than I normally worked but it helped Sunny and I had a lot to do. The whole time, her question about being trapped kept trying to force itself to the forefront of my mind.
That was not what I wanted, so I just kept myself as busy as I could and hoped it would go away. Once all the work was done, it started to worm its way back up, so I had to move on. 
On the way home, I stopped by Runic’s shop to see him. He was, not surprisingly, out with Miley, and Rossby wasn’t the kind of pony who liked to talk, so I just casually checked the drop, grabbed the information in it, and let myself out.
In the safety of crowded streets where nopony would pay a random guard any mind, I took a quick look through what Maya had left me. The first thing I saw was a piece of paper with crisp, nondescript typewritten letters on it.
Package is on the boat. Will personally observe it once it arrives and report when the best time to pick it up arises. Be ready.
My hackles rose. This was going to happen. Our mission was no longer the fevered dream of a broken, bitter pony. It was real. Alastair was going to be in Equestria, hiding out and thinking he was safe. After all, who would look for him here?
I shoved the documents into my saddlebags and started to march forwards. I needed to get to Crystal’s condo. She could calm the thoughts swirling in my head.
There was no way he’d surrender. This would be a fight to the death. I was going to have to face him and kill him.
I wasn’t sure that was what I wanted anymore. What right did I have to take these ponies with me and put them at risk? How could I live with myself if I got one of them killed? At least Lavender and the others had known the risks.
What I wanted was irrelevant now since the machine was already in motion. Maya had gone to great lengths to make this happen and Alastair was going to be here. All of the pieces were on the board, and there was a mission that needed to be completed.
How could I explain that to the princess, or Crystal? That this mission was necessary? There would be no way they could understand. Princess Luna would be so disappointed in me. And Crystal… I couldn’t think about what she would say.
By the time I reached the door to her condo, I was wound up tight. Too wound up to think straight. My hooves trembled with a mix of rage and anxiety. Couldn’t I just walk away, get married, and have a quiet life? Why couldn’t I? Hadn’t I earned it?
That wasn’t what Knights did though. That wasn’t what Stratus would have done. Always put the mission first, Son. Never give up until it is complete. On the battlefield only one pony gets to walk away. Alastair doesn’t get to walk away. Not this time. Not again. 
Calm down, Silent Knight. I stood outside the condo and tried to take long, deep breaths. They weren’t helping. None of the things the doctors had taught me in the hospital helped. What did they know, anyway? A soldier is tough. A soldier is hard. They don’t survive something like that and then get weak. They get stronger from the experience. Focus on the mission, soldier!
I tried to drive the swirl of emotions deep within me. Bury them for later. It wasn’t working, though; all I could see was the smug look he’d given me when he’d broken my wing. He’d killed my ponies. He murdered them. He murdered Alton and his own kind, for what?
“FOR WHAT?!”
My hoof slammed against the decorative column outside of Crystal’s condo. The plaster shattered under the force. How could I consider backing out? This wasn’t vengeance or revenge. No, not in the least. This was retribution! Righteous retribution and justice!
I stood there panting. All I could see through the haze of pain in my foreleg were the flag-draped coffins. No turning back. No turning around. There was one path. One path left. One pony walks off the battlefield and Alastair was no pony. He was a monster that loomed over me.
To my side, I heard a soft gasp. “Silent Knight. Are you okay?”
Crystal was in her doorway, a look of shock and confusion on her face. And something else. The worst possible thing: fear.
My jaw was clenched tight. I hadn’t realized it. Our eyes met and the anger started to drain out of me. I could never look at her and be angry. “I…”
More of the plaster on the column gave in to gravity and fell to the floor.
I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I was angry. It was a stupid thing to do. I’ll pay for it.”
Crystal held out a hoof to me. It trembled slightly. “Okay. It’s okay. Come inside. You can tell me what’s wrong.”
No, I couldn’t. She’d never understand. Crystal wasn’t a warrior and she was certainly a better pony than this. She deserved a better pony than this.
I took her hoof and let her lead me inside. My head fell. Maybe she wouldn’t notice. Maybe she would never figure it out and we could stay together.
That would certainly be the preferable path but, like Sunny, I was trapped. There was only one way left to go.
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		31. The Summer Faire



“Silent Knight, I asked if we are ready to go?”
I heard Princess Luna’s voice, but my mind was elsewhere.
Steel Wings and I had pulled the files of almost twenty ponies to interview for our mission. Missives had gone out that sounded official and classified. I still hadn’t figured out how to fix the problem of getting those files back to where they belonged. Instead, I’d just worked on my battle plan.
Regardless of how busy I was, we had to leave the city to go to Ponyville. I didn’t have time for this nonsense.
“Silent Knight?” Princess Luna called.
I blinked a few times as I came back to full awareness. “Apologies, Princess. Yes, we’re all ready. Two squads went in advance with Iridescence. By your order, we’ll go.”
She peered at me. “Are you well, Silent Knight?”
“I am, Princess. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”
“A wedding will do that,” she replied with a smile.
I nodded. “That is true.” The wedding was the least of my worries. I motioned to the door. “After you, Princess. Your chariot awaits.”
Together, we left the palace with the remaining squad. It was a short flight, especially compared to the one to and from Haven, and we arrived in Ponyville before the main festivities had begun.
After disembarking, Princess Luna smiled mischievously and rooted through her saddlebag. From it, she produced a T-shirt and slipped it on. 
“You’re really going to wear that, Princess?” I asked as I read it.
Princess Luna had commissioned the royal tailors to make this garment just for her. It read: ‘Blame My Sister.’ 
She smirked. “What? You don’t think it is funny?”
Night Frost laughed and said, “Forgive the lieutenant, Princess. He is just—and I mean this with all due respect—being a stick in the mud.”
Slowly, I turned to look at him. Our eyes met and his went wide with panic.
“Apologies, sir! Princess, the lieutenant is being a… uh… a stick in the mud. No! I mean he is concerned with how Princess Celestia may feel!”
I nodded.
Princess Luna waved a hoof at me. “I think it is clever, Silent Knight. Besides, I want to blend in today.”
Good luck with that. “Yes, Princess,” I replied. 
We turned towards the town and I spotted Iridescence making her way over to us. She took one look at the princess and chuckled. “Clever.”
“Silent Knight doesn’t approve,” Princess Luna replied.
“I’m not surprised.” My new first sergeant then looked to me. “Everypony is in their positions, sir. The town is safe and ready for the princess to enjoy the faire.”
There was little worry that Ponyville would be dangerous for the princess. After all, Twilight Sparkle and her friends protected it. It seemed foolish to bring the whole unit and keep them busy.
“Good work, Sergeant,” I said. “I want you to go ahead and relieve Miley and her squad. Let them enjoy the faire until lunch. She can then take over personal security and Night Frost will take over town security. We’ll let Mountain Stone and his bunch have some time to enjoy the faire at that point. You may as well knock off until lunch, too. You can take over for me after.”
Iridescence nodded. “Thank you, sir, I’ll let them know.”
Princess Luna started heading towards the crowd. “Come along, Night Frost, let’s go show off my shirt!”
I waited for them to get out of earshot before I looked over at Iridescence. “I happen to know Winterspear is a sucker for the soft, stuffed pony dolls. Our father wouldn’t allow her more than one, and even that he was loath to suffer. Winning one for her would be viewed as a very sweet gesture.”
Iridescence nodded softly and then looked around. When she seemed certain nopony was looking, she levitated my helmet up and kissed my cheek. “You’re a sweet, soft stallion under all that metal. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Now, I need to get to the princess. See you at lunch.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied.
I hurried off after Luna and caught up to her just in time to hear her declare, “Citizens of Ponyville! Behold, your Princess of the Night! I have returned in this time of happiness to enjoy both fun and merriment. I desire to participate in your games but your princess lacks a partner. Who will volunteer?”
The princess was kind enough to remember I was on duty and not insist that I be her partner. For some reason, that also made me a little sad. Only for a moment, though, and I couldn’t help but secretly laugh at the misfortune as she pointed at a random pony to join her. It was somewhat funny being on the other side of it.
“You look most fit and healthy!” the princess declared. “You shall increase our chances of winning! Will you be my partner, please?”
Her partner was to be a big red earth pony that looked extremely sturdy. He was so large, in fact, I’d be willing to bet he could give Mountain Stone a run for his bits.
The stallion stood in silence, looking surprised. He finally shrugged and nodded. Princess Luna looped a hoof around his and dragged him off to the seven-legged race. We followed behind. The princess gave her hoofguards to me for safe keeping and put her mane up in a ponytail.
From that point on, the pair competed in a myriad of events, taking first place in a majority of them. A myriad might be an exaggeration, but it felt that way at least. I will admit that watching the princess and her teammate compete against Miley Hooves and Mountain Stone in a pie-eating contest was fun. Not regulation, but fun.
I was helping the princess clean the pie off her face when one of the local ponies brought her a list for the official faire scavenger hunt. She was rather excited about it, and the big red stallion beat a hasty retreat when her back was turned. I chuckled and followed along with her.
“This is such fun, Silent Knight! It is exactly what I needed right now. We should have more festivals like this.”
“Of course, Princess,” I replied. “It is good for morale.”
She laughed and asked, “Good for morale? You mean having fun?”
I nodded.
Princess Luna laughed again and patted me on the back. “Very well. What should we do next? This scavenger hunt is so… passive.” 
I thought about it a moment. “Carnival games?” 
“Verily! We shall win the largest prizes!”
“Perhaps go a little easy on these ponies, Princess. They’re not accustomed to your level of skill.”
“Oh, very well,” she replied, and we made our way over to the ring toss. “How do we play?”
I picked up a ring and set it on my hoof. “You have to toss it onto the bottles without using magic. If you land it on the neck of a bottle, you win.”
“That seems all too easy!” Princess Luna said. I just smiled and watched quietly. Ring after ring hit bottle tops and bounced away. “Cripes! This is impossible!”
“It just needs a little finesse, Princess,” I replied.
She glared at me. “Perhaps you would care to demonstrate?”
“I’m on duty, Princess.” 
Princess Luna advanced on me, a group of rings levitating in her magic. “Oh no, little stallion. You will not hide behind your duty!” 
The rings grew closer and I swallowed. I retreated until I backed into a pony. “Sorry,” I mumbled. The rings bumped into my cheek repeatedly. It was clear I would not escape this demonstration, so I reached out to take one.
Narrowing my eyes, I centered the ring onto my hoof and tossed it. It flew in what seemed like slow motion until it hit the top of a bottle, bounced up, hit another bottle, flipped twice, and finally landed on the neck of a bottle halfway across the booth.
“Winner!” the pony behind the counter cheered.
Princess Luna and I stood there stunned. I looked up to her and asked, “Why don’t you pick a prize?”
The princess’s eyes narrowed as she looked at me. I shrugged. It had been pure luck, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.
She sighed and pointed at a hat. “How about that?”
“Seems perfect to me,” I replied. The pony brought it down and handed it to the princess.
Since it was an earth pony hat, the princess just balanced it on the tip of her horn. It was light blue and white and read rather proudly, ‘Best Pony.’ That seemed right to me.
We played several more games to a varying degree of success until it was finally lunch time. The princess and I shared a quiet meal and after we were done, I excused myself.
With Iridescence taking over for me, I could spend time with Crystal Wishes. She’d come to Ponyville to see an old friend of hers. While I waited by a delicious-smelling funnel cake stand, I watched Princess Luna from afar. She was having so much fun that it was easy to almost forget I could have lost her.
I swore an oath to protect her. No matter what, I was going to fulfill that duty to the very end.
Alastair would never hurt another pony again.
“Hi, Silent.”
The sweetest voice broke through my thoughts and I looked over to see its owner. Crystal Wishes stood there with eyes that were soft and a little wary but still full of love. I couldn’t help but smile. “Hey. Ready to have some fun?”
After my little destructive outburst, Crystal had questions. She wanted to know why I’d gotten so upset. I didn’t want to explain. I couldn’t explain.
It was clear that she wanted to bring it up again, but thankfully she seemed to understand. Instead, she asked, “What should we do first?”
“I’m not sure. I think I saw an artist booth over there,” I suggested. “We could have a portrait made. That would be different.”
Crystal nodded. “Alright, let’s head over there.”
We walked together in silence. When we arrived, I realized I was mistaken: it wasn’t portraits, but instead caricatures. I glanced at her. “This might still be fun?”
The unicorn giggled. “Yes, it is. How about I go first and then we can get one of your grumpy face?”
“I’m not grumpy,” I protested.
“Uh-huh.”
“You think all royal guards are grumpy.”
She winked. “I might.” Then she went and spoke to the artist to get started.
I stood nearby and kept an eye on the crowd. Off duty or not, I was still going to be certain everything was safe. It also afforded me a few minutes to reflect on what was happening in my life.
I hadn’t properly told my mother that I was getting married. I’d barely spent five minutes to tell Winterspear and Iridescence. That probably looked suspicious.
“Silent Knight! Hi! Hello!” came a small, familiar voice.
I looked around in confusion, torn from my thoughts.
“Down here!”
Azurite was standing next to me below eye level with a strangely familiar pegasus stallion behind her.
“Warrant Officer Azurite,” I said. “Hello.”
The stallion and I made eye contact and we nodded at each other. He was a subtle shade of blue and bore a far darker blue mane and tail. I was positive I’d seen him before.
“Just Azurite today! I’m off duty.” She looked at me and then at the pegasus. “Oh yeah! This is my stallionfri—my spec—my Soarin.”
Soarin. That was it. The Wonderbolt. I’d never seen him out of uniform or face-to-face, not really. He’d been in the palace a few times and we’d seen each other in passing.
He laughed and offered me a hoof. “I’m Soarin. Nice to meet you. Although I feel like I’ve heard your name before, other than from Azurite.”
My expression stayed even. The idea of a Wonderbolt knowing my name was off-putting, simply because the reasons for it were not things I was eager to be famous for. Being the House Guard commander was just my job, and the reputation I’d earned from my actions in Nordanver was just my duty.
“I’m not sure how that would be,” I replied before waving it off. “Of course, I imagine most ponies know your name. You’re one of Equestria’s most amazing flyers.”
Soarin shrugged. “I just give it my all. Anyway, are you working all day?”
I shook my head. “Not today, actually. Once lunch time hit, I left my section sergeant in charge and met up with my fiancée to enjoy the faire.” I motioned over to Crystal Wishes.
She was sitting still while the artist did his thing and my eyes lingered there a moment. She looked so perfect. A mare like her should have ponies making paintings of her every day.
“Wow! She’s pretty hot!” Azurite blurted out.
I turned back just in time to see Soarin loop a hoof across her middle and tug her back. He chuckled and said, “Easy tiger, she’s spoken for.”
Azurite was with Sunny. At least I was almost positive she was. Sunny had been exceedingly busy, though, so maybe it hadn’t worked out. Not that being with Sunny didn’t mean she couldn’t look.
I blinked. “Thank you?”
No sense getting upset about it. If Crystal was going to fall for a mare, it would be Velvet. On that topic, what was Azurite doing there with Soarin?
Before I could really think it over, Soarin tugged Azurite a bit. “Well, we’ll let you be. Have a good time at the faire. Nice to meet you.”
Azurite chirped, “Bye!”
“You do the same. Have fun,” I called after them.
That was odd. Although, most things involving Azurite were odd. So actually, that was normal. Besides, she was a sweet and straightforward pony. She was also a genius when it came to paperwork.
In fact… she was the kind of pony I needed right then. 
I shifted to follow them before I heard Crystal call after me.
“Silent Knight, what was that about?” 
That brought me to a halt. I turned and looked back at her. “Oh, nothing. I work with one of them at the palace. They were just saying hello. How is your portrait going?”
“Just fine, so don’t wander too far. You’re next, mister.”
Orders from my mare. Orders that would be followed. I waited for my turn and actively tried to not look grumpy when the artist drew me.
He was a caricature artist, however, and I ultimately looked quite grumpy. Crystal seemed to delight in that fact.
The two of us spent the rest of the day together and, as the sun started to ease lower in the sky, we checked in on Princess Luna. She was completely worn out, so I had Iridescence and Miley escort her back to the palace.
Crystal and I sat on a blanket just outside of the town square, watching the townsponies mingle. She looped a hoof over mine and said, “I’m going to say something snobby and I hope you won’t judge me for it.”
“Who am I to judge you?” I asked.
She giggled and shrugged. “I really enjoyed this… but it was no Glimmer World.”
That was an understatement. I nudged her shoulder with mine. “I don’t think anypony would have an issue with that remark.”
“Yeah… still, they worked so hard on this. It was great.”
“It was. The princess had a good time. That is important.”
Crystal nosed my cheek. “Yeah. So, while I have your attention, can we talk about the other night?”
A chill ran down my spine and it took all of my self-control not to stiffen. “What about it?”
“You were really upset. You put a hoof through a column and then you didn’t say more than three words for the whole evening. Is something wrong?”
She might understand. Just tell her. “Crystal, I—”
“Yes?”
No, she couldn’t understand. How could she? What was I going to say? ‘You see, dear, I’m going to risk everything to go stop the gryphon that almost killed me. I see his face, I hear his voice, and I feel him looming over me’?
“Silent?” she whispered. There was no judgment in her eyes as she looked at me.
I sighed. “There are parts of my job… ugly parts, I guess. I can’t share them with you. Some things will always be…” What? What would they be?
“Classified?” she offered.
Quickly, I nodded. Too quickly. “Yes, I’m afraid so.”
“Oh.” She dropped her head slightly. “I guess I can understand that. I just… I want you to know that I’m happy, Silent Knight. I really am. It’s just that sometimes you feel distant, then the other night you were angry. Not just angry, really. Furious? That was new. At least for me.”
“I am sorry about that, really. You shouldn’t have seen it. It won’t happen again.”
She looked at me. “You’ll never be angry again? That seems unlikely. Or do you mean I won’t see it again?”
“I mean—” I meant that I’d hide it better. How could I say that? “I don’t know what I mean. Just… I’ll try not to bring work home. It isn’t fair to you.”
Crystal softly kissed my cheek. “Well, if you do, remember that I’m marrying all of you. Not just the part after work hours.”
“Yes, I know.” She didn’t know about the bad parts she would be marrying, though. That seemed dishonest on my account, but I couldn’t imagine losing her. Besides, the part of me after work hours was the better part and I could keep that for her. 
Crystal was staring at me with concern. It was time to change the subject. I cleared my throat. “Shining Armor offered me a job.”
“Oh?”
With a nod, I replied, “Yes, a really great offer, actually. I mean… it isn’t like being the commander of a House Guard, but there is advancement in a huge way and I’d be around him again. We’d have to move to the Crystal Empire, though.”
Crystal’s head tilted and she asked, “Do you want the job?”
“I want the job, but I don’t want to leave Princess Luna,” I explained. “I also don’t want to uproot you without much notice.”
Crystal grinned. “I wouldn’t mind. I can write from anywhere, and it is only a train ride away. The other part is a tough decision. Why don’t you think it over? Whatever you decide, I’m behind you. Both prospects sound great. Is that helpful?”
“Of course,” I lied. It wasn’t helpful at all because it left the decision in my hooves. I shifted and offered her a hoof. “Why don’t we go dance? I’d rather have some fun than dwell on a work problem. Okay?”
“Far be it from me to turn down a chance to dance with you… but if you do need to talk, you can talk to me. Alright?”
“Alright,” I replied.
☾

“Put the medal on, sir.”
“I’m not wearing the medal, Chief.”
Steel Wings fixed me in his gaze and repeated, “Put the medal on, sir.”
“I said no.”
“Listen here. We’re about to take a huge chance by talking to ponies about the Nightwatch. We need to impress them and make this seem far more legitimate. Now, I get your objection. I really do. I’ve lost ponies before, too, but let me tell you one thing and I want you to listen.”
He grabbed my chin and forced me to look him in the eye. Rage immediately flared inside me and it took a lot of effort not to shove him away.
“If I’d been your commanding officer, I’d have put you in for that medal, too. You earned it when you chose not to leave your CO on the battlefield. You earned it again when you gave it all up to protect your unit and your VIP. Having it does not cheapen the memories of those ponies that died. So, sir, put the medal on… and keep that killer’s look when they come in.”
He let me go and sat back. 
It was hard to keep my breathing even with so much anger in my chest. As much as I hated to admit it, he was right.
I reached into my bottom drawer, pulled the small medal out, and affixed it to my armor under my rank pin. It seemed ostentatious even though this one was meant to be worn at all times.
Within an hour, the first candidate arrived and was seen into my office. My guards didn’t ask any questions. This was just one royal guard visiting another. That happened all the time.
Chief and I sat there looking over the pony on the other side of my desk. She was extremely fit and looked more than capable. That, of course, was no surprise. She’d been a Royal Guard sergeant for a few years out west and had dealt with all kinds of trouble. Including the gryphon kind.
That wasn’t what interested me the most, however. Autumn Wind was a weather pony turned guard and that was the kind of experience I needed for my plan.
“Do you know why you’re here, Sergeant?” I asked.
“No, sir. I got the confidential letter and came out immediately.”
Chief looked her over and asked, “Tell me what you see?”
“Pardon?” Her brow furrowed.
“What do you see?” he repeated.
Autumn looked around and then replied, “An armsmaster and a House Guard commander. No reason for those two ponies to be in the same office. Normally, anyway.”
“Normally?” I put in.
“You’re an odd pair. No real overlap in the chain of command other than at the very top. He certainly wouldn’t be protecting the princess. You don’t need that sort of skill to subdue ponies. At the same time, you normally don’t have the House Guard in combat, but clearly the lieutenant has seen it,” she explained, motioning to my medal.
“That is fairly observant,” Chief replied, a little smugness in his voice. “What does this tell you?”
“That, most likely, I’ve attracted the attention of some sort of intelligence group.”
I leaned back in my chair. “A reasonable assumption. Is that a problem for you?”
Autumn seemed to be considering that for a moment before she shook her head. “Generally, no. Depending on what this group might be doing.”
“Hypothetically speaking, what sort of thing would you be against doing?” I asked.
She shifted uncomfortably. “I wouldn’t want to do anything that would hurt other ponies.”
“That won’t be a problem. Anything else?”
“What does this sort of thing do for a pony’s career?” she asked.
Chief and I exchanged glances and then I looked her in the eyes. “If we are successful, absolutely nothing. Nopony will ever know about it. You’ll never get a medal. You just have the knowledge that you carried out something difficult.
“On the other hoof, if we fail, this has the high probability of ruining your career. Hypothetically speaking, if that were to happen, I’d shoulder all the responsibility, but it would probably not be enough to save you.”
Her eyes got large and she seemed like she wanted to bolt out of the room. “Those are horrible odds. Why me?”
“I can’t elaborate too much, but your file was an excellent read. You’re perceptive, a decent enough guard in the physical department, and a talented weather pony. Why did you leave the weather service?” I asked.
Her cheeks turned bright red. “I was chasing a stallion, sir.”
Chief’s brow went up and I blinked. “You joined the Guard to follow a stallion? How did that go?”
“Not well.”
“Why did you stay, then?” Chief asked.
She smiled and shrugged. “I got in and even after he and I didn’t work out, I still loved it. Guards make a difference.”
“That they do,” I said before looking at Chief. He gave the slightest of nods. I returned it. 
I set her file aside and looked her square in the eyes. “Sergeant, I think you’re right for this mission. Again, I can’t elaborate, but I’ll say it will likely put blood on your hooves for no reward. It also means giving up your evenings and weekends while still maintaining your normal duties. Would you like to come on board?”
Autumn looked from one of us to the other and said, “It seems like the smart answer is to say no and walk out of here right now.”
“It is,” I agreed.
“Any chance I can think it over?”
I shook my head.
She frowned. “Is it going to matter? I mean… is this important? Are we saving Equestria?”
“It does matter and yes, it is important, but unfortunately no. We’re not saving all of Equestria. We might—and I should stress might—save some pony lives down the line. Those are the facts, and I won’t sugarcoat it or suggest this is more than it is.”
The mare’s eyes flicked left and right, as if she was going over letters on a page. “You make a compelling case for me to say no. I respect your honesty, sir. This is probably the stupidest move I’ll ever make in my career, but for some reason I’m going to say yes. Yes, I’m in.”
I stood and offered her my hoof. “Welcome aboard. Chief Wings will brief you.”
After several more interviews, Chief Steel Wings and I called it a day. At least as far as the Nightwatch was concerned. I still had to do my duty and I’d heard a great rumor that I wanted to share. I trotted over to Princess Celestia’s wing to do some intelligence sharing.
I knocked on Sunny’s office door. It was open but she was face-down on her desk. “Sunny? Hello?”
She sat up quickly and wiped her eyes. They were red. “Silent Knight. What can I do for you?”
“Are you alright?”
“Yeah, fine. Just tired.” She avoided direct eye contact. “What do you need?”
“I came to give you some good news. Major Aegis was just released from the hospital. He’ll start light duty next week. You can go back to just running the House Guard. Russet should be home soon, too, actually.”
Sunny nodded. “Great.”
“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked, coming over to her desk.
“I said I’m fine, Silent Knight. Is that all?”
It wasn’t. “Have you ever written the goodbye letter?”
The golden mare’s head tilted as she peered at me. “It doesn’t come up too often anymore but sure, I’ve written goodbye letters. Kind of like thank you notes.”
“No, Sunny. The goodbye letter.”
Realization dawned on her and her ears stood up. “What? No! Silent Knight, that’s so morbid! I don’t think I’m going to go out one day and get killed. What is going on with you lately?”
I shifted and pulled an envelope from my saddlebag. “Before I got engaged, I didn’t worry about this sort of thing. My family knows Guard life. They’d understand. Crystal wouldn’t, though. Sunny, if something happens to me, can I rely on you to give this to her?”
Sunny recoiled, pushing a hoof against the letter as I offered it to her. “No! Silent Knight you’re being—whatever it is, just stop being it.”
“Sunny, please.” I pushed the letter back at her. “Please?”
Golden magic slowly encircled the envelope and lifted it away from my hoof. Sunny opened her desk drawer, dropped it inside, and then slammed it. “Fine. Since I know nothing is going to happen to you, I’ll accept it. I promise that on the off-chance I’m wrong, I’ll deliver your morbid letter to Crystal.”
“Thank you,” I said before turning to leave.
“Silent Knight…”
My hooves came to a stop and I looked back. “Yes?”
We stared at each other a moment and then she shook her head. “Nothing. Have a good night.”
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		32. Harmony, Planning, and Ponies



Steel Wings and I sat in my office going through more interviews. They were going better than I’d anticipated. 
My brow arched. “Are you certain you don’t want to hear more before you make up your mind?”
The dark blue pegasus shook his head, his close-cropped silver mane barely moving. “No, sir. That armsmaster pin and Celestia Cross tell me all I need to know. Count me in.”
Silver Flare was, to put it bluntly, a brawler. He’d spent his whole career volunteering for anything dangerous or where there might be a fight. As such, he’d be in more fights in seven years than most ponies saw in a thirty-year career. He was good in that regard. His other skills, unfortunately, weren’t as sharp, so he’d never advanced past guard first class.
Steel Wings shrugged. “Works for me. You’re in for a whole mess of trouble, son.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time, Chief,” Silver replied with a very cavalier tone.
“Alright, you’re in,” I said. “You’ll coordinate with Chief Wings. Return to your normal duties. You know the drill.”
“Yes, sir!” he replied before stiffening to attention. We exchanged salutes and he left.
“I like that one,” Chief said.
I snorted. “I’m sure you do.”
“Alright, that is a weather pony, a medic, a fighter, two scouts, an armsmaster, and you. What’s left?”
“Acrobatic flyer,” I replied.
Chief frowned at me. “Are you ever going to share all the details of this plan with me?”
“As soon as I have my flyer. Otherwise the plan is a wash.”
Chief nodded and then looked at the files piling up. “What about these? I thought you were going to fix this.”
I waved a hoof. “I am. I have a plan for that, too. Don’t worry about it. Just worry about getting those ponies safely in peak condition.”
“Yes, sir,” he replied.
After several less successful interviews, I was hoping I had finally found the right pony. Blur, the stark white pony sitting across from us, had suspicion written all over his face. He would, most likely, end up on a Wonderbolts team someday, providing I didn’t get him injured or killed.
“I’m not sure why intelligence would want me,” Blur said.
“We’re not intelligence,” I corrected.
He shrugged. “The point still stands, sir. I’m not sure why whatever this is would want me.”
“You’re one of the best flyers the Navy has,” I explained. “You also have experience as a trainer. I’m looking to leverage that knowledge and talent.”
“I don’t know, sir. This looks like a rough deal. I’m not one of those guys who are all bravado. I went through the training, but I’m not much of a fighter. That one dust-up was just a fluke.”
That dust-up was between him and three gryphons. He’d out-thought and out-flown them. Blur had used the terrain to his advantage and ultimately took out all three. That wasn’t a fluke. It wasn’t hoof-to-claw fighting, but it was well executed.
“I don’t really buy that, sailor,” I said.
Chief grunted. “Me neither.”
Blur shifted and broke form to rub behind his neck. “It isn’t like I beat them or anything.”
“You used your natural advantages to subdue them. We don’t care if you can’t swing a sword, nor would we ask you to. We’ll be playing to your strengths, not trying to make you into a soldier.”
“I don’t know, sir. I’m looking forwards to a career as a Wonderbolt, and you’ve already said this could ruin those chances.”
“Yes, I’m afraid that is true,” I replied. Then I set my hooves on the desk.
This was not who I wanted to be, but I was running out of time and I needed a flyer. Desperate times, desperate measures.
My voice lowered with careful precision. “But is that really all you want to do? Be a show pony? Don’t get me wrong, I respect the Wonderbolts, but at the end of the day, you need to ask yourself what is going to make the most difference. We’ve got a legitimate threat to Equestria in our borders.”
I saw Chief’s eyes twitch ever so slightly in surprise. We hadn’t tried to convince anypony to join us.
“I… uh… well, sir.” Blur swallowed. “I suppose if you’re mostly looking for a trainer and a flyer, I could spare the time. If you really mean the bit about no swords and such.”
“I do. I can say you won’t be out of a fight but you won’t be in the thick of it. We’ve got ponies for that.”
Blur nodded and then replied, “Alright, sir. Count me in, I guess. When do we get started?”
“Tomorrow night. Chief will give you the details.”
After the door closed behind Blur, Chief looked at me. “So, you have your team, then. Now, what’s the plan?”
I tucked Blur’s folder back into the file cabinet and locked it. “I promise I’ll give you all the details soon. I have one more thing to take care of.”
He snorted and one ear flicked. “You make a lot of promises, Lieutenant. I just hope you’re able to make good on them. For your sake.”
I straightened up to look at him. “Are you threatening me, Chief?”
“Me? Threatening? Never.” He stepped forwards to crowd me and lowered his face to mine. “Just hoping you remember that this is bigger than you.”
A part of me wanted to clock him right in his smug face. The other part of me was afraid he knew I was having doubts.
I shoved past him to wait at the door. “See you tomorrow night, Chief.”
I could feel his stare boring into the side of my head. I didn’t look at him. Finally, he snorted and trudged out of my office.
“Better be good,” he muttered as he passed me.
Once he was gone, I locked my office and hurried to leave the palace. I had to secure an important piece of the puzzle and hope it didn’t arouse suspicion.
As normal, when I walked into the Phial and Filly, Rossby was behind the front desk reading a book. He regarded me with complete indifference. I nodded to acknowledge his lack of acknowledgement. It was our thing.
I almost went to the drop location on pure instinct but navigated my hooves to the backroom door instead. Strangely, I was met with only darkness.
“Runic?” I called.
“I’m here,” he replied.
“Where is here?”
“I’m not sure. Is it dark or did I blind myself?”
Just one time, I’d like to come back there and have it be normal. “It’s dark, but I can’t promise you that you haven’t blinded yourself.”
“Fair enough. Flip the switch.”
After a pause, I said, “I’m not embarrassed to say I’m too afraid to do that.”
There was some movement in the darkness. Something glass fell over and shattered. “Oops. Hope that was empty! Don’t worry, it’s totally safe. I fixed that wire.”
Take a deep breath, close your eyes, and go. My hoof found the switch and flipped it up. The main lights didn’t come on. Instead, a bunch of red ones along the back wall lit up.
“Close enough,” Runic said from the back corner of the workshop. “How did I get all the way over here?”
Rossby leaned in from the storefront. “Even odds say when you blew up whatever it was near this side, it threw you back there.”
“Ah, that makes sense,” Runic replied before heading my way. “Welcome back, Silent Knight!”
Briefly, Rossby and I exchanged glances, and then I turned back to my cousin. “Thank you.”
Runic smiled. “How did it go? Was she surprised?”
“Completely. I was afraid for a moment she was going to say no. She was just stunned is all, I guess.”
Runic grabbed me in a tight hug. “Yay! Congratulations!”
I was more than happy to return the hug just as tight. “Thank you, I couldn’t have done it without you.”
He let go and shrugged. “I doubt that, but still. Are you ready for our big day tomorrow?”
What was happening tomorrow? Was it his birthday? No, not yet. My birthday? “Tomorrow?”
“Yeah, the entitling of the Harmony. Remember?”
The airship! I’d completely forgotten. That was my last possible priority. “I—” When I looked at Runic, his eyes were filled with glee. I really didn’t have time, but this might be our last—No, focus. I could spare an afternoon for family. “I am. Should we meet here?”
“That works for me.”
“Great. I’ll be here. Say, do you have any more of those immolation potions Miley used over in Nordanver?”
Runic nodded and went over to the shelf. “Absolutely. I don’t think we should bring them, though. I wouldn’t want to mix airships and immolation potions.”
It took a lot of effort to keep my expression and tone even. “Oh, no, I don’t want them for that. They were extremely useful, so I thought they should be part of my kit. Can I have some? Twenty or so?”
My alchemist cousin dumped out one of his shampoo crates and filled it with potions, then repeated the process with a second. “Here you are!”
As I pondered how concerned I should be with how easy this was, I instead shifted my focus to something more important than my cousin’s naivety. “Random question.”
He beamed. “My favorite kind!”
“Would these still burn in the rain? Not like a little rain. I’m talking torrential downpours.”
Runic nodded proudly. “You bet! Not forever, mind you, and not as long as if things were dry, but yeah. They’ll absolutely burn in the rain. Oh, do you need them to burn underwater?”
“What?”
“Do you need them to burn underwater? Is that a requirement?”
I shook my head. “No, that’s okay.”
“Okay good, because they probably won’t burn underwater. I mean, they definitely won’t.”
“Good to know. See you tomorrow?”
“You bet!”
Next on my agenda was the Canterlot University Research Library, which thankfully was only a short flight away. When I touched down on campus, there were still a few students coming and going. The building never closed but the pony I was looking for wasn’t there all hours of the day.
The library was quiet, as per usual. For an institute as busy as Canterlot University, the building was almost always empty. That suited me fine. I approached the circulation desk and spotted Ley Lines flipping through a magazine with mild disinterest.
“Pardon me,” I said softly.
The unicorn mare looked up, her green and blue mane falling to the side. “Lieutenant? What can I do for you?”
“How is your early Equestrian?” I asked.
She looked at me, her brow arched. “Extremely good. Why?”
I flipped my saddlebag’s flap open and pulled out the first Knights of the Moon tome, setting it on the counter. “This is an ancient warrior text. To my knowledge, only one exists and its value is immeasurable. I need it hoofcopied. No spells.”
Ley Line’s eyes went big. Carefully, she took the blue, silkbound book and opened it to read the first page. “Where did you get it?”
“A town called Haven.”
She glanced up at me. “I’ve never heard of it.”
I smiled. “And perhaps someday you will. Can you help me?”
“Well… hoofcopying isn’t what we normally do…” She grinned wide. “But this seems like a stellar opportunity. I can do it for you.”
“Thank you,” I replied. Then I set my hoof on the book. “I must emphasize that it is the only one. Can I trust you with this?”
She pulled it closer to her almost protectively. “You can count on me, Lieutenant! I promise. You’ll get it back in exactly the same condition. Although…”
“Although?” I repeated.
“I feel a fee is in order.”
Of course. “Name it.”
“When you come to pick it up, you tell me about Haven.”
Was that all? I could do that. Ponies needed to start learning about Haven, anyway. “Agreed. How long will it take?”
She looked at the book and seemed to judge it by size. “Probably a while. I’ll find you.”
☾

Early in the morning, Runic and I flew together to the airship yards north of Canterlot. I’d seen them at a distance, but I’d never spent any time near them. The sheer scale was impressive. Jet Ventures operated three massive construction berths, several medium ones, and tons of small ones.
Airship construction was the perfect example of pony collaboration: earth pony technology, pegasus cloud manipulation, and unicorn magic. It was one of the things that made Equestria so strong.
“Would you look at her,” Runic said, awestruck as we approached. “She is a beauty.”
“Yes, she is,” I replied as my eyes drifted over the ship.
The Harmony floated effortlessly in berth one. For her hull, the designer had chosen a dark wood that had been stained and then polished to a high-gloss sheen. Airship hulls are typically not shaped like their ocean-going cousins. The bow is tapered for better wind resistance, but the rest of the hull is often far more angular with only the slightest curve at the bottom.
While still retaining some semblance of masts, they also trade their sails for one massive primary balloon and a number of smaller rescue balloons. The Harmony had eight to ensure that, if the main failed, the massive vessel would slowly descend while staying level.
The primary balloon was long and cylindrical in shape. It rested gently atop three masts and was held in place by thousands of yards of rigging.
Last, but not least, the keel of the ship bore two giant propellers that would push the Harmony forwards, though I imagined not very fast.
Runic looked at the grandstands near the side of the vessel and asked, “Do you want to get a seat down there or go for a pegasus special?”
“I bet the pegasus special will be better. What do you think?”
“We’ll need to be fairly close to hear, but yeah, let’s see if we can find a cooperative cloud.”
Together, we scoured the area for a cloud big enough to hold us both. Runic eventually found one and together we awkwardly maneuvered it into a good vantage point. Never underestimate how hard it is to move a cloud. Weather ponies make it look easy. It isn’t. By the time we’d gotten the disobedient thing settled, the entitling ceremony was starting.
A pony stepped up onto the grandstand and made his way over to the podium. “Ladies and gentleponies, on behalf of Jet Ventures and Eminence Enterprizes I want to thank you for being here today. Please give a warm welcome to the Chairpony of Jet Ventures, Mr. Jet Ship.”
The crowd broke out into loud but very polite stomps. This was, after all, a classy affair and seemed to be geared towards the elite. After all, the average pony couldn’t afford to just cruise around in a stateroom.   
The original pony stepped out of the way and another joined him on the podium. He was in a pristine tuxedo, had a smooth, ‘all business’ mane, and a short-cropped tail, both a faded blue with aged, greying streaks. His coat was light slate grey and even at a distance, I could see his piercing orange eyes.
“Friends, I am so thrilled to be here today. When my father started this company so long ago, most ponies thought the skies were the domain of the pegasi only. He went from building small, single-pony airships to many of the designs we know as standard today. This, however, he could have never imagined!”
Jet Ship motioned to the Harmony and the crowd once again stomped politely.
Once the noise had died down, he continued on, “This new class of airship is the most modern, the most safe, and the most luxurious in existence. With a capacity to comfortably transport two thousand guests and seven hundred crew, more ponies than ever will know the joys of this kind of entertainment.”
He then smiled, leaned across the podium, and added, “And as chairpony of the board, I am obligated to mention that we’re starting to book for the maiden flight today. Be sure to see your travel agent.” 
The crowd chuckled. Runic rolled his eyes.
“Now, without further ado, I want to invite to the stage a pony that had a huge hoof in making this possible. In fact, without him, I doubt we’d be here today. Ladies and gentleponies, President of Eminence Enterprizes, Mr. Eminence!”
A unicorn rose from the front of the crowd and made his way up and onto the grandstand. He was tall, lean, and wore a perfectly tailored tuxedo. Beneath it, his coat seemed to have been made of spun gold. His mane was perfectly groomed and light blue. He walked with confidence.
“That’s Iridescence’s dad,” I said absently.
Runic looked over. “Oh yeah? She sure doesn’t act like the daughter of one of the richest ponies in the world.”
“No, she doesn’t.”
When Eminence reached the podium, he shook hooves with Jet Ship. “Thank you, Mr. Ship. You’re too kind. I am just so happy that I can be a part of such a monumental moment in pony history. I’ve always believed very strongly in reaching for the heavens, and you have not disappointed. It is an honor to stand here next to you.”
Jet Ship nodded and motioned to where the Harmony floated mere feet from them. “Then shall we entitle this ship together and set off into the heavens?”
“By all means,” Eminence replied.
Together, the two ponies walked to the edge of the grandstand where an attendant offered them a bottle of champagne attached to a ceremonial ribbon. They each set a hoof on it and pushed it together. The bottle hit the hull, burst open, and the crowd went wild.
Eminence spoke up, “We entitle you TMS Harmony. May you sail the skies for many years to come.”
“I really want to get onto that ship,” Runic said, standing up.
My hooves got hold of his tail. “You’ll have to buy a ticket like everypony else.”
“Just a peek!” He started tugging me across the cloud.
I held firm. “No, I do not want to have to explain to Miley how you got arrested with me right here.”
Runic stopped and looked back at me. “She’d be very angry.”
“I bet!”
“Mostly at you. You should have stopped me,” he said.
“I am stopping you!”
Runic peered. “Are you?”
“Yes!”
“Aww… fine.”
☾

Night had fallen and I stood on a cloud, looking at the line of ponies standing at attention. It was an odd bunch for sure. They were the right ones for what I had in mind, though.
“Thank you all for coming. Tonight is our first dry run. We’re going to practice this plan over and over until we know it without thinking. Every night, every day of the week. We will have the element of surprise on our side. We also have a lot of other advantages.”
I turned and looked down at the small, white ring Chief and I had painted on the grass far below us. From up here, it looked no bigger than a bit. It was large enough to hold three ponies in reality.
“Each of you has a special talent that made you suitable for this mission. We’re going to play to each of your strengths. Our target tonight is that ring below. For now, Blur, this is your show.”
Blur cleared his throat, looking a little uncomfortable. “Yes, sir. So, I brought everypony some goggles, you’re really going to need them.” He started handing the pairs out and the team put them on.
Nova’s head tilted. “Why goggles?”
“Well, and I mean this delicately, the LT is somewhat crazy but I think this part of the plan is really going to work. The goggles are for safety and that is what we’re all about. Safety first. Right?” He looked over at me uncertainly.
I nodded. “Right. Alright, Nightwatch, put the goggles on and come to the edge of the cloud here. Blur is going to run us through a few maneuvers, but it is the last one I want you to pay the closest attention to.”
Tranquil’s black-feathered wings flapped and she bounced to the edge of the cloud. “I think this is going to be fun.”
It seemed wrong to think of this as fun. We were preparing for taking lives. My stomach twisted at the thought, but I didn’t correct her. Perhaps that was a mistake. One of many.
Every night, we got together and went through the drills. My body would scream with aches at the end of it, but it was one heck of a workout. Nova kept us all in check, but Blur had a way with instruction that motivated everypony to keep going.
The only real problem was the impact it was having on my personal life.  Once again, after training, I arrived at Crystal’s condo… late for dinner.  The physical strain I could deal with. The looks she’d give me like she was the one in pain, however, were a different story.
A shower would have been nice, but I thought less late and smelly was better than really late and clean. We’d see how that played out. I knocked at her door three times.
The door opened, revealing Crystal in her bathrobe. “Wow, to be honest I expected you later.”
Well, she didn’t look mad or sad tonight. That was a good sign. “I didn’t want to be that late this time.”
She smiled. “The work of a royal guard is never done. You look a mess. Should I be concerned you’re cheating on me?”
My ears shot up. “Never! This sweat was earned the natural way. Through exercise.”
“Well then, come on in. I’ll heat up dinner. You have to eat if you’ve been working out that much.”
I walked inside. “That is true. Although, I’d love a shower. You could join me.”
Crystal softly giggled and gave me a shove. “Most nights I’d say yes, mister, but you’re on your own tonight. I’m in my pajamas.”
“Fair enough. I won’t be long,” I replied before hurrying off to her bathroom.
True to my word, I took as quick of a shower as I could. When I settled down to eat, a thought struck me and I looked around. “Where is Velvet?”
Crystal blinked and looked around as well. “You know, I’m not sure. She’ll turn up.”
I shrugged. That was true. Velvet tended to do her own thing. “Do you have any plans this Wednesday? That play you were talking about is going to be stopping through town on a road show. I thought you’d like to go.”
“Three Stallions and a Foal?”
“The other one,” I replied.
“Swift Times at Manehatten High?”
I shook my head. “No, the other, other one.”
“Flankspeare in Love?”
“That is the one! Would you like to go?”
Crystal nibbled on her lower lip. “Wednesday? They’re not here any other days?”
“One day only. We could drop everything and go,” I said hopefully.
“I’ve got Fancy Pants’s fall line showing. Only a few ponies were invited. It’s a sneak peek at what he’ll be debuting later his year. I’m already committed, I’m sorry.”
“That’s fine. We’ll just make some time another day,” I replied, turning back to my dinner.
This was the second time in as many weeks that some of Crystal’s events had taken her from me. Of course, I could never say anything. I was usually coming in late. Although, my stuff was mostly work related. Hers was just—
“My mother has pretty much demanded to meet you.”
“Pardon?” I looked up.
Crystal idly tapped her hooves together. “My parents. We’re getting married at some point. They want to meet you before the wedding.”
“Oh, well sure. That seems reasonable. You’ve met my mom. When?”
The unicorn grinned sheepishly. “Tomorrow?”
I looked up at her.
Her grin fell and she looked guilty. “I’m sorry, you’ve just been so busy at work, I put off telling you. If we cancel, she’ll think I’m hiding you.”
“No, tomorrow is fine. After work at least?”
She nodded. “Yes, but your regular hours.”
“Yes, dear,” I replied before looking back down to the food.
Well, this was going to be interesting.
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		33. Crystal's Parents



Winterspear and I sat quietly on a bench watching Dot run around the park with some of her friends… or random fillies she’d just met. I wasn’t sure. Either way, they were having a lot of fun.
Winterspear glanced at me. “So… you went to propose and you thought you’d just do that without telling your dear, sweet, beloved sister in advance?”
“I wanted it to be a complete surprise and I didn’t want everypony to be in a position where they had to sit around, lie to her, and grin secretly.”
My sister’s nose wiggled and she frowned. “That almost sounds like a good excuse.”
“It is how I wanted it. It’s just an engagement. You’re going to be completely involved with the wedding when we get there.”
“Yeah, yeah. I’m not sure I like the idea of this mare taking you away from me,” Winterspear said absently.
“You know Crystal. She isn’t just some mare,” I replied.
Winterspear grinned. “I know. I’m just being contrary. It would have been nice to know but I understand completely. It isn’t like I told you before…” She frowned.
“You dated Iridescence?” I asked.
She shook her head. “That, too, but I was thinking about Caramel Mint, actually.”
I slipped a hoof around her shoulders and tugged her close. “Don’t worry about her.”
“I’m not actually. For the first time in a very long time, I’m not.”
“Good. I guess that means you’ve moved on. Right?” I asked.
Winterspear nuzzled against me. “I guess so. Have you moved on?”
“What?” I almost gasped. How could she even think that? “From Iridescence? Of course!”
“No. From your wounds. From what happened over there. Iridescence says you’re keeping strange company and don’t think I haven’t noticed the odd hours… or that you’re working out or practicing all of the time. Even more than usual for you.”
“Oh,” I replied before I shook my head. “No, I haven’t moved on yet. I can’t get past it. Not yet, anyway. I see him sometimes. Like he is still around. I feel like… like I failed in my duty.”
My sister nodded. “That’s okay, Silent Knight. It really is. That sort of thing takes time, and if exercising or whatever helps you, it’s fine. You’ll get past it, I believe that. If you need somepony to talk to, though, you know you can talk to me. You’re not a failure. You got the princess away. That is the priority.”
I squeezed her tightly and without thinking replied, “I know. I just wish he was dead.”
Winterspear’s ears shot up but she looped her hooves around my middle. “He hurt you, you want to hurt him back. I can understand that. You can’t… I mean, he’s gone, right? He’s over there. You don’t have the power to do anything. The gryphons will handle it.”
“They won’t… and it isn’t just about hurting him back. I’m supposed to remove any threat to Princess Luna. External or internal. That’s my job. Not theirs,” I said resolutely.
She sighed and nodded. “Okay, you’re probably right about the gryphons. Try not to think about that.”
“I try to, but I can’t switch it off. It just happens over and over in my head. I don’t understand why he gets to attack the princess, kill my ponies, and yet I have to suffer. Tell me why we’re the ones that must suffer?”
My sister shook her head. “I can’t, I’m sorry.” She lightly stroked my cheek and then shrugged. “Try to think about something worse.”
That took me by surprise and I looked at her. “Something worse? What are you talking about?”
The mare smiled mischievously. “You get to go home and tell Mom about this engagement and explain why you thought it was okay to just send a letter.”
“What do you mean? I’ve been busy! A letter was better than nothing.”
Winterspear shook her head. “Nope! You should know better.”
“I should not!” I protested.
“You best go tomorrow. The longer you wait, the worse it will be,” she said.
“Great, thank you. I feel so much better now.”
Winterspear smiled. “It’s what I do.”
Dot ran over and said, “Winterspear, I think I’m played out. Plus, the girls had to get back to their school. Lunch is almost over. Shouldn’t we be leaving or something?”
“Well, all of the cool fillies’ parents let them come in from lunch just on time instead of early,” Winterspear said teasingly.
The filly blinked. “I guess we could stay out a little longer… but you have to play with me. Silent Knight, too. Everypony else is gone.”
“What are we playing?” I asked.
“Tag!” Dot chimed but then she held up a hoof. “But you can’t use your wings. That isn’t fair.” She then looked at me. “And you have to crawl. Stallions crawl.”
“Crawl?”
“Yup! You’re too big and fast. Winterspear knows how this works,” the filly said before tapping Winterspear with a hoof and running off. “You’re it!”
“She’s awful willful,” I said.
Winterspear shrugged and smiled. “I think it makes her fun.” She then reached out and pressed her hoof against my nose. “You’re it. And remember: stallions have to crawl!”
☾

Chief Steel Wings was staring at me like I was insane. “I don’t think this is a good idea, sir. You’re basically letting the ponies we stole these files from know we stole them. That seems like the last thing we should do.”
“This is the best way I know to resolve this. There isn’t really another path for getting them back into the archive that doesn’t go through one of the pony resources sections. I happen to know this PRO really well, and she owes me a favor.”
Chief shook his head and grumbled. “I hope it is one huge favor. Fine, but I still don’t like it.”
I snorted and leaned back in my chair. “You don’t like anything. When she gets here, just stand over to the side and let me do the talking. She scares easy and I don’t want you running her off. You catch more ponies with sugar than you do vinegar. Besides, we didn’t steal these files. We improperly accessed them.”
He snorted and went back to the chalkboard to continue studying the plan I’d been developing. It was pretty much done, and our nightly dry runs were turning out to be very well orchestrated. Now we were just tweaking the tiniest of details to get the most out of everypony. 
It wasn’t long before there was a knock at my office door. “Come in,” I called.
It opened very slowly and when there was just enough space Azurite poked her head inside. She looked around. First at me and then at chief. When she spotted him, she stared for a while and then looked up. “Reporting as ordered, sir.” She already looked nervous.
“Thank you for coming up, Azurite. I’ve got a lot of files here, and they need your special touch,” I replied and directed her attention at the stacks against the wall. “Would that get your attention?”
She blinked in surprise. “Yes, sir.”
Chief marched the distance between him and Azurite to thrust a list of names at her. He eyed her with wary suspicion but didn’t say a word.
I didn’t want to give Azurite any room to ask questions, so I ordered in my best lieutenant voice, “Return the file of every pony on that list back to the archive.”
“Yes, sir.”  Her eyes darted between me, Chief, and the piles. “This seems, um.  Pretty simple. Sir.”
I nodded. “Indeed. Unfortunately, there is a slight catch: these files were pulled…”
Come on, stupid honest mouth. Don’t fail me now.
“Inappropriately.” That worked. It wasn’t a lie. “We need them to be put back where they belong without it looking like they were accessed.”
Azurite’s head tilted as she looked up with a curious frown. “What for, sir?”
“Classified,” I replied mostly out of habit. “I need this done quickly, but don’t let it impact your normal work. When you’re done, destroy the list and do not log the request. Am I clear?”
She squirmed. A squirmy Azurite was never a good sign. “Does Lieutenant Brook know about this, sir?”
Chief looked at me with narrowed eyes. He wanted to take charge, but I wasn’t going to let that happen. Especially not to a friend.
My head shook. “No, and I’m afraid he isn’t going to. This is… above him. Since you’re doing this on my authority, I give you my word that I’ll say I coerced you if anypony finds out.”
“Coerced?” Her ears stood straight up and her eyes went wide. “Um, that makes this sound kind of not good? Bad? Unethical?” She squeaked, “I mean, outside of protocol, sir.”
“Not unethical, no. Just a stretch of protocol. I don’t want anypony knowing who is on the list, or that their file was pulled. For their safety. If I make an official request, it gets logged, and the list goes into the record. I’m just ordering you to break the documentation chain.”
I could see the gears turning in her little head. They were working overtime. My gut told me that they weren’t working in my favor.
Finally, she blurted, “I’m sorry, but I can’t, sir! I just got my good pony award, and I really like it, and I want to keep it. If I do this then I’m doing a bad thing and I don’t want a bad pony award!”
Azurite was a good pony. Everypony knew that. Besides, I was pretty sure there was no such thing as a bad pony award. I got up from my seat and walked around my desk, hoping a little looming might convince her to change her mind.
“Am I coercing you, Warrant Officer?” I asked, keeping my tone even.
She flinched. “It kinda feels an awful lot like coercion right now, yes. And your scary friend, the Chief Warrant Officer. He’s super scary. He’s definitely coercing me. With his scary eyes.”
I glanced over my shoulder. Chief was, in fact, staring daggers at her. I looked back down at Azurite and pressed, “So, you’ll do it?”
“Um.” She wrung her forehooves. “Um, no?” Her ears flattened and she babbled, “If I do it without reporting you, and somepony finds out, they’ll say I should have reported you. Whether you coerce me or not. And even if I don’t get a bad pony award, it’ll go on my record as a black mark for questionable behavior.”
She started to curl inwards, and her voice got quieter. “Plus, um, you’re usually a nice pony and I don’t think you’d ever actually hurt me, so it’d be a really big lie to say I was coerced, even if I am very, very scared right now.”
My eyes turned on Chief again. He was practically seething, and honestly, I was starting to feel the same. Why couldn’t Azurite just do this? Why did she have to fight me on it? I wasn’t asking a lot. She was the best at paperwork. There was no way she’d get caught, and even if she did, the risk to her was minimal.
And that was when I realized that I was angry at Azurite for being a good, honest pony. The kind of pony I was supposed to be. My anger cooled and I found myself strangely proud of her for standing up to me, especially with me looming over her and Chief glaring at her.
“You’re right.” I patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry. Okay, we’ll follow procedure. Please feel free to report me, too.”
“Sir,” Chief cut in with a low growl.
I raised a hoof to stop him. “No, she’s right. If I had wanted this done quietly, I should have just done it myself instead of letting it get out of hoof.”
He sneered. “The mission, sir. We don’t have time for nonsense. Just—”
“We’re not burning ponies. Not like this.” I gave Azurite my attention again. “My apologies, Warrant Officer. Please handle my request how you normally would. I promise I won’t be mad at you for reporting all of this to Lieutenant Brook. In fact, I encourage you to do so.”
“Yes, sir.” She backed away from us without turning away. Proper defensive form. “Thank you, sir.” As soon as she was out the door, she took off in a panicked gallop.
As soon he slammed the door shut, Chief groused, “Well, that could have gone better! You should have let me rough her up a little. She knew you’d never do anything. Me, on the other hoof… Well, she was afraid of me.”
“We aren’t going to rough up Azurite,” I replied absently as I changed a few things on the board.
“She’s going to report us. This seriously puts the mission in jeopardy.”
I rubbed two lines off with my hoof and drew slightly different ones as I replied absently, “Uh-huh.”
“Sir! I don’t think you appreciate the level of danger we’re in now.”
I set the chalk down and turned to him. “Chief, there is nothing we can do. It is out of our hooves. Either she reports us, or she doesn’t. Either Brook does something about it, or he doesn’t. If I had pushed any harder, it would have looked far more suspicious.
“We can’t control it, so right now, we need to focus on this. We are almost out of time. The package will be here soon, and we need to be ready to move when the word is passed to me. I’ve got too many other things on my mind to worry about whether or not these files are going to ruin us.”
“Yeah? Anything else I need to know about?” Steel Wings asked.
I chuckled and replied, “I’m meeting my future in-laws tonight, so you’ll be running the drills.”
“You poor pony. That is always the worst part.”
My brow raised. “You’re married?”
“Was. Was married. Three times. None of them stuck, though.”
That wasn’t exactly a surprise. Steel Wings was a coarse pony on a good day. That would be an incredibly rude thing to say out loud, so I just replied, “Sorry to hear that.”
He shrugged. “That is how it goes. Soldiers don’t get to lead that kind of life, Silent Knight. I’d have thought you’d have learned that lesson from your father.”
A chill ran along my spine as I turned back to the chalkboard. Steel Wings was wrong. Things didn’t have to end up like they did with him, or my father. A smarter pony should be able to figure out how to do both.
I wanted to be that smarter pony.
☾

Crystal Wishes’s parents lived in the nicest neighborhood in Canterlot. That was little surprise since they were well-off ponies financially. Despite that, bits were never their primary concern. Social status was more important to them, and they were very rich in what Crystal called ‘social capital.’ That meant ponies cared about what they thought and said.
We walked up to the house which, while large and expensive looking, paled in comparison to the manor that Iridescence grew up in. In fact, when viewed that way, you could call their house modest. It was two stories, made of light gray brick, and situated on a medium-sized lot.
Crystal nervously knocked on the door and then turned to make certain my armor was perfect for the sixth time. I had insisted on wearing it. Crystal wasn’t sure that the Royal Guard part of me was a perk, but she relented. I compromised and left my helmet at home.
Unbeknownst to her, however, I had my service sword concealed. You could never be too careful.
The door opened and Crystal said, “Hello, Mother… we’re here. This is Silent Knight. Silent Knight, this is my mother, Upper Crust.”
The mare standing in the doorway was exactly what I expected a high society mare to look like. Not a single hair or thread was out of place, from her smooth blonde coat to the blue sweater tied around her neck in a way that looked casual but I was certain wasn’t really.
Though I wouldn’t say it out loud, I was glad that Crystal didn’t inherit her mother’s idea of beauty. If she wore as much makeup as Upper Crust did, I’d never be able to kiss her without coming away smeared with it.
I bowed my head politely and said, “It’s a pleasure, ma’am.”
Upper Crust took one look at me, tipped her nose up, and replied, “Charmed. Do come in.”
Crystal went in first and I followed along behind her. The house was decorated with all sorts of knickknacks and art. Most of the items were the sort of baubles you bought and just set out to fill space. I never minded an empty home. These ponies, however, seemed to be afraid of inches of empty space.
“Please, sit down,” Upper Crust said, offering us the couch.
It was a fancy couch that didn’t look exceedingly sturdy. Crystal settled onto it and I followed suit very carefully by sitting towards the middle. The weight of a pegasus stallion in full armor is heavier than you might imagine. The couch held up and Upper Crust levitated in some tea. She started serving as a grey unicorn stallion came down the stairs.
Like Upper Crust, he was perfectly put together like he’d just stepped out of a magazine. His short black mane had a little bit of curl to it that was probably due to some expensive product. He also had a sweater tied around his neck. Was there some significance to it? I wasn’t sure.
Unlike Upper Crust, there was warmth in his voice as he said, “Welcome! You two are a little early. Forgive my late greeting.”
Crystal stood up and the couch rose from the floor ever so slightly on the side she had previously occupied. I stood to let it settle back down.
“Silent Knight, this is my father, Jet Set.”
I approached the unicorn and offered a hoof. He took it and we shook. He had a solid, firm shake that demanded respect. I hoped he felt the same about mine. “Nice to meet you, sir.”
“A pleasure,” he replied before going to sit by Upper Crust.
Crystal returned to the couch and I did the same but exactly in the center. We then all sat in silence while tea was served.
Jet Set said, “I understand you’re a royal guard. What…” He paused in thought. “What sort of guard are you? Your armor isn’t like the ones I see out on the street.”
“Very perceptive, sir. I’m the commander of Princess Luna’s House Guard. Our armor is unique and matches her livery. We ensure the princess is protected at all times and remove threats to her wellbeing. That differs from city guards you see in the streets. They are responsible to keep the peace,” I explained.
“Oh, capital! That means you’re an officer, right? Do you personally protect the princess?”
“I am, yes. A lieutenant to be specific,” I replied and then went on, “I do and I don’t. Previously I directly protected her by standing guard and the like. Now I supervise the ponies that make up her whole protection detail.
“As the commander my duties fall more along the lines of coordination, scheduling, combat readiness, and similar duties. That and working with her assistant. Though I’m still directly responsible for her safety.”
“And management!” Jet Set said. Upper Crust gave him a look.
Upper Crust asked, “And does that mean long, strange hours and traveling away from Canterlot with the princess?”
“It does,” I replied honestly.
Upper Crust pressed, “That seems like that would make for a difficult home life.”
“Mother…” Crystal Wishes cut in.
“What?” she replied. “I’m just pointing out that he’ll be in and out at all hours. He has a duty. Isn’t that right?” She looked directly at me.
“You are correct.” 
Crystal got flustered and waved a hoof. “Oh, it isn’t that bad! He doesn’t come home late too often.”
Both of the older ponies’ eyes shot to Crystal. Upper Crust sniffed. “Pardon?”
My unicorn companion froze in place and was trying to figure out her next move. Before she could, I cut in, “I live with my sister Winterspear. She and Crystal are good friends and are often left waiting on me for dinner and such.”
“Oh, I see… Do you keep late hours?” Upper Crust asked.
“It would be fair to say I do. Princess Luna’s schedule is not quite opposite of Princess Celestia’s, but we start later in the day and leave later in the evening. Sometimes I stay over to handle minor problems or additional responsibilities. Typically, I am home after moonrise.”
“I see…” Upper Crust repeated in a tone I wasn’t sure I cared for.
Jet Set cleared his throat. “So, Silent Knight. Being a royal guard… Is that the family business?”
“More or less, yes, sir. The Royal Guard or the Equestrian Army. My sister is a guard, my father was a guard and a soldier. My grandfather as well. My understanding now is that the Knight family has been in some form of martial service to the crowns for longer than we have records.”
“That is dedication. Great… fidelity there,” Jet Set said, clearly working up to something. “And your parents are alright with you marrying a unicorn?” And there it was.
“Dad!” Crystal squeaked suddenly. “That isn’t appropriate!”
“What? Honey, I was just asking a question. Not everypony is okay with… mingling.”
“Mingling!” Crystal gasped.
I just shrugged and reached over to pat her shoulder. “To be honest, sir, we haven’t discussed it. I didn’t give them advanced notice of the engagement, so my mother doesn’t know much more than what I put in a letter. As far as my father... he would probably be upset that I was spending time on love instead of my career and wouldn’t notice she was a unicorn.”
“Oh… I see. I’m sorry to hear that,” Jet Set said. He sipped his tea and mumbled, “That isn’t going to make the wedding awkward.”
I shook my head. “In this case, no, sir. I’m afraid he passed recently.”
Crystal’s eyes went a bit wide and that pretty much killed the entire conversation. We sat in silence for a while.
A silence that was broken when Upper Crust looked me dead in the eye and said plainly, “You seem too rough for my little girl. You’re so much larger than she is.”
“Crystal is tougher than you might imagine. A trait no doubt earned through the way she was raised. I commend you on that.” That was what polite ponies call a backhoofed compliment. Crystal taught me that.
“Well I never! I—” Upper Crust started.
“Dinner!” Jet Set threw in quickly. “It is time for dinner. Shall we?”
Dinner was awkward and relatively quiet. I didn’t say much and Crystal spent most of the time forcing small talk with her father while avoiding her mother altogether.
“Have you made big plans for your birthday, dear?” Jet Set asked.
Birthday? Then it dawned on me. Crystal’s birthday was just about two weeks away. I hadn’t even thought about it because I’d been so wrapped up in work. That was the sort of mistake my father used to make.
“No, I don’t want a big show this year,” Crystal replied. “Silent Knight has been busy and of course my schedule is full. I’ve been working myself pretty hard. Deadlines, you know.”
Upper Crust sighed. “Oh, I wish you would write something different. How long are these tawdry romance novels going to be popular?”
“They’re not tawdry, Mother! I won an award for my first one. The princess reads my books!” 
“And that makes it okay?”
Crystal shot back, “If it is good enough for Princess Luna, it should be good enough for a pony like you!”
“Like me? What does that mean?”
Jet Set cleared his throat and asked, “Silent Knight, do you smoke cigars?”
“No, sir.”
He stood up and motioned with a hoof. “You do now. Come with me.” It was an order but it had a note of pleading in it. I stood to follow him but paused.
“Excuse me, please,” I said before leaving with him. Not that either of the mares had noticed. They were busy staring daggers at each other.
We went out onto the back porch and I heard Crystal raise her voice. Jet Set closed the door hurriedly, muting the sounds of the two mares arguing. He sat in a big comfortable chair and offered me the one across from it. 
I settled into it just as he gave me a cigar, lit it for me, and then did the same for himself. He puffed on it a while. 
The cigar tasted awful and the smoke from the end tickled my nose. I did my best not to sneeze, cough, or in any way look unstallionlike. I’d survived worse. 
Jet Set finally spoke. “I hate my mother-in-law. I do. Hate is such an awful word, too. She isn’t even a bad pony. Actually, she is a pretty good pony. We just… disagreed on what was best for Upper Crust.” He looked directly at me for a moment. “Do you think you know what is best for my little girl?”
“No, sir, I don’t, but I know she does. She was raised well enough to know right from wrong, good from bad, and what makes her happy. There is no doubt in my mind that she is capable enough to make her own decisions.”
Jet Set bobbed his head at me lightly. I guess that was an appropriate answer. “I was always told that the ponies in the Royal Guard were dense jocks who couldn’t string together a coherent sentence. Clearly that isn’t true. I’m glad I don’t listen to idle gossip.”
Putting a bit of levity into my tone, I replied, “I did play hoofball at Canterlot Academy.”
Jet Set puffed and said, “Indeed? Pretty rough stuff. I was a polo stallion, myself.”
I nodded at that. 
After a moment, he asked in a low voice, “Is your job dangerous?”
“More than most ponies would guess,” I replied.
He shifted and looked at me. “Does Crystal know that?”
I shook my head. “She knows in her head, but not in her heart. In my opinion, anyway. Then again, I was badly injured not long ago. The doctors weren’t sure I was going to make it. She was the one that primarily cared for me when I was in the hospital and if she was frightened by that experience she never let on. She is a tough pony.”
“You seem like an honest stallion. I like that. Honestly, I do.” He smiled but it didn’t seem like his heart was fully in it. “I would just hate for her to be so deeply in love and then have her heart broken.”
“I would never do that to her. My intentions are noble. I can promise you that she isn’t some filly that I’m just… playing with. I’m not that kind of pony, sir.”
“I have no doubt about that, son. Forgive me, that isn’t what I meant. It would be out of character for you to play with her feelings or cheat on her. I can see that by just talking to you for a few minutes. You’re committed. That is part of the problem, I think.”
He took a deep breath and tapped his cigar against the edge of the chair. “There is a big difference between our world and yours. And I’m not talking about unicorns and pegasi here. I don’t go in for that purity nonsense. I’m talking about guards and not guards. You’re obviously a serious pony with integrity and ethics.”
Jet Set fixed me in his gaze. Our eyes locked and he pushed on, “Unfortunately, I can also see that you’re an honorable and committed pony. The sort of pony that would give his life without a second thought to do his duty. Not a moment’s hesitation. Some crazy unicorn throws a fireball at Princess Luna and you just jump in front of her.”
His hooves banged together suddenly, startling me. “Just like that. Boom. Gone. You took an oath and you don’t plan to renege on it once you marry Crystal, do you?”
Words escaped me. I had, in fact, taken three oaths. To the Royal Guard, to the princess, and to protect my subordinates as an officer. All I could do was shake my head no. He was right.
He slowly settled back in his seat. “Well… maybe you should think about that. I mean seriously think about it. Marriage is an oath, too, son. Once you’re married, you can’t be careless with your life. It isn’t solely yours anymore. You share hers and she shares yours. Everything you do with it impacts her, whether that was your intention or not. Do you see what I’m saying?”
“Yes, sir.” I saw it all too well. Crystal sitting next to me in the hospital time after time… or worse, me going out one day and never returning. Suffering just like Mom had.
I didn’t say anything else. The weight of the moment was too heavy to recover from so we just sat quietly smoking cigars while our respective mares battled in the house.
Committed. That was suddenly a very powerful word.
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The flight to Cloudsdale hadn’t taken me long. In fact, I’d probably made it in record time. My physical condition was at its peak and Blur had been teaching us a whole lot about flying. Things that as a pegasus I should probably have known but never thought about. In either event I found myself standing outside of my parent’s door far sooner than I’d intended.
Winterspear had suggested I go and talk to our mother. She was right. Not for the exact reason she’d suggested, but she was right.
I knocked three times. It wasn’t too long before the door opened, and my mother blinked up at me. “Silent Knight. Well, then, you decided to come yourself instead of sending another letter?”
So perhaps she was a little mad. “May I come in?” I asked.
Mom stepped out of the way and nodded. “Of course. I’m shocked you didn’t come in uniform.”
As I walked past her, I replied, “I didn’t think the armor was necessary. Dinner rolls typically don’t do a lot of dama—” The whole house was different. The walls were freshly painted, the furniture was new, and nothing was in the same place. The original furniture had not moved an inch after my father had lost his sight. Now it was gone and the replacements weren’t where the old ones had been.
The door closed and Mom patted me on the shoulder. “Close your mouth, Silent Knight. I redecorated.”
“I can see that,” I replied before making my way into the now foreign house. “How’re you?”
She smiled and shrugged. “Doing well enough I suppose. I was surprised but happy to hear my youngest got engaged.”
I settled down onto a large brown chair. It was stallion-sized and designed for larger pegasus frames. Canterlot furnishings were usually designed with unicorns in mind. That meant small or, as they called it, elegant. “I’m glad you’re happy. I was going to come and tell you. I just sent the letter so that you wouldn’t hear second hoof before I could.”
“Oh, I understand,” she replied, sitting opposite me. “Still, there are some things a mother wants to hear face-to-face.”
I sheepishly grinned. “If you make me a list, I’ll do better next time.”
My mother’s eyes narrowed and my heart skipped a beat. Then she smiled. “I’m not used to you being smart-mouthed. You used to leave that for your sister.”
“She’s a bad influence. You should totally punish her.”
“Oh, I think we both know you’re too old for me to swat you on the flank with a wing.”
I shrugged. “You could try.” Looking around again, I changed the subject. “The house looks great. You’ve clearly gone all out.”
Mom nodded and then shook her head. “I had to. Everything reminded me of him. I’d see the ottoman and cry. I’d walk by his chair and cry. It was all a constant reminder that he was gone.”
I rubbed the back of my neck. It was awkward to know how upset she was. “Mom… why don’t you come live with us? I’m not just offering out of some sense of duty. I would like it if you were there.”
“You’re a sweet colt,” she said, reaching over and setting her hooves on mine. “I know you mean it and I’m grateful. I’m not ready though. Not yet. Pegasi are meant to live among the clouds. Perhaps when I get a little older or when you have some foals, I’ll consider it.”
We held hooves and I shifted. “Mom, we’re just engaged. We’re not talking foals yet. I don’t even know if Crystal wants foals.”
My mother snorted. “Oh, that filly is going to want foals, Silent Knight. You bet your commission on that. One day she’ll be following her regular routine and then the next day it will be foals, foals, foals.”
“Thank you for putting that thought in my head, Mom. Besides, Winterspear is older than me. Shouldn’t you be leaning on her for foals first?”
Mom’s brow shot up. “Really, Son?”
“What?”
“You may not have noticed, but your sister likes mares.”
“So? They can adopt.”
“That is true, but the waiting lists are massively long, and they already have a filly. I’m not sure they’ll want another after raising that one. Dot is sweet but she is a hoofful. Plus, there is nothing quite like a newborn foal.”
A smile cracked my lips before I chuckled. “Yes, she is. Fun though. She just has a lot of spunk. She also really likes you and I’m certain Iridescence and Winterspear could use the advice of an experienced mother.”
Mom blinked at that and looked over towards the mantel. Several pictures were there. Most I recognized. The one of my father alone in his armor was absent, though. “Mmhmm, spunk just like Winterspear. Now, when is the wedding?”
“Mom, we’re just engaged. We haven’t set a date.”
Mom shrugged. “Crystal Wishes is a fancy unicorn. You think she isn’t already planning? I want to know if I should be ready to fly down there at the drop of a hat. I’ll need a dress, and that takes time.”
“I… I don’t think you should worry about that. It won’t be for a while,” I said, looking towards the door.
My mind swam with the thoughts of what I had to do soon. The words that Jet Set had given me. My own self-doubts about whether I was meant for Crystal. I had wanted her to know how serious I was. Maybe that had been unfair and selfish. I had taken an oath, though, and it was time to remove a potential threat to the princess.
My mother’s hoof found my chin and she pulled me back to face her. “Why, Son? Why won’t it be for a while?” 
Our eyes met. She took one deep look into mine and her breath caught. She grabbed my hooves in hers. “No… No, Son. No. How dangerous?”
“Mom, I can’t—”
“Silent Knight, don’t you dare tell me it is classified or that you can’t tell me about it. I’m your mother and I’ve seen that look before. I’ve seen it too many times in this house and I won’t be lied to again! How dangerous?”
“Dangerous,” I replied.
“Then send somepony else,” she said flatly.
“I can’t, I’m the commander.”
My mother’s hooves tightened on mine. She held onto them as if she intended to never let go. “Send somepony else, Son.”
“You know I can’t do—”
“I know I had to watch my husband recover in a hospital bed a dozen times! I know that half of those times they told me he was going to die. I’ve already stood vigil over your bed once and I don’t know that I can stand to do it again. I’m running out of strength,” she snapped. Tears welled in her eyes and started running down her cheeks. 
It was unsettling. My mother almost never cried and, when she did, it was with a reserved and quiet dignity. It broke my heart. I stood, pulling my hooves free of hers so that I could loop them around her in a tight hug.
She clutched me and buried her head against my neck. I just held her as she wept. There was likely nothing I could say short of a lie that would be right and I did not intend to start lying to my mother. 
Getting older can be tough, seeing your parents in a different light. I never imagined my mother as a regular mare. One with feelings like this. One that needed to be protected. I softly nuzzled her ears and squeezed her tightly. We were not a hugging family but Canterlot had changed that. At least for me.
Mom sniffled and leaned back a bit. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment and she wiped her eyes.
Lightly, she tapped my chest with her hoof. “He looked just like you when he was your age. I was madly in love with him, too. I didn’t care that he was a soldier. The first time he came back hurt, my world shattered. It blindsided me and I didn’t know what to do. I told myself I had to get tougher. Tough like him. So I did.”
“You did what you had to do,” I said softly.
Mom shook her head. “I let him be too tough on you and Winterspear. Especially Winterspear. I wanted you ready for when he didn’t come back. Maybe if you didn’t like him, it wouldn’t be as bad. I’m so sorry. I never should have allowed that. He was blind, but I was the one that was too stupid to see.”
My jaw worked, but I didn’t have anything to say to her.
She sat a hoof on my mouth. “It’s okay. It’s okay. When do you leave?”
“Soon.”
“When you get back. WHEN. You come see me. I don’t want a letter. You come see me.”
I nodded. “Okay, I’ll come see you when I get back. I promise. You can’t tell anypony or write—”
“I’ve been doing this longer than you, Son. I know. When you come back, we’ll discuss what I’m going to wear to your wedding.”
“Sure. We haven’t picked colors, though. I like blue.”
Mom nodded. “You always have.”
“Yeah.”
She pulled away and said, “Let me make you dinner. Is zucchini still your favorite?”
My hoof trailed lightly along hers as she did so. “Very much. Any way you want to make it.”
“Well, you’re in luck. My friend Cloudy was down at one of the farms near Ponyville recently and brought a whole bunch back. Go set the table and I’ll get it started. I suppose it is time you start telling me more about Crystal Wishes.”
“Sure, I’d love that.”
☾

I sat quietly at my desk going through the unit’s paperwork. It was all completely mundane and I was already going to miss dinner time. Crystal was going to murder me but this had to get done. Leave forms, shift assignments, and a few notes from Iridescence about how she was struggling with finding a replacement sergeant.
There were plenty of excellent candidates, but she was indecisive of whom to choose. That was alright. It was up to her to find the right pony. If she needed guidance I’d be here, but it was a good test for a section sergeant.
It was also something I didn’t want to focus on right then. There were too many things going on in my head. The water was muddy. Before I’d met Crystal’s parents, I was certain she was the only thing right in my life. I still believed that, but I wasn’t sure I was the right thing for her life.
After seeing what being married to my father had done to my mother, I wasn’t sure I wanted that for my own mare and foals. Being a royal guard was all I knew and I couldn’t imagine trying to do something else. If I wasn’t one, who was I? Nopony.
My head hurt, so I tried to focus on the tasks at hoof. Finish the paperwork, finish the unit work. If I didn’t do that, I wouldn’t have to worry about making a decision. Command would replace me.
Well… if there was a command. Sunny had something going on and she was barely paying attention to her own duties, much less mine.
“Sir?” Sogni was standing in my door.
“Yes?” 
“Sorry to interrupt. I was leaving for the night but ran into a courier. He had a certified package for you but no pass past the lobby. I signed for it officially. He seemed okay with that.”
That was technically not how it worked, but if you couldn’t trust a royal guard, who could you trust? “Oh, thank you. Just drop it in my inbox,” I said, focused more on the task.
The stallion walked in and cleared his throat. “He said it was time sensitive, sir.”
I chuckled and turned to the next form. “Everything is, Sogni, didn’t you know that? How can anything be a priority when everything is?” 
“I understand, sir, but he seemed to really stress that this was extremely time sensitive. He said if I couldn’t bring it right to you, right now, he couldn’t leave it with me.”
Frustration bubbled up in me but I hid it. Sogni was being diligent and it wouldn’t do to react negatively to that. It was the kind of behavior that should be encouraged. “Very well.” I reached out for it. “I’ll open it right now.”
He set the over oversized envelope into my hoof. I tore the top open and reached inside. The only thing in it was a small piece of paper folded over once.
“Anything important, sir?” Sogni asked.
It was. Not officially though. “Yeah. I’ll have to deal with this. Thank you for bringing it up. How is that husband of yours?” I set the missive aside casually. Of course. Today of all days.
“He’s fine. Still getting his hooves under himself. He’s taken on a lot but he is doing exceedingly well with it. Probably better than most ponies and certainly better than me.”
I chuckled and replied, “Aren’t we all. Say Sogni, do you ever worry that you shouldn’t be with a pony that isn’t in the guard? You know, that he won’t understand?”
Sogni’s head tilted and then he shook it. “No, sir, hadn’t really considered that. I’m not sure that should play into love.”
“Valid point,” I replied before looking back to my paper work. “Alright, you’re already late. Don’t keep him waiting any longer. No sense in both of our special ponies being upset. Dismissed.”
“Yes, sir, thank you, sir. Oh, and sir?”
“Yes?”
“Ponies that know me call me Div. You can call me Div, if you like.”
I nodded at him. “Thank you.”
Once he was gone, I picked up the note from Maya again, read it once more, and then set it in my metal waste basket. From my bottom drawer I pulled out one of Runic’s immolation potions. Carefully I pulled the stopper out and dripped one single drop into the basket. The note burst into flame and within a second it was as if it had never existed.
Then I went back to my paperwork. I had to get this done. It all needed to be neat and tidy. The way all of my work was done. Otherwise ponies would have questions. Finish this task, move on to the next.
I turned over another sheet and started on the next one.
“Knock, knock. Shylent Knight… Do you shmell toast?” Sunny said from my doorway, her speech was a little off.
“Toast? No.” At least, I didn’t think the burnt paper smelled like toast. “What can I do for you?”
Sunny walked in. She was out of armor and her saddlebag was crooked across her back. “You should be osh duty,” She said.
“The papers on my desk disagree. I guess you’re done for the day?”
She nodded. “Yeah. I am.” There was no cheer in her tone. No typical Sunny teasing. She pressed, “You should be osh duty right now. Can those papers wait for a little while?”
“I really don’t think so. They need to be done—” I caught her expression. A pained one with the tiniest glimmer in the corners of her eyes.
“Shylent Knight, can thish please wait? I really need a friend right now and you’re the closhest pony to that here.”
“Yeah, Sunny… okay. Just let me lock up, okay?”
She nodded and stepped out of my office. I quickly scooped all of the papers into their various files and locked them in my filing cabinet. As I turned to the door, I paused, took the little time necessary to remove my armor, and tossed my helmet onto the chair across from my desk.
After locking up my office, I asked, “Where to?”
“Obshervation tower?” Sunny suggested.
“Sure,” I replied and we went together to the highest tower in the palace. The one I’d been in when the changelings had attacked. It offered the most amazing view of Equestria that a ground-bound pony could hope for.
Sunny slumped onto the balcony that surrounded the outside. She pulled open the flap of her saddlebag and revealed several bottles of what looked like cider. Really hard cider. Two levitated out; one flew to me, the other to her.
“I shcrewed up,” she said before starting to drink.
I settled beside her and took a sip of the cider. My eyes crossed the moment I did. I can handle a hard cider, but this was something special. “Sunny, I’m sure you didn’t. We all make little mistakes. I—”
“Could you jush shut up and listen?” she said.
I nodded.
“I shcrewed up. I got in my own head and shcrewed everything up. Do you know I pretty much had everything going for me? Things were great but I jush couldn’t shee that. I wash sho concerned that I wash trapped that I did everything I could to eshcape it and got exactly what I wanted. Only that ishn’t what I wanted. It washn’t what I wanted at all.”
She took another long pull from the bottle. Tears started to run down her cheeks.
“I’m sorry to hear that, Sunny,” I replied before taking another sip from mine.
“It didn’t used to be like thish. I just focushed on the job and short of messed around when I washn’t doing that. Do you know what I mean?”
I thought I did, but I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to answer. “Focusing on the job I get, yeah.”
“You would. You knew what you wanted and you got it. I wish I was shmart like you.”
“I, uh… Sunny, I’m not so sure you should be comparing yourself to me right now. I’ve been making a lot of mistakes lately. Some professional and some personal. I don’t know what to do.”
She looked over at me and sniffled. The golden unicorn’s cheeks were streaked with the fine lines her tears had followed down. “Oh?” is all she said before levitating another bottle out of her saddlebag.
My nose wrinkled at the smell of the cider, but I took a long drink of it. “Yeah. I don’t know that I’m doing the right things. I’m trying to live up to the oath, but there is just so much more to it, Sunny.
“When you get out of the Royal Guard Academy, you swear an oath to uphold the law and to protect the innocent. Then when you join the House Guard, you swear to stop any threat and give your life for the princess. That all seems so easy when you’re young, but as you get older it isn’t so black and white.”
The wind whipped across the tower. Despite it being summer, this high up it was bitterly cold and biting.
“They get you when you’re young sho you don’t think about that sho much,” Sunny whispered before downing the rest of her second bottle and retrieving a third.
“Yeah…” I trailed before finishing mine. The unicorn mare levitated another to my grasp.
“I don’t know how to fix thish,” Sunny said.
“Me either. I’m trying so hard to do what I think is right and I just keep messing up. Everypony around me keeps telling me that guards can’t have everything. It is the job or everything else, and I can’t stop being a guard, Sunny. I don’t know how to stop. I don’t know anything else. I see a threat, I have to stop it.”
To punctuate my point, the wind tore against us and nearly blew me over. Sunny shifted closer to me. “You can’t be someshing you’re not, Shylent Knight, but you alsho can’t let others tell you what you are.” She squirmed. “I’m cold.”
“Do you want to go inside?”
She shook her head and leaned against my side.
I looped a hoof around her shoulder and then shielded her with my wing.
“Are you really consherned that you’re going to be killed?” she asked me softly.
“I already almost was once. Iridescence, too. Aren’t you? You could be here today but tomorrow some deranged unicorn could throw a fireball at Princess Celestia. Are you telling me you aren’t going to step in the way?”
“Without a thought… so that she may live,” she whispered.
“Me, too… how do you explain that to a regular pony? That you’d leave them without thinking to save your princess, even though you supposedly love them? They don’t understand us. They can’t. How can we reconcile that?”
Sunny’s head shook slightly and nestled in closer against me.
“I’ve made a mistake,” I said bitterly. How could I put Crystal through that? She loved me and I loved her… but not enough to put her before the princess and my oath. She deserved better, a stallion that would put her first. One that would jump in front of her. My vision blurred with tears.
Sunny set a hoof against my chest. “Ish okay,” she whispered.
I looked down at her and our eyes met. Hers were big and there was a look in them that I’d never seen before.
My eyes were locked with Sunny’s and my heart started to beat faster. I trembled. Possibly from the cold, but likely not. Something was different. Sunny wasn’t being a royal guard. I think she was being a mare and I hadn’t really noticed she was one before.
We held onto each other and stared. Two ponies in the same place with similar problems. I guess similar. I wasn’t sure why Sunny was upset but then I’d been vague too.
The wind whipped across the tower once more and her breath caught. She clung tighter to me. Her eyes dropped.
“Careful, Shylent Knight, we’ve already made enough mishtakes,” she whispered.
I blinked away my tears. “What?”
“Come on, even you can shee that we’re having a moment. Two kindred spirish alone with their problems? Together on thish tower. This ish the kind of moment that ends in kisshing and regret. It sounds like you already have enough of that, though.”
My ears shot up. Crystal deserved better than a pony like me but even still I couldn’t imagine cheating on her. “Sunny, no… I. You’re beautiful but that wasn’t—” 
She set her hoof on my mouth. “I know. I know. Just shtop at you’re beautiful. A lesser mare might get mixed shignals.” Letting my mouth free, she looped her hooves around me and hugged tight. It felt more like a royal guard hug, which was okay.
I relaxed and hugged her back. “Come on, Sunny, stop teasing me. You’d never do that to Azurite.”
The mare stiffened in the embrace and her chest heaved in a sudden sob. She shoved herself away from me and snapped, “What do you know? You don’t even really know me!”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“No, nevermind. Jush… I’m shorry. I didn’t mean… look, I’m shorry,” she whispered before wiping her eyes. “Beshides, I should know better. You’re a nice, honesht pony. You didn’t even know we were having a moment. You’d never do that to Crystal Wishes.”
I just stared at her, unable to say a word. What had just happened?
She slowly pressed back against me, so I held her and shook my head. “That may be true, but it doesn’t really make a difference, does it? With this job and all the time gone. The missions and the risk. Sooner or later, she’s going to figure out what I really am.”
Sunny let me go long enough to look me in the eyes again. “And what is that?”
My eyes fell and I replied, “An empty suit of armor.”
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		35. Lights Out



The note had been crystal clear: meet in the alley behind the Phial and Filly Alchemist Supply at half past ten. My pity party with Sunny had almost made me late, but eventually we’d gotten right. Well… right enough to part ways.
This meeting was going to be different. We’d never met face-to-face before and I suspected we never would again. This was the end game.
I’d flown in to make it difficult for anypony to follow me. Paranoid, sure, but at this point I couldn’t be too careful, and a pegasus diving straight down from the clouds was a tough thing to spot and even harder to trail. I was committed. Nothing could stop this now. It was far too late for that.
Finish the mission. Remove the threat. Serve justice.
The alley itself was shrouded in shadows. There was a door to the shop back there, but Runic had long since bricked it up on the other side. He preferred the side entrance or the door through the storefront. Both were more visible. He didn’t want ponies sneaking in from the dark alley to steal his rock collection.
It wasn’t long before reality rippled briefly and a cloaked figure stepped from the shadows. Slowly it drew back its hood, revealing the fact that she was a unicorn mare. A familiar unicorn mare who I’d barely ever paid attention to.
“I should have caught on it was you,” I said softly.
Miley’s friend Val smiled. “You’re good, Silent Knight, but not that good. I’ve still got a lot of years on you when it comes to the trade.”
“Perhaps, but I should have noticed how you were frequently in the store before or after a drop.” I shook my head. “Would you care to elaborate on who you really are?”
“Equestrian Intelligence Service, Deputy Director responsible for the Nordanver Division. I’ve had my eye on them since before you put on that armor.”
My ear flicked and I frowned. “This complicates things.”
“This doesn’t complicate anything. It will be our little secret. After today you’re just Silent Knight and I’m just Val. Cousins, acquaintances, friends, whatever it turns out to be.”
I nodded. “One more lie in a lifetime won’t be the end of me.” I eyed her before asking, “You’ll forgive my curiosity, but why get involved in this?”
“I’ve several reasons. The simplest, believe it or not, is because we’re family. Runic would do anything for you, and I would do anything for Runic.”
“I can appreciate that but risking your career for family is pretty extreme,” I replied.
She shook her head. “This is a real black eye for my division. We had knowledge of Alastair’s ties but were blindsided that he’d try something so brazen, reckless, and stupid. Besides, would you do any different?
“This is in my wheelhouse, for the most part. You’re the pony risking your career and misappropriating guards to make sure that justice is served for three ponies that aren’t related to you. At least we’re family and we have to protect the family. All of the family. You’re sworn to protect her.”
The point was far more than fair. I just nodded and replied, “Yes, I am and I will. I would do the same thing again.”
“And so would I. That isn’t the only reason though.” Her expression turned gravely serious. “I was there. You probably don’t remember the support ponies from the local embassy that helped Princess Luna with all of the paperwork, but I was one of them.”
She shifted with a discomfort I recognized: the pain of remembering. “Princess Luna accidentally left behind a document and I volunteered to gallop down and give it to her. By the time I got there, it was too late. I had to watch, virtually helpless.” 
Val’s hooves trembled in what I could only imagine was anger. “Me, a veteran EIS operative, sat nearby and powerless while our princess was in danger and our ponies died. Surprised, outmaneuvered, and unprepared. I never saw it coming. I have to make good on that, Silent Knight. I wasn’t going to sit here and do nothing. So when you started sniffing around, I knew we could make this happen together.”
I wanted to reach out and set a hoof on her shoulder but, in truth, I barely knew Val. Until recently, I didn’t even know we were family. “I understand. Then it’s time to close this book. You have enough information? Do we need him alive?”
Her eyes narrowed. “No, we don’t need him and I doubt you could get him alive. Besides, we have nowhere to hold him that won’t raise too many questions. Gather up anything physical he has and leave it for me in the usual way but otherwise don’t worry about it.”
‘Don’t worry about it’? What a callous way to talk about ending someone’s life. But who was worse: the callous talk, or the pony with the sword?
“Then can I assume by the fact we’re meeting face-to-face that it is time?”
She nodded. “I’ve been watching them myself. Guard Intelligence lost him when I got him on the ship. No pony of record knows he ever got here. That ship was bound for the island kingdom of Eybarmir, officially, but the captain and I had a deal.” 
Val offered me a map from the folds of her cloak. “I kept an eye on them as they moved about. They’re playing up the gryphon traders angle to make the rapid migrations make sense. I guess they got comfortable though. They’ve finally settled in a place that is far enough away from any village. I highly recommend moving soon, if not immediately. They might be settled, but they also might still move. Are you ready?” 
The hairs of my coat stood on end as I accepted the information. I tried not to let the trepidation in my heart bleed into my expression. “Yes, the team I’ve assembled is the best shot we have at this. We’ve been training almost every evening for over a month. The ponies I chose are all experts at what they do and the plan is solid. Especially for an ambush. We’re ready.”
“Good. If anypony can do it, it’s you.”
Why me? I just nodded. “Thank you. For everything.”
“It truly is my pleasure, Silent Knight. Go show them the consequences of committing acts of war. Good hunting.”
Without another word, I leapt into the air and flew as fast as I could to the palace. Once I arrived, I put on my usual officer appearance and went down to housing.
Crimson Dawn was sitting in the common room reading a comic book as I approached. His eyes shifted over to me and he slowly rose.
“Lights out,” was all I said before turning and heading off to the next station.
Time was of the essence, but after ensuring all parties had received the message, I had just enough to spare to handle one final task. Probably the most important one. I landed in front of Crystal Wishes’s building and hurried up. I stopped outside the door and took a deep breath. It was time to say goodbye without it being obvious.
After letting myself in, I called, “I’m home.” My voice trembled and I knew it. I didn’t want to do this, but I had to.
Crystal wandered out of her bedroom and replied, “Welcome home. You’re late and your meal is cold.”
She was irritated, and she had every right to be. I’d been neglecting her a lot. She deserved so much better than this.
I forced a bright, fake smile. “Sorry… work stuff like usual.” I paused and lowered my eyes. I had to tell her some truth. She deserved at least that much.
“Actually, it isn’t all work stuff. A friend at the palace was in a really bad way. That set me behind on my work, which still isn’t resolved. I’ve got to get back to it, but I wanted to at least drop by and apologize. I’m sorry, Crystal. I know this isn’t what we discussed for your birthday.”
The mare wandered over and kissed my cheek. “Well, aren’t you considerate. Your job is your job. What is this one all about? A new initiative? Some Haven trip dropped on you at the last minute?”
The smile on my face held and I tugged the mare into a hug. “Classified,” I replied in my best teasing tone.
“Isn’t it always,” Crystal said with a fake pout. “Fine, fine. Go be a hero. Should I expect you for breakfast?”
A hero, sure. No, nopony would be calling me a hero for tonight. Taking lives didn’t make you a hero. This was the other side of the soldier’s coin. Sometimes battles weren’t fought out in the open. Sometimes your foe wasn’t even ready.
To ambush a princess when you’re not at war is how you start one. To ambush the original ambusher back? That’s just combat… and Alastair was about to get a craw full of combat. He’d been running for a year while I’d prepared. A whole year’s worth of training, learning, growing. And it would probably all be resolved in less than ten minutes.
I brought my focus back to the mare looking up at me with irritation still in her beautiful face. “Call it brunch. I think my morning is going to be packed.”
She smiled, and it seemed more sincere. “Okay, brunch it is.”
We kissed and I lingered in the embrace. Our eyes met and it took a lot of effort not to tell her goodbye. Instead, I whispered, “I love you, Crystal. I really do. More than anypony I’ve ever met. I’m truly sorry that I have to go, but I do have to. I hope you’ll forgive me.”
She flushed and nuzzled her cheek to mine. “I love you, too. It’s alright, Siley, I knew you were a guard when I fell for you.”
Did you? Did you really know what that meant? Reluctantly, I pulled away and moved to the door. She watched me go and said, “See you tomorrow.”
“Yeah,” I replied. Hopefully that was true, but tomorrow or the next time… sooner or later it was going to end. I couldn’t do to her what Stratus did to Mom. Not to Crystal.
When the door closed behind me, my expression darkened and I hurried down the hall. I got into the stairwell and slumped for a moment. A surge of emotions hit me all at once: sadness, anger, bitterness. This was what it really meant to be a soldier. Soldiers didn’t get to have nice things so that other ponies could. Soldiers had to walk away from their loved ones to go do what had to be done. To do what other ponies couldn’t.
I wished I’d been good at anything other than being a soldier, but I wasn’t. That wasn’t who I was. It was always going to come down to this.
My eyes fell on my cutie mark: a sword and a moon. Crystal’s talent was bringing joy through the written art. What was mine? War. How was that fair? What sort of horrible pony’s talent was war?
I stuffed all of my feelings deep into my core. Focus and the cold calculation that my father had taught me took their place. Composure in the face of anything. That was what my father had given me. He’d made me a soldier and that was all I knew how to be.
That’s enough pity. Get it together, Silent Knight. There is a threat to Princess Luna. A threat to good ponies. You’ve got a mission to lead and ponies counting on you. You can’t change who you are. Harden up, soldier. Bury it or they’ll be burying you beside Lavender and the others.
Get the job done, Son. The Guard comes first. You swore an oath. That is all that matters.
☾

Clouds are an excellent base of operation in general. They obscure you when you’re on top of them and they’re only reachable by a minority of beings. The higher you go, the harder it is to see you. The trade-off is that the air gets thinner and that makes it harder to breathe. Suffice to say, the air was extremely thin.
Autumn Wind landed beside me. “The cloud cover is set, sir. I pushed it in slow and careful just like we planned. The moon is blocked out completely and it is pretty dark under there.”
“Excellent. Go ahead and give me the torrential rain. I want as many of those camp fires extinguished as possible. Be sure to activate your charm before going below the cover,” I ordered.
Each member of my team wore a necklace and charm enchanted by Princess Luna. They’d been made for her Guard to use in Haven. This repurposing was necessary. Seeing in the dark was another advantage in our favor.
“Yes, sir!” she replied before hurrying off. It wasn’t five minutes before I could sense the change below. It would be a miracle if any of the fires survived that sort of storm. 
Tranquil Dusk landed lightly beside me. “Sir.”
“How many?”
“By my count, twenty-four,” she replied.
“More than I’d have thought. All soldiers? Any chance that some are civilians or aides?”
Tranquil shook her head. “No, sir. They might be posing as merchants but they all have weapons and armor. I counted three times. Twenty-four soldiers, weapons, armor.”
“How many sentries… and is he there?”
“Six, and yes. Based on the description you gave me, I saw him myself. He’s in the big tent in the middle.”
Something crawled up my throat like bile, but somehow darker. I felt ice in my veins. “Well done. Fall in.”
As she went to the others, I turned and approached the assembled group of ponies. It was an odd mix. Two nox pony civilians, an armsmaster, a reluctant medic, a weather pony, a navy flyer, and a brawler that just liked a good fight.
All pegasi. The plan had required that. For the last few weeks, we’d run through the operation over and over to ensure every detail was perfect. If we weren’t doing that, we were training with Steel Wings and Silver Flare. This group of ponies had more knowledge in combat arts than most guard veterans of ten years. That was what having an armsmaster bought you.
I’d also found them protection. Very little of the armor matched other than the fact we’d all applied weapon-black to the shiny parts and hidden the local badges. The suits were cobbled together from spares, retired pieces, and similar secondary sources. Mismatched armor was better than no armor.
There was a pregnant silence. They were staring at me with resolve but trepidation. Anypony that wasn’t afraid before a fight was no pony I wanted at my side.
I cleared my throat and shattered the stillness. “You know why we’re here. You all have reasons you decided to do this. Some personal, some professional. Either way, I want to thank you for your hard work getting to this point. This is what we’ve been waiting for.
“The details behind this mission have been kept from you, but you have a right to know before making your final decision. The gryphons below have attacked ponies. Worse than that, they killed royal guards. Make no mistake: they will kill you if you give them chance. Don’t give them that chance.”
The ponies looked at me in surprise and then to each other. If I’d told them that before, they’d most certainly would have been influenced in our favor, but I’d wanted them kept in the dark. It ensured they weren’t swayed by loyalty to Equestria, that they joined of their own free will.
Knowing now, though… that would put fire in their bellies when it was needed most.
“This is something we’re going to succeed or fail at, and nopony will ever know. There will be no parade or medals. There won’t even be a note in your file and, to be quite honest, chances are if this goes bad, we’ll be hung out to dry by Intelligence. Does anypony want out? This is your last chance. If you go, nopony will think any less of you.”
There was no movement in the rank. Seven determined faces stared back at me. Nopony would be leaving. I knew that, but I had to ask. I had to give them one more chance to escape. One more chance for me to mitigate the guilt should one fall.
“Take heart. You are a fine group of ponies. You know this plan, you know your role, you know how to fight and, most importantly, you know you’re coming. Those poor bastards below just think it’s raining.”
Steel Wings chuckled and shook his head at me. “Let’s just do this already.”
“You’re right. Enough words. Time for action.”
I slipped the goggles over my eyes and tightened my hoofguards. Following a soft tap to my breastplate my night vision kicked in. “Once we’re done, we go our separate ways as agreed. The Nightwatch will be disbanded and there will be one less threat out there. If anypony is questioned related to this, I expect you to give up nothing. Keep the secret as long as doing so doesn’t lead to anything illegal or dangerous. If it gets to that point, your final order is to give me up but none of the others. Are we clear?”
There was a quiet murmur of agreement. I moved to the edge of the clouds and looked down. 
The other pegasi did the same. It was time to live up to the oath. No hesitation, no question. Remove the threat to the princess. Get justice for the slain.
“No quarter. Lights out.”
I leapt off and angled myself at the small camp below. The others followed hot on my tail.
Our trajectory was almost straight down. A maneuver that Blur called the meteorite dive. That was his contribution: training us to fly like him and give our quarry virtually no warning of our arrival.
My body shook from the speed and force behind the dive. Like stars falling from the heavens, we set upon the camp.
It was almost pitch black and the rain pattered off my armor. The sound wouldn’t be obvious to anyone below and in a minute, it wouldn’t matter either way. Some of the larger tents were glowing. They were the sort that could afford a fire inside. My target was in the largest one.
The ground grew ever closer at breakneck speed and I pulled up to avoid slamming into it. There was a more suitable landing area: one of the sentries. Just as Blur had taught, I angled up, spread my wings wide to slow down, and put all my hooves towards my foe. My course brought me into a direct collision with him and, as he cried out in surprise, I permanently silenced him with a perfectly placed strike to the throat.
Blur shot past me and dropped immolation potions on some of the larger tents just as Autumn Wind streaked lightning across the sky with some well-timed weather manipulation. The makeshift dwellings were set ablaze while Blur pulled up and disappeared into the night. Cries of surprise and panic erupted from the camp as the gryphons tried to figure out what was going on.
I took a quick look around. Steel Wings was to my left, standing over the bodies of two gryphon sentries. Silver Flare was on the right and finishing off a third. His eyes quickly darted up.
“We’re under attack!” one of the gryphons managed to shout before the brawler put him down with a crossbow shot. Still, it had been enough to get the survivors moving. Most were unarmored, but a few managed to salvage their weapons from the tents and join the fight. 
The melee started properly at that point. The element of stealth was lost, but the damage had been done. We still had surprise and dark vision on our side. They were still shocked to find themselves thrust into a battle. To their credit, the gryphons leapt to the defense and engaged my ponies as best they could.
Steel Wings roared a challenge and threw his shoulder against the nearest gryphon, tossing him aside with ease before dancing close to another and dispatching him in a whirl of flashing steel. The hoofblades he’d selected were messy but extremely effective. Nothing to hold, nothing to drop. I almost pitied any gryphon that went up against the armsmaster. The title is not earned lightly.
One of the other soldiers closed in on me. He was unarmored and swung a claymore wildly. I rolled under the sloppy attack and drew my blade in one fluid motion. Quickly, I struck across his middle. He crumpled over and I flipped the blade around and drove it down, finishing the job.
In the haze of battle, I heard Risky Storm cry out in pain. Not Risky… Crimson. Risky was dead. This was Crimson. I scanned the camp and saw him holding his forelegs up to block the savage blows of a large gryphon. As I shifted to aid him, Silver Flare appeared out of nowhere and tackled the attacker, knocking him clear of the nox pony.
Nova was on Crimson a moment after, dragging him out by the collar of his armor. I shifted my attention back to the battle at hoof just as Blur zipped by once again and tossed immolation potions directly on a group of gryphon soldiers that had huddled together to create a phalanx with their spears. It was a horrific sight and the smell was sickening. It dramatically cut their numbers, however. 
I put the sound of their screams out of my mind and moved towards the largest tent in the camp, the only one that wasn’t burning. The sound of the battle behind me was already starting to die out. These gryphon soldiers just weren’t prepared to deal with a well-prepared attack force that included an armsmaster, less so from an ambush. Certainly not both. I took another quick glance back before my attention returned to the tent in front of me.
Almost on cue, Captain Alastair burst out, a sword in his claw. Light poured out from behind him and he took a moment to survey the situation. For a second, it looked as if he was going to run. That would have been wise.
Then his eyes fell on me. Pointing a jagged talon in my direction, he screeched, “You!”
My heart skipped a beat and rage welled up inside me. Without a word or battle cry, I galloped at him. This time he thought better of taking it on the chin and leapt out of the way, swinging his sword at me. It skidded across the back of my armor.
Sloppy, Silent Knight. Don’t let anger make you stupid.
I wheeled back and rose on my hindlegs. Our swords banged together with a deafening clang as I blocked the gryphon’s next blow. He’d overextended, so I swung my right forehoof and caught him hard in the shoulder. It sent him three steps back and I pressed the advantage.
The advance had been timed too soon, however. It was another sloppy move on my part and Alastair made good use of it. He brought his sword down heavily against mine. So hard that it rattled my foreleg and knocked the weapon from my grasp. 
“Hah!” he breathed as he swung wildly to try and finish me off. He was getting way ahead of himself.
Alastair’s blade went wide as I slipped forwards and under the arc. The hilt and his claw landed heavily on my flank but I had gotten where I’d wanted to: past him and slightly to the side. I wrapped both hooves around his wing and snapped it. He shrieked in pain and kicked me forcefully away. No escape now.
My landing was heavy and awkward but I managed to roll and get to my hooves. “That was for Risky,” I growled at him. 
He didn’t respond with words so much as with angry, guttural sounds. The gryphon charged forwards, swinging his sword at me once again. Mine was on the other side of him and I had little chance of reaching it and less time to act. To my left, I spotted a camp chair and grabbed it just as his blade sank into the wooden seat and buried itself there. 
With a quick twist, I wrenched the sword from his grasp and sent it and the chair flying. Then I caught a balled-up claw right in the cheek. Thankfully, I was a smart enough pony to wear a helmet. Even with the protection, the sheer force snapped my head to the side and stars briefly filled my vision.
The gryphon snarled in pain from the impact of his unprotected fist against the metal helmet and reared up onto his hindlegs, giving me time to recover. I leapt onto him and started to land hoof blows against his forearms as he brought them up to block. Each heavy thump pushed him further back and the normally yellow scales were turning dark from the pummeling.
Alastair shifted and tried to catch my hoof. I let him. The anger had subsided. This was business now. With my hoof in his claw, I grappled with him and held on. He hit me twice in the chest with his loose claw, but that was alright.
I yanked the captured one towards me. Then I brought my other hoof down just above its mate, breaking his forearm before shoving him back. “That is for Starry.”
“Shut up about your stupid little ponies!” he shouted, cradling his broken claw and backing up.
I walked casually forwards. He was outmatched. I’d dedicated myself to this moment. He’d been running scared. “You’ve lost. Surrender.” The words rang hollow.
Alastair cast a shadow across me as the firelight danced in the tent behind him. I was sick of it looming over me and my life. One path left.
“Surrender? Hah! Maybe I should just so that you stupid ponies have to explain all of this! My grandfather is the king. How do you think he’ll respond to this attack on his kin? He’ll have your hide!”
His eyes flicked to a spear nearby. He took a step towards it. “Grandfather will have your stupid princess’s hide. He’ll have you flay—” The word was interrupted by a strangled gasp.
The sword Runic had made for me had struck true, finding the gryphon’s heart. Always carry a backup. I used the force of the blow to push him onto his back and stepped over him. With both forehooves on the hilt I pinned him down. Our eyes met and he stared at me in shock and disbelief.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear what you said after ‘surrender, hah’. Besides, you’d never surrender to a pathetic pony like me.”
Then I leaned in closer and whispered, “And this is for Lavender.” I gave my blade a heavy twist.
Captain Alastair wheezed and reached up at me with his one good claw. In the darkness, as his final breath escaped, I swore I could see a swirl of black and purple smoke go with it. Then the lights went out. With a grunt, I pulled my sword free, retrieved my primary, and went into the tent.
Even with the battle still going outside, I had to make sure we didn’t miss any evidence of what these gryphons had been up to. I secured every missive, scroll, and note I could, leaving nothing unsearched. Content that everything was in my possession, I ducked back out of the tent.
Without warning, I was blindsided by a heavy blow to the shoulder, the force of it knocking me over. My armor had spared me most of the damage, but I was completely disoriented as I scrambled to get my sword up to fend off any further attacks. A brute of a gryphon loomed over me, standing on his hindlegs with a great axe held high. My blade would do little to stop that.
A blur of motion caught my eye and Tranquil Dusk leapt from the darkness onto the gryphon’s back. With more of a yelp than a war cry, she drove her short blade into his neck. He roared in pain, dropped the axe, and clawed at the nox pony clinging to him. The two struggled before he stumbled, tripped, and they went down together.
I was back on my hooves in an instant. My heart started beating faster. Gryphons had extreme advantages once the fight went hoof to claw. Especially one so big against an untested fighter like Tranquil. I pounced on them and knocked her off his back and clear of the fight. 
The gryphon struggled under my weight and managed to batter me with a few elbow strikes. It took all of my effort to keep him on his belly. I just had to hold him down. Just hold him a few seconds more. The wound to his neck was savage and the fight drained out of him. Once he had stopped moving, I got up and went to check on Tranquil. Visibly, she looked uninjured, but she was shaking. Her eyes were locked on her blood-covered hooves.
“It’s okay. You’re going to be fine,” I whispered.
“I… I killed him,” she stammered.
“Don’t focus on that right now, we still have to get out of here.” I looked around and spotted Nova. She was standing over another fallen gryphon. She saw Tranquil and her expression darkened. I waved her over. 
“Get Lavender out of here,” I ordered as the pegasus medic arrived. I wouldn’t leave her behind again. Not this time.
Nova looked at me in confusion but she looped her forehooves around Tranquil and nodded, “Yes, sir.”
The sounds of battle had given way to the hammering of rain on the remains of the tents and the ground. I took stock of my surroundings and found no further gryphons standing. Chief was walking the battlefield checking the bodies and finishing off the barely living.
“What’s the count, chief?”
Steel Wings said with confidence, “Twenty-four bodies. All accounted for, sir.”
Blur and Autumn Wind landed beside me and Silver Flare came out from behind a burning tent. His helmet was mangled, and the right half of his face was bloodied.
I hurried over to look at him. He held up a hoof. “I’m fine, sir. Let’s just finish up here.”
“Alright,” I replied and looked to the others. Given the circumstances, they all looked pretty good. Just determined faces now. Words seemed inappropriate, so I just gave them all a nod of thanks.
I took a deep breath and looked around. The camp was near silent outside of the patter of the rain all around us. All eyes were on me. “Burn it. Burn it all.”
☾

Steel Wings and I stood together in the palace basement locker room while Nova was tending to Crimson Dawn. His right foreleg had been broken in the melee, but he’d kept going despite the medic’s objection. It was admirable, but it had made the injury worse.
Tranquil was physically fine. However, there are other wounds besides the ones you can see. I didn’t imagine anypony knew that better than me. Mine were raw; whatever mending I’d accomplished had been undone in an instant.
Now I could see those same wounds all too clearly as the mare stood in front of a sink washing her hooves for the twelfth time.
“Thank you for everything, Chief,” I said quietly, briefly turning my gaze away from the other three.
He nodded. “It has been a long time since I’ve gotten to cut loose like that. I think I worked out my aggression from the last war.”
I just quietly shook my head.
“Well, sir. May we never meet again?” He offered a hoof.
“May we never meet again,” I repeated, taking that hoof and shaking it firmly.
Steel Wings looked to the other three, offered a polite salute, and left.
My attention shifted back to Crimson. One thing at a time. “How bad is it, Nova?”
“He’ll walk again, but we need to get him to the hospital sooner rather than later. It isn’t a clean break. He may have a limp. It’s hard to know.”
Crimson, who was clearly in a lot of pain, said with a shaky voice, “I’ll be fine. Just do what you need to for Tranquil. Besides, we can’t answer questions about this.”
I walked over and patted him on the back. “Don’t worry about the questions. This was a training accident. We can’t be too careful about this.” My gaze flicked up to Nova. I hadn’t seen it before, but there was blood under the rear plates of her armor. “Get him admitted and taken care of. Make sure somepony looks at that cut on your flank too.”
“What about Tranquil? And with all due respect, I think you’re close to shock yourself. You called Tranquil Lavender out there.”
I ignored the last part and replied, “I’ll look after Tranquil. She’ll be right behind you. As for me… one patient at a time, Nova.”
She looked at me and then nodded, helped Crimson up, and said, “Lean on me.” He did so and they left together.
Tranquil washed her hooves again, staring at them. I came up next to her and turned off the water.
She trembled. “I can’t get the blood off.”
Her hooves were spotless. Rubbed a bit raw, but spotless.
“This is not a life for ponies,” I said softly, shifting my wing around her.
She turned to me. Her eyes met mine and welled with tears. “I killed him. I’ve made a huge mistake.”
I looped my forehooves around her and she leaned against my chest. Softly, I stroked her back and whispered, “I know. I’m so sorry. I wish I could have talked you out of this. You’re going to be fine, though. You saved my life and now you know this isn’t for you. This is not what you’re meant to do.”
“But how do I get the blood off?” she sobbed.
My ears folded back. I didn’t have an answer. The blood never comes off… or at least it hadn’t yet for me. It would be hard. Especially for a sensitive pony like her. “Tranquil, taking a life is not something that just goes away. It’s… I don’t know… like a stain on the spirit.”
She winced and I quickly added, “At least take solace in knowing that the life you took was not a kind or benevolent one. And the action was just. You took one life to preserve mine. Thank you for that. It is going to be tough for a while. Very tough, but you’re strong and you’ll get through this.”
Her head ducked and she whispered, “I don’t know what to do now.”
“You should go to the hospital and look after your brother. Focus on that task. Once that is done, try to get some sleep. One task at a time. One focus. Tomorrow, I’ll take you to a pony that helped me some. I know you’ll like her.”
She nodded and pulled away. “Okay… One task. I’ll go after Crimson.” She hesitated. “Do you really think this pony can help me?”
“I do. I’ll come get you right after lunch,” I replied.
“Alright,” she responded before wiping her eyes and hurrying out.
That was when I started washing my hooves. The blood never comes off. Not off my hooves or off the sword that Runic had given me in friendship. I’d used it for its intended purpose, but it still felt wrong. I’d wiped it down already, but I could still sense Alastair’s blood on it.
I pulled open the locker that was assigned to me and tossed the sword inside. I couldn’t stand to look at it. Runic had made it to keep me safe. An object of defense. My hooves started to shake.
To try and calm myself, I took a deep breath and then collapsed onto the bench that ran along the center of the locker room. For the first time, in a long time, the weight of unfinished business was gone. Alastair could never get at Princess Luna again. He’d never kill another house guard. It was done.
It pained me to see the others worse for the wear. More than I thought it would. When Crimson had cried out, it had sounded like Risky. I’d seen Lavender’s face in Tranquil’s when the gryphon died. It wasn’t enough to stop me in the moment, but now it felt suffocating.
It was a small mercy that no pony died. I’m not sure I could have handled that. I still wasn’t over Lavender, Risky, and Starry. They were gone, though. All three of them were still dead and they’d died on my watch. Three dead on my watch and now more injured. That was going to weigh on me. 
As far as Alastair went, in truth, I felt no guilt, no remorse. One less threat out there. At the same time, I didn’t feel happy or even justified. The weight of my ponies was there. All I felt was a brief relief that it was over. The gryphon no longer loomed. I’d put the job first, conducted a dangerous operation, and came out of it again. This time. Perhaps not next time… but this time I’d managed to survive again.
Not that I should be surprised. Isn’t that what Knights do? Isn’t this all we do? My eyes closed and I tried to focus on the next task. Sleep and then work like nothing ever happened. Hide the pain, hide the wounds, and hide the doubt.
Toughen up, Silent Knight. Toughen up.
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		36. The Truth



It was the middle of the night and I was sitting quietly in my office, catching up on my paperwork. After the battle, I’d been unable to sleep and going home didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Potentially waking Winterspear up and explaining what I was doing coming home so late seemed like a bad idea. If I didn’t show up, she’d just assume I was at Crystal’s place. If I didn’t show up there, Crystal would assume I was at work.
When did misleading ponies become so easy?
The handle of my office door jiggled and then turned before Princess Luna stuck her head in. “You are here. Mountain Stone mentioned he saw you heading to your office. You’re up awfully late, Silent Knight.”
I rose immediately and replied, “As are you, Princess.”
She smiled. “I am the Alicorn of the Night.”
“And I am the commander of her Guard. Is everything alright?”
Princess Luna nodded. “All is well. I couldn’t sleep and was curious why you were here. Why are you here?”
“I’m in the same situation. I was working on a project really late and my mind is spun up. I’ll sleep tomorrow. Would you care to sit?” I asked, motioning to the small couch that sat against the wall opposite the door.
The princess nodded and did so. “What project? I don’t recall seeing anything on your docket. I certainly haven’t asked for anything. Although, on that topic, I will want to return to Haven soon.”
I came around my desk and settled next to the princess. I took my helmet off and set it aside. “It was this whole crazy thing I’ve been working on for about a year. I believe it helped improve your security. Still, it’s been busy, but I think I’m done with it now. I’m ready to get back to the day to day.”
Princess Luna looked at me curiously for a while without comment. It seemed as if she was inspecting my face or perhaps my eyes. It was hard to say, but I kept silent. When I was not forthcoming with anything additional, she shrugged. “You have not given me a date for your wedding shower.”
“That is true,” I said softly as I brushed my hoof along the arm of the couch.
The alicorn’s wing looped around me and pushed my chin up. “Is something the matter?”
“I don’t know… some ponies got into my head. The prevailing thought is that soldiers can’t really have normal lives. Then I talked to Crystal’s father. I was thinking that I might not be right for Crystal.”
The princess’s breath caught and she shook her head. “You’re just having cold hooves.”
My head shook. “No, that isn’t it. I know she’s right for me. I don’t have any question about that. It’s the other way around that concerns me. I don’t think she understands what it means to be married to a royal guard. How do I pick between being a royal guard and a husband?”
“Why do you believe you have to choose?”
“I want to be fair to Crystal. She really loves me but I’m not always thinking about her. If somepony tried to hurt you, I’d get in the way without thinking about her. If you were tied to a train track and the only way to save you was to throw myself in front of the train to stop it, I would. The oath comes first.”
Princess Luna shook her head. She softly stroked my cheek with her hoof. “Why do you think I was so insistent that you become the commander of my Guard? Without a doubt, you are quite qualified, but when you almost died, it was nearly too much for me to bear. I wanted you in a safer position.”
What was she talking about? She’d insisted I received my position? No. I’d earned it. Right?
My nostrils flared as the realization set in. Of course I hadn’t. Knights were just grunts. I should have suspected she’d been behind my commission.
I pushed her hoof from my cheek. “Why?”  
The princess froze in place. “I’m sorry, Silent Knight. I should have told you sooner. Back when you were hurt, I made it clear to Shining Armor that I didn’t want you directly in harm’s way any longer. He said you’d never stand for it. We argued. He insisted. We finally compromised on sending you to the officer’s academy.”
“You—You recommended me for this so that I wouldn’t get hurt again?” I asked as emotions swirled inside me. It was a mix of confusion and sorrow. Anger, rage, and bitterness.
“Yes, I did! He didn’t, though,” she hurriedly continued. “He assured me you’d be safer, but also that you were the right pony for the job.”
Slowly, I stood from the couch. “I’m not sure if I should be furious or touched.”
I really wasn’t sure. Before, I’d only doubted if I was right for Crystal. Now I wasn’t sure if I was actually right for this job, something I’d never even considered before. Russet had been passed over because of me. He’d lost because the princess didn’t want to see me injured again. Was I good for anything after all?
Princess Luna stood. “I would be far happier if you were touched, but I’ll understand if you’re angry. We should have told you the whole truth, but I knew you’d refuse. That is why I sent Shining Armor.
“Don’t blame him. Blame me. He did as he was ordered but make no mistake, we did not interfere in the academy. You did that all on your own. Just as you’ve led this unit all on your own. You are the commander and you will be a good husband to Crystal Wishes.”
I slipped my helmet on. It cooled the burning in my chest just enough so I could speak. “Yes, Princess,” I said softly. “Would you mind excusing me? I am touched that you care so much about my well-being. So much so that I know I’d later regret saying anything rash now.”
She reached a hoof towards me but then quickly nodded. “Yes, of course.”
I left my office and slipped down the hall, barely noticing as the various guards snapped to attention at my passing. When I reached the small gym in the basement, I tore my helmet off and hurled it against one of the heavy bags.
Work hard, earn everything yourself. Nopony will give it to you. That’s what Dad had said. I guess he was wrong about that, too.
My anger finally subsided after a solid two hours of working out, allowing me to arrive at Crystal’s condo right before lunch. I knocked three times and mulled over the questions that still lingered in the back of my mind.
So, the princess was trying to protect me as much as I was trying to protect her. Unfortunately, that was never going to work. A VIP can’t be worried about her bodyguards. That could cause them to make poor decisions in a moment of crisis. It clouded their judgment. I didn’t know what to do about it. One problem at a time, though.
The door opened and Crystal peered at me. “You’re early. I wasn’t expecting that.” She stepped out of the way.
“Occasionally I’ll get it right,” I replied as I walked in.
“You’re lucky I was already cooking.” Her voice was laced with irritation that she was doing a poor job of hiding. “I hope you’re hungry.”
I nodded and took my helmet off. Crystal gasped when I did.
“What?” I asked.
“What? What!” she exclaimed. Her magic encircled a small hoof mirror and levitated it over.
My cheek was a little black under my coat and the bottom of the eye above it was slightly swollen. I hadn’t noticed. I doubted most ponies would, but of course Crystal would.
“What happened?”
Lightly, I touched it. It didn’t really hurt. “I got hit last night. I had a helmet on and didn’t notice.”
“You got hit?” Now, her voice was full of concern. I almost preferred the irritation. That, I at least deserved. “Who hit you?”
I looked at her and she rolled her eyes.
“Classified, right. Sit down. Do you have any other injuries I should worry about?” she asked as she went to the kitchen.
I regretted preferring irritation as I settled at the table. She seemed more miffed than usual, but that wasn’t surprising. I missed her birthday for reasons she’d never understand, and I never wanted her to. “To the best of my knowledge, no.” It was dumb, but just in case there was something else involved, I asked, “Is everything alright?”
“Yes!” she replied as she came back, two plates held in her magic. “I just don’t like you getting hurt.”
“I’m not really hurt, it is just a bruise. What is for lunch?”
The plate landed heavily in front of me. Today, I was being treated to shell noodles and broccoli. Not my favorite, but certainly high up on the list. “This looks great.”
“Thank you.” She sat down across from me.
“So…” I started. She still seemed angry. Change of subject time.
“So?”
I asked the first thing that came to mind. “Were you aware that Princess Luna sent me to the officer’s academy so that it was less likely that I would get hurt?”
Crystal blinked and the anger she was harboring seemed to ease again. “I was not. Who told you that?”
“She did. Evidently, she was very upset by me being injured and wanted to remove me a step from having to directly protect her. She convinced Shining Armor to go along with it.”
Crystal swallowed and looked down at her food. “You… You don’t look as upset as I imagine you’d be.”
My jaw tightened instead of allowing the self-deprecating smile I wanted to give. “The heavy bag in the gym would probably disagree. I didn’t want to miss your birthday and then show up angry the next day.” The smile made its way through. Barely. “I’m really trying here.”
She nodded and lightly forked at her food. “I’m sorry, honey.”
“Yeah… so I’m thinking about turning that job offer down.”
Crystal looked up. “Why? It was a good offer, wasn’t it?”
“A very good one. Possibly too good to be true. Perhaps he feels bad for having gone along with the princess. I don’t know. Not to mention I’d have to uproot you and leave all of our friends. It doesn’t seem like the time is right.”
The mare set her fork down and looked over at me. “Why don’t you… I mean… Before you make a decision. Before you decide… just let this sit first. You’ve been on edge lately and this is probably making it worse. Shining Armor can wait a little longer. I don’t want you to have any regrets.”
“That is good advice,” I replied before poking at my food. Then I pushed the plate away. “I’m sorry. Now I’ve ruined your birthday twice with my job.” I shook my head and chuckled as I realized why this all felt so similar.
This was the life my mother, sister, and I had lived. “It turns out I’m just like him anyway.” The words elicited anger as they passed my lips. Rage bubbled up in me and threatened to spill out again.
“I didn’t know him… but I don’t think so,” Crystal said softly. “I don’t think he was the kind of pony to do all the nice things you do. Yes, your job tends to keep you wrapped up, but I don’t feel less loved.”
We’d see how she felt after I missed the next birthday and the next and the next. When I wasn’t there when she needed me, or when I was in the hospital again.
Provided the princess ever let me get near danger. After all, I was apparently just a kept little stallion.
I stood and said, “I should go. I should definitely go. I’ve got to go look in on a pony that was hurt. May I come see you tonight?”
Crystal looked at me curiously and then nodded. “Of course.”
“Great, see you then,” I said before hurrying out of her condo. When I was in the street, I threw my wings out and leapt into the air.
My flight over to Canterlot Memorial Hospital was a quick one. I’d put as much anger into the motions as possible, trying to wear myself out. When I dropped down in front of the building, Tranquil Dusk pacing outside the entrance. She was attracting a lot of attention, too, since most ponies still hadn’t seen a nox pony before. Nor should they have.
“Tranquil, is everything alright with Crimson?” I called before gently taking her by the hoof and pulling her to the side of the door.
Tranquil followed along and, when stopped, she looked at me. It was as if she hadn’t noticed who I was at first. “He’s fine. They said he’d heal completely. He seems fine. Like nothing happened. I’m not fine. Things happened, Silent Knight. So many things happened. He’s fine. I’m not fine.”
Soldiering was not for everypony, and it was all too clear to me now I’d been a fool for not stopping the whole operation just to keep Tranquil and Crimson safe. This was my mistake and now I had to do what I could to help.
“You’re right, things did happen. Let’s get you taken care of, alright? Come with me?”
“We’re going to get help? I need help.” Hope and desperation were in her voice.
“We are. Stick close,” I said, forcing confidence into my voice. A confidence I didn’t feel. The only difference between me and Tranquil was that I knew how to bury the feelings she was expressing.
Together, we flew to the Canterlot Temple Grounds. Tranquil remained so close our wing tips practically touched. As we landed outside the gates, she marveled at the architecture, her woes momentarily forgotten. “This is the walled garden. The one we could not follow you into.”
“It is,” I replied, turning to see that the large red doors were already cracked open. Exemplar Ferrel stood in the gap, watching us. 
“Exemplar, I see you were expecting us,” I said flatly. Her actions rarely surprised me anymore.
“At least one of you,” she replied.
Today was not the day to figure out her cryptic messages. I didn’t have the patience and I didn’t like the look the mare was giving me. “This is Tranquil Dusk. She is in need of your help.”
Tranquil stepped forwards and said, “If you please, ma’am. I recognize you from when you came to Haven. You’re a scion.”
The exemplar slightly inclined her head. “So those of your town call me. Here, I am Exemplar Ferrel and it is my duty to help any pony that seeks it. You need only be willing. Please, come inside.”
Tranquil Dusk looked back at me a moment and I just nodded. Without another word, she walked through the gates and into the garden.
When I turned to leave, the exemplar’s voice drifted after me. “Are you not coming too, Silent Knight?”
My hooves froze, but I didn’t turn around. “Me?”
“Of course. You need help too, do you not? You carry the pain of those lost and those that might yet be injured.” The words were plain and without judgment, but they still stung. “You doubt yourself and your place. Your wounds are many and the salve you seek is inside.”
“Our last conversation was tense, Exemplar. I don’t wish to further burden you. Help Tranquil, that’s all I ask.”
“Was it?” she asked before sighing softly. “It wasn’t what you hoped for, was it?”
The words rang familiar. My breath caught and a chill ran through my core. “What did you say?”
“You’ve completed your mission. You’ve reached what you thought was the end of your path. The nox ponies helped you. And, yet, the path stretches on further into the horizon, does it not? From this point on it will only be harder to go it alone.”
She’d lied to me back in Haven. Her little proclamation. Her special knowledge. Her talent.
“I thought you weren’t aware you said those things,” I practically growled. 
“I wasn’t. Now I am. The nature of my talent has been changing since you came into my life and placed me in proximity to these important events. It is because of you I was in the presence of the Alicorn of the Night. It was because of you I journeyed to Haven and met the Scion of the Night. It was because of you I discovered the nox pony scroll that carried most enlightening secrets.” Her voice twisted into one of sincere confusion. “Can’t you see what you’ve done?”
I shook my head and finally turned to look at her. Her face was as impassive as always, but her eyes looking not through me. She was looking directly at me.
“The path is so much longer still. I told you before, you aren’t ready for the real trial yet. Why don’t you come inside, Silent Knight? Allow me to help prepare you. Allow me to share the burden. The board is being set and the sisters will need all of their pieces if they are to prevail.”
Pieces? How appropriate. I felt like a pawn lately rather than the knight I’d always thought I was.
“No. No, thank you… and… I want you to stay away from me.” I took two steps back. I didn’t want to hear this today, or any day. Destiny, paths, premonitions. It was all superstitious nonsense. “Please. Just help Tranquil. She deserves it. She is a good pony.”
Her eyes glazed over, but her expression otherwise remained the same. “If that is your wish.”
“It is. Goodbye, Exemplar,” I said before leaping into the air.
She called after me, “Until next time.”
In the past, I’d found her quirkiness somewhat endearing, even when it was frightening. Now it just made me feel worse. She knew things she shouldn’t. As if she could tell me what was going on. As if she knew! She didn’t know anything.
I flew up into the clouds and found a heavy one floating by. It served as a great place to hide, which I planned to do for a little while.
When the anger finally subsided, I realized there was something important I still needed to do. Thankfully, I wasn’t far from Cloudsdale. I can’t explain how pegasi know where it is since it drifts over Equestria, but all I had to do was fly and I just knew.
Cloudsdale had always been a little isolated from the rest of Equestria. Pegasi could visit any unicorn or earth pony town, but it was extremely difficult for them to visit us. That was likely the reason our kind built it so many generations ago. There was safety by being on the high ground and above the concerns of those below.
I wandered through the familiar cloud city, looking at all of the notable landmarks. The arena, the rainbow factory, the weather station, the royal guard campus, the open-air market, and all of the other staples of pegasi life.
My visit wasn’t really about sightseeing or ruminating on pegasi culture, though. I’d returned to keep my promise to my mother… I just wasn’t ready to face her. Keeping my composure had been increasingly difficult today.
Little things had been setting me off for a while now, but I thought getting rid of Alastair was supposed to stop that. I thought getting rid of his shadow would get rid of the darkness. Yet there was still anger in my head and heart. Why?
Eventually, my hooves took me to my mom’s house. I’d have said my parents’ house, but nothing about it was the same anymore. Not that I minded. Sometimes change was a positive thing.
Mom was out front, her back to me, while she was fussing with small planter boxes that rested on the clouds that made up our yard.
“I didn’t realize you gardened,” I called from the street.
My mother stopped what she was doing and turned towards me. She smiled brighter than I’ve ever seen. To be honest it was nice but also somewhat frightening. “Your Crystal Wishes suggested I find hobbies. I’m trying gardening. I’ve managed to kill every zucchini, squash, tomato, onion, and flower so far.”
“We can’t all be good at everything,” I replied.
She dusted her hooves off and walked over to hug me. “I think the only thing I’m good at thus far is reading those romance novels your little mare writes.”
I hugged her back and chuckled. “Well, I’m sure you’ll find something soon.”
“Perhaps… so it’s done?”
“It is.”
“Anything else on the horizon?”
“No, ma’am. It’s done and over. Time to get back to being a regular guard.”
She nodded and kissed my cheek. “It is better that way. I won’t have to worry as much.” 
“Yeah,” I said softly. Protect the stallion from the world. I pushed the thought away and squeezed her. There was another reason I’d come to visit, though. I needed a few answers. “Mom, can we talk about Dad for a minute?”
It was hard not to notice her go a bit rigid. She softly breathed out. “I suppose so. What about him?”
“You told me once that when he got back from the war, he wasn’t the same.”
“Yes.”
“I’m…” I felt my wings tremble before the rest of me started to follow suit. “Mom, I’m scared that I’m going to turn out like him. I’m starting to have a temper like he did… and I struggle to focus on things other than my work. I don’t want to be him. I don’t want to do to Crystal what he did to you, but I don’t understand how to avoid it.”
My mother’s hoof found my chin and she tipped my head down to force me to look into her eyes. “Silent Knight, you are not your father. You’re never going to be like him, either… temper or not. I know you’re strong, but don’t think I can’t see you’re sensitive under there.”
“You say that, but can you really know? I’ve never gotten angry like this in the past. I’m worried I’m going to ruin my career or my relationship. Maybe both.”
She shook her head. “You won’t. Silent Knight, as much as I am pained to admit this, you were made for this job. Your father didn’t put that cutie mark on your flank. You’ll sort this out and your career will be fine. And that little mare is so committed to you. She’ll understand. You just need to find a way to cope.” Her eyes narrowed, just slightly. “A healthy way.”
Committed. Why did that word keep coming up? Why did she have to use it?
“How?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I don’t know, Son. I’m sorry that I don’t. Stratus never talked about it with me. He just dealt with it in his own way, which I think we can agree was the wrong way. You’ll have to find your own method or the right ponies to help you. The Royal Guard has grief counselors. I’ve been seeing one.”
“What?” I asked, a bit too much surprise in my voice. Mother looked ashamed and I quickly added, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”
She gave me a soft smile. “It’s okay. When Stratus died, the Veterans Affairs ponies came to me. I told them to go away at first, but they were persistent. They said it was part of their process. It isn’t so bad. I go once a month to talk to a pony. Perhaps you can look into something like that at Canterlot.”
“Maybe,” I replied. Maybe not, too. Probably not. Okay, definitely not. “Well… I can’t stay long but, assuming you haven’t stopped shopping in the hopes you’d be able to grow your own food, I could eat.”
My mother eyed me. I wasn’t sure if she was going to let me get away this time. Finally, she nodded. “I have some things. Why don’t you go inside?” Her ear flicked. “Don’t let me forget that I packed a box for you. Things you should have.”
“What kind of things?”
Her expression turned soft. “Some of your father’s things. They’re meant for you. Just take the box. You can look through them when you’re feeling better.”
Meant for me? I doubted it. Few things were. “Sure. I can do that.”
☾

Sunny sat in the chair next to me doing everything she could to not look miserable. I didn’t feel much better but hid it better. That isn’t to say I’m good at that, but ponies are used to me looking blank. As long as I wasn’t shouting or throwing my helmet, I was fine.
Sunny, on the other hoof, was always happy, so when she didn’t look happy, it read as ‘off’, even if she looked as blank as me.
We’d been summoned to Vice Colonel Glamour’s office with little notice. Glamour had been Shining Armor’s executive officer. She was now in command of the House Guards, the Palace Guard, and the City Guard. Despite that, command hadn’t awarded her the title of Captain of the Canterlot Guard and they’d put a lot of subordinate commanders like Major Measure in place to decentralize the role.
It wasn’t so much that they didn’t have faith in her specifically. They just didn’t think anypony could do what Shining Armor had.
“Do you think we’re going to be relieved?” Sunny asked suddenly.
It was a valid question. Any of my night time activities could get me relieved of duty. I’d stretched my mandate to the extreme and created a potential incident between Equestria and Sudramoar. On the other hoof, Sunny had been slipping, especially since the night on the tower, but I doubted anypony other than me would notice.
“I think you’re fine,” I replied.
“It isn’t like her to send for us on short notice.”
“That is true, but I still think you’re fine.”
Sunny half smiled and teased, “You said ‘beautiful’ the other night.”
I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean.”
“Just trying to liven our spirits.”
“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. I’m in a mood.”
“You’re always in a mood,” she muttered and fell back to a blank expression. “Let’s just leave and go dancing.”
My brow arched. “Well, then we’d be relieved for sure.” That was assuming the princess’s pet stallion could even be relieved. I snorted as irritation surged within me and I stood up. There was only one way to find out. “Actually, why not? I might as well enjoy myself before they take my bar. Let’s go.”
“Wait, what?” Sunny stood up with me. “Seriously?”
Before I could answer, the door to Vice Colonel Glamour’s office opened. “Lieutenant Day, Lieutenant Knight. Come in, please.”
I started to follow behind the vice colonel, but Sunny set a hoof on my chest to stop me. “Were you really going to leave?”
“You’ll never know,” I replied before heading into the office.
Sunny glared and followed along with me.
“Have a seat, you two,” Vice Colonel Glamour said as she moved back behind her desk.
It occurred to me that I’d never actually been in her office. She hadn’t taken Shining Armor’s space. That still remained vacant.
Glamour’s office was larger than mine and the entire back wall was one big window that looked out into the city. The desk was not one of the generic ones the Guard issued, either. It was custom built and stained in a dark color. The rest of her furniture matched.
On the side walls, she had open shelving that were all filled with personal effects and awards. Most of them were gold, which seemed appropriate for a pony named Glamour.
I settled into the chair and tried to get a read on the vice colonel. She didn’t seem upset or spun up. In fact, she seemed pretty even.
Like many Canterlot unicorns, Glamour was somewhat petite when compared to a pegasus like myself. Her coat was a rich cream color and her mane was a mix of subtle pink and white. Usually she kept it up in a ponytail and it wasn’t uncommon to see her without her helmet.
I also rarely saw her work out at the gym, because that was never her focus. Glamour was not a swordspony. She’d advanced through her superior intellect, dedication to her duty, and extreme talent for martial magic. I’d never seen it, but there were many rumors about that last part. Scary rumors about hugely destructive spells.
Sunny eased in next to me. “We come when we’re called, ma’am. What can we do for you?”
“I’m certain you’ve noticed that your company commander’s post has been vacant for a while.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Sunny said. I bobbed my head in agreement.
“And that didn’t really seem to make any difference to you two. You both had a turn running the whole palace and did it well. Sunny, you shouldered that burden for a long time and things kept going. I’m proud of you.”
Sunny didn’t outwardly react. “Thank you, ma’am.”
“No thanks are due,” she replied. “Back to your company. We’re not going to fill that post.”
They weren’t going to fill it? That didn’t make any sense. Unless… No. Seriously, no. Not after what I just found out.
“Ma’am? What about Lieutenant Rook?” I asked pointedly.
Vice Colonel Glamour smiled at me. “Ever the loyal guard. Astute, too. Russet is going to need to find a new post. I’ll see to it personally that he is placed, but I’m afraid there isn’t going to be a company command anymore. It was an unnecessary level of bureaucracy.”
Sunny looked over at me. “Ma’am, who would we report to, then?”
“Me, just like you previously reported to Colonel Armor. Not that I really expect you to need me for anything other than your pony resources responsibilities. You’ll continue to take your direction directly from the princesses you protect. There is little sense in having Princess Celestia task me to task you. We all know she goes directly to you anyway.”
She then turned to me. “And you. I don’t even know about a quarter of the things you do. Princess Luna is always tightlipped about what she asks for or where you are… or where she is, for that matter. All I know is she is thrilled with you and the section you’ve built. If you want to keep going out and discovering ancient pony settlements, you do that.” 
The vice colonel turned to look out her window. “Major Measure’s reports on you two were laughably empty, so why pretend anymore? So long as the princesses are happy, I am happy. Obviously, all promotions and such need to go through Command, but it is time to face facts and simplify the workflow. Which brings me to my next point.” She looked over her shoulder. “Sunny.”
Sunny stiffened in her chair. “Yes, ma’am?”
“Your name is going to be on the selection list. We were in a crisis, and you stepped in and handled it. You kept your normal level of excellence for your section and you also ran the palace. Well done.”
“Thank you, ma’am. I uh… I don’t really want to leave my unit, though, so if you could maybe take my name off the list?”
I blinked and looked over at Sunny in surprise. I understood her reasoning, but she’d more than earned the promotion.
“Don’t be concerned. Captains have led sections before, usually as a punishment, but I doubt anypony would see it that way. Not in the House Guard. You’ll keep your unit. Congratulations.”
Sunny visibly relaxed. “Thank you, ma’am.”
“And Silent Knight, I’d have put you on there, too, if you’d completed your captain’s training. As far as I can tell, you haven’t even registered for it.”
I shook my head. “I haven’t, ma’am. I didn’t want to be promoted out of my unit.” That, and who had time for it? How had Sunny managed to go?
“Well, that is no longer a concern, so I expect you to do it. I realize some commanders might sign off on a promotion without it, but I won’t. Some bureaucracy exists for a good reason. Take the classes or remain a lieutenant.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.
“That is all then. I’m glad to have you both here. You’re dismissed.”
We stood together and then walked out. “Congratulations, Sunny,” I said softly once we were far enough down the hall.
“Meh,” she replied.
“Yeah…”
Sunny bumped her shoulder to mine. “Let’s go have that dance now, alright?”
“Okay, but in your office with the door closed.”
She snorted. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d say you were making a pass at me.”
“But you know me better.”
“I’d like to,” she replied, wiggling her ears. The words were from the Sunny I knew, which made me smile… briefly. The tone wasn’t the same, though. It was new Sunny’s tone.
“Crystal would not approve.”
“Well, I’m bigger than her. What is she going to do?”
I almost made a crack about Azurite but the last time I’d done that it had soured my partner’s mood, so I shrugged. “She has this friend who’s pretty scrappy. Maybe together they could do something.”
Her eyebrows shot up. “And you’d let that happen?”
“I’m smart enough to know not to get between mares when they’re fighting. That’s how ponies get killed.”
“Oh, so you’re not as dumb as you look.”
I didn’t answer that. I didn’t want to think too much about how dumb I really was. Instead, I just smiled at her, then parted ways at the first cross-section of halls to head back to my office.
It was finally time to send a letter. I knew it was a mistake as I got out the pen and paper, but it had to be written. I had to do this. I couldn’t allow Shining Armor to offer me a position I didn’t deserve.
Thankfully, Glamour had unwittingly given me the perfect opportunity.

To Col. Shining Armor, Crystal Empire Province Garrison, commanding
From Lt. Silent Knight, Princess Luna’s House Guard, commanding
Sir
I have given your offer a lot of thought over the last few weeks. It truly is a generous one that tempted me. At this time, as much as it pains me to write, I don’t believe I am ready to move away from my current command and you deserve an officer that is.
Please accept my deepest gratitude for the offer and know that while this may not be the time, if another position opens in the future, I would truly consider it if offered. I very much hope to serve with you again one day.
In the meantime, there is some growth left here for me and, as you know, I am attached to Princess Luna. And, as I’m sure you’re also aware, she is very attached to me. It is not yet the time to separate myself from her, even if that isn’t the best thing for my career.
If I might be so bold, I would like to recommend Russet Rook for this position. He will be completing ALS soon and is more than a capable officer. Canterlot Command is not going to persist with the Unified House Guard. We will be returning to the original organization that existed prior to your reassignment.
Russet is going to come home and find out he has been displaced completely. That just isn’t right in my opinion. He’ll need a good position to fall back on and I can think of none better. He is a good officer and my career advanced to the detriment of his. Please consider him.
If, by any chance, you happen to be near Canterlot soon I would appreciate it if you visited. I’m struggling with some things and I think the clarity of an outside view would be beneficial.
Sincerely
Silent Knight

I sighed as I folded the letter up and slipped it into the envelope. Russet genuinely deserved a chance after being ousted for me. This would be my opportunity to square our books.
At least that would be something good to come out of all of this.
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		37. A Surprise Package



Saturday nights were, in general, intended to be a date night for Crystal and me. In the past, I’d missed several due to my evening activities, but now that the mission was complete, I was free.
However, Crystal wasn’t free, and that was frustrating. She was out somewhere being a Canterlot socialite and I was home alone.
When Winterspear and Iridescence realized I was unfortunately available, they had begged me to watch Dot so they could finally have their own date night. I’d agreed because I’d have been a monster not to. What was I going to do? Besides, I was sure I could handle one filly.
As the evening wore on, I wasn’t sure I could handle a filly. Fillies are scary on a good day. 
Dot whined and looked up at me with a pout. “You’re doing it wrong.”
“I’m coloring in the lines,” I replied.
“Yes, but you’re using blue! She’s supposed to be green. Haven’t you read the books?”
What books? “Oh… I like blue, though. Does she have to be green?”
“Yes!”
I set the blue colored pencil down and picked up the green one.
“No!” Dot chimed.
I tried not to frown. “But it’s green.”
“Not that color green!” She took that pencil from me with her levitation spell and slipped a different one into my hoof. “Now do it right.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I mumbled before starting to carefully color the pony with the appropriate color of green.
Dot was working on the pony’s mane. It was grey. She looked up at me for a moment before looking back at the book. “So, you’re going to marry Crystal Wishes?”
“Yup, I am.”
“Do you have a flower filly yet?”
I shook my head. “No, I don’t suppose we do.”
“Can I be the flower filly?”
Iridescence had been working on this with Dot. Not the flower part, the difference between may versus can. “I’m sure you can do the job, yes. I think you meant may you be the flower filly.”
Dot groaned. “May I be the flower filly?”
“You’ll have to ask Crystal. I think that’s a fine idea, though.”
“So she is the boss?”
“Uh-huh.” When it came to the wedding, she sure was.
“Are mares always the boss?”
“Usually. At least in my experience. My bosses are all mares.”
Dot nodded thoughtfully. “Who is the boss with Winterspear and Iridescence? They’re both mares.”
That was not the question I was expecting. Filly sitting was turning out to be more perilous than I’d guessed. “I think they’re partners.”
“Oh. That makes sense. So, if I marry a stallion, I’ll get to be the boss?”
“I have no doubt that you will be,” I replied while I hid a smirk.
After a moment of thought, Dot declared, “I guess I’ll marry a stallion. Since I like to be the boss.”
My ear flicked. “Just because you want to be the boss?”
“Yes. No.” Dot sighed. “I don’t know.”
I set my pencil down and peered at her. “What does that mean?”
Dot peered at me like I was an idiot. Maybe I was. “Luminescence likes mares. Opalescence likes mares. Iridescence likes mares. They all like mares. I like mares, too, but just as friends. I’m weird.”
“I don’t think you’re weird. You’re still pretty young. Maybe you’ll grow up to like mares?” That was probably the stupidest thing I’d ever said.
Dot set a hoof on my nose and shook her head. “That is sweet, but no. I know I’m weird.”
The conviction in her voice made me a little sad. “I don’t think you’re weird. It is perfectly natural for a filly to like colts. Crystal Wishes likes stallions. My mother likes stallions. My friend Miley likes stallions. Remember her from Runic’s birthday party?”
“Yes… Yes, but my sisters don’t.” Dot’s gaze dropped to the page. “That makes me different. I’m different enough from them already.”
“Dot… I—” That hit me right in the gut and my heart ached. What do you say to a filly that feels like that? This was out of my league. “Dot, have you told Iridescence about this?”
She shook her head.
“You should, that is what sisters are for. For what it’s worth, I like you just how you are. Whether you like colts, fillies, or both.”
Dot smiled and hugged me tightly around the neck, momentarily cutting off the oxygen to my brain. Her technique was surprisingly good. I looped my hooves around her and carefully repositioned the filly so that I wouldn’t pass out.
She nuzzled me and said, “You’re awfully nice for a pony that looks grumpy all the time.”
“Why does everypony say that?” I asked.
“Because you look grumpy. Don’t you look in the mirror?”
I shook my head. “I try not to.”
“Oh… well maybe if you did, you’d know. I like it when you smile.”
“I suppose I would.” I looked down at our half-finished work. “Would you like to finish the coloring book?”
Dot shook her head. “No. Not really. Can we go fly?”
I gave a pointed look. “‘Can’ we go fly?”
“May we go fly?” she asked with a roll of her eyes.
I stood up, a hoof still around her. “Yes we may!”
☾

I stood out on the palace lawn watching work ponies carefully refurbishing the outside of Princess Luna’s wing. There were all sorts of plans for the inside. New stained glass, bigger quarters, and even a small audience chamber. That way the princess would have her own throne room.
It was fitting for a princess even though I was still cross with her. The rational part of me knew I’d earned my bar, but the other part had doubts. Was I really the right stallion for the job?
“Sir! Sir! Sir!” Miley shrieked as she galloped across the lawn towards me.
My heart sped up and adrenaline surged into my system. I fell into my combat stance and looked around for signs of danger. None seemed evident, but Miley was not a pony to cry timberwolf.
Miley slid to a stop right in front of me. “Sir! I… I—achoo!” She sneezed right into my face. All over my face!
“Miley!” I shouted.
“Oh! I’m so sorry!” She started wiping my face.
I swatted her hoof away. “What is the alarm? The job, Sergeant!”
The little brown mare shifted and flushed. “Oh! Right. Orchid is in labor. Her foal is coming. We have to go. We have to go right now.”
I blinked and then wiped myself off with a hoof. My heart was still racing in my chest and I knew I had to stay calm. Miley was just excited and yelling at her wasn’t the right thing to do. I forced a smile and nodded. “That is good news. We can’t just go, though; we’re on duty. When Mountain Stone relieves you, we’ll go. Alright?”
“Aww… but the foal could come any minute!” Miley whined. When I glared her, she squeaked and held up a hoof. “Okay. Can I at least go tell Princess Luna?”
“Yes, but if you sneeze in her face, I’m busting you down to guard 3rd class. Next time use a tissue or something. Were you raised in a barn?”
Miley huffed. “If I knew it was coming, I wouldn’t have sneezed on you, sir! I’m sorry. I’m going to go tell the princess.”
“Dismissed…” I said to her flank as she galloped off. So much for discipline. I turned back to where the ponies were assembling what would ultimately be a crane. It was going to be really tricky to secure a wing with holes in it. Iridescence and I would need to talk about that.
To nopony’s surprise, as soon as Miley delivered the news, Princess Luna ordered her entire House Guard to the hospital. There was some surprise, however, when Princess Celestia did the same.
Not every house guard could just up and leave, but it sure felt like every single one of us was packed into the Canterlot Hospital maternity ward’s waiting room. Somewhere in the room was Mr. Orchid, or so I was told.
Miley’s armor rattled as she practically vibrated with excitement. I set a hoof on the top of her head to keep her still. “Easy there. We’re going to be here a while and you’re still on duty, Sergeant.”
There were two entrances to the waiting room and one back into the medical area. Storm Rider had stationed two guards at each door. So had Iridescence. That meant four ponies, two in gold and two in violet, securing each door.
Beyond that, each princess had two guards lingering within hoof’s reach. Add in both commanders, both section NCOs, and every other random guard, and this would either be the best or worst possible time to attack.
Princess Luna and Princess Celestia seemed to be amused by the whole situation. They were sitting on the floor playing Go Fish. I guess Princess Celestia wasn’t as big into games as her sister.
Sunny pushed her way through the sea of gold and violet armor to stand beside me. “This is ridiculous.”
“Yes, yes it is,” I replied.
“Have you seen Milton?” she asked.
“Who’s Milton?”
Sunny blinked and then rolled her eyes. “Her husband! Mr. Milton Orchid!”
Milton was his name? What kind of name was that? I’d always called him Mr. Orchid. I shook my head. “No, but word around the potted plant is that he is here somewhere.”
“Unbelievable. He must be livid,” Sunny said before turning towards the door to the medical area.
It opened not long after and a pony wandered in wearing scrubs. “By Celestia!” he exclaimed when he saw us all.
“I’m here!” Princess Celestia chimed cheerfully.
The doctor froze. His forelegs twitched and it seemed like he was trying to decide whether or not to bow.
Sunny waved a hoof in front of him. “Doctor. Focus.”
He blinked and then shook his head. “Yes. Sorry. I’m thrilled to announce Equestria has its newest citizen. Both mother and foal are well.”
The room erupted in cheers and hoof stomps.
Miley bounced up and down eagerly. “Yay! Can we go see them?”
I held up a wing between her and the door. “Maybe we should let Mr. Orchid go see them first?”
The doctor nodded. “That would be customary. Although, I’ve never had a princess in the waiting room before.”
“Two princesses,” Princess Luna corrected as she stood up.
The doctor paused before responding, “A new record, then.” He looked around the sea of armored ponies. “So… where is the father?”
“Here! Over here! Excuse me, please.” It was faint and very little progress seemed to be made in him getting across the room.
I just chuckled, stood to my full height, and shouted, “Make a hole!”
Almost immediately the guards cleared the way between me and Mr. Orchid. We’d never met before but, considering he was the only non-princess pony without armor, I assumed it was him. He was a fit-looking earth pony with a greying blond mane and light brown coat. All in all, fairly plain.
He made his way over and nodded. “Thank you. I’ll just go check on Radiant. I’m sure she’ll be excited to hear that the entire Royal Guard is here. Thank you all for coming!”
“Right this way,” the doctor said, leading Mr. Orchid off.
Miley squirmed. “I want to go first! I love foals. I was there when three of my sisters and three of my brothers were born!”
Sunny snorted and looked over at me with a brow raised.
I took the cue and suggested, “Perhaps we should let the princesses go first, Miley?”
“Aww… I guess so. I’m just so excited! I… ah… I… ah—”
Sunny grabbed my shoulders and shoved me between herself and Miley. Her reaction was lightning fast.
“—choo!”
I’d been used as a shield just as the small earth pony sneezed… right on me… again. “Miley!”
“I’m sorry, sir!” she squealed. 
“Get a mask!” I shouted. “Don’t you dare go sneeze on that foal!”
“Yes, sir! I’m sorry, I’ll get a mask,” she said hurriedly before disappearing into the sea of armor so I couldn’t yell at her anymore.
My glare shifted to Sunny. She shrugged and grinned. “Better you than me.”
“Thanks, partner. Good to know you’re looking out for the right pony,” I groused.
“You’ve got a better constitution.”
Sure I did. I turned to the sea of ponies and called, “Listen up, everypony. I realize you’re all excited, but I don’t want to overwhelm Radiant Orchid. We’re going to visit her in shifts. The princesses and their personal guards will be after Mr. Orchid—”
“Milton,” Sunny corrected.
“After Milton. Then me, since she was my section sergeant. After that, we’ll work down the list. Lieutenant Day will go last so she can ensure the Princesses return safely to the palace. Right, partner?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at her.
“Captain-select Day, and yes, that is fine,” she replied before poking me with a hoof.
“I want to go fourth,” I heard Miley squeak from the ground.
“Not without a mask!” I practically yelled back.
The door behind me opened again and the doctor poked his head out. “With all due respect, could you please keep it down out here? You’re upsetting the foals and parents. They’re not used to royal guards shouting in the hospital.”
My ears pinned back. “My apologies.”
“Quite alright,” he said. “The family is asking for the princesses.”
“That’s us!” Princess Celestia called cheerfully before Princess Luna slapped a hoof over her mouth and hissed, “Shhh!”
The two then trotted through the crowd and back past the door. They had four guards with them, but at that point I couldn’t tell which ones.
It wasn’t long after that my turn came and I was ushered back to visit Orchid and her newest foal. She was sitting up in her hospital bed, holding a bundled-up colt in a blue blanket. From what I could see, he was the spitting image of his father. Other than the eyes. The eyes were all Orchid.
“Well, it is about time Mr. Orchid got a colt. Where is he, anyway?” I asked softly, looking around.
“He was pretty spun up having sat in the waiting room with two princesses and a small army. I sent him to my mother’s to get the girls and come back a little later.”
“Ah, smart. What did you decide to name him?”
The mare stroked the foal’s mane and replied, “Star-Lavender Storm. We’re going to call him Star.”
The breath I’d been taking caught in my throat and it felt like somepony hit me in the gut. I just nodded a moment and smiled, doing what I could to remain neutral.
Orchid reached out and set her hoof on mine. “It’s okay. I think about them, too. This is one way I’m dealing with it.”
“Yeah…” I whispered, closing my hoof around hers. “He’s beautiful.”
“He is. He’s going to be just like his father, though. I just have a feeling. Which is good. We don’t all need to be guards. How’ve you been?”
“I’ve been well. Busy, but well. Things have slowed down dramatically. We still haven’t found a new sergeant and, by we, I mean Iridescence. Maybe give her some sage advice when she comes through?”
The mare chuckled softly and lightly poked my nose. “I don’t work for you anymore.”
“No, but I’d consider it a favor.”
“Sure, sure. Do me a favor?”
“Anything for you, ma’am,” I said teasingly.
“Come visit me at work. I get lonely there. It isn’t like being in a protection detail; I spend most of the day alone in an office. I could use the company.”
That was an easy favor. “Absolutely. When do you start back?”
Orchid settled back on the bed and pulled Star closer to her chest. “In a week on light duty. I’ve got some important cases that I don’t want to reassign. Pony resources is all about relationships, especially in my department.”
My brow arched. “How so? Aren’t you working the City Guard files?”
She shook her head. “No, there was an opening here. I’m a caseworker for the Guard. It’s emotional, but I really feel like I’m making a difference.”
Caseworker for the Guard? All of my muscles went momentarily tense. “Seems right up your alley.” Was she going to try to get me to talk to her? No, she wouldn’t do that… would she? “Well, I’ll come see you soon. As much as I’d like to stay awhile tonight, there are a lot of ponies waiting.”
She grinned. “So I’m told. Alright, come see me sooner than later, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied before heading out.
☾

Princess Luna sat across from Willowy Tempest in silence. The two had not spoken in an hour, too consumed with the game of chess they were playing. The princess had summoned me an hour before that and had yet to tell me why.
Willowy, conveniently, had distracted her. The joke was on her, though; I liked standing guard. I liked standing guard a lot. So I did, which was clearly making Ironclad a bit uncomfortable. It wasn’t every day that your commander stood guard next to you.
Princess Luna shifted her unicorn priestess. “Check.”
That seemed to frazzle Willowy. She blew a few strands of her mane out of the way and quickly moved a pegasus knight to block the path between her princess and Princess Luna’s priestess. It was a foolish move. A stop gap in the best of cases.
The princess shifted a rook down the board. “Checkmate.”
“How did I not see that!” Willowy protested, then scrunched up her nose. “Shall we play another round, Princess? I’m getting better at this.”
Princess Luna’s horn illuminated as she started moving the pieces back. “Your instinct was to defend from the immediate threat instead of the looming one. I suppose we have time for another game.”
“Great!” Willowy replied, getting her side of the board ready.
Ironclad and I briefly exchanged glances, and I shrugged before turning my eyes forwards to look off into nothingness.
I wasn’t sure how long I continued to stand there, but they were several turns into the second round when the door opened and Princess Celestia came through. “Luna, a minute if you please.”
From her chair, Luna looked up and nodded, “Of course. We can play again later, Willow.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I just received the most curious of letters,” Princess Celestia started. The letter in question was levitating in her golden magic. “It is from King Kronson of Sudramoar. It seems his grandson Garrard has gone missing. He was last known to be working in Nordanver. He wanted to know if we knew about him as, evidently, he feels he is not receiving much help from King Ranald.”
Princess Luna’s head tilted. “Garrard? He is asking us about Garrard?”
“Captain Alastair,” I blurted from my spot near the door. I’m not sure why. Guilt?
Princess Celestia turned around in surprise. “Silent Knight! I didn’t see you there.” It seems I still had the ability to blend in. She fell silent and looked to Princess Luna, the surprise shifting to concern.
“How do you know the association between those names, Silent Knight?” Princess Luna asked, looking my way.
What a stupid thing to have said. I took a deep, measured breath. “I used my favors to get a look at the Guard Intelligence reports after the incident. I was… I guess you can say aiding them. At least, until they threw me out for being overzealous about it. Forgive me, Princess, but I have not found it easy to let bygones be bygones.”
Princess Celestia rolled the letter up. “I’m not certain how to respond. This complicates matters dramatically. The reports heavily suggest this gryphon is one and the same, and that would make him a criminal.”
“Agreed,” Princess Luna said. “Perhaps respond that we do not know the whereabouts of this Garrard but may use our influence with Nordanver to urge their authorities to find him?”
“They’re not going to find him,” I thought—no, wait, I said that. Aloud. Shut up, stupid honest mouth!
All eyes fell on me and Princess Celestia’s brow furrowed. “Why do you say that?”
“The intelligence work I saw was exceptionally thorough. Alastair is wanted for acts of war and the murder of gryphon soldiers. Presumably, the Nordanver security forces have been looking for him for quite some time and have failed in that pursuit. If they can’t find Alastair, they can’t find Garrard.”
Princess Luna’s eyes never left mine as I spoke and it was a struggle to keep my composure. My stomach was churning with a mix of trepidation and anger.
Silence filled the room a moment before she responded, “I cannot fault this logic. Does King Ranald know of this connection?”
“I cannot say, Princess,” I replied. “It was deemed better to deny him the knowledge so that he may have plausible deniability. I’m uncertain what occurred after I was removed from my position.”
Princess Celestia shook her head. “This is a dangerous topic. If, and I must stress, if, Alastair and Garrard are one and the same for certain, then that casts blame on his king. Would a member of the royal family act so foolishly on his own for financial gain? That makes no sense.”
She was right: it didn’t. Garrard had probably acted on orders. I’d left all of his papers in the drop for Maya. I’m certain she and I would have some idea of what was going on soon, but we couldn’t share it.
“Silent Knight, you have clearly followed this,” Princess Celestia said. “I think a further analysis must be done. You will be the liaison between Guard Intelligence and the crowns. I don’t want this to turn into an even more sensitive international incident.”
That was a situation I couldn’t get myself into. “Princess, I don’t think that I can do that objectively. I have already been thrown out once and my personal feelings will impact my work. You need a pony with better clarity for this.”
Both princesses looked at me curiously. I took a deep breath and kept still. That was a good enough reason to bow out of this, right? Better than the truth that I didn’t want to put myself in a position to commit fraud. If the princesses were following this, then I needed to fly very, very low on the radar.
Princess Luna finally looked to her sister. “Perhaps he is right. Silent Knight is already biased by what he has read and seen. There is also likely animosity between him and the Intelligence section. Anypony that was there that day would be equally biased. Sunny Day would be better suited to this.”
“Very well,” Princess Celestia replied. “I’ll respond as discussed. It is time that you and I looked even closer into this incident.”
“Agreed,” Princess Luna replied.
Princess Celestia nodded and turned to leave. She paused to look at me. “You look comfortable standing there.”
“Life is simpler here, Princess.”
She smiled and nodded. “Indeed.”
Once Princess Celestia was out of the room, Princess Luna stood up. “Willow, I think a rematch shall have to wait. Would you be a dear and round up all of my notes for the shower and then take them to Crystal Wishes?”
Willowy Tempest looked uncertain, but she nodded. “Of course, Princess. Please excuse me.”
“Ironclad, make sure she gets there safely,” the princess added.
“Princess?” he asked in confusion and then looked at me.
She was clearing the room. I looked at him. “See to Willowy Tempest’s safety. I’ll take over here. I still remember how to stand guard.”
“Yes, sir,” he replied before moving to the door and opening it.
Willowy looked from me to the princess, sighed, and walked out.
As soon as we were alone, Princess Luna said in a low voice, “You’ve been a busy little stallion.”
“I was, yes.”
“Why?”
I took my helmet off and set it down on the secretary desk. “Princess, I haven’t been honest about everything. I kept after him because I thought that would let me… I don’t know, get out of it.”
Her head tilted. “What do you mean get out of it?” 
“Some days I’m still living in that gully. With the guilt of my failure to save my ponies, with the anger for what he did to me, and with the—” My mouth finally closed before I spouted off about Crystal. I just shook my head. “Doesn’t matter.”
She blinked before her expression softened. “You’ve said nothing this whole time?”
“I couldn’t… I didn’t want to seem weak or that I couldn’t protect you. I’m supposed to be strong enough to do that and protect my ponies. I should have been faster. I should have seen it coming. I got sloppy.”
The princess crossed the room and stood in front of me. Lightly her wing brushed my breastplate. “No. Silent Knight, you couldn’t have. You saved me. You saved many ponies. You’ve felt like this the whole time? You think you’re weak and actually blame yourself?”
“Yes. I kept it to myself. It was foolish and of course I blame myself, I was in command. They all died while I was in command.”
“No. Russet Rook was in command,” she replied.
She was wrong. Anger flared inside me without warning. “Russet was just some officer that Command stuck me with! They were my ponies! This is my command! It always has been! At least, I thought so until you told me I got it because you wanted to protect me,” I shouted.
Wait, did I just shout at the princess?
I covered my mouth with a hoof. “I… I’m so sorry. I’m sorry, Princess.”
Princess Luna’s head tilted and she settled down in front of me so that we were eye to eye. Not that I looked at her. Lightly her wing pushed my cheek so I had to. “You’ve hidden this for so long. How could I not notice?” She shook her head softly. “I deserved that. I shouldn’t have meddled but I was so upset about your injuries.”
“It isn’t your fault,” I said. “You’ve been busy. It was important that you learned from Moonlit Star. I… I just kept going. There were things that needed to be handled. I handled them, and I do understand why you did what you did. I just… it upsets me. I’m questioning that I deserved this position.”
“And now you’re shouting at me, too,” she pointed out. “This is unlike Silent Knight I’m familiar with.”
The words cut deep and my head dropped. “This is why I hid it. It seems pretty clear that that Silent Knight didn’t make it back from Nordanver.”
The princess looped her hoof around me and drew me in close, crushing me against her chest. “That is not true, little stallion! He did come back. Perhaps you thought that Silent Knight didn’t have feelings and found out he did. I noticed the change, but thought you needed space. Clearly, you needed me.”
It was a nice feeling. The anger started to drain from me and I sniffled. “When you say that… do you mean you’re not going to let me go?”
“I will not.”
“Then we’re going to need a larger bed at home.”
Princess Luna leaned back and glared down at me. “You dare jest at such a time?”
“It’s better than yelling at you, isn’t?” I replied.
She sighed and squeezed me again. “I guess it is. We need to talk about this, though. There are ponies that can help with your anger. I think you’re going to have to make arrangements to see one.”
That sounded an awful lot like an order. “Yes, Princess,” I said, knowing better than to argue.
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		38. Conversations



I sat at the secretary’s desk in Princess Luna’s chamber, doing my paperwork. It was a lot like old times, which was fun. The reason for being there wasn’t as fun, though. The princess was keeping a close watch on me. She kept coming up with excuses for me to be here instead of in my office.
On the plus side, Willowy Tempest was off to the side working at a new, smaller desk that had been set up. She was clearly livid but kept her mouth shut. That, at least, was somewhat amusing.
My being in the room had set all of my guards on edge. They were uncomfortable with their commander sitting there and staring at them. They didn’t understand why I was there, and my guess was they thought I thought they’d been slacking off. That wasn’t the case, but it wasn’t high on my list to explain that the princess and I were having a… whatever it was we were having.
There was a soft knock at the door and Princess Luna called, “Come in.”
The door opened and Russet Rook stuck his head in. “Hello Princess,” he said, his eyes shifting to me.
“Well, hello, Lieutenant Rook!” she replied. “Welcome back.”
“Thank you, Princess. Forgive me for disturbing you. I was told Lieutenant Knight was in here. I need to speak with him,” Russet explained.
Princess Luna nodded. “Of course,” she said before turning back to her work.
Russet looked at me and then back at her. “Could I perhaps speak to him in private?”
The princess’s ear flicked and she nodded. “Of course.”
I stood to head for the door. “We can speak in my office.”
Russet just nodded at me. I led him over to my office and unlocked the door while he asked, “What is that all about?”
I waited until we were both inside and the door was shut before I replied, “To be perfectly honest, she is mothering me right now.”
He blinked. “Mothering you?” 
I took my helmet off and set it on the desk. “Yeah… She and I had some words. I mentioned my misgivings about what happened over in Nordanver. Now I have an alicorn mother.” I waved a hoof. “It isn’t important. Welcome back.”
Russet stood quietly in thought for a moment. “Alright… that actually seems important. When you say misgivings…” His brow arched.
“Survivor’s guilt, or whatever you called it. Anger, too. I’ve slipped up a few times lately and let it show,” I explained as casually as I could, trying not to draw more attention than necessary.
“Well… uh… nothing to be ashamed of,” he stammered out, not inspiring a lot of confidence in me. “I still have nightmares. The counselors are pretty good, you know. I saw one for a while. Perspective and all that.”
Why did ponies want me to talk to a counselor? Why did they think that would help? How could a stranger, who hadn’t gone through what I had, possibly understand how I felt? 
I forced a smile. “Right. I’ll keep it in mind. Anyway, you wanted to talk privately? Not that I’m not happy to see you, which I am.”
“Oh yeah, sure.” He let it go. Bless him. “Although maybe you shouldn’t be.”
“What does that mean?”
“I get back from training and find out I don’t have a job. My company doesn’t exist anymore,” he started.
“Yeah… So about that. I—”
He held up a hoof. “Before I got home, though, a courier brought me a message. Evidently, a pony wrote a very compelling letter of recommendation for me to become Shining Armor’s aide-de-camp. It was such a strong reference that he offered me the position.”
“Congratulations. That is a fine position for you.” I tried to sound excited but knew immediately that I’d failed.
Russet picked up on it and chuckled. “Yeah, I was trying to figure out who would write that recommendation. It certainly wasn’t Vice Colonel Glamour. I mean, how would she even know about the position?”
I shrugged. “She said she was going to make sure you were placed well.”
“Oh yeah, she absolutely did.” He reached into his saddlebag, pulled out a piece of paper, and waved it. “Baltimare City Guard. Executive officer for one of the shore patrol companies. A real winner.”
I cringed. That was not exactly a wonderful billet in general. Even less so coming out of the House Guard.
“So it was really easy to refuse it, especially since I already had another offer. The vice colonel was surprised. Then I got to thinking. There is no way Shining Armor would come straight to me.”
“Russet…”
His expression turned serious. A kind of serious I’d seen before, felt before. “Silent Knight, if this is about what happened with Princess Luna’s Guard… I don’t want your charity.”
I shook my head emphatically. “It isn’t like that. Russet, he wouldn’t take some officer out of pity. You know he isn’t that kind of pony. If you weren’t right for the job, he wouldn’t offer.”
“Oh, you bet I know I’m capable. That’s the thing, though. You’re capable too and you’re his favorite. So why me instead of you?”
That was easy. “No captain’s training.”
“Crabapples. Don’t treat me like I’m an idiot. I may not have lived the Guard life like you, but I learned real fast how Royal Guard politics are played.”
Maybe not so easy. I sighed and leaned back against my desk, rubbing a hoof against my right temple.
“I want an answer,” Russet said firmly.
“I couldn’t stand by and let them railroad you again. Princess Luna let slip that the only reason I was sent to the academy was because she wanted me in a safer position. She didn’t want me directly in the line of fire anymore. Shining Armor fought her but ultimately went along with it.”
Russet blinked, the fire in his eyes doused. “What?”
“Yeah. I don’t know what to say otherwise. I do know that I don’t feel like I earned this position anymore and I don’t know if that one is just an apology for this. Either way, I’m not taking it. You got in the academy by yourself. You caught our attention by yourself. Then you got shafted because Princess Luna wanted me in her pocket. This isn’t charity. It’s being rewarded for your good, hard work.”
He blinked again. “This... is not how I imagined this conversation would go.”
I shrugged and smiled. “Congratulations, Russet. It’s a one-in-a-million position. I’m jealous but I also know, without a doubt, that you’ll be great at it.”
He offered his hoof to me and said as I shook it firmly, “Thank you, Silent Knight. For what it’s worth, I know up in your head you’re questioning your commission right now, but back here on the ground, there is no doubt in my mind that you earned that bar.”
It was a nice sentiment, but that’s all it was. He didn’t understand. I still appreciated hearing it even though I knew it wasn’t true. “Thanks, buddy. I’m sure I’ll figure that out soon. Before you leave for your new job, go see Sunny. She’s bad off.” 
Russet’s ears twitched. “She is? What the hay happened here while I was gone?”
“Something was in the air. Took out a major, a captain, and two lieutenants. Beats me what it was, but if anypony asks, I’m blaming you from now on.”
Russet opened the door and chuckled. “Always a good strategy. Blame it on the last guy.” He clapped a hoof to my shoulder. “Get right, Silent Knight. Equestria needs guards like you.”
“Yeah, so they tell me,” I replied.
We exchanged nods and, after he left, I went back to my desk. I wasn’t ready to go back into the lioness’s den yet.
Just when I started to get settled there was a knock at the door. Seriously? Couldn’t I have just a moment to myself?
I sat up straight, put my helmet on, and pulled a few papers in front of me. Keeping my tone even and strong despite the tickle in my throat, I called, “Come in.”
The door slowly opened. Azurite walked in and peered around as if she was looking for somepony.
“Warrant Officer Azurite?” What was she doing here?
She replied in a tiny voice, “Yes, sir, I hope I’m not bothering you.”
“No, not at all. Something I need to know?”
She bobbed her head in a nod. “Yes, sir. I thought you’d want to know that I’ve finished your request. All of those files were properly returned to the archive. You should know that an in-depth audit will likely turn up the work, though.”
“Oh.” Right, the files. Covering my trail. I’d actually forgotten about it. It didn’t seem to matter anymore. “Only in-depth? That is better than anticipated. You didn’t have to break any rules, did you?”
She was looking at me funny… or past me. “No, sir! It was all done strictly to policy as written.” Then she blurted out, “You have toy ships?”
“Pardon?”
She pointed behind me and I turned to look. Princess Luna had insisted I teach her Airship Armada and that I brought all of my miniatures to work, probably so that we’d spend even more time together to get over our spat.
“You have a lot of toy ships,” she squeaked. “You didn’t have any when I was in here before.”
I looked them over and then back at her. “They aren’t toys, they’re miniatures for wargames.”
Azurite nodded knowingly at me and then winked. “It’s okay, sir. I have a plush doll as big as me! Adults can have toys.”
“They’re not toys, Warrant Officer. They’re exactly to scale. They’re true approximations of the real things and I use them to simulate combat.” Why was I talking to Azurite about my airships? “Can we talk about the files?”
“Yes, sir… but that was really it. I took care of them all. Every little detail to a T. Evidently, this comes up now and then. Lieutenant Brook said so, and he took you at your word it was necessary.” 
I winced. “Of course he did.” One more abuse of Silent Knight’s good name. “Thank you.”
“Sure. Say… uh, sir. Can I ask you something?”
It took a lot of effort not to sigh. I wanted this conversation to be over. “Is it about my airships?”
“No, it’s about Lieutenant Day. Have you seen her lately?”
I nodded. “I see her a few times every day.”
Azurite sucked in a breath and then asked quickly, “How has she been?”
That was an odd question. They were together. They were a coup—wait. Sunny had said she screwed things up. Clearly, she meant with Azurite. No… surely not. The realization surprised me into a quick coughing fit.
The pieces started falling into place. I’d never seen Sunny so upset in the past about something work related. This was all about a relationship and not work.
It made sense, actually. I had seen Azurite with Soarin. Had she already moved on after dumping Sunny? That seemed too cruel for the little mare to do. At the same time, Azurite didn’t look down or heartbroken. Maybe she was that cruel after all. I struggled to actually believe that, though.
What was I supposed to say? Not the whole truth, certainly. This wasn’t my business. I needed to stay out of this.
“She has been... less chipper than normal. For any other pony I’d say that was okay but for Sunny that is odd. There has been less prancing.” There had been none, actually, but that seemed like a bad thing to say. “Why do you ask?”
“I’m just making sure she is okay. Could you tell her I asked about her?”
Could I? This required further investigation. “Why me? Can’t you talk to her? Aren’t you two together?” That last part I’d blurted out without really meaning to. What happened to staying out of this?
Azurite froze, staring up at me. This time I was sure it was me and not the airships. “We are… on a break. I don’t know. Stuff happened. Things are going on. Look, it’s complicated and now I’m staying with a friend. She’s also busy, so I think that made it worse. You seem to know what that means. You look like you’ve been busy, too. Lots of frowny!”
What did she mean, on a break? Ponies went on breaks? Neither of them seemed happy about it, so what was the point?
She didn’t seem like she wanted to talk about it, and that part I understood, so I didn’t press. Then I smiled to prove I wasn’t frowny. “There is no rest for the wicked, or so they say. I’ll deliver your message. Dismissed.”
“Yes, sir. Please take care of yourself,” she replied before heading out.
Yeah. Take care of myself. As if there weren’t enough ponies already doing that for me. I grumbled under my breath as I dove into the paperwork that had been left on my desk, hoping I could linger here awhile longer before Mother Luna would come for me. Just the thought made my head throb with a deep ache.
An hour slipped by when there was a knock on my door. I sighed and stood up, ready to be escorted back by the alicorn I was supposed to protect. However, when I looked up, Sunny was the one standing at my door, her ears folded back and a nervous look on her face.
“Hello?” I tilted my head and sat back down. “What can I do for you.” 
Sunny walked all the way inside and closed the door behind her. “So, about the other night…”
I arched a brow. “What about it?”
“We were a little drunk, we said some things. You know, you were there.”
I chuckled. “You were drunk. I was only a little almost drunk. It’s no big deal. You were upset, I was upset, we said some stuff, and it’s done. What’s on your mind?”
Sunny came over to lean on my desk. “Yeah… look, I’m not sure it is done. You were pretty upset and I wasn’t listening as much as I should have. When you said you’d made a mistake—”
My head shook. “Don’t worry about it. You’ve really got your own problems right now, don’t try to add mine to your stack.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Azurite was in here earlier. She said you won’t talk to her. What gives?”
Sunny sucked in a deep breath as if I’d hit her right in the gut. “You…” She stopped and closed her eyes tight. “I told you on the tower. That’s what I screwed up.”
“She’s worried about you,” I said softly.
“She would be, but I’m bad candy. Look, relationship stuff is just relationship stuff. That happens to ponies all the time, but your stuff doesn’t sound like that. Yours sounded more critical, so let me help. What’s up?”
I glared at her. She glared back at me. I had to admit: Sunny had a good glare. The glare of an experienced officer.
Finally, I looked away, letting her win. “I don’t know, Sunny. I’m worried about my relationship and I’m worried about my job. My father always put the Guard first and it was hard on us. Now I do that to Crystal. We’re not even married yet and I missed her birthday for… well… for Guard stuff.”
“Living up to the oath, huh?” she asked plainly.
“Yeah. And I can’t get past losing all of those ponies. I thought I had a plan to move on, but it didn’t work. Now that it’s done, I’m back to square one, but I actually feel worse. It’s like a part of me is gone. I’m not sure what to do next. How do you get over losing ponies?”
Sunny lightly patted my hoof. “I don’t know, Silent Knight. I’ve been in the thick of some things, but I’ve never been in a battle like that. I’ve never had guards killed. I’ve certainly never been as close to death as you. The royal guard has programs for it though. Maybe you should go to one.”
“I’m not interested in some pony staring at me and judging me while I try to explain that I’m just trying to do my job. You agreed with me before. How do you explain what we do to other ponies?”
“Have you tried?” Sunny asked.
“What?”
“Have you tried? Honestly. You keep saying that and yeah, I agree with you, but have you at least tried? Are you willing to make a decision without ever saying anything? Look, I don’t know what you’re going through, but if you need me, I’m here. My social schedule is pretty free.”
She poked me in the chest and added, “And just so you know, I don’t see an empty suit of armor. I see one of the best ponies I’ve ever met struggling with tough but real issues. He just needs to find the right help. I need to get back to work though. See you later.”
“Yeah Sunny… see you later,” I replied, watching her as she left. Had I tried? No… but again, how do you explain it? Maybe she was right, though.
☾

I fumbled with the key as I unlocked the door to my quarters. To put it simply, I was beat. My workload had grown steadily over the course of the day, and any moment I could have had to catch my breath was taken up by Princess Luna. I appreciated her concern for my wellbeing, but I was starting to get irritated.
It didn’t help that my head felt like it was full of cotton. Too much time spent poring over papers. I really missed standing guard.
When I got inside, I found Winterspear in the kitchen standing over a pot. She shot me a quick look of feigned surprise. “Look at you! You’re not as late as normal.”
“Still late, though,” I grumbled as I went into my room to set my armor on its stand. As I came back to the living room, I noted, “You’re cooking late.”
Winterspear shrugged. “I’m making extra soup for this week.”
I settled into a seat at the table. Soup sounded good. Really good. “Why?”
“Because we’re going to need it.”
“Why?” I repeated and then coughed.
She just shook her head. “Your section sergeant has a runny nose and a cough. Iridescence said Miley has been sneezing.” She waggled the wooden spoon at me. “And now you have a cough.”
Miley Hooves… the original plague bringer. I’d been spared her wrath before, but that time she hadn’t sneezed in my face. Certainly not twice. I rubbed a hoof over my face. “Nopony has put in any sick leave.”
“Yet.”
“Fair enough.” I sighed. “Can we talk a minute?”
“Sure.” My sister turned the burner down and came over to sit across from me. “What’s on your mind?”
My ear flicked. “A lot.”
“Well, where do you want to start?”
That was a loaded question, wasn’t it? “Remember when I promised you I wouldn’t be a hero and then I… you know… did that thing that ponies said I was a hero for doing?”
Winterspear peered at me curiously. Her feathers started to ruffle in preemptive agitation. “Yes. Why?”
“You were really upset at me for making that decision. Would you have ever forgiven me if I’d died instead?”
My sister sat up straight and her brow furrowed. “What kind of horrible question is that?”
“I need to know,” I pressed.
“Why?!”
“I’m struggling here! You’re a city guard. You go out and protect regular ponies, solve crimes, and do the police thing. I’m a house guard. My oath literally says that I’m supposed to give up my life without hesitation so the princess can live. Can you understand that? How do you live knowing what I do?”
Winterspear leaned back in her chair and stared at me. “Silent Knight… some things I just try not to think about, alright? Do you think I’m unaware that my brother and my marefriend consider themselves expendable? I know it’s a concern, but I don’t think about it. There aren’t exactly a lot of assassination attempts, you know.”
“Winterspear… please. You’re a guard. If you don’t understand, I need to know… because if you can’t, Crystal never could, and I need to know so I can—” I had to choke back the words. I couldn’t say them. I could hardly even think them.
Winterspear’s expression changed when our eyes met. “Whoa! Easy, Silent, easy. Look, to be perfectly honest, I don’t like it. I’m proud of you, but I don’t like it. I do understand, though. This is important to you. This is who you are.
“You may have started on this path because of Dad but…” She sighed and smiled. “This is you. You’re Silent Knight, Commander of Princess Luna’s House Guard. If, Celestia forbid, some day you do save the day and die in the process, I’ll be devastated.”
She reached across the table and took my hoof before continuing, “Devastated… but at least I’ll know you died doing what you believed in. You do believe she is worth protecting, right?”
“To the very core of my being,” I replied, puffing up and flicking my wings.
She gave my hoof a squeeze. “Then I’ll make peace with it. I suspect Crystal would, too… but that is a conversation to have with her. She isn’t a guard but she isn’t weak, either.”
I held Winterspear’s hoof and nodded. “She isn’t the most important pony in my life. Can you have a marriage like that?”
“I don’t know, but I’d rather try and fail than not try at all.”
“Yeah… thanks. This helped I think.”
“I’m glad.” She started to draw back but I held her hoof tight. “What?”
“I need to tell you something, but knowing it will put you in very hot water.”
She shook her head. “Not a concern if it involves you.”
I took a deep, measured breath that turned into a cough that I quickly tried to suppress. Now wasn’t the time to be weak. “Do you remember when I said I wished Alastair was dead? That he cast a shadow over me? That I was struggling with it?”
“Sure… why?”
I looked her straight in the eye. “Since the moment I got physically better, I started training. Physical, combat, working with an armsmaster, ancient warrior stuff… anything and everything.”
Winterspear nodded without breaking eye contact with me. “Yeah… I was worried about the bruises and whatnot, but I’d read exercise was healthy for that sort of thing.”
I snorted softly and nodded. “True… but you see, I also found an EIS operator that was really upset too. One that was highly placed. The two of us started working together. Plus, we had some help from the armsmaster I mentioned.”
“Yeah?” Her tone dropped to a whisper.
“Yeah. Together, we appropriated Royal Guard Intelligence assets, EIS operatives, and royal guards to execute a plan to trick him into coming to Equestria and out into the open. Him and whatever soldiers he had left.”
Winterspear’s hoof flexed in mine as I held onto it and she swallowed. “Silent Knight, this… this sounds scary.”
“I swore to root out all threats, both internal and external, and remove them for her wellbeing and safety,” I quoted from the House Guard oath. “He fell for it. My unit and I struck out in the early hours of the morning before sunup, ambushed them, and killed them all. I personally killed Alastair.”
Winterspear gasped and her grasp on my hoof tightened. “What?”
“It was something I had to do… or thought I had to do. I thought I’d be able to let the guilt about losing ponies go after he was gone. Justice was served. The threat was removed. It didn’t help the feelings, though.”
“You’ll lose your commission for that, Silent! Your oath is pretty flimsy ground to stand on!”
I peered at her. “That’s all you have to say about it?”
She paused to mull it over and then snorted. “Do you expect me to be sympathetic to a bunch of gryphon soldiers that killed fellow guards, tried to abduct a princess, and almost killed my brother? If you’d asked, I might have even gone with you.”
For a while, we just sat there, letting everything settle. I sniffled and shook my head. “I’m sorry. You’re an accessory now… but I had to tell somepony.”
She reached out to stroke my cheek with the back of one hoof. “I’d gladly lose my career to protect you. You did what you thought you had to. Maybe it was misguided, maybe it wasn’t. It doesn’t matter now. He’s dead and you need to think about your future. Bury this and let’s find out another way to deal with the guilt. Are any of the other ponies going to make this known?”
I shrugged. “I was careful. They all believe it was a black operation that was official but unsanctioned. For all I know, it was, given the level of the EIS operator. They’ve been ordered to turn me over if necessary. I don’t suspect they will have to, though. It actually went smoothly as far as battles go. The plan was exceptional and they never saw us coming.”
Winterspear shivered.
“What?”
She avoided my eyes. “Nothing.”
“What?” I pressed.
“I just…“ Her wings pressed in tight to her sides. “Dad said something like that once. And the casualness. You got yourself in another battle and that doesn’t bother you?”
My ears folded back. Being compared to my father was not something I was proud of anymore. “My ponies getting hurt bothers me. I still feel awful about my ponies they killed before, and more got hurt in the operation.”
“Well, keep that in mind. Don’t go looking for other battles, either. If they come to us, fine… but maybe you focus on your career and that mare you’re going to marry.” She got up and went back to the stove. “And you’re going to need extra rest. Trust me.”
“Agreed. No more black ops. No more battles. Don’t worry about me… I’ll be fine.”
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		39. Patients



I was, in fact, not fine. I was not fine at all.
Only two days later, my head felt huge, my nose was running, and my stomach had taken to committing all kinds of atrocities. Things better unspoken.
“I’m going to kill her,” I muttered from the couch.
Iridescence was currently entombed in several blankets while sitting on the easy chair. “Not if I kill her first.”
“She sneezed in my face!”
“I let her drink from my canteen. She poisoned me!” Iridescence retorted.
Winterspear sat in the kitchen, looking ragged. To be fair, taking care of two sick royal guards was a miserable experience for her, too. “Could you two maybe go back to sleep? That would be lovely.”
“Would this be a bad time to request some cold water?” I asked.
“No…” Winterspear sighed before getting up for the thirtieth time or so. She brought me a fresh glass of water and pulled the cold cloth off my head. “When you two infect me, I want you to remember this and treat me well.”
Iridescence’s eyes drifted closed and she whined, “We’ll be dead… but my spirit shall lavish you with blessings before moving on to torment that little plague-ridden mare.” 
I chuckled, but it came out more like a wheeze. Then I started coughing. That hurt. A lot. Winterspear went about her rounds of cleaning up tissues, swapping water, removing sweaty blankets, and other such caretaking things.
“Maybe you should get some rest,” Iridescence said. “If you keep this up, you’ll most certainly get sick.”
“I will once you two fall asleep,” my sister replied. “Rest, that is.”
She was putting up a good front, but I could see we were wearing Winterspear out. Then an idea hit me and I mused aloud, “Well, it would be easier if you only had to look after one of us.”
Iridescence shot me a look of betrayal.
My sister snorted. “As much as we might temporarily all feel better if I suffocated you with a pillow, that doesn’t seem like a good solution.”
“Thanks… glad to know where I stand in the family hierarchy.” I rolled my bleary eyes. “I more meant with some creative talking, you could pawn me off on another pony? Say, one that is planning to keep me in sickness and in health?”
Winterspear’s ears stood up before she tapped her forehooves together, grinning. “Oh… You’re a devious pony.”
“I’m really good at resource management,” I wheezed.
“I’m not going to say I’m eager to do that, but it would make life easier. Do you think you can get over there?”
With a groan, I rolled off the couch. Every bit of my body said nope! My stomach threatened to quit on me, but I pushed on. “Maybe get a taxi.”
“Okay,” Winterspear said before gathering up a few things for me and heading out the door.
I looked to Iridescence. “You owe me one.”
She was asleep but I took the bob of her head as agreement.
With a renewed vigor brought about by the excitement of getting rid of me, my dear, sweet sister found a taxi, loaded me into the cart, took me across town, dragged me up to Crystal’s condo. She knocked several quick times, like it was an emergency. It kind of was. Sort of.
Crystal opened it, looked at me in shock and horror, and asked, “What happened?!”
Winterspear forced our way inside, laid out the whole situation in detail while pouring it on really thick. This was a Royal Guard tragedy! It was a resource management problem! It was the duty of all ponies to come to our aid.
“So half the unit is sick,” Winterspear said in closing. “I am wearing out trying to watch them both. You’re going to be his wife, so I thought, you know, you could help out?”
I was already inside laying on two of the really fancy sitting pillows. Laying and sweating on them. I’m pretty sure that, after my stay, they’d have to be burned.
Crystal nodded and replied, “You’re right, I am going to be his wife. Leave him to me! I’ll get him well and back on duty in a couple of days.”
“I hope so. Wear a mask, don’t let him sneeze on you, wash your hooves… or just do that magic disinfectant thing. The doctors said probably a week at the worst and they’re already into day three. If it goes longer than that we’ll have to take him back to the medical center. Thank you, Crystal.”
My wife-to-be nodded. “It isn’t a problem. Honestly, you should have dropped him off sooner! You’re looking pretty beat.”
Winterspear stepped back out into the hall and gave a quick, lazy salute. “Just waiting for my turn. Take care.”
“You, too.” Crystal came over to look down at me once my sister was gone. “Well, I guess I’ll be seeing a lot of you for a few days.”
I wheezed, “After this, all of the mystery is going to be gone.”
She laughed and smiled. “You forget I sat by your hospital bed an awful long time. There wasn’t a lot of mystery once that happened.”
That was a frightening thought. What had she seen? “Well… sorry you have to nurse me again.”
“It’s fine, honey. Are you going to be alright if I leave you for a bit to go to the drug store? I’ll need some things to take care of you.”
I waved a hoof. “Go ahead. I’ll be fine.”
“Try to get some rest. I’ll be back in a bit.” She smiled down at me before hurrying out the door with her bit purse floating behind her.
When you’re sick, you find out very quickly which ponies care about you the most. I learned immediately that Crystal truly loved me. Nopony would put up with a flu-ridden stallion if they didn’t have to, but Crystal had done so without thought. She’d made every effort to make me comfortable.
Things got kind of hazy as I slipped in and out of feverish dreams. At some point, Runic showed up with several of his home remedies as an apology for Miley’s crime. None of them worked on the flu but one of them did help me sleep. Unfortunately, when I woke up, I had a mustache but that was easy to fix.
Sometimes I wasn’t sure if I was awake or asleep when things would happen. I think I caught Velvet dressed as a clown, riding a unicycle around the living room… but maybe that was just a nightmare.
Then I looked down at my hooves and saw one of the newest Airship Armada miniatures on the market. I was certain it was a dream. Sitting across from me was Azurite, and though she was talking, I couldn’t quite make out the words. Something about fish and feeling frowny.
Where had she gotten this figure? How could the real Azurite have found it? I was certain not even Runic had been able to get his hooves on one. He’d have told me if he had. Bragged, really.
Wait. I looked up at Azurite, and she seemed real, and also sad. “Why do you feel frowny?”
Azurite’s ears shot up. “Me? Well, it seems stupid compared to you being sick.”
“Try me?”
The little blue unicorn looked like she was going to bolt. “Sunny won’t talk to me,” she practically whispered.
“Oh.” I coughed and struggled to say in a voice that wasn’t a tired rasp, “I’m sorry to hear that.”
In truth, I really was. Sunny had been off. Now Azurite was off. Seeing them both sad was actually painful. And without Azurite, Sunny had been slipping professionally. It just seemed like they were better together.
Dream or not, I had to fix this. I had to do something.
“Yeah… that is how things go, I guess,” Azurite said, then glanced at the door. “Maybe I should get going.”
“You don’t have to,” I replied hurriedly as I tried to think of what I could do. In the moment, the best tactic would be to stall.
Azurite and Sunny. Sunny and Azurite. Azurite liked Sunny, and Sunny liked Azurite, but she didn’t like candy. Or something like that. It was hard to think, but I knew there was something important that I was missing.
Then, I blew my nose, and that seemed to free up space to think. To remember, actually. “Are you still with your friend, Soarin?”
“What? Oh, uh, yes,” she squeaked, her face turning red. “So, I should go. I think I should definitely go.”
Even sick, I could spot that I’d hit on something. Maybe when I’d bumped into them at the faire, it hadn’t just been as friends.  Had Sunny started to act weird around that time? I tried to make a mental note to think about this when I could think again.
I nodded. “Alright, drop in my office sometime. I’ll show you the airship when it’s done.”
“Okay. I’ll do that. See you later, sir! Bye, Velvet, see you tomorrow!” Azurite called as she hurried out the door.
Crystal and Velvet slowly came in from the kitchen. There was trepidation on their faces.
I glanced between them. “Wait. How do you know Azurite, Velvet?”
“Well that’s complicated,” Velvet started, wringing her hooves.
“Very,” Crystal put in.
Velvet nodded. “She comes into the bakery a lot with her friend.”
My head tilted. “That isn’t complicated at all. Almost everypony comes into your bakery.”
Crystal looked at Velvet who looked back.
“I guess it isn’t complicated,” Velvet said before heading towards her room. “I’ve got to go stretch since you’re sprawled across our living room.”
I grumbled, “A few more days, then I’m out of your mane.”
Crystal came over and settled across from me. “Don’t push it. Get some more rest, then we’ll get you back in your armor. Honestly, I’ve enjoyed having you here.”
“No offense intended, but I’ve not enjoyed being here under these conditions. I much prefer being healthy. We do more entertaining things when I’m healthy.”
The mare softly laughed and winked at me. “Well, then, that should motivate you to rest more. You can use that pent-up energy later.”
Velvet stuck her head out of her bedroom. “You two know I’m, like, right here. I can hear everything.”
I felt hot. I think it was a blush and not a fever. I’m going to say it was the fever, though, and not the sheer embarrassment.
Crystal just shook her head and giggled. It was my favorite mare sound.
☾

The sound of stomping mare hooves would have been cute… if I weren’t annoyed at having to say for the tenth time, “Crystal… please.”
“Look at me, I’m a big bad house guard! I’m still not completely well but I’m going back to work because that is what I do,” she said in a tone I guess she thought I sounded like. She was trying to sell the image, because she was also wearing my armor.
Granted, the armor was too large for her. The hoofguards didn’t fit, the breastplate was loose, and the helmet was perched against her horn. To be fair, I was impressed she even got it on and was standing up. She stomped around the living room a few more times.
“Please take my armor off,” I said, moving into her path.
The delicate mare shifted, did an about face, and stomped away. “I’m just going to put on my armor and go right back to work! Mr. House Guard Commander Stallion,” she continued in her Silent Knight voice.
I was amused but also somewhat annoyed. I needed my armor; it was time to get back to work. Carefully, I moved around the couch to block her path. “Impersonating a royal guard is a crime, you know.”
Crystal froze and then hurriedly backed up. “You’re not well yet. You need a couple more days rest.” This time she’d used her own voice.
“I’m well enough. Half the unit is out. I need to get back and relieve Sunny. She’s having a rough time and Iridescence is still sick worse than me.”
Stomp, stomp, stomp went the unicorn mare. There would have been a fourth stomp, but that hoofguard had fallen off and rolled under the couch. She was not giving up.
“Alright. We can do this the easy way, or we can do it the hard way.” I said as I flapped my wings and lifted myself up onto the couch. Always capture the high ground. The tactical value was there immediately.
“Or you can just rest another day or so,” she replied before sticking her tongue out and trotting behind the dining table.
“I’ll go easy at work.”
She huffed. “You never go easy at work. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”
“I will, for you. Today.”
Crystal stuck her nose in the air. “Nope!”
“I was kind of hoping you’d say that,” I said with a grin. In a show of pegasi prowess, I stretched both wings out and flexed everything. “The hard way it is!” Then I dove at her.
Crystal squealed in surprise and took off running. Maybe I wasn’t well yet or maybe she was just really fast! Either way, I missed the first time and had to pull up short to avoid crashing into the wall.
She giggled as she rushed across the condo. “Too slow!”
“I need my armor! I’ve got to go on duty,” I called back before giving chase. She wasn’t going to get away twice!
After retrieving my armor with most of my dignity still intact, I made my way toward the castle, but I had one quick stop to make first. I had to check up and make sure somepony very important and her newborn foal hadn’t caught the Miley pox.
“Excuse me,” I said to the nurse at the reception desk. “I’m looking for Warrant Officer Orchid.”
She smiled at me. “Okay! Are you her next appointment?”
I shook my head. “No, she told me to drop in and see her sometime. It’s a social call.”
“Oh, okay. Well you picked a good day. She’s still on light duty and doesn’t have a lot of appointments. You can go on back through the door to my right. She’s in office three. Please don’t wander, Lieutenant.”
Wander? Who would wander a Royal Guard medical facility?
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied before heading the way she’d indicated. I found myself in a sterile white hall. There were office doors along the right side and each had a sign with a number over it. I trotted down to number three and knocked.
“Come in,” she called in a voice that mercifully didn’t sound raspy or wheezy at all.
I opened the door and poked my head in. “Hello there.”
Orchid lit up with a smile. “Silent Knight! Well, hello!”
The room on the inside was split in half by a large counter. It was like a desk, but it went from wall to wall and created a clear divide in the space. A single chair sat in front of it. On the whole, it was pretty intimidating as far as rooms went.
She waved a hoof eagerly. “Come in!”
I did so and came over to awkwardly hug Orchid. Most hugs in armor were awkward, and the desk didn’t make it any easier. “The nurse said you had a light day.”
“Yup! Just the critical cases I didn’t want to give up.” She sat down and I followed suit. “How’re you?”
“I’m doing well. Miley got me sick, but I’m feeling better now. How are you? How is Star?”
Orchid chuckled. “I heard. Thankfully, somepony told her to wear a mask when coming to visit us. We’re both doing very well. I haven’t been a new mom in a long time. He’s making me feel young again.”
“Well, I’ll consider that a good thing.” I looked around a bit and then added, “I see why you get lonely. This office is depressing. I actually feel depressed having come in here.”
She sighed and nodded. “I know. We’re trying to work on that. We want ponies to feel like they can come here and get help, but…” She gestured at the bland surroundings. “I want to paint it bright orange and find a way to get a window. We don’t have windows because this all has to be confidential, but it feels almost like an interrogation room the way it is now.”
“Yes, yes it does. It makes me uncomfortable.” I shifted in my seat and looked back at her. “So what do you do exactly?”
“Oh! Well, I’m a caseworker. So, let’s say you have a problem. Say you were injured really bad on the job and were struggling with that. You’d come here for help. Not just medical, but mental and physical, whatever you need. I arrange it all.”
“Okay… but what do you do?”
She wagged a hoof at me. “I’m getting to that! This is all new so I don’t have the right words yet, okay? We’ve had two attacks on Canterlot in as many years! We had a princess almost abducted. Giant cockatrices knocked down nearly half the city.
“Some ponies need more than just bandages. The goal is one point of contact for a holistic approach. You come to me and I coordinate your physician, your therapist, and anything else. I’m like your coach.”
That brought a grin to my face. “Now that, I get. Yeah. This is perfect for you.”
“It is! Plus, I learned all kinds of specialized skills. They help me recognize ponies in need. And, to be honest, I started seeing a lot of it in me, so I’ve got my own caseworker. She’s over in office five.”
She was seeing somepony? I blinked and tried to find the right words. “Well… you’ve been through a lot.”
Orchid nodded. “Yeah. We have.”
My hackles started to raise.
“So, Silent Knight,” she continued in a tone of voice I really didn’t like. “I want you to know that anything and everything you say to me is confidential. Nothing you say, including admissions of crimes or wrongdoing, will be logged or repeated. However, if I feel you intend to do harm to yourself or to other ponies, I am legally obligated to warn the authorities. Do you understand?”
What was this? I wanted to stand up, but something like panic was holding me in place. My muscles were locked up and rigid. “What?”
“I’m sorry. I have to say that, and I need you to respond. Do you understand?”
“Yeah, I understand the words, but this isn’t funny.” My jaw hurt from being clenched so tight. “This isn’t funny at all.”
The mare nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. Princess Luna set up an appointment, and I thought it would be easier if it was me. I’m legitimately sorry for the false pretenses of asking you here, but we’re going to do this now and get it over with.”
Anger surged in place of panic and I finally found the strength to stand. I fixed Orchid with a withering glare. Coming here had been a mistake.
Her ears drooped. “Please sit down. You have a job to do. I have a job to do. If the Princess tells me to do something, I do it, especially when it is for a friend. Just… Just trust me, okay?”
“I don’t like being ambushed,” I growled.
“Yeah… me either… but we both were, and you can’t hear the word Lavender without wincing.” 
I winced and she jabbed a hoof at me, exclaiming, “See! You don’t need specialized training to notice that… and you yelled at the princess. So please, just sit down.”
Although I turned towards the door, something kept me from taking the first step. Maybe it was the earnest pleading tone. Maybe it was something else.
“It isn’t going to stop, Silent Knight. It doesn’t just go away. You’re getting worse, not better. If you walk out that door, sooner or later you’re going to slip up. Then you’ll just end up here anyway… or worse.”
Deep breaths. I took two slow, deep breaths. Holding them hurt my lungs and releasing them felt like my chest was going to cave in.
Lashing out at Orchid for doing her job wouldn’t make me feel better, even if she had tricked me. It was wrong for her to have tricked me. Wrong of the princess, too.
Princess Luna wasn’t going to let it go, was she? She was just going to keep meddling. How could I possibly win against her? I could leave. Leaving would be an option.
But it might be better to try this, like my mom had said. Like Winterspear had said. Stratus Knight would say it was weak to ask for help, but I didn’t want to be him. I didn’t. That meant doing the opposite.
One more deep breath. “I understand, but is it actually true? That everything is confidential?”
Orchid nodded. “Of course. I don’t take specific notes. The only thing that goes into your file is that you completed a program. That’s it. An officer that was ambushed, going through a survivor’s guilt program? Wouldn’t even get a second glance.”
“If it was anypony else, I’d put this chair through the door,” I said before slowly sitting down.
“Yeah, and that doesn’t bother you? That is extreme, isn’t it? I mean, since when do you throw things? Since when is Silent Knight violent?”
That question hit me hard. I didn’t remember getting this angry before.
“Fine. What do I do?” I said, trying not to be as short as I felt.
“Well, I have to ask… do you plan to do any harm to yourself or to other ponies?”
My wings twitched. “Orchid!”
She quickly raised her hooves. “I have to ask! This is my job. I can’t do it halfway just because it’s you. I can’t make assumptions! You just said you’d put a chair through a door. We can’t sit here and pretend I know you like I used to. Silent Knight, you have to say yes or no.”
“No. I don’t plan to do any harm to myself or any ponies… with a possible exception of Miley, but we both know that will be justified.”
Orchid snorted and replied, “I’ll take humor. And I’m going to leave that last part off because I know you’re not serious. I’m just going to put you on the same plan I’m on. You see a therapist, you talk, and they give you suggestions on how to let things go. It isn’t bad. Is there anything else I need to know, other than anger? Drinking? Depression?”
“No, no drinking like you’re suggesting. No depression.” There was that one thing… That one very, very big thing. “So, when you say confidential?”
“Confidential! Completely.”
Confidential could work. It might even turn her off to this therapy idea. That could definitely work in my favor. “Remember what I told you when you asked too many questions a while back?”
Her head tilted. “About Alastair? Yes. You were showing macho bravado.”
“Yeah, I was hurt and upset. You’re way off on the bravado, though.”
“What does that mean?” she asked in a guarded tone.
The operation hadn’t made me feel any better. Killing Alastair had only left this black mark on my soul. After all, Winterspear had understood. She’d even supported me on some level. She was a guard. Orchid was a guard. A guard would understand.
“Silent Knight?” she asked, her voice soft now. “What do you mean?”
I took a breath and then looked her in the eyes. The words tumbled out one after the other without much thought behind them. Shove the feelings down, focus on the task at hoof. “I killed Alastair and all of his soldiers. And I mean almost literally; I personally killed him when it didn’t seem like he’d surrender. I put my sword right through him.
“We weren’t giving any quarter because there’d have been nothing to do with them. I killed several of his gryphons, too, and got a bunch of other ponies involved. Some of them got hurt. Mercifully, none were killed, but this was supposed to help me get over it all, and instead I feel worse than I did before.”
Orchid’s eyes were wide as she just stared at me. It was a mixture of disbelief, shock, and disappointment. Maybe she wouldn’t understand as well as Winterspear had. Or at all.
Her voice came out as a high-pitched squeak. “How—No! I don’t want to know how. Are you serious?”
“Very. That’s when things started to get worse. Having those ponies injured reminded me a lot about the ponies I’d lost in the ambush.”
I felt sick. The look on her face was twisting my gut into knots, and pouring everything into words felt a little like my soul was vomiting emotions. My throat was tight and raw. My tongue felt swollen in my mouth.
I didn’t want to talk about this anymore. I averted my eyes and said, “Princess Luna told me she was trying to keep me out of harm’s way by giving me my current position. Did she mention that? Did you know about it, too?”
Orchid held up a hoof. “Yes. Forget that. Can we please go back to the part where you flippantly explain that you killed a bunch of gryphon soldiers?”
It wasn’t flippant. Maybe it sounded that way to her, but keeping the emotions I felt out of my voice was the only way to keep from getting sick. Or angry, especially now that I knew yet another pony was aware of how weak I was. “What do you want to know?”
“Everything! Nothing! How? No… gah. Just… how? Without details.”
I breathed in through my nose. “An EIS pony found me and encouraged me to keep digging. That pony is placed high enough in the chain of command and takes a personal interest in the gryphons. I also ran across another pony with exceptional combat prowess that had a bone to pick with them, too.
“He kept pushing me to stay with the mission, and I let him. Part of me wanted him to keep pushing. Between the two of them, we had the skills, contacts, and… I guess issues necessary to pull it off.”
I waved a hoof about. “She worked on Alastair over in Nordanver while the other pony and I organized and trained a team here. My plan was tight. So, through some back-channel efforts and deceit, we managed to trick the gryphons into thinking they could hide in Equestria.”
“And?” Orchid asked, her voice tense.
“I stretched my oath to the breaking point, led my team into battle, and made sure those gryphons were not going to be killing any more royal guards ever again.”
Orchid’s hooves reached for and fumbled a book that had been sitting on her desk. When she finally got it, she started flipping through it. “I don’t think we have a course for this.”
I almost laughed. “No? Nothing for clandestine black operations to kill enemies of the kingdom?”
“What? No! For finding out your friend is capable of tricking a bunch of soldiers into thinking they’re safe here and then slaughtering them. For me!”
I didn’t laugh at that. “Oh. Yeah, probably not. Sorry, Orchid. Are you okay?”
She shook her head. “Oh, no. I’m not. Not at all… but I’m a professional. Look, I’m not saying you did wrong. I’m just… Silent Knight, you’re like one of my kids. Kind of. I just… this is so cold and ruthless. I didn’t know you—” She set the book down and her head drooped.
“Orchid?” I leaned towards her. I started to reach out a hoof, but then paused halfway. She probably wouldn’t want a pony like me to touch her.
The mare’s own hoof reached out and grabbed mine. “I should have said something. I should have told somepony. I should have gotten you help… but I didn’t. I sat there and then I resigned and now you’ve done this.”
I held her hoof tightly and asked in surprise, “You’re blaming yourself?”
“You’re too nice of a stallion for this. You were just doing your job. You might lose your career for this if the secret gets out, and you’re not a liar.” She choked on a sound that was dangerously like a sob. “I should have stopped it.”
I wasn’t prepared for this. Was that how she felt when I was talking? Lost? “Orchid… come on. This isn’t your fault.”
She looked up at me with tears in her eyes. “You sat in your office and told me, Silent Knight! What did you say? ‘Come on, Orchid, I can’t get past this while he is still out there?’ And what did I say? ‘Keep me out of it!’ Keep me out of it?” Her chest heaved, and she sniffled.
“Orchid, no, it’s not like that. You couldn’t have known.”
She wiped her eyes with her other hoof. “I should have. I was your section sergeant. Well… I’m paying attention now. We’re going to start with grief counseling and survivor’s guilt. Unfortunately, if I put you in for the course for when a guard has to kill… well, that might be obvious. I don’t want you to lose your career because you went vigilante.”
My brow furrowed. “You could lose your career if you cover for me.”
“No! No, I can’t. Everything you say to me is confidential. Nothing you say, including admissions of crimes or wrongdoing, will be logged or repeated. Do you feel bad about killing the gryphons?”
I paused to give the question serious thought before shaking my head. “Honestly? I have misgivings about the method but not the outcome. I still believe it’s what I had to do. They could have killed more ponies. They could have tried again. They got their due.”
Orchid winced and just nodded. “Then I don’t think you need a course on how to deal with that guilt. Good Celestia… please tell me you’re done?”
“Well… we captured papers and such. If he had orders…”
“You can’t go around killing everything that might hurt the princess!” Orchid practically shouted at me.
My ears stood. “That’s kind of my job! Remove the threats…” I sighed and relented with a nod. “No, don’t worry, I’m not going to go try and kill everyone. I’ll let the normal process go. Justice was served. It just… It just didn’t matter.”
She tilted her head. “What does that mean?”
I shook my head and shrugged. “My ponies are still dead and I still feel awful about it.”
“Oh… well…” She gave me a weak smile. “There is the Silent Knight I was looking for. Look, here is a list of therapists. Pick one. I’ll make you some appointments. Who do you want to see?” She held the list out to me.
“They’re all the same…” I mumbled, looking at it. Then one name jumped out at me; I recognized it. “Mindful Soul. I’ll see her.”
Orchid gave me a hopeful look. “Yeah? You know her?”
“She helped a pony I know. I want to see her.” If she could help Azurite maybe she could help me.
She nodded and picked up a tissue, wiped her eyes, and then blew her nose. “Alright. She’ll keep me in the loop. I want you to come back and see me, though.”
“For?”
Her eyes rolled. “To keep me company! This office is depressing and next time, I don’t plan to have orders from a princess to surprise you. I legitimately do get lonely down here and you need a place to feel safe. So maybe help a mare out and next time bring a cake or something.”
I glared at her. “You ambush me and expect me to bring a cake?”
The glare had no power over her. “Yes.”
“Oh… well, alright, then. I’m still mad at you, though.”
She nodded. “I know. Sorry. I’m mad at me, too.”
“Yeah… well… you’re just doing your job.” I got up and leaned across the desk to kiss her cheek. “I’m going to go. I’ve got work to do.”
“Okay. Don’t miss your appointments! That’s an order.”
I chuckled and just nodded as I headed out. Confidential could work… or I could be stubborn enough to get them to leave me alone. I’d have to at least do enough to get the princess to stop meddling.
Was therapy supposed to be so draining, though? I felt like I’d worked a whole day’s shift already and I hadn’t even gotten to the palace. My hooves twitched with an eagerness to just go back to the loving embrace of my wife-to-be’s couch again.
I kept them marching in the right direction: straight to a Guard doctor for a quick check-up. Not just for me, but so I could check up on her, too. Telling Orchid about the operation and how it made me feel reminded me that I wasn’t the only pony who might be struggling.
Nova peered into my eyes with her flashlight and then stuck a tongue depressor into my mouth. “You realize I’m not actually a doctor, right?”
Why do doctors ask questions when they have things in your mouth? “‘ose ‘nough,” I said as best I could.
She snorted and pulled the depressor out. “No, I’m not… but this is just a case of Miley Pox. You’re clearly over it. I recommend extra rest, extra fluids, and no contact with Miley.”
I glared. “I put her on house arrest. She won’t be infecting any other innocent ponies for a while.”
Her brow arched. “You realize she recovered before you, right, sir?”
“It’s the point of the matter! She sneezed in my face. Twice! Who does that? When she is completely well, she can come back. Although I might see about keeping her in a mask from now on.”
“Extreme, but I’m not going to say I blame you,” Nova replied before putting her gear away. “How’re you otherwise?”
“Worried about Tranquil and Crimson, but managing. How’re you?”
Nova looked over at me. “Me? I’m fine. I always wondered if I could do it. You know, medicine when it really mattered. Ponies got hurt. I pulled them out, patched them up, and kept them together. Being a doctor after that will be easy.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. We’re royal guards. Ponies will get hurt. As long as I can do the job, I’ll see about making sure nopony dies. None of our ponies died that night, so I consider that a pretty positive thing.”
I nodded at her. “Me, too. You’re not having any other issues with it?”
Nova shrugged. “Just what one would expect from being in combat, but nothing overly traumatic. Remember, sir, most of my training revolves around seeing horrible things and fixing it.”
“Valid point. Thank you for checking me out. Keep an eye on the others. If somepony looks sick, slap a mask on them and send them home.”
“You’ve got it, sir! Have a good afternoon.”
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		40. Making Decisions



I was in the middle of planning the princess’s next Haven trip when Div leaned into my office. “Sir, you have a visitor in the lobby. A Miss Ley Lines?”
My ear flicked. “Oh? Good. Could you bring her up, please?”
He nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Not that I expected Ley Lines to ambush us, but vigilance was part of the job and the security details were still classified, so I set to the task of clearing my desk. It wasn’t long before Div brought her in, and I nodded my thanks and waved him off.
I barely got the door shut before Ley Lines practically bubbled with excitement, “I’ve done it! Exactly as you asked! That book is amazing. I had no idea ponies from that time were so thorough in the preparation of their warriors.”
She offered me two books, which I accepted. The original Knights of the Moon book was exactly how I’d left it, and the copy was very similar in appearance. It was properly bound and stamped, too.
“Most weren’t,” I said as I looked the two tomes over. “This is amazing. You’ve done an excellent job.”
“Thank you, sir!” She gave me a wide, eager grin. “There are more, right? The text makes it clear that this is just one of many.”
I nodded. “Yes. Several more, in fact.”
“Would you like them copied, too? I’d be thrilled to do it. I’ve learned so much about ancient society already.” 
I pondered whether or not she understood everything in the book. She probably did; she was a scholar after all. Did she get out of it what I did, though? Was sharing them all with her a dangerous idea?
“Unfortunately, I don’t have the next books on hoof right now. I’ll have to return the original first. After that, I think we can discuss copying the whole set.”
“And the rest are in Haven?” Ley Lines asked, tilting her head.
“They are.”
That made her ears wiggle like an over-excited foal. “Did you know that there is no record of Haven anywhere? It doesn’t exist, other than rumors that we’re suddenly opening trade routes to it. And just to find that little bit took a lot of asking around.”
I nodded. “It was founded when Nightmare Moon was banished. The ponies that live there hid and maintained almost total isolation.”
“So why are they reaching out now?”
I paused to consider my words as carefully as possible. “Princess Luna’s return as their ruler.”
Ley Lines blinked. “‘Their’ ruler? She rules all ponies with Princess Celestia.”
“Now, yes. Things weren’t exactly like that in the old times despite what they teach us in history.” It wasn’t forbidden knowledge, but I still braced myself for her reaction. “Ponies were more aligned to either the day alicorns or the night alicorns.”
That, understandably, made her brow furrow. “Plural? As in more than just two?”
“Yes.”
“I mean…” She chewed on her lower lip. “We know there were some, but there aren’t a lot of records here.” She peered at me. “You seem to know an awful lot about things nopony else does.”
That was an understatement. “Comes with the job. Anyway, thank you for doing this. When I’m in Haven next, I’ll discuss whether or not they will allow scholars to visit them. Would that be fair compensation?”
She lit back up again. “Completely!”
“It’s a deal then,” I said before opening my office door and leaning out. I spotted Miley coming down the hall and motioned to her. “Sergeant Hooves will see you out.”
“Sounds good. I’ll be looking forwards to the other books,” she said before leaving.
I waited for her to go, then settling back at my desk and getting started on my work again. I barely got my eyes on the first page when there was a knock at my open door.
“Yes?” I said without looking up.
“Sir?” It was Crimson Dawn. My head snapped up and I saw him standing there, his foreleg still in a cast. There was little consolation in the fact that he looked good otherwise.
I stood. Guilt started working its way into my stomach. “Crimson? How’s your leg?”
“Doing much better. The doctors said I can have the cast removed relatively soon and the unicorns in the temple have been helping it heal. They’re very skilled.”
“You’ve been to the temple?” I asked, trying to keep the surprise out of my voice. “For Tranquil?”
He nodded. “Yes. She won’t leave the grounds, but she is doing well. The exemplar says she will recover.”
Sweat ran down the side of my face under my helmet. “Good. I’ve sent a few notes, but she has not responded so I’m glad to hear she is mending. I’m sorry I haven’t—” I bit the inside of my cheek. “I don’t have an excuse.”
He shook his head. “It’s okay. The exemplar said you had your own wounds to tend.”
Of course she did. I cleared my throat. “Yes… Can I do anything for you? We’re going back to Haven soon. Would you like to go?”
“No. I don’t think so. I don’t want to have to face my grandmother and tell her she was right. Not yet, anyway.” He squared his shoulders and met my eyes. “I came here to ask: would you write me a letter of recommendation for the Canterlot Royal Guard Academy?”
My chest felt tight and I struggled to breathe. “Crimson… I don’t think—”
He held up his injured hoof. “I want to be a city guard. The kind that help ponies. The kind that protects them. The ones they smile at in the street. I want to make a difference—and I mean a good kind of difference.” His ears folded back. “What happened before wasn’t for me. I think this is, though.”
I went to my desk drawer and pulled out some of the fancy stationery that was for official communications between the office of Princess Luna’s House Guard and others. The sort of thing I used to announce a royal visit.
“Have a seat,” I told him before setting my pen to the task.

From Lt. Silent Knight, Princess Luna’s House Guard, commanding
To Admissions, Royal Guard Academy, Canterlot
To Whom It May Concern:
I am writing on behalf of Crimson Dawn, a pony who heralds from a town known as Haven. It will not be found in your records but, on my honor, it is a real place and should be accepted on his paperwork. That, however, is not the sole purpose for penning this letter.
Crimson Dawn is a pony of a rare breed. He has served honorably in the Haven Watch for a few years and journeyed to Canterlot to learn more of the outside world. During that time, he trained with me on the fundamentals of being a royal guard, as this was an intense interest of his.
In addition to this training, I view Crimson as the sort of pony with the necessary attributes to excel in our profession. He is loyal, dedicated, and tenacious. He is of excellent character and would, in my opinion, make an exceptional guard.
Please consider this letter as my intent to sponsor him. Should you have any questions about his background, please do not hesitate to reach out to my office.
My regards
Lt. Silent Knight
Princess Luna’s House Guard

I slipped the letter into an empty file folder and offered it to Crimson. “This should do the trick. If you need anything else, let me know.”
He accepted it and nodded. “Yes, sir, thank you, sir.”
With a nod, I replied, “My pleasure. Take care of yourself and your sister, too. I haven’t had the heart yet to try and visit her in person. Perhaps that’s a bit of cowardice on my part.”
Crimson shook his head. “You’re not a coward, sir. It seems clear to me that you’re just hurt. We’ll get by, but I do hope you go and see her. As angry or hurt as she may be, I think she’d be better off with your presence than without it. Hopefully you’ll come see me at the academy?”
It amazed me that he could be so forgiving of me for what I’d put him through. “I’ll be there. I’ll be the first pony in line to congratulate you when you graduate.”
He nodded. “Thank you, sir. Take care of yourself.”
“I will,” I replied before settling back and watching him go. 
☾

Therapy was exactly what I’d expected it to be: a little office with an easy chair, a couch, and ugly green carpet. There was a bookcase full of literature about the mind, a window with a thick shade over it, and a lamp. If it were any more cliché, it would have been painful.
I sat with my forehooves crossed. “I wanted to see Mindful Soul.”
“I understand,” the stallion who was definitely not Mindful Soul replied. “She is away on an emergency. I’m covering her patients for today, and maybe next week. If you’ll just talk to me, I’ll take notes and she’ll pick it up.”
“I can wait.”
The pony in the chair sighed. He was white like me and had a shock of lime green for a mane. He was also an earth pony, which to his credit was interesting. A lot of medical ponies were unicorns.
He tilted his head. “You can wait? As in, just sit there until she shows up?”
“No, as in I leave and come back when she does,” I replied.
He tapped my file. “See, the thing is, your caseworker says that isn’t going to fly. She says therapy, immediately, twice a week. So, at the very least, we’re just going to sit here together.”
“I’ve got all day, doctor,” I said.
“Crossroads. Just Crossroads. There isn’t any need to be so formal. Unless you prefer I call you lieutenant.”
My ears flicked. “I do not.”
“Alright, well if we’re just going to sit here, can we at least talk about something?”
“I’d prefer not.”
Crossroads shifted and set his pad down. “I mean just talk. Not therapy. I mean, the Royal Guard is paying for an hour of my time. I’m not going to let you leave. So, we could talk and not waste kingdom bits. For instance, did you know the Wonderbolts are going to be starting a new Equestrian tour soon? They’ve been getting ready to for it for a while now.”
My forelegs slowly uncrossed. “I hadn’t heard. I actually met Soarin recently. It was one of those random things, he was with this pony I work with, sort of. I guess they’re dating or something now.”
“Oh yeah? He’s a great flyer. I forget they have normal home lives, too.”
“Yeah.” I drummed my hooves against the chair. It was hard to think of Wonderbolts without thinking of… “Have you ever heard of Diamond Dash?”
Crossroads head tilted up a bit and then he nodded. “The old captain? She was something else. I remember her from when I was a colt.” He tilted his head. “She was a little before your time, wasn’t she?”
I nodded. “Yeah, but I used to read about her. She was a class act. An amazing flyer and did all that charity work.”
“They named an airship after her, I think,” he said.
“One of those small, really fast ones. Seems appropriate.”
“It does. I’ll be honest, I’m a little jealous of pegasi. I’d really like to be able to fly. I’ve been on a few airships, but I doubt it’s the same.”
“I’d like to say it is, but I’m not a big fan of lying to ponies.”
He nodded and chuckled. “Thanks. Why Diamond Dash, though? Why not Solar Winds or Spitfire?”
“My dad liked her. He said she was the only navy flyer worth anything.”
“Ah, I see. You like the things your father liked?”
I shrugged. “He didn’t like much, so it sticks out to me.”
“No?”
I shook my head, tension starting to set in my jaw. “No. He liked the Guard. He liked the Army. He liked Diamond Dash.”
“Did he like you?” Crossroads asked.
“I honestly don’t know, and I never will. He died recently.”
“That’s too bad,” he said softly. “Who’s the mare in the waiting room?”
I smiled and replied, “That’s Crystal Wishes, my fiancée.”
Crossroads nodded. “Ah, that makes sense. She seems to like you a lot.”
My head turned towards the door. “Yeah… yeah, she does. There isn’t really a question about that, is there?” Was there?
“Well, I wouldn’t know for sure, but I feel pretty safe in saying there isn’t. Let’s talk about her.”
☾

When I poked my head into Azurite’s office, she was buried in paperwork. Literally. I had no idea where her chair was, but she was behind her desk with files piled up around her. Somehow, they’d managed to get chest-high.
My brow furrowed. “Warrant Officer?”
“Can you please help me, sir?” she asked pitifully while wiggling her forelegs at me.
“Sure,” I replied before flapping my wings and taking off. Some of the papers scattered and she shot me a dirty look, but I didn’t want to fall into the paperwork quicksand. We linked hooves and I pulled her free. “How did you get like this?”
Once I’d set her down, she shook her head. “I’d rather not say. I’ll be right back, okay?”
“You’re leaving? You left me a note to come see you!”
Azurite squirmed. “Sir, if you had been two minutes later, my office would be the fillies’ room. So, if you could just give me two seconds…”
“Go.”
She hurried off, leaving me outside of her disaster zone of an office.
Lieutenant Brook came down the hall and nodded at me. “Good afternoon, Silent Knight. We don’t normally get you do—” His eyes flicked into the office. “What happened!”
“She wouldn’t say. I pulled her out and she ran off to the fillies’ room. Are all of your warrant officers like her?”
He cracked a small grin. “No, no other pony is remotely as fun as her. What brings you down?”
“I honestly don’t know. She left me a note. Could she have planned to be trapped and wanted me to be on-call to rescue her?”
He shook his head. “No… No, that would be ridiculous.” He looked at me. “Right?”
“I don’t know. Maybe?”
After a pause, he shook his head again. “No… Maybe.”
Azurite came galloping back down the hall and slid to a stop between us. “Oh! Sir! Uh, it isn’t what it looks like.”
“It looks like your office exploded into a sea of paperwork,” Brook said.
“Oh, well, then, it might be… but don’t worry about it. I’m on top of it.”
It took all my restraint to not point out she’d not been on top of it but trapped in it. I kept my mouth firmly shut and, thankfully, it complied.
“Far be it for me to question your process,” Brook said before shrugging and heading on his way.
I looked down at her and asked, “Azurite, other than to save you, why am I here?”
“I need you to sign some paperwork. Sergeant Iridescence picked out a new sergeant and wanted it rushed.”
She had? That was good to know, but she probably should have told me first. “Alright, so let me sign the paperwork.”
Azurite shifted. “Well… it’s in there.”
“Warrant Officer…”
“I’m sorry, sir! I’ll find it. Just give me a minute.” Carefully she waded into the office, dove under some files, and then returned with a single form. “Okay, it was right where I left it.”
“Seriously?” I asked before taking it from her and signing it. “Is this all?”
The little blue unicorn nodded and then looked at me with hope in her eyes. “Unless you’d like to stay and help me clean this up.”
My eye twitched. “I’ll send a couple of guards down.”
“To help?” she asked.
“Yeah, sure, to help,” I replied before heading back upstairs.
As I passed by Iridescence’s open door, I called, “First Sergeant, in my office. Now.”
I could hear the sound of her practically scrambling over herself in her hurry to comply. By the time she trotted into my office, I was already sitting behind my desk with my hooves folded and a stern look on my face.
We stared at each other for a long while until I nodded at the door behind her. “Close that, if you don’t mind.”
“Yes, sir,” she said with a little bit of nervousness in her voice.
Once we had the relative privacy of a shut door, I leaned back in my seat. “I just got back from Pony Resources.”
Her brow furrowed but she kept an otherwise straight face. “Oh?”
“I met with Warrant Officer Azurite. She had paperwork for me to sign.” I tapped a hoof against my desk. “Your paperwork.”
“My—” She stopped and her eyes widened just slightly with realization. “Right. My new sergeant.”
“Yes, your new sergeant.”
I lapsed into silence. I wasn’t trying to make her nervous for the fun of it. I wanted to see how confident she was in her choice. “Dream Dancer?” My brow arched. “Hmm.”
“What? ‘Hmm,’ what?” She swallowed. “Is Dream Dancer not good?”
I leveled a serious stare at her. “Do you think she is?”
After a small pause where I thought she would cave, she straightened up. “Yes, sir. That’s why I picked her. She’s very good.”
I nodded. “You’re right. Exemplary pony skills and a perfect record.”
Her confidence wavered. “Then why the ‘hmm’?”
“I’m just a little surprised you took one of Sunny’s names.”
That put her right back on track, and she smiled. “You said find the best pony, sir. I didn’t look at who recommended them. After all, the first sergeant has to look out for what is best for the unit as a whole, and not something petty like that, right?”
Finally, I smiled. “Correct. For what it’s worth, I think you made the right choice.”
Of course, all the names were good. Any of them would have been the right choice, but that wasn’t what mattered. What mattered was that she’d picked one herself.
“Azurite already started pushing the paperwork,” Iridescence explained. “Dancer will be available to us almost immediately.”
“Very good.” I waved a hoof. “On that topic, I want you to send two guards down to help Azurite. She’s had some kind of breakdown with her paperwork.”
Iridescence’s head tilted. “You want us to help her? With paperwork?”
“She’s helped us on numerous occasions. Now, we’ll help her. I’m sure we can spare two guards for the task.”
“Yes, sir,” she said with a little confusion. “Anything else, sir?”
I paused at that. Then, slowly, I took off my helmet and set it aside. She did the same and raised her brow at me in question.
“I’m not sure how much longer I’m going to be in command here,” I said in a low voice. “Princess Luna is, evidently, trying to protect me. You and I both know I can’t protect a pony that might do something foolish like hesitate in an evacuation to look for me.”
The unicorn blinked and came closer. “What? What are you talking about?”
I sighed. “Princess Luna put me in for the academy so I would be one step removed from danger. She then had me assigned here to keep an eye on me. That isn’t going to do. Sooner or later I’m going to have to resign. I just wanted to make certain everything was alright before I did.”
“Silent Knight… don’t be silly. She wouldn’t risk herself for you. She knows she has to get away.”
My brow arched. “Does she? In the heat of the moment, is she going to go with you or try to save me? We can’t take that risk, Iridescence; she’s too important.”
She took a long breath and seemed to mull it over before giving me a frown. “What are you going to do, then?”
I waved a hoof at her. “I’ll find something. Perhaps the palace guard could use an officer that actually knows what he’s doing… there are plenty of positions for a pony like me. Anyway, I just thought you should know. Please don’t tell anypony. Especially not the princess.”
“I won’t… but don’t go making some hasty decision. Maybe you should go talk to Shining Armor first. I respect what you’re saying, but this is more than just your job. This is you. You’re Silent Knight, Princess Luna’s House Guard Commander.”
“I know, but the rules are the rules and I can’t risk her. I’ll think it over, though. Dismissed.”
Iridescence nodded at me and put her helmet back on. As she went to the door, she paused a moment as if to say something, but then just went on.
☾

For the first time in my life, I had a buddy with me at the Hay Cafe. I wasn’t the lone royal guard sitting there muttering to himself.
Val looked at me across the table and smirked. “You prefer this, don’t you?”
“Yes. How can you not?”
“I’m not used to trusting ponies. I decided to trust you and that has worked out decently well thus far. In my experience, however, this is an oddity.”
I just nodded and then munched on my salad. It was pretty basic on the whole. Generally, I preferred cooked vegetables, but the cafe didn’t really do them very well. “So…”
Val looked around and lowered her voice. As she did, her horn illuminated. “So, our friend had some interesting documents. The real winner, of course, was the journal you managed to scoop up.”
I didn’t even remember a journal, but I’d grabbed everything made of paper. “Any clear link?”
“Yes and no. Without a doubt, he was Garrard, not that that should surprise you. There was way too much evidence for anything else to be true. Unfortunately, there were no written orders from a higher-up to execute the attack.”
That wasn’t wholly surprising. You don’t normally create a paper trail when you commit an act of war. That allows you to have some deniability if the operation blows up in your face.
“Anything of use, then?”
Val nodded. “Oh, definitely. He was supposed to be keeping an eye on the Nordanver king and reporting his activities back. Nothing overly critical, just court gossip and such. To be honest, it sounded like a dull job. Still, I found a lot of evidence of drops and he mentions the things he collected in his journal. It didn’t amount to much.”
“How does he go from a low-level spy to would-be assassin? How did he get so many gryphon soldiers on his side?”
“That part seems somewhat convoluted. From what I can tell, Garrard is the black sheep of the family. I’m not sure the Sudramoar royals cared all that much for him. My educated guess is that is why he was chosen for this ‘important’ mission. Get him out from under hoof. His journal is not very complimentary of his own grandfather.”
I set my fork down and looked up. “Alright. I’m with you so far.”
“Well, Alastair, on the other hoof, was a pretty popular soldier. Just because his own family didn’t really like him didn’t mean others felt the same. He drew in a lot of younger gryphons from less influential walks of life and treated them well. Plus, he had money, and lots of it. Ultimately, I’d guess he wanted to do something worthy of his grandfather’s notice, and an attack on Princess Luna was what he came up with.”
That brought a frown to my face. “So it wasn’t ordered?”
Her ear twitched. “I didn’t say that.”
“Help me out, then?”
“He was receiving missives. Vague letters that encouraged him to continue with the grand design. Not necessarily an order, per se, but a nudge. The writer talked about how it would result in a stronger homeland. No names are ever mentioned. No places, either. I don’t think they really trusted him enough to let him see the whole picture.”
I felt both smug at that… and guilty. Alastair was just a pawn, and I’d killed him. For what?
Anger boiled up that I kept from showing on my face. No, he was a murderer. Pawn or not, he deserved exactly what he got.
If Val noticed, she didn’t show it. She just kept talking. “That led Alastair to start planning. He scripted out a lot of it, including his delivery line. Several different versions were scratched out, leaving one in underline.”
She cleared her throat and recited: “The Princess will fetch a hefty ransom from the Duke. He is so enthralled by you ponies. Unfortunately, the rest of you won’t be necessary. If you surrender, though, I might let you live.”
The too-familiar words sent a chill up and down my spine. I grabbed my fork again just so I had something to hold onto, then quickly set it back on the table. Having a weapon in hoof was probably a terrible idea when I was breaking out in a light sweat.
“In my opinion,” Val continued, “I think he planned for it to lower your guard or get the other gryphons to run off. Perhaps he thought no one would fight as hard if they thought the princess wasn’t in mortal danger. Either that, or his own men would have thought an assassination attempt would be insane and not go along with it.”
“So in their mind, it was an ambush for ransom, but in his it was not?”
Val nodded. “Exactly. There was no mention of a plan to hold her. I suspect it was indeed an assassination attempt. Even if it wasn’t a direct order, it was clear he was being pushed to do something.”
I didn’t like this. Everything was too perfectly orchestrated: for all intents and purposes, he acted entirely alone. Even his followers hadn’t known what was going on. It was very likely he didn’t, either.
Whoever was pulling the strings was very, very good. 
I slumped back in my seat. “So we’re back to square one.”
She gave an emphatic shake of her head. “No. We got him, and we know someone is up to something. I have contacts in Sudramoar that are keeping tabs on the likely suspects.”
“Sounds good.” I tried to eat more of my salad, but my appetite was long gone. “Oh. I wanted to let you know that my boss and her sister are looking at this closer.”
Val waved a hoof without any nervous hesitation. “Won’t be a problem.”
My ear flicked. “Oh?”
“There isn’t anything to find anymore. There is no record of him getting on a ship, no record of a ship coming here. I’d thrown guard intelligence off the trail long before we got him that far. No pony outside of your unit knows he came here and there is no evidence he and his soldiers ever were. Frankly, at this point, the only evidence is personal confessions.”
“I see.” I stared down at the table, then up at her. “There were good ponies involved. Guilt might motivate them to talk.”
Val shrugged. “It’s a risk we had to take.”
It was. It was a necessary risk for a necessary mission. Wasn’t it?
I wasn’t sure anymore.
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		41. Commitment?



I arrived at the fancy condominium building late and let myself into Crystal’s place. With so many ponies out, I was right back in my old position of staying long past my normal hours. If officers even had normal hours.
Crystal looked up from the couch and said in an even tone, “Your dinner is cold.”
I nodded. “I’m not surprised. I hope you didn’t wait.”
“I did for a little while and then went ahead. Long day?”
As I removed my armor, I nodded. “Yeah. Finally found a new sergeant, most of the unit is still sick, and other things like that. I’m also planning a trip for Princess Luna, so that has me busy. How’re you?”
The mare stood and went to the kitchen to start heating up whatever it was she had made. “I’m fine.”
My ears flicked. “Fine, huh?”
“Yes, fine,” she repeated before setting a plate heavily on the counter.
I knew enough about mares to know that ‘fine’ meant ‘not fine,’ but I didn’t know enough to know what to do about it. Ignoring it seemed bad, though, so I lingered by the kitchen and said, “You seem angry.”
“No, I’m not angry. You’re late again. I just thought that was over.”
“It was, for the other things. I’m not sure it will ever be over though. That is part of my job.” She was angry. There was no doubt about that.
Crystal dumped the food from the skillet onto a plate. Zucchini and broccoli. She’d made one of my favorites. Had I missed something important again?
“I understand,” she said before levitating the plate over to me.
I took it and set it on the table. “Do you, honey?”
“What?” she asked, looking over at me.
“Do you understand?”
“What sort of question is that?” She huffed. “Of course, I understand! You are an important pony, you don’t control your schedule, and you had to work late again. That’s life.”
Did she, though? I wasn’t convinced of that. It was time to have the talk I’d been dreading. Putting it off any longer would just make it worse. “Right.”
“Right! Of course it’s right,” she half-snapped back.
“Crystal, I’m sorry about being late and putting you through this repeatedly. I think it’s time we had an honest conversation.”
Crystal froze where she stood and slowly turned towards me. Her jaw was set, the frustration written on her face. This was the moment. This was the point where I had to show her the reality of our situation.
“Alright. What do you want to talk about?” she replied in a strained tone.
That was far more of a loaded question that she knew. “This, everything. Me being late. My job. All of it.” I gestured widely with a hoof.
“What about it?”
“How long are you going to be fine with me coming home late? We’ve only been together a little while and I’m already missing dinner, skipping important events, and other things for my job. And you’re already upset.”
“I’m not upset!” Crystal said, her voice louder than normal. It then lowered as she added, “I would just like to know where my stallion is.”
“Look, I know it is frustrating… and it will only get worse. Stratus was never around when we needed him and, when he was, I’m not sure that was much better.”
Crystal waved a hoof at me. “You’re not your father. You’re not going to strike our foals in some strange warrior tradition to make them tough.”
With a soft sigh, I shook my head. “I’m not sure you’re listening, Crystal. I’m saying, if you’re frustrated now, imagine how you’ll feel later. Maybe… maybe you’d like to reconsider your answer.”
The unicorn’s eyes widened and she gasped. “How dare you!”
“I’m just trying to look out for you.”
“Look out for me? How dare you!” she repeated.
“Crystal, my job is always going to be a big part of who I am. That means leaving on short notice, long hours, and maybe even being killed. I’m not sure that is the kind of life for a pony like you.”
The mare crossed the condo to glare at me up close. “A pony like me? How dare you!”
For a moment, I was concerned I’d broken her. She just kept saying the same thing over and over. I opened my mouth and she stuffed a hoof over it.
“Don’t you dare! I’m sorry if I’ve been a little upset about you being gone so much, but you have been gone a lot lately! More than I think you ever have, and before you decide for me what kind of pony I am, maybe you should ask me!”
I tried to respond but her hoof held firm. “When you were in that hospital, I was so scared! I didn’t know how your mom could be so calm. You were dying, Silent Knight! You were dying and yes, I thought about running away, but I didn’t.
“No, I decided right then and there I would be tough. That it was worth loving you, all of you, regardless of the risks. So how dare you come into my home and suggest I’d be better off without you!”
My ears folded back and she finally moved her hoof. I said meekly, “I could die.”
“Yes. Yes, you could. Don’t imagine me to be some weak little mare, though. I’m prepared for that.”
“Are you really?” I asked, skepticism bleeding into my tone.
Her eyes filled with tears again and she bit out, “Of course not! Nopony could be! But I am prepared to be prepared to try, and I want the chance. Don’t you walk away from me thinking it will be for the best. I’ve worked too hard for this and love you too much.”
“I think you’re making a mistake,” I replied softly.
“Then it is mine to make! Do you really want to walk away from me?”
I shook my head. “Of course not, but I want what’s best for you.”
“You’re what is best for me! Do you know how much effort I’ve put in becoming a good officer’s wife? Do you realize how many horrible events I’ve had to endure for you? Do you really think I’d go through all of that if I wasn’t sure? If I didn’t love you?”
I blinked and then said plainly, “I never asked you to do any of that.”
Crystal sputtered, and her mouth opened. It worked a few times before she finally managed, “I… but… you…”
This was ridiculous. Was she serious? “I, what? Couldn’t care less about social appearances outside of my professional career?”
She blinked several times. “But a proper wife!”
“According to who?”
Her cheeks flushed red and she looked away after a moment of thought. “Okay, fine, point taken. It doesn’t change the facts, though! Do not change the subject! I’m not giving up on you… and you… well, you’ll just have to be as careful as you can be.”
“If I have to give it all up to do my job, I’m going to, Crystal. You have to understand that.”
She softly set her hoof over my heart and nodded. “I’m not sure I can understand, but I can accept it. Just… don’t put yourself in undue risk, okay? You don’t have to do that. You don’t have to go out there and look for some sort of glorious death.”
I shook my head. “No, I don’t have to.”
She nodded. “Then don’t. Just do what you have to and think about coming home to me. Okay?”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes! Quit asking. If I change my mind, I’ll let you know. Not the other way around.”
This was not the way I’d thought the conversation would go. She wanted to stick by me and even though I knew it was a mistake, I wanted her to stay. The thought of losing her hurt.
I stared at her in awe. Crystal was petite, but there was a fire in her spirit. It raged behind her beautiful eyes. Our life together had not been easy, but she never gave up. She always moved forwards.
She also had weird ideas sometimes. I shifted the topic back a bit and asked, “Why did you think I’d want you to go to all of those events? I’d have much rather had you around.”
Crystal sighed and just shook her head. “I was assuming things… who knows. I’ll stop going. That will make your schedule easier. It will give me more time to write, too.”
“Yeah. And once ponies are well, I’ll try to keep some regular hours.”
“Okay,” she whispered, setting her head against mine. “I just want to get married and live happily ever after.”
I chuckled softly and set a hoof over hers. “I think all the work starts after you get married.”
“Probably… but we have to get that far at least.”
I nodded and then my ear twitched. “So set a date. If you’re determined to marry me, then let’s just get married.”
Crystal blinked and looked up at me. “Seriously?”
“Of course. Pick a date and start planning.”
The mare stood in silence for a moment before she nodded resolutely. “Well, okay, then. I’ll start planning.”
“Good. Let me know how it goes,” I said teasingly.
“Let you know? Where are you going to be?”
“Well… unfortunately, Haven. We can talk about that later, though. Tell me about your dream wedding.”
There was a moment of trepidation before Crystal giggled. “I want it to happen in a rose garden.”
☾

Mindful Soul’s office was very different from Crossroads’s. It had the bookcases, sure, but they made up the outside border. The center area was wide open with a few pillows and a couple of balls to sit on. She also had more windows, but they were high up, so there was no need to shade them.
There were a few plush pony dolls, too. Maybe that’s why Azurite liked Mindful Soul so much. She could come, get therapy, and play with dolls. Azurite struck me as the type of ponies to like dolls.
“Silent Knight?” Mindful Soul asked in a soft but even tone.
“Hmm?”
“Do you like the stuffed animals?”
“Oh, they’re nice. I was thinking about my… I think she’s my niece? Or something. My sister’s marefriend’s little sister. She’d like these. Especially that green one.”
Mindful Soul chuckled and nodded. “Well, I see fillies and colts, too. The stuffed animals help ease their anxiety, but they are not exclusively for little ponies. Mares and stallions are welcome to hold them, and many do. They are my assistants.”
I picked up the green one. “Fair enough.”
“My colleague’s notes say you were most insistent about seeing me. Why?”
I looked Mindful Soul over. She wasn’t exactly what I’d expected, honestly. She was a very thin unicorn, so delicate that I imagined a stiff wind could blow her away. Her coat had a sheen to it and was a rich purple color. By contrast, her mane was almost white and was cut so that it hung no lower than her jaw.
“You came highly recommended,” I replied.
“He does, too. Why me?”
“You treat Azurite and she seems like she’s doing pretty well. If you can help a sweet mare like that deal with killing a pony, I should be easy. Although, in hindsight, I imagine Azurite likes the dolls, which may be why she likes you.”
Mindful Soul kept an even expression, betraying nothing. She’d have been an excellent guard. “It doesn’t exactly work that way, Lieutenant Knight… or, if you prefer, Silent Knight.”
“Silent Knight.”
“I see. So that we can be less formal?”
“You’re not a guard. There’s no sense in it. Unless you want me to call you Doctor Soul.”
“I don’t. Formality has its place in the Guard, but not here. Now, speaking about you being here. I see you are having grief over losing ponies. Maybe some anger issues, too?”
I flinched. “That’s what Orchid says, yes.”
Mindful Soul’s brow arched. “And you disagree?”
“No, not really. It does seem weird to me that somepony can just say I have issues so casually.” I waggled the pony doll in my hooves. “Oh, it is just this and that. Like… oh, the sky is blue and grass is green.”
“I see. And you feel like it isn’t that simple. You’re unique.”
I looked up at her. “Shouldn’t I feel that way?”
“Of course. Just because you have common symptoms doesn’t mean you have to be treated in a generalized way. I treat all of my patients uniquely.”
“Fair enough.”
“You don’t like therapy, do you?” she asked rather pointedly.
I shook my head. “Not really. My family is private and prideful. I didn’t like Orchid and Princess Luna arranging this without consulting me. I feel… betrayed by them.”
“Would you have come on your own?”
My ear flicked. “Unlikely.”
“Well, there you go. The betrayal, as you say, was necessary in their minds. So, why don’t you like therapy?”
I shrugged as I shifted the doll from one hoof to the other. “Therapy seems unnatural. I come here and talk about my problems while some other pony sits there, takes notes, and judges me.”
Mindful Soul crackled a small smile. “I’m not going to sit here and judge you. I’m going to help you get better, just like any other doctor, assuming you let me. If you fight me the whole way, it is going to take a lot longer, if at all.”
“I’m not trying to be combative. It just keeps coming out,” I said with a sigh. “You seem very nice.”
“Thank you. Why don’t we take it slow? I’ve read through your file. You’ve had an incredibly fast and impressive career. That is a lot of stress for a young pony.”
“My father trained me from a very young age for this career.” I tried not to frown. “I can deal with the stress.”
“Well… you say that, but as I mentioned before, you’re still grieving over the loss of your subordinates. You’re also struggling with sudden bouts of anger. We need to teach you to deal with those issues better so you can do your job and keep building out this impressive file.”
“Right. Well, just tell me how to do that and I’ll be on my way, then.”
Mindful Soul softly chuckled. “Silent Knight, I can’t just give you a magic pill or spell. It takes work. Now tell me, why has it taken you so long before these problems were noticed by your associates? You’ve managed to keep it hidden for a year without consequence. Then suddenly your behavior became erratic enough to be noticed? No… something set you off. What was it?”
Well, perhaps there was something to her after all. I looked her in the eye. “You’re very good.”
She shrugged. “Don’t stall.”
“Sure, sure.” I set the doll on my hoof and tried to get its floppy limbs to settle into a proper sit. “I ended up in another battle. Some of my ponies were injured, and I killed several enemy soldiers.”
Mindful Soul took a moment to flip through my folder. “Forgive me, but I don’t see anything like that in here. Nor am I aware of enemy soldiers presently in our kingdom.”
“You wouldn’t. It was off the books. A classified operation.”
“I see… and the House Guard typically conducts clandestine operations that result in combat?”
I shook my head. “Not usually, no.”
“Why an exception here, then?”
“I orchestrated an operation with an Equestrian Intelligence Service agent to locate the gryphon that attacked Princess Luna. We found him and his soldiers, tricked them into coming to Equestria, and then ambushed them. I killed him myself with my own sword.”
Not just my own sword, but the sword Runic had given me. My chest tightened at that thought. Such a special gift, now stained with blood.
“Interesting. You and this agent must be really good to do that.”
I shrugged. “She’s really good at her job, I guess. I’m pretty good at mine, too. My plan was excellent. They never saw us coming.”
Mindful Soul took a few more notes and looked off towards one of the windows for a moment. “Command ordered this?”
“No.”
“Ah. You could lose your career for this depending on if that agent was running this officially. Are you sure that isn’t what set you off?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Honestly, that is the least of my worries. Some young ponies got hurt because I took them with us. One of them saved my life, but she had to kill a gryphon to do it. She didn’t take that well.”
“Guilt, then. Or should I say, more guilt?”
“Yeah… the first time, I lost three ponies that were directly under my command. Seven others as well who had no business being there. Palace guards…”
Her ear flicked. “You weren’t in command.”
My grip tightened on the doll and I felt its stuffing shift against my hoof. One of its limbs puffed up from the increase in volume. “They were my ponies. I was the section NCO. I don’t want to argue semantics. You can’t convince me that just because I wasn’t the officer responsible that I am somehow absolved. This has always been my unit. They were my guards.”
Mindful Soul steepled her hooves. “Oh, don’t underestimate me… but I understand. So, you believe this is all about you losing ponies and ponies getting hurt. It has nothing to do with you being hurt or having to kill.”
“Yes?” I avoided looking at her to instead try to get the doll’s limb back to its normal size, squeezing so the extra stuffing returned to its proper place. It wasn’t the doll’s fault, after all.
“Killing him had nothing to do with the fact that he hurt you?”
“Of course it did. That isn’t the only reason I did it, though.”
She asked pointedly, “Isn’t it?”
“No. You can believe what you like, but that wasn’t the sole reason. This wasn’t a revenge killing.”
“I don’t believe anything. Tell me why. Elaborate how this wasn’t revenge.”
“He killed ponies, and I didn’t trust the gryphons to punish him. He attacked Princess Luna, and there is no forgiving that. While he was alive, he was a threat to her and a threat to others. He had to be put down.”
“I shall root out and remove all threats to her security and ensure her wellbeing for the good of all ponies,” Mindful Soul quoted as she took a few notes.
“Yes. I removed the threat.”
Mindful Soul nodded and then motioned. “Why did it have to be you? You and your EIS agent could have turned it over to the proper authorities to execute the plan. Why you?”
“That is because… I guess. I mean…”
“Yes?”
I relented with a sigh. She had me there. “I guess that part was revenge. I thought if I killed him myself it would…”
She looked over at me. “It would what?”
I shook my head. I could feel the anger starting to catch fire, a spark against a flimsy piece of paper that was my self-control lately.
“It would what, Silent Knight? Why did it have to be you?”
The paper went up in flames. “I thought I’d be free of him! I always felt him looming over me. If I did it myself, I’d overcome it and be free. No more weakness, no more feeling sorry for myself. I beat him. It wasn’t even a contest. For a year, I’d prepared. It was all over so quick. I won the battle!”
“And?” she pressed.
My hoof clenched tight around the doll and started trembling. “And it didn’t matter! Things only got worse. I got more ponies hurt and my ponies are still dead. I failed them as a leader. What do I have to do to make it right for them? How do I do my job if I can’t even get over ponies being injured?”
Mindful Soul set her notes aside and stood. She approached me, set the squished doll aside, and took my hooves in hers. “You did not fail before. If it wasn’t for you, more ponies would have died. Maybe even the princess. Your judgment was impaired, but you did not fail. You removed a perceived threat.”
“Blood doesn’t wash off, and there is a lot of my ponies’ blood on these hooves. I’m just at the start of my career. How many more will I have on me before it’s over?”
The unicorn lifted them up and looked them over. “Emotional wounds can’t be fixed, Silent Knight. They can, however, be mitigated and sometimes made into strengths. If you really think you have too much blood on these hooves, why bother carrying on as a guard?”
I stared at her. “What else would I do? I don’t know how to do anything else. I’m a warrior. I should be strong enough to be a warrior that can get past these things. You can’t have weak ponies in my line of work. Those are the ponies that don’t make it.”
She squeezed my hooves. “I don’t think you’re a weak pony because you have feelings. You shouldn’t, either.”   
I snorted. “Alright, I’ll try. What do I do?”
“To start, you come and see me. Often, for now. You went pretty extreme with your reaction to your grief and injury.” There was a hint of a smile on her muzzle. “You don’t do anything halfway, do you?”
“My father always taught me to finish a mission.”
Mindful Soul let my hooves go and stood. Lightly, she patted my head. “Well, the mission just started, soldier. We’re in this for the long haul. See you in two days.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.
☾

The large red doors that separated the Unicorn Temple grounds from Canterlot loomed in front of me. Nopony was waiting for me this time. Perhaps, for once, the exemplar hadn’t known I was coming. To be fair, I hadn’t been sure I was going to, either.
I knocked three times and waited. It wasn’t long before the door opened, and to my surprise, Tranquil Dusk peered out at me. “Hello, Silent Knight.”
The sight of her sent a shiver along my spine and, for a moment, I couldn’t speak. When I found my composure, the words that fell out of my mouth were, “Please tell me you’re not having visions now, too.”
She shook her head. “Oh, no. The exemplar said you might benefit from seeing me, though.”
“Well…” I shifted. “I did come to see you. May I come in?”
She stepped back and replied, “Of course. You are always welcome in this place.”
I sighed and walked through the door. “You’re starting to sound like her.”
“True, I am. If you spend as much time with her as I do, it sort of happens, I think. Why have you come?”
The garden was peaceful and quiet. I hadn’t been inside the grounds in a while. Slowly, I started to trot down my usual path, and Tranquil fell in beside me. I wasn’t eager to talk yet, but hiding from it wouldn’t be right.
“You didn’t respond to my notes,” I said finally. “And I should have checked on you sooner.”
“You put me in good hooves, and I did not want to see or hear from you.”
“I’m supposed to be your guardian.”
She softly laughed. “A young pony watching two young ponies he barely knows. Willful young ponies, I should add. I’m not sure that was fair. Still, I appreciate that you take your promises so seriously.”
“I do. I let my own… whatever it is get in the way of my best judgment, and now you and Crimson are hurt. I’m sorry.”
Tranquil nodded. “I accept your apologies and forgive you.”
I blinked and looked over at her. “What? Just like that?”
“Yes, for you, just like that. You tried to warn us. You tried to turn us off. You may not have outright refused, but it isn’t like you lied or encouraged us. You gave in. You gave in and made sure we’d survive it. Perfect? No… but we survived it. Now I’m studying under a scion and she has shown me that you are not to blame for my pain.
“I should also be honest and say that I do, now and then, blame you still. The idea of you stands my coat on end. The exemplar sent me to fetch you as part of my recovery. To see the actual pony and not the idea of him.”
So Ferrel had seen me coming after all. Great. At least she was helping Tranquil, whose tone had been even, almost light, even though the last few words were clipped and strained.
“Does the idea match the pony?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.
She shook her head. “No. I thought you would, but no. When the exemplar and I speak and revisit my memories, I realize it isn’t fair to hold you solely responsible. I approached you first. I followed you after you asked me not to. I felt compelled in my own way, just as you did. Crimson and I held you up as something more than a pony, but in the end, you’re just an imperfect pony like us. What we did wasn’t fair.”
Exemplar Ferrel seemed to have made far more progress with Tranquil than Mindful Soul had made with me. I could still sense her anger, but she was keeping herself relatively calm. Perhaps the nox pony was more receptive to healing than me.
I cleared my throat, discomfort filling my chest with a heavy weight. I guided the conversation away. “You study with a scion now, but didn’t you before? Moonlit Star is a scion, I thought.”
Tranquil waved a hoof dismissively. “Yes, but she’s my grandmother first. We disagreed about things, and I was too foolish to listen to her. She was also too concerned with me as her granddaughter to be a good teacher.”
“I see.” I took a deep breath in and let it out slowly. “I’m glad that you find yourself suited to the exemplar’s teaching.”
She nodded. “I am. There is much for me to do still to return to my footing. I’m still struggling to find my place in our world again. I know I don’t ever want to take another life. That isn’t right…” She paused and then waved a hoof. “I mean, not for me. It isn’t right for me. It is your job if it has to be.”
Right for me. Of course. That was what Silent Knight did: he was a killer when he had to be. I tried to push the nausea and anger down and said, “We’re going back to Haven. Your brother didn’t want to go. Would you like to?”
Tranquil shook her head. “No. I will not leave the grounds. Not yet. As I said, I don’t know my place in the world beyond.”
“I understand, but what should I tell Moonlit Star?”
“That my brother and I are both in good hooves? That we are safe? I do not know any better than you do. Tell her whatever is necessary.”
We approached the small bridge that was built over the stream that ran along the temple grounds. Exemplar Ferrel was standing on it, already looking our way.
Tranquil slowed and eventually came to a stop. She nodded at me and said, “I’ll see you when you get back.”
I stopped, too, and looked between the exemplar and nox pony. “You’re not staying?”
Tranquil shook her head. “No. I think the things we were meant to do together are done for now. Life is going to take us down different paths. You are a reminder, and until I see you as a friend again, I think it is best we part company. Just know that I don’t blame you.
“And, though it truly pains me to say it, I think you have a long path ahead, Silent Knight. I won’t follow this time. The blinder of youthful foolishness is gone. Where you go next, you go alone.”
With as much dignity as I could, I kept my form straight. Whether she blamed me or not, this was goodbye. A severing of our associations. All of them.
She was a smart pony.
My hoof found her shoulder and I nodded. “That is for the best. You’re a smart pony, and I wish you well. I’ll give your grandmother your love.”
“Thank you,” she replied, her eyes turning to the mare standing on the bridge. “I know you think ill of her, but she is waiting for you. Go to her, Silent Knight.”
There was not a lot of desire to take myself forwards. The mere visage of Ferrel exhausted me. Where I had once sought comfort and knowledge from her, I now dreaded what she might know about me and what was to come.
Quitting, however, was never the hallmark of my family. We were the ponies that did the horrible jobs and kept going. We were the ones that stood halfway in the shadow to make sure there was enough light for the regular ponies. The remaining distance to the bridge seemed immense but I left Tranquil Dusk’s side and crossed it. It was what I had to do.
“Good afternoon, Silent Knight,” the exemplar said to me as she peered down into the water.
“Good afternoon, Exemplar.”
“You’ve finally returned.”
I nodded. “I have.”
“You look better, though I can sense a great deal of dread and trepidation.”
I peered at her, trying to not glare. “Is that another special power you have?”
“What?” She looked over and shook her head. “No. I’m reading your body language.”
“Of course.” Several small fish went on down the stream going about their day. I looked down at them. “My path isn’t over?”
“Far from it.”
“More violence?” I asked.
“Unfortunately, so.”
My stomach felt like it was turning inside-out. “More death?”
“Much.”
“Why me?” It was a simple enough question. If it was to be me. I had a right to know.
The exemplar shrugged. “It doesn’t have to be. I’m certain if not you, some other pony would step into the role. Though, perhaps not. You do not seem as if you’ll back down.”
I blinked at that and shook my head. “But why me? That didn’t answer my question.”
“Did it not? As I said, you do not seem as if you’ll back down. You stepped forwards. You chose to be her protector. You chose to be her agent. You chose to be her knight. And, when the time comes, you will choose to step into the line of fire. Why you? Ask yourself that.”
How was it possible to hate a pony without hating her? I knew it wasn’t Ferrel’s fault. I hated her anyway. And I didn’t hate her at all.
“You’re saying it isn’t fate or destiny?” I asked. “It’s all of my choosing?”
“It could be some of both, but fate or destiny cannot force us to do anything. It merely calls to ponies it thinks might be right. Those ponies must choose to answer or not. You have chosen to answer the call just, as your first opponent did.”
My brow furrowed. “What?”
“Your opponent answered the call of the darkness, just as you answer the call of the alicorns. Was that not evident? He was a wicked being that followed a path of greed. Money, power, and fame were what he sought, and the darkness was all too willing to provide it. He accepted its offer, and it enhanced what evil was already there.”
Something in my blood went cold. Was Alastair more than a pawn of his kingdom, but an unwilling participant, too? Had his actions truly not been his own after all?
She looked at me, or maybe through me, and then shook her head. “No, Silent Knight. Neither the darkness nor the alicorns can control us. They call us, guide us, whisper to us. But in the end, it is we who must choose.”
“And you think the alicorns wanted me to kill him?”
The exemplar fell silent as her eyes lost focus, and I knew she was gone.
I set my hooves on the wooden railing of the bridge and watched the fish go by as I tried to process everything. Hadn’t I seen dark smoke when Alastair died? Was that the darkness Ferrel spoke of?
Was that darkness the same as what Princess Celestia had shown me? I remembered her saying that dark magic had a will of its own.
Then Exemplar Ferrel blinked and looked over at me. “Silent Knight. Hello again.”
“Hello, Exemplar.”
“Lovely day today. Plenty of sunshine.”
“Yes…” I blinked.
After a moment of awkward silence, she tilted her head. “When the alicorns call, you’ll know. It will be your choice to answer. Are you ready?”
I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so.”
She sat a hoof on my shoulder and squeezed it, smiling. “That is fine. You have time.”
“I do?”
“You do.” Her hoof slipped away. “You should visit more often. I do miss our walks. Good day, Silent Knight. Safe trip back.”
A part of me wanted to stay and demand answers, but she turned back to the stream. I was dismissed. Perhaps that was for the best.
I bowed my head. “Good day, Exemplar.”
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		42. Turning It Around



The moon was full and beautiful. Princess Luna had done an exceptional job on it as summer started to give way into fall. We stood together on her balcony, looking up and admiring her work.
“I don’t care how many times I see a full moon,” I said softly. “I still always find it beautiful.”
Princess Luna looked over at me, tilting her head. “Indeed? For me, it is bittersweet.”
“Bittersweet?”
She nodded. “Of course. I am proud of what I’ve learned and what powers I command, but looking at the moon sometimes reminds me that it used to bear my visage. A reminder of my failure.”
“Failure? You were taken, Princess. It wasn’t your fault.”
Princess Luna chuckled softly and shook her head. “Is that what you believe? That I was just taken by some dark magic? Used and inhabited? Hardly.”
I moved closer to her. “Hardly?”
“Silent Knight, when we parted ways before for me to travel to Haven, do you not recall what I said? I was so jealous of Celestia. I wanted ponies to love me like they loved her. My heart was filled with anger and sorrow over the loss of my mentor. No ponies paid me mind, so I sought to make them love me.”
Awkwardly, I tried to slip my wing around her. She was too tall for that, so I just set it lightly against her side.
“The darkness comes to you. It makes promises. It will give you what you want if you give up a little of yourself to it. It clouds your mind and urges you to make bad choices, but they are always choices. When it came to me, it preyed on my jealousy. It sensed the sorrow and anger. It tempted me and, ultimately, I invited it in. Then I was too weak to fight it off.”
I didn’t like hearing the princess talk like this. The fact that I felt like I could relate made it somehow worse. “We all make mistakes. You were young and angry.”
The alicorn snorted. “Yes, a mistake that nearly cost Equestria dearly. Thank goodness my sister loved me so much that she couldn’t bring herself to destroy me, but I wouldn’t have blamed her.”
“Assuming she could…” I mumbled softly.
“What?”
I quickly shook my head. “Nothing. She loved you and banished you. Then you returned, and the darkness was driven away. Now you see things clearly.”
She nodded. “I do. Do you not love me less for knowing that I walked willingly into it?”
Me? Love her less? I just shook my head.
The alicorn slipped her wing over me and held me close. “You’re too loyal to me. Perhaps blindly so.”
“There are far worse things to be blindly loyal to.”
“I suppose.” She gave me a small squeeze before pulling back. “Are we prepared to leave for Haven at the end of the week?”
“Yes, Princess. I’ll take you myself and Iridescence will retrieve you. I thought I should spend some time here to prepare for my wedding, and I have some other business I need to attend.”
Her ears flicked lightly, and she peered down at me. “Yes, Crystal Wishes has told me you’ve set a date. But what is your other business?”
Finding my own replacement, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. “I’m going to be looking at some officers. Consider it another one of my little security projects.” I waved a hoof to dismiss it. “Sunny also needs some time off. We’ve run her ragged and I think she is having some personal problems. Please don’t repeat that to your sister.”
Princess Luna blinked. “You think Celestia wouldn’t understand?”
“Oh, I think she would. I think Sunny would feel betrayed. She talked to me in confidence.”
“I see.” She sighed, shaking her head. “How are Celestia and I so blind to the plight of the ponies closest to us?”
With a bit of affection, I nosed against the side of her chest. “You rule most of the known world and are responsible for the heavenly bodies above us. Perhaps cut yourself some slack?”
“Perhaps. On that topic, how is your therapy going?”
My nose wrinkled, and it took some effort not to pull away. I was still a little angry with her about that. “I like my therapist. She’s helped give me clarity. I don’t appreciate being forced into it, though.”
“Yes, Orchid was distraught.” She looked at me with apologetic eyes. “You’ll simply have to forgive me for trying to do what is best for you.”
I snorted. “You could have asked.”
“And you’d have gone?”
My ears folded. “Probably not.”
“Exactly. Silent Knight takes orders.” Her tone softened. “Are you truly that upset by it?”
“Yes. Maybe.” I sighed and leaned against her. “No… I need it. I see that now. I’m more upset by what you did before.”
“The academy?”
I shook my head. “Less the academy itself and more why you did it. You can’t try to protect me from harm. I have to protect you from harm, and we both can’t protect each other.”
“Why not?”
“Why not? Princess! If something happens again, you must live. Must. Don’t you understand that? You can’t stop for me, you can’t look back for me. You have to escape and live.”
She frowned down at me and asked softly, “Whereas you don’t?”
I felt my feathers ruffle as I exclaimed a little too loudly, “I’m not an alicorn princess!”
“No, little stallion, you are not.” Then she fell silent, and I did as well. There was nothing else to say. We didn’t seem to agree on this point.
Finally, she slipped her wing free. “I’ve kept you past your duty hours. Go home to your mare and plan your wedding. We’ll have a shower shortly after Nightmare Night. Alright?”
I nodded. “Yes, Princess. Good evening.”
☾

There were several files on my desk waiting for me to review. Each one belonged to a fairly new lieutenant who’d had exceptional early careers. All ponies that were good at their job but could still be easily molded. None of them were from wealthy families and a couple were even mustangs. It was a good start.
That wasn’t my focus right then, though. Dream Dancer was standing in front of me in her new armor. She was a pegasus mare that had served with Sunny for quite some time and was now my newest sergeant.
On the whole, I was pleased with Iridescence’s choice. It had taken her far too long, but she’d done her homework. Dream Dancer had been ready to be a sergeant for a while and was committed to the House Guard.
“How are you fitting in?” I asked.
“Fairly well, sir. You run your Guard differently than Lieutenant Day, and Princess Luna is very different from Princess Celestia.”
“That is certainly an understatement,” I said with a small chuckle.
“No offense intended, sir.”
I waved a hoof. “None taken. You’ll be coming with me to Haven. I want you to become familiar with it and the locals. Your squad will be a good resource and I’ll also be there if you need me, but I make it a habit of not looking over my sergeants’ shoulders. Even new ones.”
“It won’t be necessary, sir. I’ll make you proud.”
“I have no doubt of that. Welcome to Princess Luna’s House Guard. Dismissed.”
She stiffened and said before leaving, “Thank you, sir!”
She’d work out fine. Another mare, though. Always mares. Me and Mountain were outnumbered. I looked at the folders on my desk. Mostly mares there, too. Oh well, they already ruled the world. Why not the House Guard, too?
I got up and left the office. It was time to stretch my legs and do some rounds. There wasn’t much going on, but it is always a good idea to be seen by your ponies.
The renovations to Princess Luna’s wing continued and would be completed while she was away in Haven. I was supervising all the security and running the Palace Guard detail that was responsible to, literally, fill the holes. It was extremely disruptive.
All of my guards were in place. Without me working on off-books projects, I had more time to keep an eye on them. Beyond that, Iridescence had really stepped into her role. Everything was running smoothly which meant it would be easy to replace me. Of course, figuring out what I was going to do was a whole different problem.
Not that I wanted to leave. It really bothered me but staying was no longer an option. There was too much risk for the princess and I knew she had a challenge coming. No, we’d just have to part ways and I’d watch her from afar. Or perhaps not that far. Just far en—
“Lieutenant?” a small voice called from somewhere nearby.
I turned to look for the source just as Azurite skidded to a stop inches from me. “Yes?”
She huffed and puffed a bit, catching her breath. I guess she’d galloped to find me. I hoped she wasn’t mad about the thing. 
“I need a favor!” she squeaked.
A favor? “Mm, that is fair, I guess. What can I do for you?”
She sat back on her hindlegs and held her forehooves together as if to beg. “Can you call a meeting with Lieutenant Day? In your office.”
“Yes, but why?”
“She’s still avoiding me! I really need to talk to her, too. She’ll come for you but not me. Please, I need to trap her.”
Trap her? Trap my partner? I’m not sure I liked that idea. “It seems dishonest.”
Azurite squeaked and wiggled her hooves. “I know but it is super-duper important! Please, sir. Please! It really is important.”
I looked down at her and she stared back with the same big eyes Dot used. She wasn’t actually a filly, but she looked like one. How can you say no to a tiny unicorn mare begging you?
Plus, I had a suspicion I knew what this was about. Azurite wanted to talk to Sunny, but Sunny didn’t want to talk to Azurite. Something about bad candy. Maybe Azurite hadn’t moved on so quickly to Soarin after all.
There was nothing I wanted more than to see Sunny prancing through the halls again, so I nodded. “Very well. I’ll arrange it. My office. One hour.”
“Yes, sir! Thank you so much, sir! Bye!” she then galloped off down the hall.
I turned to head back to my office just as somepony shouted, “Hey! Watch it!” It was then followed by the sounds of something falling. Quickly, I hurried off in the opposite direction. Construction problems were somepony else’s domain.
When I was back in my office, I wrote a note summoning Sunny to a meeting, then I sent it off with one of the guards outside in the hall. Once that was done, I started to flip through the folders again.
Not long after that Azurite arrived on time. We exchanged some awkward pleasantries and then she hid. The whole thing was somewhat ridiculous.
At the appointed time, Sunny walked through my door without much warning. “Silent Knight, do you realize how busy I am? You sent a palace guard to invite me up here? What is so important that we have to meet in you—”
Her eyes found Azurite. The unicorn had been crouching in front of my desk after telling me I was scary and feeling silly about it. I’m not sure why she thought I was scary, but I wasn’t going to question it today.
I stood up and walked over to Sunny. “Forgive me for deceiving you. She said it was important enough to trick you, and I know her well enough to take her word.” I leaned in and whispered, “I tried. It worked out.” Then I cleared my throat. “Talk to her.”
Sunny simply nodded at me, her eyes not leaving Azurite.
I excused myself and the door was shut behind me. This was an opportunity to do my rounds again since I didn’t have an office, but I didn’t want to go too far just in case I’d made a mistake in setting this up. I lingered in the hallway near an empty office, trying to pretend I was waiting for its owner.
“It ISN’T!” Azurite practically shrieked. I heard it loud and clear through the door, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t the only one, either.
To confirm that thought, a few heads poked out of the adjacent offices and everypony nearby looked my way. I cleared my throat and waved them off.
“Do you know how hard that is for me?” Azurite shouted again. “You drop off Mr. Peepers without a word? You won’t talk to me? You won’t even look at me. How can you not care! You CALLOUS CRABAPPLE!”
I’d helped set up an ambush. No, a massacre. Sunny was going to be furious with me.
Ponies were starting to come out of their offices. I cleared my throat again, louder this time. Slowly, I moved down the hall. “Everypony out.” I waved them the opposite direction. “Take a break, go get some water or fresh air.”
“Not easier for YOU!” Sunny shouted. I really needed to talk to the contractor about better soundproofing for the offices.
Miley peered past my shoulder. “What is going on in there?”
With both forehooves, I pushed her along. “Down the hall like everypony else. Go. All of you go now.”
Numerous eyes peered at me and they weren’t moving that fast.
“FOR ME!” Sunny yelled.
“That’s an order!” I growled. “Everypony out. NOW!”
My sergeants, the support ponies, and the guards in the hall cleared out, leaving me alone. Thank goodness for rank. I went back down to my door and cleared my throat again. Maybe they’d quiet down.
“Do you think I’m happy?” Sunny said loudly. Seriously, what was my door made of? Paper?
“You two are something I can’t have and you’re all I want. You have to stay away from me!” she went on.
My brow shot up. ‘You two,’ huh? So Azurite was dating the both of them. Or, rather, they were all dating each other? That sounded complicated to me. One mare was hard enough. How did Soarin manage two? 
I kept vigil at the door. Anytime a pony came around the corner, I shooed them away. The two mares continued to shout back and forth at each other. Thankfully, it was starting to sound conciliatory. 
“You slapped me!” Sunny gasped.
Or not.
After some additional arguing, the two finally seemed to quiet down and I could barely make out what they were saying through the door. Not that I was intentionally listening. Although their relationship was fascinating to me.
The door opened and Sunny gasped when she found me there. “Were you listening the whole time?” she asked, her voice filled with despair.
“The two of you were shouting a lot. It was drawing undue attention, so I remained behind and kept other ponies away,” I explained.
Sunny blinked. “Why?”
Why? What did she mean, why? “It was none of their business and I didn’t want it to hurt your career.”
“But you heard.”
“What do I care what you do off duty or who you love? You’re my partner and an excellent officer. You’ve been slipping, though, and all those extra hours are barely covering it up. You’ve been sad, drunk, and not prancing. I notice that kind of thing.”
I set my hoof on her shoulder and continued, “I thought it was work at first, but Azurite was upset, too. You’d best listen to her and fix whatever needs fixing. If I noticed a difference, I’m sure other ponies would, and I’d be sad to see you promoted to some obscure command.”
Sunny’s eyes met mine. She’d been crying, but there was joy in them. “You’re actually sweet under all of that dark armor and muscle, aren’t you?”
Well, one problem solved. “Yes. Now, would you please get out of my office so I can do my job?”
“Of course,” she said softly before kissing the side of my helmet and heading off down the hall.
I reclaimed my office and peered down at Azurite. “That means you, too. Out.”
Her ears turned pink and she replied, “It is perfectly natural for three ponies to—”
“Not my business! Out!”
“Okay, okay!” she squeaked, hurrying out.
My office was thankfully still in one piece, so I returned to my desk and went back to work on the files.
A few hours later I locked my door and headed down the hall. Mountain’s door was open, so I stuck my head in. “All yours, Sergeant.”
He nodded. “Yes, sir. Have a good night.”
The palace was relatively quiet. All of the workponies generally got off in the middle of the afternoon. My hours always went into the early evening. I usually got home just in time for dinner. 
When I got out into the courtyard, a trio of ponies approached me. The lead one said, “Lieutenant Knight.”
I nodded at him. “Yes, good to see you all again.”
“Yes. We went over to the campus like you asked. I hate to take your bits, though. We didn’t see a little unicorn. A pegasus just slammed the door in our faces before we could finish.”
It only took a moment to find the bits in my saddlebag. With a chuckle, I gave them to the lead pony. “Mission accomplished. Have a good night.”
He peered at me curiously and then shrugged. “Alright, then. Take care.”
Mission accomplished, indeed. At least I could do a few things right, even if I’d just been guessing. With a small running start, I leapt into the air and flew to Crystal’s condo. When I arrived, I let myself in. It still felt rude, but evidently that was where we were in our relationship.
“Well, well, well, look who is on time for dinner,” Velvet said as I came through the door.
“Yes, indeed. Are you joining us tonight? You don’t have some place to be?”
Velvet huffed. “Oh? Trying to get rid of me?”
I shook my head and replied, “No. I just don’t see you much. I thought it would be nice if you ate with us.”
“Oh, well, yes that would be nice. Still, you should go back to work. You’re normally later than this and you’re cutting into my time with Crystal. I had her first.”
I laughed and winked at her. “I will first thing in the morning. Then I’ll be leaving for Haven for a while. I just wanted to spend some time with her before I left. Then she is all yours again. Besides, don’t be jealous. Green is not a good color for you.”
The pink mare’s eyes narrowed. “Wanna fight about it?” Her tone was a mixture of teasing and wildcat. She climbed up onto the couch.
Her, fight me? What a silly notion. I’d call that bluff. “Bring it, tiny dancer!”
With little warning, Velvet leapt from the couch and onto me… which was wholly unexpected. When our bodies collided, I was barely moved. She wrapped both forehooves around my neck and her back hooves around my middle when she landed.
“You were supposed to fall over,” she said plainly.
I started to walk towards the kitchen as she squirmed on my back. “You don’t weigh enough for that. It’s just physics, ask Runic.”
Velvet wrestled me more. She shifted her weight to the side and tried to pull me over. “What are you made of!”
“Steel and vinegar,” I replied before peeking at Crystal. “What’s for dinner?”
Crystal was just watching with an amused look. “Velvet, he’s well now. Just because I got one over on him didn’t mean you would, too.”
Got one over on me? The armor incident? I won that battle!
Velvet roared and bit my mane. She tried to tug me over that way. I kissed Crystal on the cheek. “So, Velvet and I are going to go take a shower. Dinner will be ready soon?”
“Nope!” Velvet said, letting me go and flopping onto the floor. “Nope, nope, nope!”
Crystal giggled. “Enjoy your shower. Tonight, we’re having stuffed squash. Also, I need you to make a lot of fast wedding decisions before you leave.”
“Mm, great,” I replied before heading off to the shower sans Velvet.
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		43. A Social Call In Haven



For as much as I hadn’t wanted to do so, I’d left Crystal’s side, took care of my errands, and met up with the princess and the rest of my team to head to Haven. It was a journey that had lost any sense of mystery and wonder for me.
The Royal Guard outposts between the two cities were starting to look less rugged and more established. A few ponies had even started to settle around them. What once had been lands too wild to risk were now relatively safe, at least within view of the towers.
When we arrived on the mountaintop and descended to the city proper, Dream Dancer took me aside and said softly, “I know I’m here, but I hardly believe this place is real. Look at these ponies! Do you do this sort of thing often?”
With a wink, I replied, “The first time I came here, I was alone and hoped they weren’t going to attack me. They’re good ponies, though. You’ll get somewhat used to living in the dark, but if it starts to bother you, don’t hesitate to go topside. Just make sure you see to your guards.”
“Yes, sir!”
Princess Luna and I headed into the local inn. It was previously the only inn, but a new, smaller one had recently been built right near the town’s entrance. Some enterprising nox ponies wanted to make room for future tourists.
“Are you prepared for another month of study, Princess?” I asked her as she unpacked her things.
“I am. It seems never ending. A month is hardly enough time. I have no idea how Celestia ruled by herself and spent time with Star Swirl the Bearded.”
“Necessity, I suppose.”
The princess looked over her shoulder at me and then nodded. “Perhaps so. What do you intend to do while we’re here?”
“Keep an eye on Dream Dancer, but I expect her to do all of the work. I need to know she is reliable. Other than that, I’ll keep an eye on you and read my books.”
“Ah yes, your books by… his name was Moonglaive, yes?”
“Yes, Princess.”
She looked at me. “High Marshal Moonglaive?”
I guess she remembered the name after all. “Yes, Princess.”
“He was a great knight. I wasn’t aware he was a writer,” she said plainly before turning back to her tasks.
My ear gave a flick and I came over to assist her. “He was an exceptional writer and organizer. Based on what he wrote, I’m not surprised you’d know him as a great knight. Did you actually know him?”
She shook her head. “No, his prominence was before my time. My alicorn time but even then, he was a legend. A powerful light in the darkness and a great ally to Nocturna. How fitting that you should learn of him.”
What did that mean? I set aside a few more of her personal effects and then pulled a t-shirt out of her bag. “Really, Princess? You’re going to wear this here?” It was the Blame My Sister shirt.
“Too soon?” she asked.
I folded it back up and stuffed it in the bag. “Too soon. Come on, Willowy can do this. Let’s go over to the library.”
The princess snorted softly at that and then turned. “Alright, alright. You seem eager to get started.”
“The sooner we get started the sooner I get back to my mare. Her mother is helping her plan the wedding. Helping or supervising or antagonizing. I don’t know which. Either way, I want to make sure there isn’t an equicide.”
“Oh my,” she said softly and then peered down at me. “Where will I be sat?”
“On my side, I’d hope. I knew you before Crystal did.”
The princess smirked softly. “Jealous of your own wife-to-be?”
“Perhaps.”
“Well, I assumed your side, too. I more meant where. The first row? The second? Further back?” Her tone was playful, but there was also a serious edge to it.
What was she getting at? Crystal was planning the wedding, but I understood that seating was a big deal. Didn’t parents go in the first row?
She was staring at me. I swallowed. “I need to discuss it with Crystal, but my instinct tells me, with my family?”
The princess nodded. “Very well. Let’s go to the library.”
I hoped that was the right answer. It was at least correct enough to be left alone as we made our way to the stone library that was built directly into the mountain’s interior. The watchponies that were keeping vigil let us in.
The Haven Library, as always, had not changed. Everything was perfectly kept and in its place, including the books written by Moonglaive. That was where I settled in after the Princess and Moonlit Star had begun their work.
I’d returned the first and fifth books I’d borrowed. After all, I had a copy of the first one now. The original could be left here in the safety that Haven provided.
I settled my hoof on the sixth book. It was one of only three left, at least for the main series. There were several other smaller books, but these were the most important ones. These were the ones that were opening my eyes to knighthood. I slipped it free and settled it on the floor to start reading, where it landed by a pair of grey hooves.
“Silent Knight,” Moonlit Star said down to me.
Our eyes met, I stood and then bowed politely. “Matriarch. I expected you to be training the princess.”
Her head inclined in a bare minimum nod. “She is taking a break and I knew I’d find you here.”
“Am I that predictable?” I chuckled.
“I suppose you are. You always linger near when she is training, and these books call to you.” Her eyes softened. “What news of my grandchildren?”
Well, we were getting right to it then. “Crimson Dawn has decided to join the Royal Guard. He wishes to be a city guard, however. They do work like the Haven watch and it was his desire to help ponies.”
She sighed and nodded. “I suppose that was inevitable. At least it doesn’t sound that dangerous of a role.”
“It isn’t. I swear, it isn’t.” 
“And Tranquil Dusk?”
“She has taken up residence within the Unicorn Temple. She is studying with the exemplar… er, the oracle, as you call her.”
Moonlit Star’s eyebrows briefly lifted. “Truly?”
“Truly. They seem to be getting on quite well, actually.”
She nodded. “Then they are well?”
“Well enough, yes. There have been… mistakes made, and adjustments to living outside of Haven. They seem to be fitting in, though. I do not fear for their safety.”
Moonlit Star continued to nod as she listened, then sighed. “And they did not wish to return here? Even for a visit?”
Idly I brushed one hoof along the other. “I am sorry, Matriarch, no. I offered to both and both declined.”
“Why are young ponies so frustrating?”
“We sometimes don’t think about the long-term consequences of our actions?”
She softly huffed at that and then turned. “Enjoy your book. I’ll go look after the princess. Before you leave, I’d like you to pick up some letters I’ve written to my grandchildren. Perhaps old-fashioned familial guilt will motivate them.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied. Then I waited for her to leave before I settled down with the sixth book. I had two weeks to get through my first reading. Then it hit me. “Matriarch,” I called after her, getting back up.
Moonlit Star stopped and turned back to me. “Yes?”
“There is a young scholar in Canterlot named Ley Lines. She is fascinated by your culture and what little information has been released about Haven. Would you open to having her as a guest and potentially giving her access to the library? Limited, of course, to what you are comfortable with.”
The matriarch’s brow arched. “A day pony? In this library?”
“It is bound to happen sooner or later. Why not one that will be respectful of all that is Haven’s culture?”
The mare did not immediately reply. She simply fell into thought. The silence lingered on a bit before she replied, “She may come, but I will not agree to any library access until I’ve met and gotten to know her.”
“That’s fair. She’ll be extremely excited. I’ll be sure to send a carrier immediately so that she visits while there are still house guards here.”
“Very well. Anything else?”
I shook my head and settled back to my book. The matriarch nodded and headed back to, I assume, attend Princess Luna.
Two weeks of secret practice was in order. That and keeping an eye on Dream Dancer. It was going to be weird not going to therapy for that long. It wasn’t that I was enjoying it, but Mindful Soul was very, very good. She was helping me with the guilt and the anger.
That wasn’t to say I was over them; I was just dealing with them better. Better than putting a hoof through plaster, anyway. The real trick was to focus on other things and talk about what I was feeling when it made sense. I still had to keep my mouth shut about my mission as preserving my career a bit longer was necessary. At least until I found a replacement. It wouldn’t matter after that. Then they could bust me down to guard 3rd class.
Of course, Mindful Soul didn’t like that kind of thinking. Negative thinking was what got me into this situation, she’d said. She had also pointed out that mitigating circumstances might save my career since I had a legitimate mental health issue, apparently.
Truthfully, in either situation, as long as I wasn’t discharged, I’d be fine. I’ve never minded standing guard, and I doubted Crystal would mind being married to a dishonored former officer.
I shifted my attention back to the book in front of me. Guard or officer, dishonored or not, I still had a duty to protect Princess Luna. Exemplar Ferrel had made it clear that there would be more bloodshed for me, and I needed to be prepared. High Marshal Moonglaive would see that I was.
☾

Dream Dancer and I were sitting in the tavern having lunch. I hadn’t said much, but she’d said a lot. She was the kind of pony that just got along with other ponies, the kind that talked to anypony and had never met a stranger.
“And that is pretty much how I met my stallionfriend. If it wasn’t for that seagull, who knows who I’d be with!”
What seagull? Had I zoned out? I’d zoned out. “Well… lucky seagull, then.”
“Other than it dying,” she said, her tone dropping a little.
Oops. “I mean… lucky seagull for you. I’m sorry, that sounded better in my head.”
She waved a hoof and smiled. “I get the sentiment, sir. Lucky for me it happened so I met my stallion.”
“Exactly!”
Dream Dancer chuckled and shook her head. There was a pause as she looked around. “I’ve noticed the ponies here are extremely respectful of us and Princess Luna. They give us a lot of space, too. It seems easy to get complacent.”
“That means we have to work all the harder,” I explained. “You’re right, though. They see her as their one ruler and are very protective over her. I never anticipate problems here, but we do have to be vigilant as always. Especially with only a squad.”
“Yes, sir. Don’t worry, I’m on top of it. Celestia knows I have a ton of free time to check on my guards. How do you keep busy here?”
My ear flicked. “Personally, I just read a lot. When you’re not on duty, you could head topside and fly around the mountain a bit. Get some of that energy out.”
“That isn’t a bad idea. I’m not used to all of this darkness and seeing through… well, whatever this is.” She lightly touched the amulet that hung around her neck.
“Dark vision enchantment. Princess Luna did that herself.”
“You and her don’t wear one though.”
Observant pony. I tapped my breastplate. “Mine is built in. As far as she goes, I’m pretty sure she can just see in the dark, or maybe she casts the spell on herself. I try not to question magic that much. It seems like there are rules and whenever you want to break one, you just scream ‘magic’ and flail your forelegs.”
Dream Dancer giggled. “I don’t know why Lieutenant Day said you were sour. I think you’re pretty funny, sir.”
I glared. “Sour? She called me sour?”
“Yup!”
“And you didn’t keep her confidence on that?”
“I changed teams, sir. New loyalties! I’m a mercenary.”
I snorted.  “Well, I am known to occasionally be too serious, especially compared to Sunny. I’ll keep your loyalties in mind in case I ever let you move to another team.”
“You better, sir. I’ll sell you out too… for the right price.”
“You’re not instilling a lot of confidence here, Sergeant.”
She laughed and shook her head. “Don’t worry, it’s only with the silly things.” Then she stood up. “I need to go check on my guards, though. If you’ll excuse me, sir?”
“Dismissed,” I replied.
She left, and I returned to my lunch. My lunch… our lunches… She’d just left me with the bill! Oh, Dream Dancer, I see how it is going to be.
☾

Sunlight is a wonderful thing. The lack of it didn’t bother me as much as the rest of the guards, but even I had to step outside of Haven a few times to see natural light.
When I came up and out, Night Frost and Rose Mary were standing guard at the main entrance. It was a wholly unnecessary post, but it was one of the tricks we used to ensure each pony got plenty of daylight.
As summer started to fade away, the air around the peak was getting particularly cold, but it was better than being inside all of the time, cooped up in a cavern. I decided to take flight and patrol the sky, which was really just an excuse to stretch my wings. There was never any danger way up here.
In the distance, I caught sight of a large chariot approaching and a change of course set me on a path to intercept it. The distance closed quickly between us and it wasn’t long before I could make out Lightning Flash and Thunder Tumble pulling it. Had it already been two weeks?
Iridescence waved from the back. “Hello, sir! We’re here!”
Miley poked her head up. “I’m here, too!”
“Where is your mask!” I shouted at Miley.
“I’m better, sir!”
I shook my head. “Do not bring your plague to these nox ponies. You put the mask on!”
She huffed and asked Iridescence, “Is he ever going to let that go?”
“You sneezed in his face…” she said before covering Miley’s muzzle with a mask.
“Follow me in,” I said before turning back towards Haven. They didn’t really need an escort, but appearances should be kept. We all landed together and, as soon as we did, Ley Lines hopped out of the back.
“Wow! I can’t believe it! This cave is huge,” she exclaimed before trotting towards it.
Iridescence watched and looked over at me. “If it isn’t obvious, I got your letter. She was ecstatic, dropped everything, and came with us immediately.”
I nodded and leaned in close. “Please keep her out of trouble.”
“Will do. Speaking of that, please keep an eye on Winterspear and Dot. You remember what happened last time.”
I frowned. “Yes… my place almost burned down.”
Iridescence’s brow shot up and she looked at me with mock horror. “Your sister almost burned down!”
“Yeah… that, too.” I gave a playfully nonchalant shrug. “Come on, let’s get everypony inside. Dream Dancer and I won’t be leaving until tomorrow.”
Iridescence nodded and motioned at Blackblade. “Please act as an escort and wrangler for Miss Ley Lines.”
“Yes, Sergeant.” He trotted after the unicorn who had already invited herself through the city gate.
“How was the trip?” I asked as we all started to head into the cavern.
“Boring!” Miley chimed.
Iridescence glared at the small mare and said, “It wasn’t bad. I’m sorry I’m not as entertaining as your stallionfriend. We can’t all blow things up and turn topiaries into fruit-eating plant monsters.”
“Pardon?” I said.
“Runic managed to give some plants a higher sense of intelligence and they went cannibal. No real harm was done,” Iridescence explained.
Miley added, “The fines were minimal, and I don’t think there will be any lawsuits.”
“Of course. I’ll have to have a word with him about giving mundane objects sentience,” I said with a sigh.
“Don’t spoil his fun!” Miley said and then squeaked, “Sir!”
“She’s getting mouthy,” I told Iridescence.
“Yes, sir, I’ll take care of that.”
“Good.”
As soon as we made it into the city, I saw Moonlit Star there waiting. Or, rather, she would have been waiting if she weren’t already being bombarded by questions from Ley Lines.
“Matriarch,” I interrupted as I hurriedly approached. “This is Ley Lines, the scholar I told you of.”
“I presumed as much,” the matriarch said, her expression giving none of her thoughts away. Then she smiled. “Would you care to join me for lunch, Scholar?”
Ley Lines beamed. “Ley is fine, and yes, please!”
Before I knew it, Ley Lines, Blackblade, and I were sitting at the table in the matriarch’s house, much in the same way I’d been on my first visit. Ley Lines didn’t know it, but this was her one chance to either stay and study or be sent home by the ponies of her curiosity.
Moonlit Star had set out a spread of jams, bread, and fresh fruits. She looked at the younger mare and asked, “So, you are a scholar in Canterlot? Is that what you do to earn your way in the world?”
Ley Lines eagerly nodded. “Yes, ma’am! It doesn’t pay much, but it has never been about money. Learning, exploring, and researching is all that matters! Pushing the knowledge of all ponies forwards is reward enough for me. That’s why, when I learned about Haven, I knew I had to come here.”
“To learn?” Moonlit Star asked.
“Yes! To learn and to share. Ponies are so flippant with history. We barely have good records from a hundred years ago, much less longer. They all seem content to just live their lives happy and ignorant of the past. Sure, there are some ponies that are scholarly but, I mean, we didn’t even know you existed! Your kind was little more than a foal tale.”
My ears shot up at the words ‘your kind,’ but I doubted Moonlit Star would take offense.
The older unicorn chuckled and nodded. “I see. You feel like we’ve done a better job of keeping history alive?”
“Yes, ma’am. Well, your history, anyway. I guess if you’ve been isolated you won’t know about our history. Either way, a comparative would be huge. Plus, your magic! How your magic has grown or changed compared to ours. Think of the possibilities of sharing back and forth.”
Moonlit Star repeated softly, “Yes, think of the possibilities, indeed.” She then fell silent and started to nibble on her lunch.
“So… if, you know…” Ley Lines shifted in her seat. “I could stay here and study at your libraries or schools for a little while that would be great. I was told I could remain as long as there were house guards here.”
Moonlit Star looked my way. I lightly cleared my throat and said, “If approved, you could stay as long as we were here, yes.”
“If, when, whichever!” the unicorn retorted.
“Yes, if.” I peered at her. “Remember, our host is being very gracious.”
Ley Lines’s ears shot up and her gaze shifted my way as if to argue. She then caught sight of Moonlit Star and smiled. “Of course. I’m sorry. I get… a little overzealous sometimes when it comes to learning. I’m glad to be here regardless.”
The matriarch nodded. “I understand. Why don’t we finish lunch and we can discuss more about you and what you hope to learn?”
“That would be great,” the unicorn replied before setting her sights on the food.
☾

“Be sure all of the invitations go out,” Luna said as she stared down at me.
“Yes, Princess,” I replied.
“For both events.”
“Yes, Princess, of course.”
“Willowy won’t be there to do it. It has to be you,” Princess Luna pushed.
I looked up at the alicorn with a flat stare. “Princess, do you think I’m not capable of sending out a bunch of invitations to ponies? I was your aide before Willow.”
The princess’s ears twitched, and she lightly set a hoof on my shoulder. “My apologies, Silent Knight. I just want both events to be perfect. They are very important to me.”
“I understand. I won’t let you down, Princess.”
“I know, and I’m sorry. I’ll see you in two weeks,” she said before hugging me.
I returned the embrace and lingered for a moment. It was impossible to stay mad at her. I’d given that up. Now, I was just sad I wouldn’t be able to lead her House Guard for too much longer.
We slowly parted and I said, “I’ll see you soon. Have a safe trip back.”
“You as well. Please give my regards to Crystal Wishes. You have a lot of wedding to plan in a very short time.”
“Of course, Princess. Take care.”
I left the suite and found Willowy in the hall. After a brief nod, I made my way around her to head to the stairs, but she turned and started to walk with me.
“So, you have to send out all the invitations on the list for the Nightmare Night party,” she started.
“Yes, I will do that.”
“And all the ones on the list for the shower,” she continued.
“Yes.”
“They have to go out as soon as you get back. And you can’t mix the lists up.”
I peered over at her. “Have I given you any cause to believe I can’t tell the lists apart?”
Her coat bristled around her shoulders. “It’s a lot of names!”
“It isn’t. Neither have a lot of names.”
“For you, they do.”
I stopped walking to glare at her. “What does that mean?”
She returned the glare. “You’re not an assistant! You’re a royal guard. Planning parties isn’t in your skillset.”
“This isn’t planning parties! This is sending out letters. I know how to read a list! I know how to send letters! You do realize I went to school, right?”
Willowy sighed and begrudgingly nodded. “Fine, fine. Just don’t screw this up. She’s really serious about this.”
“Willowy…”
“Yes?” She raised one brow at me.
Condescending little mare. My nose wrinkled, and I just huffed, “I’ll see you when you get back.”
“Okay, bye!” She waved a hoof.
I trotted down to the center square where our chariot was waiting. Dream Dancer looked up and asked, “Ready to go, sir?”
“Extremely,” I muttered. “Let’s get home.”
“Aye, sir!” she chimed before pointing a hoof up the street. “To home, girls!”

			Author's Notes: 
Quill & Blade Universe
Mirror Site - In the event FIM Fiction is down / Patreon Rewards
Ask Us - Submit your questions for Anzel, Crystal, or their characters
Patreon - Love our work? Please consider supporting it on Patreon!


	
		44. Making Her Mark



Mindful Soul looked up at me over her notebook. “Well?”
“Well, what?” I asked.
She snorted. “You think I’m going to gloss over the part about you resigning just because you dazzled me with wedding plans?”
“I was hoping so, yes.”
“Silent Knight, you’ve been coming to see me twice a week for over a month. I feel like we know each other. Do you really think that was going to work given our time together?”
“I was hoping so, yes,” I repeated.
She set her notebook down and said, “You’re a stubborn pony. Well, then, how is the hunt for a new officer going?”
I shrugged. “They’re not me.”
“Maybe you’re not the pony that should be doing the hunting?”
How could I entrust such an important task to anypony else? I knew Princess Luna. I knew what she needed. I leaned back in my seat and shook my head. “I’m not officially doing it. I’m just going to have a short list of suggestions for Vice Colonel Glamour is all.”
“Yes, but don’t you find it depressing to be looking for your own replacement when you don’t want to be replaced?”
That was an understatement. “Of course, I do, but it doesn’t change the facts. She can’t try to guard me while I guard her. Her safety is more important than my happiness.”
Mindful Soul picked up her notebook and took a few notes. Great, I’d said something relevant or important. “You honestly believe that?”
“Yes,” I replied, trying to keep my voice even with short, clipped sentences. It kept the emotion at bay. “She’s an alicorn princess. She’s important. We need her. Me? I’m a royal guard. We don’t normally stay in the same place for long. I’ve had the opportunity to be with her for years. We’ve gotten too close. I’m compromised.”
“I see. And you think she’s just going to let you go?”
I snorted. “She doesn’t have a choice. She can’t stop me from resigning my position. We’ll still be friends. I’ll just… I don’t know… be somewhere else, wearing gold armor and doing who knows what.”
More notes. “And that bothers you.”
There was no point in lying to her. “Of course it does! I’ll be a palace guard or a city guard. Just one of thousands instead of one of tens...” I clenched my jaw and breathed out. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. It’s going to happen, okay? Shouldn’t you be teaching me to try to accept it?”
The unicorn chuckled. “I’m trying. Your plan is to just bottle it up. Need I remind you how that worked out with your guilt?”
I stared at her, trying not to grind my teeth. “Nopony likes a know-it-all doctor.”
She grinned a bit and raised a hoof. “Sorry. You see my point, though. How about we work on your guilt and stress? Any more anger issues?”
“Yes, but not as often. I’ve kept it all in check, too. No more destruction of property. I just go pummel the heavy bag.”
She paused and then said slowly, “That isn’t what I taught you.”
I shook my head. “No, but counting down from ten doesn’t work for me. Exercising does, and it keeps me fit. We call that compromise.”
“Fair enough. Just make certain you’re not substituting that heavy bag for ponies.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She set her notebook aside and then nodded at me. “That is our time today. I think we should start seeing each other once a week. I’ll let Warrant Orchid know.”
My brow lifted. “Oh? Tired of me already?”
“Not at all, but you seem to be doing better. You’re not planning any other dangerous actions. You’ll need more work, but I think once a week will suffice. If it doesn’t, we can readjust.”
I stood and nodded. “Fair enough. See you next week, then.”
“Yes indeed. Take care.”
I left the office and headed out into the waiting room. There was a blue filly sitting in one of the chairs with her head buried in a copy of Crystal’s Her Silent Love. The book seemed to be everywhere. Why was a filly here and reading a romance novel? Mindful had said she had younger ponies for patients, but that book wasn’t really for ponies that young.
Unless she wasn’t that young. Slowly, I started to tiphoof towards the door. Easy, Silent Knight. Be small, act small. She won’t see you. When I was halfway, to the door the book came down.
“Lieutenant?” Azurite asked in surprise.
I stopped. “Yes?”
“You took my advice!” she exclaimed, hugging the book to her chest.
“Yes. Please don’t tell.”
She shook her head. “You don’t have to be ashamed. Everypony knows I go to therapy.”
That was an understatement. “I understand, but please don’t tell. I don’t want everypony to know my business.”
Her ears wiggled and then dropped slightly. “Well… alright. If that’s how you feel.”
“Don’t tell Sunny.”
Azurite gasped. “I can’t not! She’ll know. She smells it when I have a secret and she always gets it out of me. Nothing can stop her!”
My brow arched. “Try hard?”
The unicorn shook her head and chirped, “I’m sorry! I don’t want to tell you a lie. She’ll get it out of me one way or the other.”
I glared. “I could silence you.”
Mindful Soul cleared her throat. “Please don’t kill Azurite in my waiting room, the paperwork would be immense.”
“Yeah… don’t silence Azurite in her waiting room,” Azurite said, getting up and heading over to the other unicorn.
Mindful Soul lightly patted the blue mare on the mane. “And you’re going to have to tell Sunny that you can’t tell her. Silent Knight has a right to privacy.”
Azurite gasped. “She’ll torture me!”
“You need to learn to say no. Head on inside. I set out the plushes you like.”
I knew it! It was all about the plushes with Azurite. Thank goodness Mindful Soul was a good doctor. Celestia knows I didn’t want a recommendation based on who had the best toys to play with during therapy. Although she did have some pretty good toys.
☾

Construction, like many things in life, never seemed to go to plan. The remodeling and expansion of Princess Luna’s wing of the palace was meant to be completed before she returned from Haven. That date was coming fast if she kept to her schedule, and I suspected she would. She wouldn’t want to miss her own parties, especially not since I’d correctly sent out all the invitations.
The princess would be thrilled I was capable of a simple menial task, but she would be far less pleased with the fact that the construction work was behind schedule. Not a day or so, but weeks. It was impossible it would be completed before Princess Luna’s well-planned and highly publicized Nightmare Night party.
I moved the event to the grand ballroom, and Princess Celestia had been more than happy to provide that space to us. She was the co-host so that only made sense. It was also the fanciest place in the kingdom, so I doubted any pony would feel slighted by the change of venue.
In a way, that had been the easy part. The more difficult duty was the one I was attempting to perform now: ensuring that Princess Celestia’s assistant Raven didn’t kill the project manager or set fire to the construction company.
“You said this would be done by today,” Raven growled in a low voice. “Do you realize how many events and plans we’re going to have to rework to accommodate you?”
The project manager looked nervous. “I’m really sorry, ma’am. This palace is hundreds of years old! There are a lot of things to consider. Code upgrades, new materials, hidden problems, and the fact we’re building on the side of a mountain.”
Raven groused, “Didn’t you factor that into your schedule and bid?”
Sheepishly, the stallion rubbed a forehoof over his chest. “Well… we did. Just not to this extent.”
“How long?” Raven demanded.
“I’m sorry?” he replied.
“How long? How long until you’re done? Give me a real date. I need it now so I can start changing plans and so Lieutenant Knight there can tie up a ton of royal guards protecting the construction site.”
My ears flicked. She was right about that. The Palace Guard was getting a lot of extra hours. My House Guard, too. Although with the princess away in Haven, it wasn’t a big deal. We were mostly guarding empty halls and rooms.
“It is tough to say…” the stallion trailed.
“No. You’re a professional. An engineer or an architect or both. You will have a date for me by the end of today. Am. I. Clear?” Raven enunciated by advancing a step closer to him with each full stop.
“Yes, ma’am!” he replied before slowly backing away from us.
Raven bristled and took two steps after the project manager. She’d probably have taken a third, but I flicked a wing in front of her. “He is no good to us dead, ma’am.”
“I wasn’t going to kill him,” she huffed. “I just wanted to show him how many things were in my schedule by repeatedly rapping it against his face.”
Laughing would probably not have been appropriate and it took effort not to do so. I kept my composure by some small miracle. “Come on, let’s go to the officer’s club. I’ll buy you a fizzy drink.”
The mare sighed. “I’d love to, but I’ve got things to do. I need to start working on all of this. Do I need to go to Glamour, or are you still good to handle all of the Royal Guard issues?”
“I’ll handle it. The Palace Guard lieutenants just nod and comply when I come to visit. No need to involve the brass, just leave this to me.”
“And don’t forget that Princess Luna will be back today. Good luck with that, Lieutenant,” Raven said before heading towards Princess Celestia’s wing.
“Thanks,” I replied as I wandered over to the table that had all of the drawings and plans for Princess Luna’s wing. It was an ambitious project for sure. I flipped through a few before I found the administration area. 
After a brief glance to see who was paying attention, I quietly drew a new door on my office and made some notes about the materials for it. One problem solved.
While she was gone, I’d made certain that Princess Luna’s bedroom, personal quarters, and office were completed. There wasn’t much that had to be done there anyway, just some new windows, better security, and some space reconfiguration.
The least I could do was ensure that she would be comfortable during this insanity. She should be comfortable, and my door should be soundproof.
On my way to the courtyard, I grabbed Div to help me carry the princess’s bags. The two of us stood together looking up at the sky, waiting a little awkwardly in silence. There was no sign of the chariot yet.
“Sir?”
I looked over at him. “Yes?”
“Are you excited about getting married soon? The princess has been talking about it a lot when I’ve been on duty.”
Had she now? Loose lips sink pony ships. “More or less. I’m committed to Crystal Wishes and I’m thrilled to have her in my life. I can’t say I’m too much on the ceremony of it.”
Div nodded. “I understand. I don’t regret having a ceremony, but I was pretty worked up about it.”
“Yeah? You got married out west, right?”
A small smile appeared on his face and his voice turned dreamy. “I did. It was this whole crazy thing, but it was nice.”
“I didn’t get an invitation,” I said, keeping my tone even.
Div cleared his throat and looked the other way. “Uh… no, sir. It was small. Close friends and family only.”
I kept my grin on the inside. “And your entire squad. Since they all took the time off and I had to rework coverage.”
The stallion coughed and nodded. “Close friends, sir. Sorry, sir.”
“Of course,” I replied. “I’m kidding, Div. It’s fine.”
He breathed a sigh of relief. “You shouldn’t do that, sir. We’re not used to it.”
“Oh yeah? How about I—”
Div pointed. “Oh look, there they are!”
My eyes followed his hoof and sure enough the chariot was in sight. “Saved by the princess.”
Div quickly nodded and started to trot to where the chariot was coming in for a landing. Once it was safely down, the stallion immediately busied himself with getting Princess Luna’s bags. Smart pony. He’d make a great sergeant someday.
Iridescence and the princess disembarked and started to come my way. I could see their eyes shifting to the new wing where there was still scaffolding and the noise of continued construction.
I bowed when they reached me. “Welcome home, Princess.”
“Thank you, Silent Knight.” Princess Luna’s brow rose as she looked down at me. “Forgive me if I am mistaken, but it appears as if the renovations are incomplete.”
I remained in my low bow. If I didn’t look her in the eyes, she couldn’t zap me. “They are not only incomplete, but also very far behind schedule, Princess. Raven is livid. I did, however, see to it that your quarters were completed first so that you’ll be comfortable.”
“Very well,” she said with clear disdain in her voice. “Why don’t we head inside so that you can fill me in? Perhaps we should summon the project manager so that he can explain it to me face-to-face.”
“Of course, Princess,” I replied while I hid a smirk. If that pony was afraid of Raven, he’d be terrified of the princess. Perhaps that would work to our advantage.
☾

It felt weird being in my quarters, but today it was more convenient to meet there before heading to the florist. The gap between when I got off work and our appointment made the timing of things awkward. Going straight there would make us too early, and heading to her place meant we’d just be in Velvet’s way. She was practicing for an upcoming production, and that always made her extra crabby about ponies in her space.
Crystal and I almost never spent time at my place anymore. The funny thing was, neither did Winterspear. She was typically over at Iridescence’s just like I was over at Crystal’s. It made the once-familiar space feel strange and foreign. Not like ‘home’ at all.
“Red,” Crystal said as she laid a card down.
I set a red moon on the stack. She set a green moon over that.
I looked down at the cards in my hoof. “How much longer until our appointment?”
“We’ll have to leave soon.” She looked up at me with a coy smile. “Are you hinting that you’re not enjoying the game?”
She knew the answer. It was a fine game to kill a few minutes, but there wasn’t a lot of strategy. Just hold onto a wild card until that was all you had left in hoof. I was about to point that out when the door opened.
Winterspear walked in. She had bags under her eyes like she hadn’t slept in a week. Iridescence followed along behind her, looking about the same. Their manes were frazzled and both dragged their hooves across the floor.
Dot came last, practically bursting with energy. Her saddlebags were packed full of games, coloring books, crayons, and colored pencils. With a surprised whinny, she galloped over to us. “Hi Miss Crystal! How’re you?”
Crystal smiled. “I’m doing well. How are you, Dot?”
“I’m AMAZING!” she squealed. “I had a sleepover last night with six other fillies. We were up all night and I’m not even tired. Do you believe that?”
I looked over to the couch where Winterspear had collapsed. She had closed her eyes and I grinned. “I believe it.”
“Dot, why don’t you sit down and color,” Iridescence suggested before slouching into the easy chair.
“I can’t! I’m too excited. Also, I’m really, really, super sorry we broke that water line in the bathroom this morning. It was an accident.”
Water line?
“I know, sweetie. I said it’s fine,” Iridescence replied.
Winterspear didn’t open her eyes. “Silent Knight, by the way, Dot and Iridescence are going to be staying here a few days.”
“No problem.” Somepony might as well make use of the space.
Crystal looked up at the clock and then over at me. “We need to get to the florist, sweetie.”
Ah, yes, our wedding appointment where I pretended like I knew the difference between flowers. It wasn’t important to me but Crystal being happy was, so I agreed to come along. 
“Florist? As in flowers?” Dot asked as she started to bounce. “Can I go? Please! Please! Since I’m going to be the flower filly I should go! I can help, right?”
Iridescence lifted her head. “Dot, I think Silent Knight and Crystal Wishes will want to pick out their own flowers.”
“But I’m the flower filly! Flowers! This is like my responsibility.”
I looked at Crystal. I thought it wouldn’t hurt to take Dot along, and she gave me a subtle nod in agreement. I cleared my throat. “You know, Dot, why don’t you come with us? Crystal would value your opinion.”
“I would,” Crystal put in with a voice full of sincerity.
“Yay! Let’s go! Let’s go right now,” Dot squealed in delight before grabbing Crystal’s hoof and dragging her towards the door.
Crystal giggled and let the filly lead her out.
Iridescence looked over at me, eyes loving and soft. “You are truly the greatest pony in the world right now.”
With a chuckle, I nodded. “I know. You two take a nap. You both look like you need it.”
I was pretty sure Winterspear was already asleep, so I didn’t wait for her gracious response. She could thank me later.
Crystal, Dot, and I had made it to the florist in record time. Mostly because Dot was more excited than I’d ever seen her. She’d practically dragged Crystal the whole way. Once we’d arrived, the florist had given us a brief introduction and explanation. I didn’t get any of it.
Now we were all standing in front of the counter, surrounded by more flower types than I knew existed, while Crystal and Leafy Roots discussed the bouquet. I’m pretty sure it was the bouquet, anyway. I’d zoned out a little bit. Okay, more like a lot. Stallions and bouquets don’t mix.
“You see, the wedding is going to be in a rose garden. We’re expecting to be surrounded by beautiful red roses. I don’t want the bouquet to be washed out by that,” Crystal explained.
Leafy Roots asked, “So you don’t want red roses in your bouquet, then?”
“Well, I do! Just not those red roses. Plus, white roses as well. Do you have a different kind of red roses?”
Leafy blinked and looked over at me. I just shrugged. Wasn’t it her job to understand mares? It certainly wasn’t mine. “Well, Miss Wishes, I’m not sure what kind of roses are going to be in the garden… but I do have some pink roses and some lighter red ones. Perhaps crimson ones?”
Dot softly groaned. I patted her on the head. I didn’t blame her for being bored, too.
Crystal shifted and then waved a hoof. “Could you show me some of the things you’ve done for past weddings? Maybe a visual would be helpful when it comes to what I’m trying to explain.”
“Oh, that’s an excellent idea.” Leafy pulled out a photobook, set it on the counter, and opened it. “I’ve had the pleasure of doing the flowers for numerous weddings. I just know we’ll find something in here close to what you’re looking for.”
I picked Dot up and set her on my back so that she could see. She nuzzled my cheek and chimed, “Thanks!”
“Yup,” I replied before zoning out again.
Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about the wedding. I just didn’t care about different color roses, bouquets, or things of that nature—literally, in this case. It would have suited me just fine to go before the military officiant and marry Crystal, but she wanted a wedding and I wanted her to have it. She’d earned that much for sure.
“No, no, no!” Dot finally squealed. The little filly hopped off my back and onto the counter. “Don’t you see, ma’am? She wants it like this!” She pointed her hoof at one bouquet. “Then you take out the red ones. Put in three whites here, a crimson there, and maybe mix in something other than a rose to contrast.”
I reached for Dot to pull her off the counter. We didn’t allow tantrums, not even in florist shops… although in this case I couldn’t blame her. I was five minutes from throwing one of my own. My hooves came to a stop immediately, however, when my eyes caught sight of sudden white in a sea of green.
“And then you’ll need to wrap it in a pearl ribbon to offset the green. Maybe throw some foal’s breath in there, too, for extra flare,” Dot prattled on.
Crystal gasped and looked at me. I was frozen, my hooves still reaching out towards the filly. 
Dot trailed when she noticed we were all staring. “... What?”
“Dot,” Crystal said softly with a smile. “Look, sweetie.” She pointed a hoof at the filly’s flank.
Dot craned her neck to look back at herself and gasped. “My cutie mark?! I got my cutie mark!”
She had indeed. It was two white-petaled flowers with golden centers, their stems woven together and a tiny heart where they crossed.
Leafy Roots softly laughed. “Well… maybe I should hire her.”
The filly leapt off the counter and into my waiting hooves. She threw hers around my neck in a heartfelt embrace. I’d never seen a pony get their cutie mark before. Other than me, of course. It was truly magical.
“Take me home! I want to show Iridescence. Please, can we go home?” Dot begged as she held onto me tightly.
Crystal waved a hoof at me. “I can finish up here now that Dot better expressed what I wanted. You take her home.”
“Okay, I’ll see you later,” I replied before shifting Dot onto my back and heading for the door. “Hold on, we’re flying home.”
“Yay!” Dot squealed and grabbed my mane. 
It took a lot of effort to fly straight as she tugged my head back, but I soldiered on and got us home safely.
“Hurry! Hurry!” Dot chimed as I put my key in the lock and opened the door. Before I could give any kind of warning, the filly zipped inside and into Winterspear’s bedroom.
“Dot, wai—” It was far too late.
Thankfully, there was no surprised yelp or scream of embarrassment. It was more of a grunt and wheeze, like when you throw a sack of potatoes on an unsuspecting pony. Not that I’d ever done that.
“Look! Look! Look!” Dot practically screamed. “Iridescence, Winterspear, look!”
I approached the bedroom door slowly while walking as loudly as possible. I pushed it open and stuck my head in. Dot had her forelegs on Iridescence’s chest while she posed to proudly show off the cutie mark.
Both mares looked extremely out of it and confused. As they got their wits about them and recognition dawned on Iridescence, she gasped and grabbed her little sister. “Dot! Congratulations! What happened?”
Both mares looked my way with surprise on their faces. I merely shrugged while Dot started to explain the story in her own way.
While the three of them started to make plans for a celebration, I just smiled and turned away from the door. Now we’d have to plan a wedding and a party. Not that that was a bad thing, of course; it was just a valid concern.
Dot was a filly of great tastes and, after her party, she’d officially be a young mare. I doubted the world would ever be the same after that.
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		45. A Nightmare Night to Remember



Crystal owned a pretty nice couch in general. It wasn’t really stallion sized but it worked well enough for me. It was comfortable, somewhat pink, and feminine. Generally, I preferred the seating pillows but sometimes a pony just needed to lay out. Especially when he was being contrary.
“Oh, come on, it will be funny,” Crystal called from her bathroom.
My ear flicked. “I think it might be offensive.”
Crystal huffed. “No! Velvet, tell him it will be funny.”
Velvet poked her head out of her bedroom. “It will be funny.” There wasn’t a ton of conviction in her voice.
“Uh-huh. And why don’t you go as her costume-buddy?”
The earth pony shook her head. “Nope, you’re getting married. Couples costume or bust! Besides…” Velvet leapt out into the living room. She was wearing a white shirt, a leather coat, and had wooden stakes strapped all over herself. “I’m Velvet Belmont, vampony hunter!”
My nose wrinkled. It took a lot of effort not to laugh but I couldn’t stop the snort.
“What?” Velvet asked.
I cleared my throat. “You’re a vampony hunter? If you see a vampony, you’re going to run away! How do you plan to hunt them?”
“I could!” Velvet protested.
“Okay, sure, sure. I’ll remember that when one jumps out and bites you.”
Velvet gasped. “Don’t say that! Don’t even joke about that!”
I waved a hoof. “Okay, okay. If a vampony attacks you, I promise to protect you… and if it turns you, I promise to end your horrible unlife.”
“Thank you, I think,” Velvet said before wandering back into her bedroom.
“Stop scaring Velvet,” Crystal said as she came out of the bathroom. My eyes were immediately drawn to her. She was the spitting but smaller image of Princess Celestia. She had the mane, the tail, the regal accoutrements, and even the cutie mark perfect.
“Wow…” I said.
Crystal posed and grinned. Then she frowned. “Hey, wait, don’t tell me you have a Princess Celestia thing!”
I snorted. That was a tactic I’d learned mares used now and then. They called it a trick question. “Can I not admire my mare in costume? You’re glamorous.” 
She came over and kissed my cheek. “Your turn.”
“I never agreed to this.”
“You did so! For one free favor.”
My eyes narrowed. “When?”
“You know when! Right after we… uh… well after we got up, after that other thing, but before we got out of bed.”
My face felt hot. Sneaky mare. “Fine, but if she’s upset, you’re explaining it. You’re explaining it all, or so help me I’ll tell her you tricked me by using your m—”
Crystal thrust her hoof over my mouth and called, “Velvet, bring the wig!”
☾

Princess Luna hadn’t stopped laughing for over a minute. Neither had Princess Celestia. In fact, both of them had to sit down after seeing Crystal and me in our costumes.
“He looks so miserable,” Princess Luna gasped between giggles.
Princess Celestia just nodded, tears in her eyes.
Crystal chimed, “You should have seen him while Velvet and I dressed him!”
More mares laughing.
“I said you’d be offended,” I put in, hopeful.
Princess Luna quickly shook her head. “Nope!” she gasped. “Priceless.”
With a heavy sigh, I just nodded. My beautiful, long, and glorious wig bobbed about as I did so. Crystal and Velvet had dressed me up as Princess Luna. Not just halfway, but all the way. I had a horn, a crown, hoofguards, and even her cutie mark. They’d gone so far as to color my flank black to match.
I was, without a doubt, a little white, blue, and black Princess Luna. I also made it look good. If I was going to be a parody, it would be a respectful one!
The key piece was the wig, though. It was a magnificent Princess Luna mane the likes of which was rivaled only by the real thing. Even when I’d briefly been a mare thanks to Runic, my mane had never looked so nice.
Crystal looped a foreleg around mine. “Come on, Mr. Grumpy, we’re holding up the receiving line. I’m glad you approve of our costumes, Princesses.”
“Oh, I do!” Princess Luna snickered before winking at me. “See you later, Mr. Grumpy.”
I’d Mr. Grumpy her! Well… I wouldn’t… but maybe the next time she asked me for tea, I’d only put one sugar cube in it.
Still, I could handle being the rump of all their jokes for a night. It was a Nightmare Night party and I had a lot of fond memories about the first one I’d spent with Princess Luna. Plus, seeing as I oversaw the invitations, I’d sent out a few extras. A few that weren’t on her list but had been on mine.
It was unlikely that either Willowy or Princess Luna would figure it out initially. After all, it was a costume party and there were a ton of ponies here. At any rate, the princess would be meeting up to three special ponies tonight, whether she knew it or not. 
Yes, once again my plans were all coming together. Never underestimate a stallion for being a stallion. Even if he is dressed stunningly as a mare. 
When the Nightmare Night festivities were in full swing, it seemed like everypony that was going to attend had probably arrived, so the princesses left the receiving line. I hoped everypony invited was there, anyway. It was hard to tell under all the elaborate costumes. 
Princess Luna had gotten her hooves on Miley’s special mane dye again and was back to her regally blonde self. She’d paired her new coat and mane color with a Daring Do costume to ensure her fun was doubled, or so she’d told me.
On the other hoof, Princess Celestia went more lowkey: she was dressed like a banana. Just a plain banana with her head poked through a hole near the top. Both princesses’ costumes were somewhat amusing, but mine seemed to be the winner for the evening.
Literally. I had a ‘1st Place’ ribbon stuck to my flank.
It was time to get to my mission, however, and verify that my special guests hadn’t refused such a lofty invitation. I wandered through the crowd, trying to figure out who was who. After all, the only thing I had to go on was a picture from a file.
“Princess,” Div said to me before bowing. He was in some kind of toga.
I glared at him and kept going as he and the red-coated stallion he was with started laughing. Laugh it up, boys! We’ll see what happens to you when you get a mare… then I paused. Wait a minute, Div had married a stallion. Hmm… Smart pony.
As I moved through the crowd, I spotted one of my targets: Lieutenant Melodic Ward of the Canterlot City Guard. Winterspear had checked up on her and she was an excellent officer, as good as her file made her look. She’d also been an associate of Sunny Day.
For the evening, she was dressed up as a cowpony. At least, I assumed it was a costume. Most ponies didn’t wear a hat, duster, and lasso to the palace or around Canterlot. Even under the costume, though, I could see she was fit and well maintained. I wouldn’t allow a slouch of an officer to command my unit.
“Good evening,” I said I as I approached. “I see you answered my invitation.”
She turned my way, looked me over, and then asked, “Lieutenant Knight?”
“Indeed.” 
Her brow shot up. “Well, Lieutenant, when you invited me to this party, I was not expecting this at all.”
“A Nightmare Night costume party?”
She shook her head. “You dressed as a mare.”
I chuckled and then shrugged. “My fiancée was determined we would be a matching pair. If you see a small Princess Celestia around, that is her.”
Melodic Ward laughed. “It is good to see that the palace still has a sense of humor. If I might be bold, however, would you tell me why you invited me? I don’t think I know a single pony here.”
Straight to the point. I liked that. “Your file was impressive. Long service with the Guard and you’re a mustang like me. I’m not promising anything, but there might be some leadership changes here at the palace.
“This is an opportunity for you to meet both princesses, although I don’t want you to treat a conversation with them like an interview. Just go talk to them both, get a feel for their personalities, and let them learn who you are.”
Her ear flicked. “You want me to just go talk to the princesses?”
“Yes. If you ever plan to work in this palace you should be able to do that.” I cracked a small smile. “Also, you do know at least one pony here. See if you can find her. Good luck!” 
While she stared at me in stunned silence, I wandered off. I had two more ponies to find plus be generally social. After all, Silent Knight is a fun party pony. Usually. Okay, probably not. Still, appearances had to be kept.
After a brief trip to the buffet with Crystal, I’d already found my second target: Silver Hammer. I was not impressed. He’d let himself go a bit and it seemed like, perhaps, his days as an even-hoofed, western royal guard were behind him. He’d stumbled through his conversation with me and didn’t instill much confidence. He’d also seemed more interested in the buffet than our conversation.
Typical. A pony gets all gussied up and all the stallion thinks about is food. Wait, that was an odd thought to have. Perhaps the wig was starting to get into my head.
At any rate, I had thanked him for some random thing he’d done that was in his file and told him to enjoy the party. There was no way that stallion was getting my job.
The last pony I was looking for seemed nowhere to be found. Perhaps she had decided not to come. A foolish thing to do, but it said a lot about her. She might have still been around somewhere, though, so I kept looking. There was plenty of evening left.
Off along the wall, a pair of ponies caught my eye. I headed over to them with a smile. “Well hel—” Aaaand Sunny was already laughing.
Soarin lightly cupped a hoof around her mouth and replied, “Hello, Silent Knight. You’ll have to forgive Sunny. She doesn’t appreciate a clever costume like you and I clearly do.” He was dressed as Commander Hurricane. That was a pony I wouldn’t have minded being tonight.
“It’s alright, I know Sunny well enough to know she means it in a friendly sort of way.”
Sunny, who was dressed up like a cat, just kept giggling under the hoof.
“Hi, Silent Knight!” Azurite’s voice came from somewhere behind Sunny and Soarin.
“Azurite?” I asked, craning my neck to peer.
“Hi! I’m hiding. Crowds make me nervous even if I know these ponies are almost all royal guards. The costumes are throwing me off.” She was completely covered in some kind of pink pajamas. Her head was stuck right in the middle of a bigger, fabric pony head with two big blue button eyes.
“I see…” I replied, peering curiously at her. “So, uh… what are you, exactly?”
“I’m Pink Pony!” Azurite cheered.
“Who is Pink Pony?”
Soarin let Sunny go and snorted. “Her do—I mean, her special plush pony friend.”
Azurite nodded eagerly.
“I see…” I repeated. “Well, it is a lovely costume. All of you.”
“You, too,” Sunny finally said, a grin spreading completely across her face. “Iridescence had mentioned you were a pretty hot little mare. Now I know she was right.”
My eyes narrowed. “I’m not little.”
“Fun-sized!” Azurite chimed.
“I’m going to leave you three now and go find ponies that are more fun. Soarin is excluded from my disdain, of course.”
He nodded sagely.
Sunny wagged a hoof at me. “Oh, come on, it’s fun. Besides, there is a pony out there asking around for you. A unicorn mare. Are you up to no good?”
My ear twitched. “Oh? What does she look like?”
“She looks like a scary mechanical pony!” Azurite said.
The yellow unicorn’s hoof poked me. “You are up to no good!”
“No, I’m not. I’m up to good! I’m up to doing the right thing. I do need to go find her, though.”
“Sure… sure. Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do,” Sunny said.
Well, that at least left me a ton of leeway. I circled the floor once more before spotting my costumed partner. I trotted over and nosed her cheek.
“Where have you been?” Crystal asked curiously before biting into a caramel apple.
“Mingling. I chatted with a few officers, Sunny, Soarin, and Azurite, and some other ponies.”
Crystal peered at me. “Were you chatting or doing security? As far as I can tell, there are plenty of palace guards here to do security.”
That was a fact. The princesses had invited their entire House Guards as guests. Of course, that would never fly. One squad for each was on duty, but Sunny and I had set it up so that shifts were only two hours. Each pony would work two and enjoy the rest. Plus, there were tons of palace guards to help.
I shook my head and held up a hoof. “Fake princess’s honor I was not checking into security. I was mingling and looking for Lieutenant Snow.”
“I don’t know Lieutenant Snow,” Crystal said matter of factly before smacking her teeth a bit, trying to get the caramel off.
Hmm, evidently, I needed to treat her to caramel more often. It was amusing to watch her eat it. Quickly, I shook my head. Focus! “No, and neither do I. I’m hoping she might come work at the palace so I—”
Crystal huffed. “You said you weren’t working!”
“No, I said I wasn’t checking on security. I’m not working. I invited her here socially to see if she got along with everypony on a social level. It’s just social socializing.”
The mare glared. “You’re vetting her, social or not.” Behind Crystal, I saw a mechanical pony cruising through the crowd.
My mare and I exchanged glares and then I smiled. “You dressed me up like a lady. I’m claiming my favor.”
Crystal’s nose wrinkled, and finally her glare fell. “Well… cashed that in quick, didn’t you? Fine, free pass. Go talk to your Lieutenant Snow, but then you better get back here and be my sister all night!”
I bobbed my head in a quick nod. “Yes, dear. Incest is best,” I said before kissing her cheek and hurrying off after the mechanical mare.
“Wait, what?” Crystal called after me.
Carefully, I flapped my wings and flew over the crowd. I came to a landing between a boxy mechanical pony and the buffet table. I couldn’t see any part of her. “Lieutenant Snow?”
“Princess Luna?” the pony replied.
“Lieutenant Knight.”
“Of course, my mistake,” she said, her tone very even. Was she kidding? “Yes, I am Lieutenant Snow. Thank you for inviting me to the party.”
I tried to look her in the eyes but the visor over the box she was wearing made it impossible. “You’re welcome. Would you care to take your helmet off?”
“And break character? No, sir!”
Was she kidding again? “Alright… well, I’m glad you could come. I invited you for a reason. This is by no means a sure thing but there might be some leadership changes here at the palace. This is an opportunity for you to meet both princesses. Casually. I don’t want you to discuss the job. This is more about personality.”
The mechanical head tilted slightly. “I see. Well, I’ve had a lovely chat with the real Princess Luna already. She was amused by my costume. Was she amused by yours?”
“Very.”
“I see. Well, I suppose I’ll go talk to Princess Celestia when we’re done, then. I was going to anyway since we haven’t spoken in a while. Thank you for the opportunity. I’m honored to be considered, even if it isn’t a sure thing.”
She knew Princess Celestia already? Interesting. “Of course, your file is excellent,” I replied. The boxes made it hard to tell if she was in shape or not. Currently, her only shape was square and rectangle.
The visor peered at me. “Is it normal for a House Guard commander to look for officers for the palace?” It wasn’t an accusatory question, just a plain one. Sharp, though. Very sharp. 
“No, but I’m a special case.”
“Ah, of course. Well, if you’ll excuse me? This suddenly feels like an extremely important evening.”
I waved a hoof. “Yes, but don’t overdo it. Social only, alright?”
“Yes, sir,” she replied before wandering off.
The party was still going strong as I headed back to Crystal. Her ire was down now that I intended to remain glued to her hip for the rest of the evening. That included doing what we called dancing. It was mostly bobbing up and down and shaking back and forth.
Of everypony there, we were probably close to the worst dancers. Not that we cared. To my surprise, however, Princess Celestia had a lot of talent when it came to modern dancing. She seemed to be having a great time, too.
Without warning, I was bumped from behind and lifted. My forelegs remained in place while my rump and hindlegs ended up on top of what looked like a big rock. 
“Oh, Celestia! I’m so sorry, Lieutenant,” came the voice of Miley Hooves.
Runic’s voice followed immediately after. “Hi Silent Knight!” 
“Hi Miley, Hi Runic,” I said before moving forwards enough to get back on all my hooves. I turned around to try and figure out what they were. “Oh, of course. You’re a rock.” 
“Not just any rock!” Runic said. “Watch!”
Suddenly the rock split in two. On the inside of the somewhat cone-shaped halves were a lot of pretty, glimmering swirls. At the center of each half were Runic and Miley’s faces.
“We’re a geode!” they exclaimed.
“Very pretty!” Crystal cheered as she clapped her hooves.
It was, but there was a major flaw. “How do you see where you’re going when you’re together?” I asked.
Miley grimaced and Runic kicked a hoof. “I’m not going to lie, I didn’t fully think that through when I made the costume.”
I chuckled. “I can see that. I’m going to rather enjoy watching you attempt to bob for apples.”
“Oh, that sounds like fun!” Runic replied before rushing off suddenly.
Miley sighed. “I better make sure he doesn’t drown.”
“Good thinking,” I said, watching her wobble after him in her unbalanced costume.
Crystal started to giggle and lightly pushed my shoulder with a hoof. “See, they’re in a couple’s costume. I bet Runic didn’t complain.”
“He’s dressed like his favorite thing in the world. Why would he complain?”
“And Princess Luna isn’t your favorite thing in the world?” Crystal asked slyly.
I shook my head. “No. You’re my favorite thing.”
The mare’s cheeks turned red and she nestled close to me. “Well, aren’t you a clever filly.”
My eyes narrowed. “Please don’t say that. I have a thing about my mares leaving me for mares. Next thing I know, I’m going to find you running off into the sunset with Velvet.”
Crystal huffed. “No, never! She’s like my sister. That would be weird.”
“I see,” I replied before going back to dancing.
Crystal swatted me with a hoof. “Don’t be like that. You know I’m playing. Speaking of sisters, though… where is Winterspear?”
“She and Iridescence took Dot to Ponyville. They felt like that would be more fun for her.”
“Oh, well, sure. I haven’t seen a single filly or colt here, now that you mention it.”
I nodded in agreement. It was an adult pony party for sure, especially since there was hard cider involved. Although the idea of knocking on doors and getting treats wasn’t a bad one to me. Nightmare Night wasn’t super popular in Cloudsdale. Well, at least not with my father.
“I’m sure she’ll have fun,” I said.
Crystal beamed up at me. “She will! Velvet and I used to go to Ponyville when I was a filly. I really enjoyed it.”
“Well, maybe next year we should do the same thing. We can go with Dot and have a good time!”
“You’re not having a good time here?” Crystal asked, one brow raised.
“I am, but there is nothing wrong with wearing costumes and eating candy. Besides, we can see your friend High Horse.”
Crystal nodded and smiled. “Fair enough. I think this party turned out to be a huge success, though. I bet Willowy is thrilled.”
I bet she was. Wherever or whoever she was. Probably in some costume with a mask, lurking near her princess. Our princess!
I was particularly thrilled that the invitations went out correctly. She had seemed to think I couldn’t manage that. She was likely sulking that I’d done so well, and that thought made me grin. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”
The mare huffed. “When will you two stop fighting?”
“When one of us drops dead. My bits are on her. She’s high strung,” I replied.
“That isn’t nice!” Crystal glared at me.
“Well… I’m not sorry. I don’t care that she is part of your mare-harem, I don’t like her,” I said, putting up a fake stonewall face.
Crystal lightly pushed me and just shook her head. “Rude!”
☾

Well past midnight, the party started to slow down. Over half of the guests had already said their polite goodbyes and headed for home. The rest of us weren’t too far behind, either. Almost everypony was seated and engaged in casual, quiet conversation.
The few that were left on the dance floor looked like zombies. Mostly because they were dressed like zombies, except for one mare that was dressed like a bag of oats… or was wearing a bag of oats. Either way, she was oats.
Crystal, Velvet, and I were sharing an oversized seating pillow. I was sitting, Crystal was laying up against my side asleep, and Velvet was leaning up against Crystal and pretending not to be asleep. She hadn’t wanted to miss anything.
Sunny was sitting across from us with Azurite, who had also fallen asleep shortly after Soarin left. He needed to be up early the next morning. Such was the life of a Wonderbolt.
Our initial conversation had been awkward. Evidently Sunny and Velvet had had a thing at some point and then Azurite and Velvet became friends. In the end, though, everypony got past it and just had a good time.
“I’m thinking it might be time to go,” Sunny said softly.
I nodded. “Yeah… most ponies are asleep. At least we’re off tomorrow, although it feels odd to leave while they’re still up.”
Sunny’s head turned towards another set of pillows. The princesses were sitting there talking, giggling, and generally just being sisters. I hadn’t seen them cut loose as much as they had in a long time. It was refreshing.
“Yeah… but we are off duty,” Sunny replied, then rolled her eyes. “Although I know you never go off duty.”
My only answer was a light shrug.
Sunny waved a hoof at me. “Alright, well, you keep an eye on them both for me. I’m taking Azurite home.” Her horn illuminated and levitated the small, pink-clad unicorn onto her back. “Goodnight, Silent Knight. Give my regards to Crystal and Velvet when they wake up.”
“Will do, try to sleep in tomorrow.”
“That is an order I can absolutely follow!” Sunny winked at me and then headed off for home.
Once she was gone, my eyes drooped a bit and I let them close. A little nap surely wouldn’t hurt and if anything got out of hoof I’d hear it.
It dawned on me shortly after that hoofsteps were approaching. The pony that owned them was attempting to be quiet too. I opened my eyes and looked up. Princess Luna was peering down at us and smiling.
I tried to smile. “Princess?”
“Did I wake you?” she asked.
“No, I was just snoozing. Weren’t you talking to Princess Celestia?”
She nodded. “I was, but she went to bed.”
She had? When? My eyes were only closed for a second!
“Then I saw the snuggle pile over here,” Princess Luna continued. “I think it is time you retired, too. I’ve had a few rooms in the palace prepared. All you have to do is go upstairs.”
That sounded great. Carrying Crystal and Velvet home that late was possible but didn’t seem thrilling. Plus staying in the palace was always an honor. “Thank you, Princess, that’s most kind. Could you do me a favor and levitate my companions onto my back?”
Princess Luna grinned and nodded. “Of course. I think we had a very successful party. Don’t you?” she asked as her magic encircled the sleeping mares and gently settled them onto my back.
I rose slowly, making sure I didn’t shift or jostle them too much. “Without a doubt. You’re going to have a hard time topping it next year. I’m sure Willowy will come up with something, though.”
“Agreed. Good night, Silent Knight, and have a wonderful day off tomorrow.”
With a smile, I replied, “I will. And you take it easy, too. We don’t want a repeat of what happened at my graduation party, do we?”
With her hoof resting on her chest in mock protest, the princess glared at me. “What are you suggesting?”
“That somepony doesn’t always know when to call it quits,” I teased back.
“That might be fair,” she replied before nuzzling my cheek. “Sleep well. I’ll be turning in shortly myself.”
“Goodnight, Princess.”
Velvet and Crystal, overall, didn’t weigh much. Even with both draped over my back, it wasn’t much of an effort to get them up the stairs and into the guest hall. A few times, I was confident Velvet had woken up but, when I looked back, her eyes were still closed. She was snoring a bit too… fakely? Was fakely a word?
Crystal, on the other hoof, was completely zonked out. I’d shared a bed with her long enough to know when she was asleep.
When we got to the first suite, I opened the door and said, “Okay, lazy, first stop is you.”
Velvet didn’t miss a beat as she slid off my back and grinned. “Thanks for the ride! See you tomorrow.”
“Yup, have a good sleep.”
She nodded and hurried through the door, shutting it behind her.
I chuckled and went down to the next guestroom. That one would be ours. It had a better view of Canterlot and I wanted Crystal to see it in the morning.
Once we were through the door, I took her over to the big plush bed and carefully rolled her off my back and onto the mattress.
Her forehooves wiggled a bit in my direction. Before slipping into bed with her, I took my wig and horn off. I didn’t want to wake her, so I just left her costume accessories on.
I nestled up close and looped my hooves around her. She snuggled her cheek to my chest and promptly went back to her deep sleep. I closed my eyes and joined her.
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Crystal was standing out on the balcony that overlooked Canterlot. The wind was blowing in just the right manner so that had her blonde mane billowed off to the side. Princess Celestia had positioned the sun in the perfect spot to illuminate the mare’s white coat and create an ethereal appearance from behind.
Don’t get me wrong, she always looked good from behind, but this moment was special. It was the sort of moment that encouraged you to just stay in bed, watch, and hope it never ended.
This was my mare. The one that was going to stand by me even as I marched off from challenge to challenge. She was perfect.
Slowly my hooves decided it was time to get up. They took me from the comfort of bed and onto the balcony beside her. “Good morning, beautiful,” I said.
“Good morning,” she replied. “I see you didn’t take me home last night.”
“Princess Luna thought this might be better. I happened to agree.”
Crystal smiled my way. “Any day I wake up next to you is a good day. Doing so in the palace is even better.”
With a gentle bump of my shoulder against hers, I replied, “Don’t get too used to that. I don’t make much in the way of bits.”
“I know, I know,” she whispered before nuzzling her cheek to mine. “We’re getting married soon. Like really soon.”
“Less than two months,” I said.
“Yes. Are you ready?”
I nodded. “Are you?”
She giggled and shot me a coy look through her long lashes. “I’m actually more ready for our honeymoon than the wedding.”
“Yeah, me too.”
The mare shifted her hooves and headed back into the room. “Well, you’re off today. What are we going to do?”
“Anything you want, beautiful.”
Crystal laughed and waved a hoof at me. “Alright, well, breakfast together and lunch. We can linger around the palace as long as you can do so without shifting to work mode. You’re on your own this afternoon, though. I have an event.”
My ear flicked. “I thought you were going to quit that stuff?”
“Not everything. Just the things I didn’t want to do.”
“And what are you doing today that you actually want to do?”
Crystal beamed. “Having tea with Princess Luna to discuss the shower. You’re invited, of course.”
“Oh. Well, in that case, all I can say is that I’ll pick you up after. I’m going to go look at games with Runic.”
“Don’t spend all of your money on airships.”
“We’ll see. Come on, let’s go get breakfast.”
After a light breakfast, Crystal and I wandered the more tourist-y parts of the palace. I didn’t really know much about the historical significance of things, but she seemed content to just look at all the statues and tapestries and paintings. It was nice to just be together.
Princess Luna declined an invitation to join us for lunch. Or, more likely, Willowy had gone to ask her, saw she was still passed out from the Nightmare Night party, and took the opportunity to use the word ‘declined’ to my face.
That was fine. I got to have lunch with the prettiest mare in Equestria, in the nicest dining hall its capital had to offer.
“Be nice,” Crystal chided, somehow reading my mind as I stared smugly as Willowy retreated.
“I am.” I pulled out a chair for her. “I didn’t say anything. That’s being nice.”
Crystal huffed and looked like she wanted to say more, but then a server came with a bowl of strawberries and rose petals as an appetizer, and thankfully that took precedence. I needed to remember that strategy for the future. Just in case.
Three delightful courses later, we parted ways, her to go try to see Princess Luna as they planned, and me to meet up with Runic at the Crystal Delicacy as we planned. When I arrived, he was already waiting outside the door, face pressed up to the window.
“Hey! You made it!” he called without looking back. He had either invented an omniscience potion, or he saw my reflection in the glass. Both were equally likely.
I trotted to the door and pushed it open. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”
Runic shrugged as he followed. “No, I’m just happy to see you.”
“Oh. Well, me too, buddy.”
Ruby Moon smiled in our direction when we passed the counter. “Hey, fellas. I hope you’ve brought a lot of bits. A new month means new games!”
“It is funny how that always works out,” I chuckled as I wandered over to the game area of the store.
They weren’t the only thing Ruby sold, but I had never been that interested in the intricate little crystal figures her partner made. Not that they weren’t amazing. They just weren’t my thing.
Runic was already snout-deep into the Airship Armada boxes. “I need some more escorts,” he said idly.
“The six you have aren’t enough?” I asked, picking up a new card game and looking it over.
“Hush! The stallion knows what he needs,” Ruby called.
“Yeah, I know what I need!” Runic parroted.
That brought a smile to my face. Need, want, whatever. Runic had the bits. Even with all of the lawsuit settlements, he always did well.
“When are you going to bring your filly back? She’s easy to tease,” Ruby said my way.
“You may have scared her, so I’m not sure. She’s having tea with Princess Luna today though, so I think that took precedence.”
Ruby laughed and leaned against the counter. “Oh, of course. So casual! She’s having tea with the princess!”
Ah, right. That wasn’t normal. It was normal for me since I’d been around the princesses for my whole career now. After putting the box down, I shrugged. “Yeah, sorry.”
“That’s okay. I’ve met Princess Celestia a few times. You know I used to be a palace guard, right?”
I did vaguely know that Ruby had been in before I was. She’d gotten out, too, for whatever reason, but that happened a lot. Most ponies had several interests and sometimes they changed. “Yup! Before my time, though.”
“Are you suggesting something?” she asked, coming around the counter.
Runic picked three more boxes of Armada ships and shook his head. “He isn’t. Silent Knight would never suggest that you’re old.”
“Runic!” I barked, looking his way before holding up a hoof. “I wouldn’t, Ruby! I just meant we don’t know the same ponies.”
The mare wagged a hoof at me. “You’re lucky I like you, because those sounded like fighting words.”
“I have a rule about not fighting with other guards.”
“I see, well, I can always fight Runic,” she replied.
I shrugged. “You could, but he is squirrely. You never know what is in that vest of his… or under his hat… or who knows where.”
We both looked at Runic. He smiled. “Today, I’ve got smoke bombs, flash caps, and gluecid.”
My brow raised. “What is gluecid?”
“I got tired of carrying glue and acid, so I made a combination of both,” Runic replied proudly.
Ruby just slowly moved back behind the counter.
I asked, “So… it causes things to stick together while it burns them horribly?”
“Don’t be silly! It sticks things together and then burns them horribly. The acid is delayed.”
“Alright… and if you need to fix something, what happens if you grab the gluecid instead of the glue?”
Runic frowned. “You ruin Miley’s new bookshelf instead of assembling it like she asked, that’s what.”
“Awfully specific there, Runic.”
He sighed. “Yeah…”
☾

It was a few days later when Princess Luna stuck her head into my office. I immediately stood without even a conscious thought. 
“As you were,” she said softly before coming in.
I remained standing. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” 
The princess smiled and settled onto my couch. “You’ve been a little busy as of late, and I was worried you were going to forget our upcoming celebration.”
“I won’t forget my own wedding shower, Princess, you have my word. I’ve just had a lot going on trying to get your portion of the palace finished. The forepony told me this morning that he anticipates meeting all of the revised deadlines.”
Her face lit up and she clapped her hooves. “That means we’ll be able to host the shower in my new throne room after all!”
Sure, my shower would take place in the seat of power for the House of the Night. Why not? That was completely normal. With a smile, I replied, “If that’s your wish.”
“It most certainly is. Why have a throne room if you can’t use it for more than business?”
My ears twitched. “Why? To conduct said business.” 
She waved a hoof at me. “Don’t be a wet blanket, Silent Knight. I can’t do business all hours of the day, and I’m not subletting my throne room out to the parliament just to satisfy its supposed purpose!”
That would be a security nightmare. Of course, I knew she was kidding. “Fair enough, we’ll have the shower in the throne room. You realize you and Lady Cadence are setting my marriage up for failure, though, right? I’m just a royal guard, and my wife is rubbing hooves with princesses and other ponies of importance.”
The smile she gave me was full of mischief. “That is your problem, little stallion, not mine.”
I made sure she saw me roll my eyes. “Thank you, Princess, truly.”
“You’re most welcome.” She shifted on the couch and, when she continued, it was in a grave tone. “Now, answer two questions for me.”
The mischief was gone, so I stood to an appropriately official height and nodded. “Of course.”
“First, I’ve been looking at the results of Sunny Day’s investigation into Captain Alastair. It seems that Royal Guard Intelligence made an attempt to capture him via the gryphon authorities. They also made an effort to chase him north but lost him. At that point, he simply disappeared.”
Sunny had done a thorough job. She was an excellent officer for sure, especially now that she had her focus back. In my normal, even tone, I said, “I’m not hearing a question, Princess.”
Her brow furrowed. “How did he disappear? How can a murderer and a band of brigands elude the Nordanver gryphon authorities and our own Royal Guard Intelligence agents so easily? Do you not find that suspicious? I fear our allies were in on the plot, and that unsettles me greatly.”
Of course she’d make that assumption. It was easier to suspect gryphons than ponies. Especially when those ponies included me.
I shook my head slowly. “No, I honestly don’t believe that’s the case. Alastair did appear to be well connected in Nordanver, but it seems almost certain to me that the crown had no association with his plot. He might have had allies, though, that did not represent the king’s will.” I paused, then couldn’t stop myself from adding, “As far as Guard Intelligence goes, they relied on the gryphons too much.”
“You don’t have much faith in them?”
“I won’t speak ill of fellow guards.”
She peered at me. “Not speaking speaks volumes, you know.”
“And so it does. Perhaps Intelligence work should be left to agencies that specialize in it.”
The princess’s head tilted and then she just nodded. “I see. On to my second question, then. What are you up to?”
That was a loaded question. “Could you be more specific? I feel like my mother used a similar tactic on Winterspear and I when we were little to get us to admit to doing things.”
Princess Luna’s eyebrow lifted. “You did things when you were little?”
“No, but Winterspear did and I’m a quick study.”
With a laugh, the alicorn just shook her head, then inclined it to look down her nose at me. “I noticed that there were some ponies at my party that weren’t on my list. Royal Guard lieutenants. I had conversations with two of them myself. What are you up to?”
Without a doubt, I kept my stoic royal guard stance and a blank face. I was not eager to have this conversation at all and certainly not right then. At the same time, I had no intention of lying to the princess.
“They’re my potential successors. I was vetting them.”
The dark alicorn’s ears shot up. “Successors? For what purpose? You told me you turned down Shining Armor’s offer.”
“I did, yes.” I guess sooner or later I’d have to come clean. I removed my helmet and set it on the desk. “Luna, I’m concerned in the event of another emergency, you’re going to risk your safety for mine. That can’t be allowed.”
“This again?” she asked, a bit of annoyance creeping into her voice. “You’re not expendable.”
“No, you’re not expendable. If I die, it’s a tragedy for my friends and family. If you die, it’s a crisis for an entire kingdom. If you die, we’re down to one alicorn, and I don’t see any new ones lying around. We’ve gotten too close, but I don’t regret that. I don’t at all. I just can’t be your House Guard commander if you’re going to try and keep me from being hurt again.”
Princess Luna stood and loomed over me. “Why must you be so frustrating? Why do you have to be so… so… stubborn when it comes to your little rules and regulations! We’re not going to get ambushed again. That was a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence!” Her eyes narrowed, and she glared down at me.
I glared back. She was angry because she knew I was right. Unfortunately, being right didn’t make me feel good. It made me feel worse. It gave me the knowledge that I was doing the right thing for the right reason, but not any satisfaction or joy.
“I’m sorry. I really am, but I take your safety seriously. It is the most important job I’ll ever have. It’s the first thing I think about in the morning and the last thing I consider before bed. Unfortunately, I’m now a threat to that.”
She grimaced and looked away. “What will you do instead?”
“I don’t know… perhaps take over a section in the Palace Guard. Maybe even a company, if I ever make it to captain’s school. I’ll probably be close either way and, if not, I’ll still come to see you. We’ll always be friends.”
Princess Luna nodded and set a hoof on my shoulder. “I make no apology for loving you and wanting you safe, even if this is the outcome.”
“You’ll never have to apologize for loving me,” I replied, my voice cracking slightly.
She held me tightly against her and stroked the back of my head. “Just… Just give me a little longer, Silent Knight. At least until after the wedding. I’m not ready for anypony else yet. Alright?”
It took a moment to find my voice. I brushed my face against her neck, rubbing away the tears. “Of course. We can deal with it after. Just don’t get into any battles before then.”
“I’ll be careful,” she whispered.
“Okay.”
☾

Finally, finally, Princess Luna’s wing of the palace was complete. It had been behind schedule, over budget, but without any compromises. It was everything she had wanted it to be and more. It was also the largest expansion of the palace in several hundred years.
A new exterior wall had been built to accommodate the size increase. That gave the architect plenty of room to extend the palace out towards the west. With the two new towers that were included, the skyline of Canterlot had changed. But that was nothing compared to the interior.
The jewel of the expansion was Princess Luna’s throne room. It was not as large or as grand as the primary one, but there was enough seating for two hundred ponies. Despite being smaller, the grandeur and aesthetic would also leave anypony with a lingering knowledge that they had been in the presence of a princess.
It had been built with a pale white marble facade the color of the moon. In contrast, the center of the room and dais were covered in a plush blue carpet that matched the Princess’s coat.
This all did a lot to highlight the throne, which had been made from a darkly stained hardwood and blue velvet. It was also large enough for a proper alicorn. One the size of Nocturna, I’d guess. Perhaps the princess was planning long term.
Of course, I’d also gotten my new office door, for the time I would remain in that office.
“This is really impressive,” Iridescence said next to me.
“Agreed. She can really start doing the business of the realm out of here.”
“Yup.” She shot me an appraising look with her eyes just slightly narrowed. “What are you going to be doing when you leave her?”
I tried not to let my real feelings on the question show and instead shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll figure that out when the time comes.”
The mare shifted. “And when is that?”
“After the wedding. Princess Luna doesn’t want to deal with it prior to that, and I don’t see a lot of risk coming our way in the next month or so.”
“Good. Plenty of time to change your mind,” Iridescence said before patting me on the back. “Anyway, we need more guards for all this new space.”
What an obvious topic change. I didn’t want to address her remark anyway, so I let it slide. “Yeah, they’re going to spin up another section of palace guards for this wing. Maybe I’ll take that over.”
Iridescence snorted. “Oh, sure. The Palace Guard section lieutenant, who is the old House Guard commander, taking orders from the new House Guard commander. Good luck with that. Why don’t you and Sunny just swap jobs?”
“Hmm?”
“Just swap with Sunny. You protect Princess Celestia, she protects Princess Luna. Everypony can love everypony and nopony will try to protect a pony they aren’t supposed to.”
I paused to mull it over. Actually, that wasn’t an insane idea. The only problem was we couldn’t just swap jobs like a swapped shift. Command would have a fit; they did unit assignments, not us.
“Okay, sure. I’ll see about that. For now, why don’t we just get to work? We’re going to be thin until we have palace guards to cover all these doors and halls.”
“Sure thing, boss,” Iridescence said before heading out the door and leaving me alone in the empty throne room. 
I gave it one longer look. It was going to suck not being here.
There was work to do, however. The shower Princess Luna had planned was in a few days. After that we’d have the wedding, then Hearth’s Warming, then the New Year. The end of the year always felt like a rushed gauntlet of holidays.
When the shower finally arrived, however, I discovered that I wished I had not agreed to one. They seemed to be an awkward affair largely built around teasing stallions. It also forced ponies together that normally wouldn’t be, and that was putting a strain on both Crystal and me.
Nothing seemed more stressful than my mother, Princess Luna, Upper Crust, and Jet Set all in the same room being social with each other.
Add in Winterspear, Iridescence, Dot, Sunny, Princess Celestia for some reason, Radiant Orchid, Mr. Orchid, Orchid’s foals, Azurite, Soarin, Miley, Runic, High Horse, her husband, Velvet, her parents, Red Velvet, Raven, her husband, Willow, the crazy pink love pony, Painted Wave, her husband, Lady Cadence, Shining Armor, additional ponies that Crystal knew that I didn’t…
The whole affair was just exhausting, which was why I had escaped to the nearest balcony the first chance I got.
“Now why is it every time we have a party specifically for you, I find you out somewhere alone?” a familiar voice asked from behind me.
“It was getting stuffy in there, sir,” I replied, turning to find Shining Armor standing nearby.
He chuckled and shook his head. “We’re off duty, Silent. No ‘sir’ necessary.” His head then tilted. “Your mare seems to be having a good time. Why aren’t you?”
“This is more her sort of thing.”
His brow arched. “Since when is spending time with all of your friends and family not your sort of thing?”
“Because it’s not just spending time together,” I tried to explain, waving a hoof towards the door. “It’s all… whatever it is that is.”
He nodded slowly. “I didn’t really enjoy mine either, to be honest. My mother made it a point to embarrass me as much as she possibly could. In front of Princess Celestia, no less. Cadence loved it, though.”
That brought a grin to my face. “I bet she did.”
He came over and rested his forelegs on a railing. “So, what is going on with you? The last letter said ‘come see me.’ Then no more letters. You turn my offer down, but you’re still going to resign?”
My ear flicked. “Who told you?”
“Princess Luna, so I don’t think you’ll have much luck chastising her.”
“I’ve had a rough year,” was all I said.
“Two, I’d say. More than most ponies.” His voice lowered. “You know, it isn’t normally like this. My first two years were nothing but routine. Most of the middle ones, too. These last two, though…” He breathed out slowly. “That’s a lot for anypony. Certainly a lot for a young pony.”
“Yeah. I’m not resigning because of all that, though.”
He nodded. “Yeah, I know. It’s because she loves you.”
Finally, somepony who understood. “Yup.”
He patted me on the shoulder. “You were her first guard, first friend, confidant, and more when nopony else would even look at her. It was bound to happen. There is no shame in that and I have huge respect for you for recognizing it and doing the right thing.”
My ears shot up. “You’re not going to try to talk me out of it?”
He blinked. “Absolutely not. Sometimes regulations exist for a reason, and this is one of those times. Do you honestly think I could protect Cadence? That she’d leave me in an emergency? Hardly.”
I chuckled. “Well, at least you’re on my side on this one.”
“That’s the thing, Silent Knight: I’ve always been on your side. I hope by now you could recognize that.” He leveled a serious stare my way. “Look, I know this has been your whole career, but most of us have to move on. You unfortunately started at the top. That is a tricky predicament. This will be good for you, though, and you can still be her friend.”
He was right about that. I might not be her house guard commander, but I’d still be her friend. I’d always be available to her. “That is true. I suppose now I need to figure out what I’m going to do instead.”
After a moment, he hummed thoughtfully. “Well, Governor Cadence has a security detail. It could use a commander.”
“Pardon? You still want me to come work for you?”
“Well, you’d technically work for her. Obviously, you’d report to me, but we know how it goes with these nobles,” he said with a smile.
“But why?”
He shrugged. “Why not? You’re one of the finest guards I’ve ever seen. The universe has poured challenges on you over and over. Hard ones. Cruel ones. You’re still standing, Silent Knight. There aren’t a lot of ponies like you. Who better to entrust the security of the pony I love the most to?”
To be fair, I hadn’t thought about it that way. He made a valid point. I was still standing, wounds and all. “I’ll have to talk to Crystal first.”
“Obviously,” he replied.
“And it can’t happen until after the wedding and honeymoon.”
“Sure, sure.”
“And I want to keep my armor.”
“You have a Celestia Cross. You have that right.”
“Then tentatively, I accept,” I said, offering a hoof. “Providing I have my mare’s permission.”
He smiled brightly and took it with an enthusiastic shake. “About time.”
Working with Shining Armor and Lady… Governor Cadence would certainly be the next best thing to being with Princess Luna. That could work. “There is one more thing.”
“Pushing that negotiation to the limit after shaking, huh? Do you want a promotion, too?”
My head shook. “No, sir. I mean yes, but that isn’t what I mean. We’re friends, right? Kind of?”
He blinked. “I like to think so. Even if most of our time together has been work-related. Why?”
I swallowed and met his curious look with my own serious one. “My father kind of sucked as a parent. I mean, he did things right when it came to being a guard, but he was never there for me for personal stuff.
“You were my boss, but you always put a priority on my wellbeing. Me taking a day off or having fun. You were there when I lost my first relationship and when I graduated. Other things, too. You know, when I needed a Dad.”
His look softened into a fond smile. “Of course, I was happy to. I saw a lot of potential in you, you just needed to have more balance.”
“I know and I’m not good at that, which is why I want to come work for you. You’re a good influence, but what I’m getting at is that it would mean the world to me if you’d be one of the groomsponies in my wedding.”
“I’d be honored!” he exclaimed before throwing a hoof over my shoulder. “Truly!”
With a sigh of relief, I said, “Thank you.”
“No problem. Now, as my first duty as a groomspony, I’m taking you back to the shower before one of the mares notices we’re gone.”
“I already regret my decision,” I teased.
“Sure, sure. Come on.”
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An interesting thing about being a groom was that your life changed a lot in the months leading up to the wedding itself. Mostly, you were making wedding decisions… and, by decisions, I mean just nodding at your soon-to-be wife and mother-in-law.
Beyond that, you were given little missions. Low-risk tasks that a stallion could be trusted with. I discovered that there weren’t many of those, though. Not many at all. In fact, I was mostly just responsible for getting a best pony and two more groomsponies.
And yet I still had to provide the correct input for a ton of decisions I didn’t have final say on. I now truly understood bureaucracy and why the parliament didn’t always get things done.
Today, I was on my primary mission to find a best pony. In this case, she would be a best mare. My search took me to a street corner across from the local City Guard precinct. Right on time, Winterspear came out of the front door on her lunch break.
I grinned as I did my best to sneak up behind her, taking every lesson Tranquil had given me into account. She was facing away from me and I was just a few moments away from grabbing her tail when one of her ears flicked towards me.
“I see you,” she said without turning around. “You may not make a lot of noise but wearing your armor out in broad daylight is pretty obvious. A good city guard can see that sort of thing.”
“So you got lucky, then?” I teased.
She snorted. “Yeah, yeah. What do you want?”
“Wow, I’m wounded. I come to see you at lunch and you ask what I want?”
Winterspear stopped and let me catch up. I saw a grin on her face despite her rigid posture. “Yes. What do you want, Lieutenant?”
“Oh, I see how it is. Well, Sergeant, I want you to do me a big favor.”
“And what is this big favor?”
I kept a perfectly straight face and even tone. “I want you to be my best mare.”
Winterspear’s ears wiggled and her tail gave a happy swish. Her face, however, was still all guard. “I don’t know, sir. You suddenly set a date, a lot of work is already done, and you’re just now looking for a best pony?”
“Yeah… I thought you’d have known you were always my first choice.”
“I see. So, as best pony, what power will I have?”
“Whatever you can wrest out of the hooves of Crystal Wishes and Upper Crust.”
She peered at me. “So… none at all?”
“Yup!”
A smile broke out across her muzzle. “Then I accept. Let’s go get some lunch. You’re buying!”
I nodded. “Of course. What’s good around here?”
“This is Canterlot Heights, everything is good around here! Oh, and expensive, too.”
One of my few groom’s missions successful! I wondered if Upper Crust would consider this lunch wedding related and reimburse me?
When I asked Crystal about it a few hours later, she laughed. She laughed all the way across the room, as she set up the record player, and when she rose up onto her hindlegs as we met on the rug.
“Good luck with that,” Crystal finally managed between giggles.
Reimbursement or not, it was wonderful to have her in my hooves. It was the slow, elegant type of dancing she’d taught me when I was in officer school. Now, we were practicing for our wedding.
Even if we weren’t exactly dancing for fun, we were home alone and she was, in fact, in my hooves. That was never a bad thing.
She peered up at me through her long lashes. “Are you smiling?”
“Hmm? Should I not be?” I teased before taking her through a turn.
“You haven’t smiled much in a while. You look pretty happy.”
I gazed into her beautiful hazel eyes and grinned. “Well, I was thinking about the fact that you’re in my hooves. We’re dancing. We’re alone… Why shouldn’t I be happy?”
The mare shivered in my grasp and swished her tail. “Oh, you should be. I’m just glad you are. Did something happen in particular?”
“Of course. You decided to keep me from being stupid, and now we’re getting married.”
“Well… aren’t you just full of charm today?” She giggled. “Seriously, though. What’s up?”
“What I said.” I shrugged and then dipped her. “I have you. You’re always my star on the horizon which I navigate by. The one thing that doesn’t change.”
Her hooves looped behind my head and she drew herself up to softly kiss me. “Look, you’ve already more than worked your way into my bed tonight. Is there anything else you might want to tell me?”
“Therapy has been going well?”
“Anything else?” she asked, her ear flicking. “Also, bring me up before we fall over.”
“Oh, right,” I replied before pulling her back up and wrapping my hooves around her. “Shining Armor offered me another job.”
“I see! So this smile is about him and not me,” she teased.
Without hesitation, I buried my muzzle against her neck and attempted to whine pitifully, “I’m sorry, honey. I loved him before I met you.”
She laughed, petting my mane. “Yes, yes. I know how you stallions are. You all love each other. What is the job?”
My head bobbed back up and I stroked her back. “Royal unicorn inspector. You pass with high marks, sweetie.”
Crystal put a hoof against my face and lightly pushed my head back. “It must be a great offer because you’re acting like a colt!”
I shook my head. “Not really. It’s a demotion. I’m in a good mood because of you. The job, though, is to run Governor Cadence’s security detail.”
“So… you’re not going to take it?” she asked, removing her hoof.
“Oh, I am. If you approve. We’ll be off to the Crystal Empire to start our new life.”
Crystal peered at me curiously. “So… the better job you didn’t want, but the worse job you do? Just like that. You want to go now but not before?”
“Yup! You, me, crystal ponies, and Glimmer World on the weekends.”
Her stare became a little suspicious. “What brought on the change?”
“Clarity. A good mental health professional, an excellent wife-to-be, and a stern talking to by my mentor. It’s time for me to move on, Crystal. It will be hard. I’ll miss my old job, but it is the right call. Assuming you approve.”
She snorted. “You know I approve. I’ll follow you anywhere. When do we leave?”
“After the honeymoon.”
After a moment of hesitation, she asked, “Does Luna know?”
“More or less, yes. She knows I was looking for a replacement. Look, none of this is important right now. We’re home together on a weeknight at normal times. We’re dancing. We’re alone. Do you want to discuss my job, or do you want to dance?”
Crystal peered at me sideways and then smiled. “I don’t want to dance… like this.”
My hooves let her go. Casually, I went over to the record player and turned off the waltz or whatever it was that we’d been practicing to. From the back of the shelf, I pulled the record I knew she enjoyed the most when we were alone.
Then, with a mighty flap of my wings, I leapt towards her, grabbed her in my forehooves, and flew her right into her bedroom while she squealed in surprise.
☾

I wasn’t sure when was the last time I’d been to the Phial and Filly Alchemist Supply. Most of my previous trips had been to pick up a drop. Time seemed to have gotten away from me.
To my surprise, I arrived to find Runic working the cash register instead of in the back room like normal. “Hi, Silent!”
“Hi Runic. Where is Rossby?”
He shrugged. “Weather camp? I don’t know. He said something about time off, selling candy bars, back taxes, and foal labor laws. Anyway, he’ll probably be back in a week or two. He always shows back up.”
None of that really checked out at all but, when it came to Runic, I just didn’t bother asking for clarification. It never came. “How is Val?”
“Busy! Off on a work trip doing something. She said if she wasn’t back in a month, to burn her house down.”
I looked around quickly. There wasn’t anypony in the shop other than us. “Maybe you should keep the arson plot to yourself?”
Runic waved a hoof. “It’s just you.”
“I’m a royal guard!”
“You’re family first.”
My hoof slapped against my face. “Please don’t burn her house down.”
“She’s family and she asked. Besides, she always tells me that when she goes on a work trip, and I’ve only had to burn the place down once.”
Seriously? Runic! “Please stop confessing!”
“Sorry! Let me change the subject. What’s up?”
Arson was up! Previous arson, future arson. Wait, why was I even there again? “I came to see you.”
Runic smiled. “Well, obviously!”
“To ask you to be a groomspony in my wedding, providing you’re not in jail.”
“They haven’t made any case stick yet!” He winked. “I’d love to.”
That did not make me feel any better. I just tried to smile. “Great. Does Miley know you’re a criminal?”
He nodded. “Of course. We’re together. I keep her quiet with stallion stuff.”
I blinked. “What is stallion stuff?”
“You know…” He cleared his throat. “Stallion stuff. Stuff stallions do for mares.”
We stared at each other for a moment. “Should I even ask?”
He coughed and shook his head. “Not unless you want this to get awkward and deeply personal, no.”
I didn’t. Slowly, I shook my head.
“Then don’t ask!” He plastered a grin on his face that on anypony else would seem insincere, but from him, it wholly was. “So, what does a groomspony do?”
“You don’t know?”
He peered at me. “Do you?”
That… was actually a really good question. I had just been told to pick mine and ask them to be in the wedding. That was all. Nopony had prepared me for questions like this. There wasn’t even a guidebook or a brochure.
My ear flicked, and I tried to think of something. “Uh… yes. I think you just follow me in, stand with me, and then walk a bridespony out.”
His head tilted. “That’s it?”
As far as I knew, anyway. “Yup.”
“Then I’d still love to. Do I have to wear a suit?”
“Yes.”
He paused and then frowned. “Ah, I’d love to less now. I’ll do it for you, though. Which bridespony do I get?”
I really needed to talk to Crystal about this wedding. Suddenly I felt like I knew nothing about it. “I have no idea. You’ll have to ask Crystal.”
He nodded. “Will do!” He paused to ring up a customer that I hadn’t even realized had been standing behind me. Once that was done, he beamed at me. “I got on the Harmony.”
He said it so casually I almost missed the implications and just nodded in acceptance as per usual where he was concerned. Almost being the operative word. “Wait, what! Do you have a warrant out for your arrest? Do I need to bring you in?”
Runic shook his head. “Absolutely not. I did it the right way!”
I stared at him, unrelenting. “When you say right…”
“I did exhaustive genealogical research to find out if I knew anypony related to the primary shareholders in Eminence Enterprizes or Jet Ventures. It so happens I know two ponies.”
My nerves started to relax. “So… you asked Iridescence, then?”
“No, given her strained relationship with her family, that seemed unlikely to work. I went with Crystal instead.”
I blinked. “What do you mean, you went with Crystal? Why?”
“Come on, you don’t know?” he asked in disbelief, blinking back at me.
Apparently, there was more that I didn’t know than just the wedding. “Know... what?”
He made some gestures with his hooves. “Jet Set, Jet Ship, Jet Ventures? Your wife is the only heir of the only heir of Jet Ship. She’s potentially worth huge money! She and her grandfather get along, so she asked him for some tickets and a tour. We all went together.”
I heard the words he said, but none of them made any sense. Were we talking about the same mare? Because it sure didn’t sound like the Crystal I knew. “When did this happen?”
“Last week when she and I went to lunch,” Runic explained as if I should have known.
I just stared at him as I tried to catch up. It was a lot to take in all of a sudden, like Crystal had a whole secret life I didn’t know about. What next? Was she also a superpony by night? “Why didn’t she tell me?”
Runic waved a hoof. “She’s embarrassed. Her parents are wealthy, her grandparents are mega wealthy. She’s the kind of pony that doesn’t want others to judge her for it, you know? At least, that’s how she explained it to me when she said to keep it a secret.”
Now that was starting to sound a little like the Crystal I knew. “But you just told me.”
“Oops!” Runic’s eyes went wide and he looked around, then leaned in towards me. “Don’t tell her I told you!”
My head started to throb slightly, and I nodded. “Fair enough. See you later, alright? And please don’t burn anypony’s house down.”
As I headed for the door, he called, “No promises, but I do have new liability insurance!”
Crystal was ashamed that her family was really wealthy? It wasn’t like her to keep secrets from me. Especially something like that. She knew I wouldn’t care. Didn’t she? Maybe not.
Well, fine. If she didn’t want me to know, and it didn’t hurt for me to not know, and it didn’t hurt her to not know that I knew… then I could pretend with the best of them. Rich or not, Crystal was still the mare I loved. In a way, I sort of admired the fact that she didn’t capitalize on her family’s fortune.
Someday, we’d probably have to talk about it. But first, we just needed to get through this wedding, and that meant I needed to gather my final groomspony.
I trotted across town, opting to go by hoof rather than by wing. It was too cold to be whipped about by the chilled winds that swirled around Canterlot. Plus, I liked to keep all my limbs in shape.
Arriving at Iridescence’s condo, I noticed something was wrong right off the bat. There was a strange odor in the air, and it got worse the closer I got to her door. When she answered my knocking, the peculiar smell wafted over me.
“Did Dot cook again?” I asked, holding a hoof over my nose.
Iridescence leveled a seething glare at me. Her mane was a total mess, and there was some kind of slime-like substance clinging to her hooves. “Worse. She had a friend over.”
She stepped out of the way and I gasped. I couldn’t help it. The slime was all over the new carpet, furniture was overturned, multi-colored paper clung to the walls, and most of the surfaces had some kind of paint on them.
I looked back at her. “Didn’t you just have the waterline repaired?”
“Yes!” she exclaimed, stomping away and over to a wall, where she was trying to scrape paper and goo off. “I hope your sister doesn’t want any foals. I’ve learned I am not cut out for motherhood.”
“It’s not that bad.” It was. I poked at the carpet and it crunched.
“She and her friend Brownie did this in one hour!” She thrust out a hoof to gesture at everything. “One. Hour.”
One hour? Sweet Celestia! Perhaps the Equestrian Army needed fillies. I went over to try to help her with the walls. “What were they doing again?”
She looked my way with a withering glare. There was fire and poison behind it. “Making posters for their favorite colt band, BBBFF. The music they play over and over and over and over again.”
My body went rigid at the look. “What does BBBFF even mean?”
“I don’t know! If I find out, though, I’m arresting somepony for something.” She blew her mane out of her face. “You didn’t come over to help me, I imagine. What do you want?”
I chuckled and shook my head. “I didn’t, but I don’t mind. What kind of monster would I be if I just walked away from this?” I paused. “Where is Dot, by the way?”
“Brownie’s house… probably destroying it, too. But that’s Mrs. Buns’s problem, not mine.”
“Sure, sure.” I found a cloth and started on the carpet. After some vigorous scrubbing, the slime seemed to be yielding. “So, about the reason why I’m here.”
Iridescence looked over from where she was trying to get paint off the coffee table. “What’s that?”
“Would you be a groomspony in my wedding?”
Iridescence stopped scrubbing and peered at me. “Really? Won’t that be weird?”
“Why would it be weird? You’re not carrying a torch for me, are you?”
She snorted and shook her head. “No, but don’t you think Crystal will mind?”
“I can’t imagine why she would. She and I are getting married, and you’re with Winterspear. She told me to go get my groomsponies. There was no instruction about not picking you.”
“Well… alright then. I mean, I’m flattered.” She looked back down at her hooves. “I just don’t want to ruin her special day.”
“I find that to be highly unlikely, unless you intend to jump in the way of our first kiss. And, should you choose to do so, I’ve instructed my arch commander to intervene.”
Iridescence chuckled and started to scrub again. “Sure, sure. You and your dry wit.”
I shook my head. “Oh, I’m not kidding. Sunny is going to be armed. Azurite, too. I made it clear that this wedding is going off without a hitch, and they’ve agreed. Although I shudder at the idea of Azurite swinging a sword.”
The mare stopped to look at me as if to judge whether I was serious or not. I kept on my blank expression and just looked back. Finally, she just shook her head and went back to cleaning.
Mission accomplished.
☾

“Palace guard booked?” Crystal asked.
“Check,” I replied.
“Security for the princesses?”
“Check.”
“Groomsponies?”
“Check.”
“Best mare?”
“Check.”
“Tuxedo booked?”
My brow raised. “No… I’m wearing my dress uniform.”
The list in front of Crystal’s face bobbed lower in her magic. “What?”
“This is a military ceremony, and I’m a military officer,” I said flatly. “I’m wearing my dress uniform, not some silly tuxedo. You knew that.”
“Did I, now?” she asked in a teasing tone that contrasted with her expression of mock surprise. 
I puffed out my chest and ruffled my feathers. “Yes, yes you did. Are you trying to see if I was paying attention?”
The mare giggled. “You zone out a lot when we talk wedding stuff. I guess I can’t get anything past you?”
“You can try, but I’m pretty great at paying attention when it doesn’t look like I was paying attention.”
She peered down her nose at me. It was sometimes uncanny how my sweet bride-to-be could resemble the snooty elites of Canterlot with just one look. “Is that so? What was I wearing on our date at Sunridge Sweets last week, then?”
My ears flicked. “Trick question. That wasn’t a date. We had a cake appointment, and you were wearing a scarf.”
“It was kind of a date.”
I shook my head.
“Fine, it was more wedding work.” Crystal tossed the list down on the coffee table and leaned back into the couch. “Am I a bad pony for just wishing that we were already done with this?”
In leaning back, Crystal had made a mistake: she’d exposed a vital area to me. Quickly, I swooped in and nuzzled her slender neck, mumbling into her coat, “Nope.”
The mare shivered in delight and pushed both forehooves against me. “Quit that! We have to finish this stuff.”
“List is down,” I muttered, taking her hooves in mine and continuing to nuzzle her.
“Down boy!” she huffed, trying to drop her chin. “Velvet is going to be home soon and I don’t want her to see this. Just keep it together a little longer and then we’ll be on our honeymoon.”
My ears flicked in agitation as I pulled back. “Fine. For Velvet’s sake. If you think I’m waiting until the honeymoon, though…”
Crystal practically purred, “Just make it until Friday night. I promise I’ll r—”
The lock jingled and finally the door opened before Velvet came in and chimed, “Hello, lovebirds! I’m home. What are you up to?”
“Striking out,” I said over Crystal, who replied, “Wedding planning.”
Of course, the unicorn was now bright pink and bludgeoning me with a throw pillow. Worth it.
Velvet just laughed. “I see. Well, what is for dinner?”
I rolled over onto my side while the soft pink pillow continuously slapped me in the head under the power of embarrassed unicorn magic. “I—ow, thought—ow, I’d take you—ow, both out to—ow, Le Bernardin as a special treat.”
The pillow assault stopped. Crystal peered at me. “What is the occasion?”
“Well… you and Velvet have been working hard on our wedding. We never really celebrated Velvet’s new job, and I’ve got one coming up. Plus, we haven’t done anything in a while as a trio. I thought we’d just toss everything down and go out for dinner and drinks.”
Velvet trotted towards the shower. “Sounds great! I’m going to get cleaned up. If you’re buying me dinner at Le Bernardin, I’m going to need to wash the stink of practice off me.”
Crystal waited for our friend to shut the door before peering down at me. “If you knew you were taking us to dinner, why did you get frisky?”
“Why were you born hot?” I countered.
She hit me with the pillow again and huffed. “I just can’t get a straight answer out of you. I’m going to go get ready.”
“Of course, dear,” I replied before stretching out onto the part of the couch the mare had vacated.
Neither of them knew it yet, but I had an ulterior motive behind dinner: to present my wedding gift to them. That may seem like a strange thing to others, but Velvet was more than just Crystal’s friend. From my understanding, Velvet had been Crystal’s first best friend. They were like sisters.
Although I would never understand why, Velvet was also insecure. Crystal had confided in me that Velvet was secretly afraid that us getting married would ruin their friendship. That was the last thing I wanted, so thus I had gotten them a present.
I bought them both an unlimited rail pass. For a year, they could come and go between Canterlot and the Crystal Empire whenever they wanted to see each other. Hopefully that would assure Velvet that I had no intention of stealing Crystal from her.
Moving away was going to be weird, but we’d make it work. I’d have my wife, my mentor, and a new job. I could do it for a few years and make captain. Possibly even major. Then I’d look for positions back in Canterlot. The time apart would be good for Princess Luna and me.
Who knows? Maybe I would love working for Governor Cadence. Maybe this was the path I’d been working towards without even knowing it.
No matter what, though, I knew Crystal would stay by my side. That was a fact I didn’t even question. She was a permanent fixture in my life and I couldn’t be more grateful for that blessing.
It wasn’t long before a very done-up Crystal returned to the living room and posed. She sparkled under the light with her glittery mane and tail. When she looked over at me, it was with eyes that were dark and smoky from makeup.
“Well?” she asked, as if she didn’t know she was gorgeous.
I whistled and teased, “I wouldn’t kick you out of bed.”
Crystal gasped and hit me with another pillow. “You’re a lecher today!” Despite the violence, she was all smiles.
“It is all for you,” I replied while she came over to nuzzle up against me. 
“Come on, Velvet! I look good and I’m hungry,” Crystal called towards the bathroom.
“I’m coming, I’m coming!” Velvet replied before hurrying out and into her room. “We can’t all sit around all day and smell like roses. Some of us work for a living.”
Crystal turned her nose up. “Humph! Come on, honey, walk me out the door. Since Velvet is so used to working hard, she can gallop and catch up.”
“Of course, dear.” I trotted over to the door and opened it for my mare. “You first, beautiful.”
She nodded and pranced by me and out into the hall. As she did so, she swatted me with her sparkly tail.
Yes, I think my priorities were finally right: Crystal first. Always Crystal first.
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		48. Vision and Clarity



The Unicorn Temple presented itself as a tranquil refuge in the city. When I flew towards it, I could see the gardens, river, and buildings over the walls, but I was always compelled to land outside the large red door. There wasn’t a barrier; I just somehow knew to do that. That was a magic I had yet to understand. Not that I really understood any magic at all.
I knocked on the door three times and waited patiently. The temple guards were a mixed bag when it came to the act of answering the door. Sometimes I had to wait. Other times a pony was nearby. On some occasions, the exemplar was waiting for me. I just never knew what to expect.
Today’s wait wasn’t long. A familiar temple guard opened the door and looked out at me. “Silent Knight, welcome.”
“Thank you. Is the exemplar available?”
He nodded. “She is. You’ll find her in the barracks. You know the way?”
“I do, thank you,” I replied before slipping into the grounds and making my way up the main path. The barracks were just beyond the interior perimeter wall, sunken into the ground so that it barely clashed with the aesthetic of the gardens.
The path sloped down into the earth and ended in the face of a hewn stone entrance. Grassy knolls on each side rose to the height of the building and almost fully obscured it. The final touch to complete the odd architecture were windows on the roof to better let light in.
I let myself in and headed to Ferrel’s suite. The door was closed so I knocked on it, and from within, the exemplar called, “Come in, Silent Knight.”
So much for no visions today. I sighed as I pushed the door open. “Hello, Exemplar.”
She was sitting on one of her pillows without her armor on. That still weirded me out. “It is nice to see you. You’ve come with a purpose?”
“I have.”
“Of great significance?”
I nodded slowly. “I like to think so?”
“We’re going to battle?”
“In a manner of speaking. I’m getting married soon and would like it very much if you attended the wedding.”
The exemplar’s head tilted and, after a long pause, she replied, “I did not foresee this.”
My ear flicked. “My wedding?”
“Being invited. Perhaps I’m getting rusty in my old age.”
I chuckled and shook my head. “You look as young as I am. So, will you come?”
Her blue eyes found mine and she asked, “Will there be cake, wine, and dancing?”
“Yes.”
“Will there be alicorns and unicorns?”
“All of the former and a lot of the latter.”
“Will there be monsters of incredible power?”
“Ye—Wait, no. Is something going to happen at my wedding?” I asked, concern suddenly filling my chest.
Exemplar Ferrel shook her head and then smiled. It was unnerving. “No. Well, actually, I don’t know. I suspect not. Tranquil has been encouraging me to jest more. In addition to speaking more modernly. I wasn’t sure you’d noticed.”
My breathing calmed down. She was just kidding. She didn’t need to kid anymore. She needed to never kid again. “I see. Well, I wish you luck with that.” I cleared my throat. “So… will you come?”
“I will, though I shudder to think what my gift will do while I’m surrounded by so many ponies. May I wear a dress?”
“Of course!”
She lightly clapped her hooves together. “Glorious.”
I set an invitation in front of her. “I look forwards to seeing you there.” As I turned to leave, her magic took hold of my hoof.
“We have more to discuss,” she said, the smile falling and her usual vacant look returning.
No, we didn’t. I shook my hoof to try to free it of her magical grip. “About Tranquil?”
“About you. Have you continued your studies?”
I shifted. “Which studies?”
“The path to knighthood. Have you continued to tread it?”
I had indeed. Even though I wouldn’t be guarding Princess Luna directly, I hadn’t given up on learning from Marshal Moonglaive. In fact, I’d incorporated a lot of the physical activities from the books into my usual workouts. His knowledge of the species of our world, though centuries outdated, still provided valuable insight.
I slowly nodded. “Yes, why?”
“It is necessary. You are ready to see.”
“See?” I asked in confusion.
On the shelves to my left, one of the white crystals illuminated in the exemplar’s magic and floated its way between us. “You are ready to see a memory.”
What was she on about? It was a rock. I’d seen a million like it in Runic’s back room. Maybe not cut as perfectly as this one, but still.
Golden magic stretched from the unicorn’s horn. When the energy hit the crystal, it illuminated, and light burst forth.
I blinked as the light got brighter and brighter. “What’s going on?” I asked, trying to take a step back towards the door. Her magic held onto my hoof and prevented me from moving.
“Fear not, Silent Knight, it is a vision only. No harm can come from it. Trust me.”
That was easy for her to say. Everything went white, even with my eyes shut. There was simply no way to block it out as I felt myself slip away. No movement, no sound, no sight. It was all gone.
I became aware of my hooves moving slowly along a plush purple carpet. Even under my steely grey hoofguards, I could feel it give way and knew it was extremely soft. My head turned towards the pony next to me.
It was a younger stallion with a white coat, a light blue mane, tall fuzzy ears, and draconic wings. He wore ancient armor, the sort that was in the museums and history books. It was clear to me that he was nervous.
“Before we cross the threshold, you’ll need a moment to compose yourself,” I said in a voice not my own, in an old form of Equestrian I shouldn’t understand so clearly.
The stallion looked at me and frowned. “I’m sorry, High Marshal. I have never met the Mentor before. I don’t understand how or why she would call upon me.”
“I spoke of you to her. You are a diligent knight that will be most effective in what she has in mind.”
Our path took us to a small doorway. “We’ll enter from the side. Understand what an honor it is to be on the balcony with her.”
“I do, sir, I truly do. I am terrified.”
My hoof reached out and settled on the stallion’s shoulder. “You’ll do fine, Nimbus Knight. Just be sure you pay attention.”
“Yes, High Marshal,” he replied.
After a single knock, I pushed the door open and led the way through it. From my right, a nox guard announced, “High Marshal Moonglaive and Sir Nimbus Knight.”
My eyes fell upon the somewhat familiar surroundings. We were in an old-style keep, standing on a balcony. Towards the back of it was a large throne and a stained-glass window. Standing before both was an alicorn: Nocturna.
I strode up to her with a confidence I did not feel. Her aura washed over me and was palpable. It demanded respect and I gave it. Not only did I bow, but I laid myself at her hooves, as did Nimbus Knight. Then I rose; he didn’t.
“My lady,” I said, “this is the knight of which we spoke. I believe he is the one that is best suited for your quest.”
The great alicorn turned her eyes down upon the young knight. They were as black as the midnight sky and shone with the wisdom of centuries of experience. “He does look promising.” I’d heard her voice clearly. It was powerful and humbling and had carried even though her lips had not moved.
“Yes, my lady,” I replied.
Nimbus Knight didn’t speak. Not that I blamed him. I’d ran away from a mere visage of Nocturna. Seeing the actual pony was doubly intimidating.
She drew her head up and gazed down at us, her mane flowing and shifting around her in gentle waves. “Nimbus Knight. We have become aware of a growing darkness. Ponies that would turn from the light of the true moon and sun to the darkness between the stars and in the shadows are becoming greater in number. This could be tolerated if they were mundane in their beliefs, but this profane magic they use is destructive and deadly. You have seen it for yourself.”
Nimbus nodded. “Yes, my lady, I have.”
“You will seek out the cultists that practice this dark magic and try to convince them to return to the light. If they do not do so, you will destroy them. This I command, and so shall it be.” Her voice echoed in my mind. The certainty, the power. If she had any hesitation or reservation about destroying ponies, I’d have never guessed it.
“Yes, my lady,” Nimbus replied with resolve.
“Then go. Return these ponies to the light or send them off to meet it in the next world.”
Nimbus Knight slowly rose and together we left the presence of the alicorn. Once the door closed behind us he started to tremble.
I set a hoof on his breastplate. “It will pass. Don’t fight it. Our bodies aren’t accustomed to being so close to that much power. There is no shame in it.”
Nimbus nodded and then looked down. “She wants me to kill ponies. We don’t kill ponies, High Marshal. We slay the monsters that prey upon them.”
“Yes, I know. That is why I selected you. Many knights would follow these orders blindly and without thought. You’ll make the effort to turn them back and, if they don’t, I know you’ll do what you have to. Nimbus, you’re going to have to slay some of them. The darkness takes them and preys upon their faults. Most cannot recover from it and are better off in the next world.”
The nox pegasus nodded weakly. “I understand, sir. I shall do as I’m ordered.”
“Very good. Keep me appraised of your progress. Speak of this to nopony. I am here if you need me.”
“Yes, sir. It shall be done.”
My vision started to fade. The world dropped out from under me again and all feeling disappeared. After a moment of darkness, I found myself in the exemplar’s room, staring at her.
“What… what just happened?”
“You have seen a memory of High Marshal Moonglaive,” the exemplar said as she levitated the crystal back to her shelf.
“How? Why do you have this?” I sputtered, shifting back from her and against the door. My hooves were working again. They were my hooves, my body. My chest was heaving.
“Ancient magic lost to most ponies and guarded by the temple. Important memories given by ponies to temple priestesses for safe keeping. All temple priests and guards know how to view them, though it can be dangerous to do so. The High Marshal gave this memory to us long, long ago and it has been kept until it was necessary to share.”
“It was necessary to share now?” I asked, my breathing starting to slow down as I got my wits about me.
“Of course. Do you not see?”
Quickly, I shook my head. “No! I’m not an ancient unicorn that knows too much!”
“Oh,” she said softly. “Perhaps it was too soon. My apologies, but it is something you must see. It will be important.”
I just nodded, finding some composure. My eyes shifted to the shelf where the crystal had landed and I caught sight of the black ones. She’d called them bad memories before. What horrors could they contain? “Okay… I’m going to go. Please attend the wedding and try not to bring any crystals or anything of that nature. Alright?”
“Agreed,” Exemplar Ferrel replied.
“Good day,” I said before hurrying out the door. There was a reason I got nervous every time I came here. This was it. 
☾

Princess Luna waved her hoof in front of my eyes. “Silent Knight, are you alright? You’ve been sitting here for twenty minutes and you haven’t said a word.”
Willowy Tempest looked up from her desk. “That isn’t exactly abnormal for him, Princess.”
I ignored her and said to the princess, “I went to speak with Exemplar Ferrel. It was unnerving. Which is usual.”
The princess lowered her hoof and nodded. “To invite her to the wedding? Is everything going to be alright there?”
“Yes, and I believe yes. She didn’t seem to indicate anything would occur at my wedding. Which is good.”
Willowy mumbled, “Nothing had better happen, I worked hard on this event.”
Princess Luna looked over at her assistant briefly before turning back to me. “Why unnerving, then?”
I hesitated. “I think she showed me something that happened in the past. It was like she took me along for a ride on one of her visions.”
The princess’s head tilted. “Oh? That sounds like very powerful magic. Although, from her, I suppose I should not be surprised. What did you see?”
My eyes flicked to Willowy and then back to the alicorn. “I think I saw one of my ancestors and his meeting with Nocturna. There were some other things too, but I was kind of… confused. Confused and out of my depth.” I shook my head. “We can talk about it later.”
Willowy muttered something under her breath.
Princess Luna nodded. “Of course. There is other business on my mind. King Kronson has sent another letter strongly urging us to assist in the location of his grandson. He does not feel as if King Ranald is taking him seriously.”
I snorted. “And he thinks we’ll take him seriously?”
“He still does not know that we know that Captain Alastair is his grandson. We have not broached this topic and Celestia does not wish to. We have no proof that he acted on orders but there is a logic to the fact he would have. Him or someone in his kingdom.”
That was for sure. Pampered nobles did not normally go in for abduction. Not that he was trying to abduct the princess, anyway. It was an assassination attempt. “Yes, agreed.”
“I suppose we’ll need to draft another cryptic letter that we’ll discuss the situation with King Ranald. That is most non-committal. Willow, start working on that for me, please.”
She nodded and set to doing just that. “Of course, Princess.”
I wandered over to the princess’s display cabinet and started looking at all of the little pony miniatures she’d painted. There was one for every house guard and, for some reason, Willowy. I’d always liked my figure. It was never far from Princess Luna’s.
“Is there something on your mind, Silent Knight?” the princess called.
“Yes, I like your miniatures. You’re the best painter I’ve seen. Far and wide better than Runic and me.”
She snorted. “Well, I thank you for saying so, but I can manipulate the brush with my magic. The two of you rely on your hooves and mouths. I would hardly consider that a fair competition.”
“Be that as it may, you’re still an amazing painter.”
The princess got up and came over. “Thank you. But what is really on your mind?”
It was time to break the news to the princess. It wasn’t just an idea. Now it was real. “I accepted a position.”
“Oh,” she replied softly.
“Yeah. It isn’t as good as House Guard commander, but… you know… I had to.”
She didn’t meet my eyes as she nodded. “Of course. Is it in the palace?”
My ears pinned back. “It is in a palace, yes.”
“But not this one.”
I shook my head. “Governor Cadence needs an officer to run her security detail.”
Princess Luna softly chuckled. It was a little forced. “I see. Shining Armor sought to steal you from me?”
Steal me? No. “He is the second pony in the world I’d want to work for. You being the first, of course.”
“Then stay,” she replied before ducking her head to look me in the eyes. “Stay and we’ll work something out. I’ll find some job for you. Military aide or something. Somepony else can be my bodyguard and you can be… something.”
I smiled and took my helmet off. “I’ll be your something, huh? Luna, are you afraid I’m going to stop being your bodyguard or stop being your friend? I’m never going to stop being your friend, and if you ever need me, I’ll be here. I can’t just let you create some sort of position for me, though. That isn’t fair to anypony and I’d feel… uh…” How to put it?
“Like a gold-digging, nepotistic mooch?” Willowy put in.
Right, she was still in the room. “Yes, like that.”
Princess Luna sighed and grumbled, “But I won’t see you as much.”
“But when we do see each other, it will be special. I’m not going to be that far away. It isn’t even a day’s train ride and I fly fast. We can still have an occasional game night, you have an excuse to come visit the Crystal Empire, and in a few years, I’ll be looking for a new command here.”
“Unless you get as attached to Lady Cadence as much as you’re attached to me,” the princess put in lightheartedly.
I nuzzled my cheek with hers. “When it comes to family, I’m as attached to you as I am to my own blood. Surely you don’t think the Lady of Love could compare to the Princess of the Night in my heart?”
She started to smile. “I don’t, but please don’t tell my sister I said that about my niece.” 
“I won’t. Unless I need you to cooperate with something.”
“Be careful, little stallion,” the princess retorted before straightening up.
“Yes, Princess.”
“I would still prefer for you to be here every day, but I’m certain we can make this work. You are still keeping to our agreement?”
That was true. “Of course, Princess. I’ll be here until after the honeymoon. We do need you to make a decision on who will replace me, though.”
She peered at me. “Isn’t that Vice Colonel Glamour’s decision?”
“Yes, but I’ve vetted a few candidates and whoever you pick she’ll go with. You may as well get an officer you like instead of another Lieutenant Haze.”
Softly, she chuckled. “This is true.” Her tone was even. Not excited, not sad. Just even and guarded. “Bring me the files again. I suppose it is time I accept my fate and look them over.”
“Yes, Princess.”
It hit me right then: we were actually going to pick a replacement. There was actually going to be another pony doing my job. That was going to be hard… but at least it was the right thing to do.
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		49. Our Canterlot Wedding - Part 1



In keeping with unicorn tradition, Crystal and I parted ways the evening before our wedding day. She’d gone home to Velvet and I’d returned to the quarters that I vaguely recognized as mine.
Sleeping alone wasn’t that fun. Doing anything alone wasn’t that fun once you get accustomed to other ponies being around. Years of living in comfortable solitude had been easily undone by just a few surrounded by friends. I’d come to learn that there wasn’t anything much better in life than friendship and love.
But, being at home without anypony else had given me time to finish my love letter for the ceremony. That was something Crystal wanted to do, and that was fine with me.
I’d had to dig my dress uniform out of the back of the closet since it rarely got use. Generally, I preferred my ceremonial armor but that wouldn’t do for today. My wife-to-be and I had compromised there.
With my uniform in a suit bag, I flew over to the palace and landed out in the garden. There were ponies everywhere tweaking decorations, place settings, and other small details. It was an overwhelming scene.
The palace gardeners had worked long and hard to grow a line of rose bushes into a horseshoe around where the ceremony would take place. At the head of the garden was a white, wooden archway that had matching roses woven into vines. I didn’t know if it was exactly how Crystal imagined it, but it seemed perfect to me.
There was also a table with the guest book Crystal and I had selected. And of course, by Crystal and I, I really mean her and my enabling nod. It was more like a photo album, though, with little white cards that fit into slots on the pages. A sign instructed guests to write down their wedding wishes for us. Crystal had said it would be more fun than a regular guest book. Enabling nod agreed.
Willowy Tempest galloped over. “You can’t be here!”
“It’s my wedding day,” I replied.
“I don’t care! Groom and groomsponies are upstairs in the officer’s club. Do not come out until I call for you.”
I snorted. “When did you become the wedding planner?”
Willowy moved behind me, set both her forehooves on my rump, and started pushing me towards the door. At least, she tried.
“Raven is in the wedding,” she huffed. “I’m covering things. Now you will comply, or I’ll go get Upper Crust. She’ll fix you.”
I relented with a roll of my eyes and trotted forwards. “Fine, fine. I’ll be in the officer’s club. For Crystal, not because you threatened me.”
“I don’t care!” she called before galloping off in another direction. “No! NO! Those don’t go there!”
The glass doors that separated the garden from the palace were all open and, despite it being winter, it was pretty warm. There wasn’t much cloud cover and the sun was shining exactly where it needed to. It paid to know the princesses.
On my way to the officer’s club, I stopped in at Sunny’s office. Her door was open like usual and there were several voices inside.
“It’s fine!” Azurite squeaked.
Sunny huffed. “No, it isn’t! Your breastplate is loose. Come here. Soarin, catch her!”
There was some scuffling and chuckling.
I poked my head in. “Hi?”
Soarin had Azurite around the barrel while Sunny fiddled with the buckles of her breastplate. The little unicorn’s armor had always been ill fit. They just didn’t make regulation armor in her size, and I guess she’d never wanted to have a custom suit made.
Sunny tugged a buckle. Azurite gasped.
“There!” Sunny said with a huff. “Hi, Silent Knight. Big day.”
Soarin let go of Azurite with a sheepish grin. “Sorry.”
She glared at him. “You are not!” Then she smiled at me. “Hi, Silent Knight!”
“Hello. How is my arch of sabres? Do I need to be concerned?” I looked between the three of them.
She shook her head. “Nope! You’ve got me and Captain Rook, Azurite and Radiant Orchid, and finally Lieutenant Brook and Vice Colonel Soarin bringing up the rear.”
I put on a blank expression. “Had to go Navy, eh?”
Soarin gasped in mock offense. “What’s wrong with Navy? Why, I—”
Sunny grinned before cutting in, “Nopony else would do it, so I found him some armor.”
“Then I’m honored.” I clapped Soarin on the shoulder and chuckled. “Thank you all for this. Remember, no interruptions today. You’re an arch of sabres and a security detail.”
Azurite’s horn illuminated with her magic, and she drew the smallest sword I’d ever seen from where it was concealed. “No problem. If anypony gets out of line, I’ll take care of them!”
I chuckled. “I’m filled with confidence.”
“Don’t worry,” Sunny said. “It will all go fine.”
Soarin nodded. “She’s right. Especially with all the security you have around here. They actually asked for my pass. Me!”
Azurite turned and let her sword drop on the floor. Sunny hopped back and out of the way.
“Aww, it’s okay,” the little mare said as she softly patted Soarin’s shoulder. “You’re still famous to me.”
Sunny’s golden magic wrapped around the little blade and flew it over to her desk. “Anyway… why don’t you go upstairs and get ready and let me worry about this stuff? You’re off duty. You’re just a stallion getting married today.”
She was right about that. I was a stallion getting married today! “You three have fun. Don’t be late, either.”
“Oh, I won’t be!” Sunny said with a grin. “I’m the lucky filly that gets to slap Crystal on the a—”
Azurite’s hoof covered the golden mare’s mouth. “We have NOT agreed on that yet. I think it should be me.”
Soarin cleared his throat. “We talked about this. Sunny and I are just a little concerned about your ability to handle the sword.”
“I can handle my sword!” Azurite squeaked and then looked around. “Wait, where is my sword?”
Slowly, I backed out of Sunny’s office and headed upstairs. Perhaps I should have Crystal wear some chainmail under her dress.
Miley Hooves and Div were standing outside of the door to the officer’s club in their ceremonial armor. When I approached, they stiffened to attention.
My brow arched as I glanced between them. “What is this?”
“Security detail, sir!” Miley said cheerfully.
“Security for who?”
“For you, sir,” Div put in.
I blinked. “Why do I need security?”
Div snorted while Miley shook her head. “No, sir. You misunderstand. We’re to keep you here.”
“I’m not going to meddle with the wedding!”
“We’re cold hooves patrol, sir,” Div admitted.
Cold hooves? They were joking! I was going to marry this mare today. “I don’t need a cold hooves patrol.”
“Orders are orders, sir!” Miley said a little too happily.
“Whose orders?”
Div smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
I glared at them both. “Yes. Yes, I would like to know! I’m your commanding officer.”
Miley set her hoof on my nose and softly shushed me. “Don’t fight it.”
I blinked at her. Div looked on in horror, his head slowly turning to Miley. “He’s going to kill you and I’m not going to be able to stop him.”
Miley took her hoof off my nose and hugged me tight. “I’m so happy for you.”
With a chuckle, I hugged her back. “Thanks, Miley. See you out there?”
“You know it, boss!”
“You two have fun.” I patted them both on the shoulder and then went into the officer’s club, where I found Runic was swatting at Winterspear’s hooves.
“I’m fine!” he grumbled as he fought against her attempts to straighten his tie.
Winterspear glared at him. “You’re not! It’s tied wrong.”
Runic’s tie was, in fact, tied wrong. I’m not sure how he’d tied it, but it was, more or less, looking like a noose.
“Leave him be, we’ll fix it closer to showtime,” I called, hanging up the suit bag that held my uniform. “Where is everypony else?”
“Hi, Silent Knight!” Runic chimed, looking my way.
Winterspear settled back onto her forehooves and replied, “Shining Armor will be here soon. Iridescence is down with the mares making sure Dot is settled. Also, I know it’s last minute, but Dot brought a friend.”
I waved a hoof. “That’s fine as long as they don’t wreck the wedding.”
“How’re you?” Winterspear asked, coming over.
“I’m great. How are you?”
She looped her forehooves around me and squeezed her cheek to mine. “Filled with emotions. Mostly love and mushiness.”
“I see that,” I replied before hugging her back. Then I whispered, “Did you search Runic?”
She nodded. “He’s clean.”
“Good, good.”
She kissed my cheek. “Okay, you relax, I’m going to take care of your uniform.”
I shook my head. “I can do that.”
“Yes, you can… but you’re not going to. Runic brought his airships, so go play.”
That certainly seemed like a good idea. Or at least a fun one. “Alright. Runic! Set up the table.”
“Already done,” he replied.
That didn’t seem to check out. The tables were all empty with just a white tablecloth on them. “Are you sure?”
He eagerly nodded and waved me over to one table in particular. “Watch!” He took the tablecloth in his hooves and tugged it away. “Happy Wedding!”
This table was absolutely not one of the normal tables in the officer’s club. It was square like them, but the middle had been sunk down about twenty centimeters into a play area. On the rim, there were cup holders and places for things like dice and chips.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“Your wedding gift! It’s the latest in gaming tables. The play area is down below so we can set up a game, play, and when Crystal is ready for us to stop, we just put the top on it and the game disappears!”
I set my hooves on the smooth, dark wood that framed the play area. “This… Runic, this is amazing. Thank you!”
He grinned and put a hoof around me. “You’re welcome!”
“How did you get this in here?”
“Uh… well, I broke in last night and—”
I cleared my throat. “Let’s just play.”
He quickly nodded. “Yeah, let’s just play.”
An intense battle of skill and tactics followed. Where Runic attacked, I defended… but not as well as I would have hoped.  An hour and a half later, my flagship was burning, my escorts had been destroyed, and the two cruisers I had left were still trying to come around.
Shining Armor stood next to me while looking down at the table. “I hate to say it, Lieutenant, but I think you’ve been defeated.”
“I’m going down with the ship!” I reached out with a wing and carefully tipped my ship over. “Congratulations, Runic.”
Runic beamed, his own wings flaring out in victory. “Thank you! My new strategy of overwhelming escorts seems to have worked!”
I nodded. “Yeah, they’re so hard to hit and keep up with.”
Shining Armor lightly stroked his chin. “This game needs pegasi boarding crews. That would take care of those escorts.”
“Oh, that would be fun!” Runic leaned in toward us with interest all over his face.
“Yes…” I grabbed a few napkins off the bar and a pencil to take notes. “And maybe some unicorn guards, too, that could fire in other arcs. We could start developing another set of rules for that.”
“Yes!” Runic huddled next to me.
“We could even use it as a training tool,” Shining Armor added. “Think of the value we’d bring.”
Iridescence cleared her throat. “Stallions.”
I could barely glance up from my notes. “Hmm?”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” She arched her brow.
Runic waved a hoof. “It will still be fun even if it’s more realistic.”
Winterspear slipped over next to Iridescence. “Right, but I don’t think that is what she means.”
Shining Armor tilted his head. “Earth pony crossbows? I mean we could include them, too, depending on the ranges.”
The two mares looked at each other and sighed. Winterspear lightly flicked me in the face with her wing. “You’re getting married in less than an hour. Are you really going to create a new set of rules right now or do you, perhaps, want to put your uniform on?”
I looked towards where Winterspear had laid out my uniform. It was immaculate. The dark blue jacket contrasted beautifully with the silver cuffs, collar, and buttons, as well as the red sash that would drape over my shoulder and across my chest. On each side of the collar was a pin of my rank insignia that were polished to an above-regulations shine, like two of Luna’s stars.
I couldn’t imagine it looking any more perfect.
With slow precision, I dressed myself. The uniform was not something I wore often. When I’d been a cadet, it was required, but I’d always been an armor pony. My father had said that once you stopped wearing your armor, you started being a desk guard. I wasn’t sure if that was true, but I wasn’t going to find out.
Winterspear, Iridescence, and Shining Armor started to carefully fuss over my uniform. Medals were straightened, buttons were polished, the sash was pulled tighter. I imagined that was what it must feel like to be a model at one of those high society fashion shows.
“Here we go, almost done,” Winterspear said before slipping the full-sized Celestia Cross over my head.
I gave the award a glance and, for the first time, didn’t feel shame or guilt. Make no mistake, I’d still trade it in a heartbeat to bring back any one of the ponies lost, but this was my reward for saving others. Not a reminder for failing some. Perhaps I could take a little pride in it and the universe would forgive me.
Iridescence leaned in to kiss my cheek. “Okay, I want you to stand perfectly still while we get ready. We all know you’re the best at that.”
Shining Armor chuckled and added, “Consider it an order.”
“Yes, sir,” I replied, stiffening to attention and putting on a blank face. If there was one thing I was the best at, it was standing guard.
While I did so, I reflected on how far I’d come in a few short years: from a pony who had no friends and barely had any interest in so much as talking, to one that couldn’t imagine a life other than the one I had. Iridescence had found a part of me I didn’t know existed. Winterspear had returned herself to my life in a way that was similar to when we were foals.
Then there was Runic. From the corner of my eye, I watched as Iridescence and Shining Armor held him in their magic while Winterspear tied his tie appropriately. He was my cousin and my friend. The insane to my calculation. How dull things would be without him around. Safer, yes, but dull.
Finally, there was Shining Armor. A pony from a good family with every advantage in the world. Yet instead of letting that ruin him, he earned everything he had himself and, when he saw another pony struggling, he stepped in to be more than a boss. Now, he was one of my groomsponies.
At the end of the day, it all came down to one thing. Careers were important. Honor, duty, and all of that mattered. Friendship and family matter more, though. That was how a pony got through all of the dark times.
I’d been through three battles, lost ponies, lost a friend, lost my father, and who knew what else. I’d tried to weather all of that alone…  but that was foolish and had almost destroyed me. It might still take my career, but I was content with that. The lesson was worth it.
Friendship was magical, and, in the future, I’d never be without it.
Even as I moved forwards in life, the bonds I’d formed would never change. Most important of all, however, I’d always have Crystal. No matter where I went, from then on, I’d have her at my side. With her there, I could do anything, survive anything, achieve anything.
Slowly, I turned to the four ponies in the room and cleared my throat. They stopped their machinations and looked my way.
“I know I don’t say this sort of thing often, but I hope you all know how important it is to me that you’re here today. Each of you has bettered my life in a way that would have been impossible for me to do so alone. Things may change after today, but I hope you understand that I’ll always consider you friends.”
Winterspear’s expression went soft and she said, “Aww, we know that al—”
“I’ll always consider you my friend, too!” Runic exclaimed as he broke free from Winterspear’s grasp in her moment of weakness.
“Runic! No!” Iridescence’s horn lit up but it was too late.
Runic had already flown over and gotten his hooves wrapped around me. I smiled and hugged him back.
Winterspear groaned. “Now look at what you’ve done! Runic’s messed up your uniform after we had it just right!”
I shook my head. “It’s cool, we’re family.”
Runic pulled back to look at her. “Do you want a hug, too?”
Iridescence pried Runic away from me and levitated him back over to where they were. “No, nopony hugs anypony, not until after the ceremony. Winterspear, you fix Silent’s uniform, I’ll fix Runic’s mane.”
Winterspear came over to me while the sounds of Runic’s protest filled the air. She put her hooves on my cheeks and squeezed them. “I still can’t believe you’re getting married.”
“Well, you won’t have to believe it for long. It’ll be a fact soon.”
“Oh, hush. Let me be sentimental.” Her hooves lowered to straighten the sash.
Shining Armor stepped to my side to help my sister straighten my uniform. “I’m honored, Silent, honestly. I’ll sleep better knowing you’re the one keeping an eye on my family.”
I smiled at him. “Well, considering I consider your family as important as mine, you can count on me, sir.”
He nodded and clasped my hoof. “Alright. Well, before we all start crying, let’s get you situated and downstairs. It is about time, and Celestia forbid what your mare will do to us if we’re late.”
“Yes, sir. Let’s go, everypony.”
My groomsponies led me down to our designated spot on the outskirts of the palace garden. From our vantage point off to the side, I could hear that the garden was filled with the sounds of ponies talking in hushed tones.
I’d imagined our wedding would be small. I’d imagined poorly. Every simple white chair was filled even though I barely recognized half of the ponies on my side of the aisle, much less hers.
Winterspear took one look at me and then out into the garden before she patted me on the side. “Come on, your in-laws are wealthy socialites. What did you expect?”
“A small wedding?”
“I have smoke bombs if you want to escape,” Runic offered cheerfully.
Iridescence’s eyes went wide. “No smoke bombs! We searched you! How do you have any?”
Runic grinned at her. “I have back-ups.”
Shining Armor chuckled. “It could be worse. Your bride could be a changeling queen planning on dominating Equestria.”
Winterspear nodded. “See, that is what we call perspective. Come on, ponies, it’s show time.”
“Yeah…” I replied before straightening up. “Detail! Forwards, march!” With me in the lead, we walked in step from one of the side doors and into the garden. That caught the attention of the assembled crowd and they fell slowly to a hush.
In relative silence, save from the sounds made by some of the younger attendees, we marched through the arch of roses and up the aisle to where the Royal Guard officiant stood beneath the ivy-clad, white arbor that Crystal had selected.
“Good afternoon, ponies,” the officiant said softly. He was also in his dress uniform and bore the insignia of a Royal Guard major. His coat was a dark green while his mane was red. The colors fit splendidly well with the rose and vine themes. That was most likely why Crystal had decided on him.
“Good afternoon, sir,” I replied as we all lined up. Winterspear stood proudly at my side. Next came Iridescence, then Runic, and finally Shining Armor.
The major smiled. “Are you ready for this, son?”
I nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ve been waiting for this for a while.”
“Good. That is good to hear. Well, take it all in. Don’t rush. Just savor the moment, looking at all the ponies who came to see you. Look at the ponies who’re standing with you. It seems most are your sisters and brothers in arms. That is good. They’ll always be there for you.”
When we’d been interviewing officiants, I’d barely paid attention to them. Crystal made most of the decisions. This was not what I’d expected. “Thank you, Major…” 
“Virtue.” He chuckled. “I knew when we’d met you were mostly zoned out. Your mare was asking all of the questions.”
My ears flicked back. “I apologize. Please understand I didn’t mean any offense.”
He waved a hoof. “None taken, son. Do you know how many stallions come into my office and zone out? Don’t worry about me.”
“Thank you, sir,” I replied before my attention turned to the crowd of ponies that had come out to my wedding. 
In the front row on my side was my mother. There were two empty chairs next to her, then it was Princess Luna. My mother kept smiling up at me and then occasionally looked over at the princess, who was also smiling at me.
That was the entirety of the first row on my side. All smiling mares and empty seats. In the second row were my mother’s parents, Grandma Snowflake and Grandpa Morning. They looked extremely uncomfortable, because there were only two empty seats between them and Princess Celestia. I supposed it made sense that she was on my side. 
From there, it was less structured. The third to fifth row was mostly guards from my section. I didn’t recognize any of the ponies behind them, though. Maybe the ushers had just started grabbing ponies off the street to fill the seats.
When I glanced at her side of the garden, it was packed. The first row, of course, had her mother. The second had two empty seats, an older unicorn couple I didn’t recognize, Sunbeam, Pepper Ridge and, of course, Red Velvet, who was staring intently at me.
Horsey’s husband was in the third row with Lady Cadence. Then a ton of other ponies I still didn’t recognize. Perhaps Willowy had lost it and started bringing random ponies in to fill the chairs after all.
I was pulled from that thought when the string quartet shifted from general ambiance music to the processional.
“Look alive, guards,” Major Virtue said.
All eyes turned to the arch opposite the arbor. Dot appeared and joyfully bounced down the aisle, tossing white rose petals with her magic. The coverage was perfect. When she reached the front, she turned and settled onto one of the empty chairs next to my mother.
Velvet Step came next. She walked with poise, dignity, and grace towards us. Her pink dress barely registered against her coat. When she reached us, she winked at me and took her place opposite Winterspear.
High Horse appeared and trotted at a slow, careful pace. She had the same level of dignity as Velvet, but it was hard not to notice she was extremely pregnant. From what I understood, her foal was due in a month or so, and it showed.
She took her spot behind Velvet and whispered, “Wow, I feel like a whale.”
“You look fine,” Velvet whispered back.
Our heads turned as Raven made her entrance. She strode along the carpet with confidence and practiced ease. Which was no surprise, since she was used to being around Princess Celestia all the time. She nodded to me when she reached the arbor and then took her position.
Last, but certainly not least, came Painted Wave. Her trot was calm, cool, and collected, but she looked thrilled. There was a bit of glow to her horn as she reached us and headed to her spot in line.
The quartet finished their tune and then spun up into a louder one. Everypony rose, including the princesses. Jet Set and Crystal turned the corner. Our eyes met and my heart skipped more than a beat.
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My heart may have skipped so many beats that it stopped. Crystal had always been attractive to me, but today of all days, she looked more radiant than an alicorn. Princess Celestia paled in comparison to my wife-to-be.
Her white coat had been brushed to a pristine shine, flawless in every way. The same could be said for her blonde-and-pink mane, which was curled and done up in an elegant style seen within the royal court. The final touch was her dress, the color of champagne and trailing along behind her and her father.
She was beautiful, she was perfect, and very soon she’d be mine and I’d be hers.
I stared and locked that vision of her away in my heart. It was something I’d always want to remember. This was my Crystal Wishes. Even in the worst moment of her worst day, that was how I saw her. The Crystal in my head had now been manifested before me. A momentary glimpse into the ethereal that would never leave me.
A hush fell over the crowd as they admired the bride. The only sounds to be heard were the quartet’s melody and the sniffles of ponies overcome with her brilliance. As if floating on air, she and her father reached the arbor.
Major Virtue smiled and cleared his throat. “Who gives away this beautiful filly?”
Jet Set softly patted Crystal on the hoof and spoke loudly, “I do.” He then let her go and offered his hoof to me. “Remember,” was all he said as we shook.
The major waited until Jet Set was seated before beginning, “Crystal Wishes and Silent Knight, today you celebrate one of life’s greatest moments and give recognition to the harmony and beauty of friendship and love, as you’re joined together in the vows of marriage.”
Crystal looked over at me and I smiled at her. It had been a long road to get here.
“Marriage is the promise between two ponies who love each other, and who trust in that love, who honor one another, and who wish to spend the rest of their lives together.”
So much effort and time had gone into getting here. Me thinking Crystal and Velvet were a couple…
“...no matter what challenges or successes you encounter together in the years before you…”
Me considering that Crystal wasn’t right for me because I was a guard…
“Today, your lives, which began on separate paths, will be joined as one.”
Just me being a fool in general. I was a lucky pony to have a mare as dedicated as her. What I’d done to deserve that, I’d probably never know.
Crystal smiled at me and then lightly nodded her head towards Major Virtue. I guess I’d been paying her too much attention.
The major continued, “At this time I’d like to draw your attention to the box beside Crystal and Silent.”
Just inside the arbor, an unassuming wooden box had been placed. There wasn’t much to it. Just four wooden sides, a top, and a bottom. It was very important, though. 
“They have written letters to each other expressing the good qualities they find in one another, the reasons they fell in love, and their reasons for choosing to marry.”
My letter had been a little different than I assumed Crystal’s was. I prayed Crystal would never have to read mine. But if she did, I hoped it gave her peace with whatever I’d done wrong.
“These letters were sealed before they could be read. We will include these letters in the box along with a bottle of wine and two glasses. Should Crystal and Silent ever find their marriage facing hardships, they will open this box, sit and drink the wine together, then read the letters they wrote to one another to be reminded of the reasons why they are together.”
He then smiled. “The hope is, however, that Crystal Wishes and Silent Knight will never have a reason to open this box.” I certainly hoped he was right.
Major Virtue paused and looked at us. It was a subtle reminder to savor the moment. I think.
Then, he turned to Crystal. “Crystal Wishes. Today you commit your heart to a pony whose life is not completely within his control. A pony who has sworn other oaths beyond this one. Do you so swear to respect that, to live in harmony, loving what you know of him, and trusting that you will weather what you do not yet know? Will you respect his integrity and have faith in your mutual abiding love, through all your years, and in all that life may bring you?”
Crystal looked me in the eye and replied without hesitation, “I will.”
Then it was my turn. “Silent Knight. Today you commit your heart to a pony who’s chosen to give hers to a royal guard. A pony that may never fully understand our way of life. Do you swear to be considerate of that, to live in harmony, loving what you know of her, and trusting that you will weather what you do not yet know? Will you respect her feelings and have faith in your mutual abiding love, through all your years, and in all that life may bring you?”
My head bobbed in a certain nod. “I will.”
The major smiled. “And so you both shall. Traditionally, the passage to the status of wife and husband is marked by the exchange of rings. These rings are a symbol of the unbroken circle of love. Love freely given has no beginning and no end, no giver and no receiver, for each is the giver and each is the receiver. May these rings always remind you of the vows you have taken.”
He turned to Velvet. “Velvet Step, will you please give Crystal the ring?”
“Yes, sir,” Velvet replied before producing a simple blue band and offering it to Crystal.
Crystal’s magic captured it and slowly floated it towards me. I extended my left wing towards her and she carefully landed the band on a flight feather. Then she used a hoof to push it down further.
“Crystal Wishes, do you give this ring of your own free will and without reservation?”
“I do,” she replied.
He nodded and turned to my sister. “Winterspear, will you please give Silent Knight the ring?”
I turned back and Winterspear offered me the ring I’d picked for Crystal. It was a simple white gold band with two pink stones. It was designed to fit perfectly against her engagement ring.
Crystal ducked her head and offered her horn to me. Carefully, I slipped the ring over it and down to meet its mate.
“Silent Knight, do you give this ring of your own free will and without reservation?”
“I do,” I replied.
Major Virtue stomped his hoof twice. “You have made your marriage vows to one another, witnessed by your friends and family. You have sealed your vows with the giving and receiving of these rings. Silent Knight, you may now kiss the bride.”
Wedding kisses are different for everypony. Some are innocent and chaste. Some are sloppy and racy. Ours was simple and sweet. I took her forehoof in my own and, together, we leaned in to share a light smooch.
“Friends and family, princesses and guards, it is now my privilege and my honor to present to you for the very first time, Crystal Wishes and Silent Knight, wife and husband.”
Together, we turned to face all the ponies that had come out to spend the special day with us. Opposite us, Sunny and the arch detail silently marched up the runner between our guests.
They came to a stop at the first row of seats and Sunny ordered, “Center face!” She and the other five ponies did so, turning their sides to us and facing each other. “Arch sabres!” was the next order and the various swords carried were raised.
Most of them had no issue getting them high enough. Azurite’s small sword, however, was illuminated in her magic to hold it up high enough to touch its tip to Radiant Orchid’s. All of the ponies in attendance stood, the music swelled, and we started to head down the aisle.
We passed under the first two rows before Sunny and Rook’s swords came down, blocking our path. Crystal came to an abrupt stop and looked at me in confusion. I just smiled.
Then it happened. Orchid’s sword came down and swatted Crystal right on the rump, which earned a surprised gasp.
“Welcome to the Royal Guard,” Orchid said before the swords lifted once again and we made our way out of the garden and into the palace.
The following photo session with our family and wedding party, while supposedly important, was boring. It was also a lot like standing guard, just with lots of smiling. I stood there next to my beautiful bride while ponies around us swapped in and out.  My family, her family, the bridesmares, the groomsponies, the princesses, and every combination in between.
At one point, I’m pretty sure some strangers snuck in solely to confuse us later when we would eventually go through the wedding album.
Then we went over to stand in the receiving line with my mother, her parents, and Princess Luna. Different place, different task, same instructions: stand and smile. Except this time, I had to say ‘thank you’ to every pony that was going to attend the reception.
In theory, it was a cute tradition where guests filled our saddlebags with everything we’d need to prepare our home for our new life together. In practice, for a wedding of this size, it was looking like we’d need at least two more saddlebags. Each. Thank Celestia that Runic hadn’t tried to stuff my gaming table into one.
Why were there so many ponies? I didn’t know all of them, and I doubted Crystal did, either. The first hundred or so I knew by name and face. Then we started to get into the grey areas. I suspected there was a certain mother-in-law responsible for the excessive guest list. 
In less than ten seconds, Crystal had introduced me to Upper Crust’s family, a whole clan of ponies with similar names and big personalities. I just shook hooves with them as they went by to start stuffing gifts into the silk saddlebags beside Crystal.
Crystal prattled on, “And this is my mother’s associate Fran and her husband Fron.”
I shook both of their hooves. “A pleasure to meet you. Thank you for coming.”
“... and this is Walnut and Peabody…”
I shook both of their hooves. “A pleasure to meet you. Thank you for coming.”
“... Wigglesworth and Tiphooves…”
I shook both of their hooves. “A pleasure to meet you. Thank you for coming.”
“... Nightmare Moon and Queen Chrysalis…”
I shook both of their hooves. “A pleasure to meet you. Thank you for coming… wait, what?”
Crystal giggled and replied in a whisper, “Just kidding. We’re almost done. Try to smile a little and mix it up. We don’t want these ponies to think you’re not interested.”
“I don’t know these ponies,” I whispered back.
“I know… just fake it a little longer, dear. My mother is watching.”
I’m sure she was. Our wedding had turned into one of Canterlot’s premiere social events because of her. There was always an angle, even at a time like this. Either way, it was fine. Crystal was happy despite her mother’s machinations and that is really what was important.
As the last of the ponies in line shuffled by, I smiled for real and breathed a sigh of relief. That was one of our tasks completed.
All of our guests had headed into the reception area. Crystal looked over at me and smiled. “Are you ready for this?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
Together, we made our way across the room and to the doors of the reception hall. Two palace guards pushed them open for us. As we crossed the threshold, somepony off to the side said loudly, “Ladies and gentleponies, may I present to you Mrs. Crystal Wishes and Mr. Silent Knight!”
All of the ponies in the room stomped their hooves and cheered loudly. It was a roar not unlike one at a Wonderbolts show. It actually felt really good. The last time I’d had a crowd cheering for me was when I was playing hoofball back during my Canterlot Academy days.
We stood there together and soaked it all in. The room was full of kind, happy eyes. Some teary, some filled with joy, but all warm. As the cheers died down the quartet started playing a soft, slow song.
I led Crystal to the dance floor and bowed to her. She curtseyed to me and we stood on our hindlegs. Carefully I looped my forehooves around her as we balanced delicately. This form of dancing was grueling, but it did look rather beautiful.
“We finally made it,” Crystal whispered to me as I led her through a slow turn.
“Yes, we did. It took a few years, but we did. I’m really glad you’re not a fillyfooler,” I teased.
She grinned. “Me, too.” Then I rolled her out, holding onto one forehoof before pulling her back in. The crowd oohed.
Months of practice were being put to the test as we glided as one through our routine. I’m not much of a dancer but this was something that was important to us both. It was the first thing we’d do together as a married couple.
We made a few more turns, another couple of boxes, and then I dipped her. I held her in my forehooves and we remained like that. The music drew to a close and the stomping started again. 
Carefully, I brought Crystal up, gave her a soft kiss, and nodded to the crowd.
“Thank you, everypony! Please enjoy your dinner,” Crystal called as we made our way to the table reserved for us.
Said dinner was delightful. The roasted vegetables were seasoned to perfection. Of the four different sauces available, I’d picked the garlicky pesto over a bed of whole wheat bowtie noodles. There was cheesy bread that I had to steer Crystal away from, a big bowl of dandelion and spinach salad, and lots of crispy baked rose petals to snack on.
As ponies finished their meals, they started to migrate to the dance floor that was soon packed once the string quartet gave way to a swing band. Despite my desire to sit and stuff my face at least an hour longer, Crystal forced me to make our rounds for small talk with the guests.
To be honest, in my case, I was just talking to the ponies I knew and nodding politely at the rest. I had zero interest in rubbing hooves with the elites of Canterlot. Especially since we’d be leaving soon.
I’d just finished talking to Sunny when I spotted Exemplar Ferrel standing by herself, relatively obscured behind a potted plant, in a corner.
I trotted over and said, “You made it. I didn’t see you at the ceremony, so I thought you’d decided against showing up.” I offered what I hoped was a sincere smile. “You look nice.”
The exemplar had her mane styled in a cascade of curls and she was wearing a pale yellow dress. It was extremely simple, but also very elegant. 
“Thank you. I saw it, though. The ceremony. I was hiding in the rose wall. It seemed better to be further away from the alicorns and unicorns on your side. My fear was that I’d have some sort of speaking vision during your ceremony. I did not wish for that.”
I honestly hadn’t thought of that. “Oh… well, thank you. I’m glad you came. I wouldn’t be having a ceremony if it wasn’t for you.”
She smiled and shrugged. “Any pony is worth saving, but some more than others. Your road has been tough. You’ve earned a reward.”
That was probably the least unnerving thing she’d ever said to me. “Thank you. Truly.”
“You’ll be leaving soon.”
I bobbed my head. “Yes, right after the wedding.”
“So soon?”
I chuckled. “We didn’t want to wait.”
“I suppose that is valid. The sooner you go, the sooner you can return.”
“Uh, yes, correct.” I wasn’t thinking of my honeymoon that way but then I wasn’t sure the exemplar did vacations. “So, how’re things at the temple?”
“They are well. The exarch has recently sent more guards and we’re getting them settled. Tranquil is settled, too. She has quite a talent for potions and medicine.”
“She’s a smart pony for sure. Well… I should probably go speak to a few more guests. Try to enjoy yourself some. It certainly won’t hurt my feelings if you have a vision. Cut loose.”
The unicorn idly bobbed her head. “Very well. I’ll see about that.”
I wandered off and started to mix in with the crowd. Pleasantries were exchanged with various ponies as I tried to figure out who I hadn’t really associated with that I wanted to. 
Crystal was doing the same but she was slowly working her way towards me. Eventually we wormed through all our friends and family to reach each other.
“Have you spoken to everypony you wanted to?” she asked softly, nuzzling close.
“No, probably not even half of them. I keep trying but there are so many. It’s all a blur.”
She smiled and kissed my cheek. “I know that feeling. It is probably time for your toast, though. Perhaps you can try again after?”
My toast… yes. It was traditional that the officer getting married at a Royal Guard wedding made a toast. Fun.
Together, we went over to the small platform that had been set up for just this purpose. As we did so most of the ponies in the room fell silent. One of the wait staff brought me a bottle of champagne and, after fighting with it a bit, I managed to get it open and poured two glasses.
Politely, I tapped on my glass a few times and everypony fell silent. All eyes were on me, a couple hundred pairs more than normal, but as I looked out at the sea of ponies, I realized they weren’t strangers. They were my friends and family and would be okay with what I said. 
“Those of you that know me best know I’m not one for speaking in front of crowds. To be frank, Crystal had to help me write most of this toast so that I could practice in advance. Otherwise, I’d be too nervous to give it.
“When I look out at all of you tonight, however, I’m not nervous. I’m not nervous at all. I know one third of you, I’m excited to get to know another third of you, and for the rest… well, I hope you’re enjoying your free meal at the palace.” I winked.
The room yielded some laughs and light chuckles.
“I arrived in Canterlot many years ago knowing only one thing: that I was to be a royal guard. That was my drive. That was my motivation. It was what I was meant to do and I had to excel at it and, without sounding too much like a braggart, I think I have… but that isn’t the whole story.
“Focusing solely on being a royal guard doesn’t lend itself to becoming a pony that knows how to live. In fact, it doesn’t prepare you for much of anything that life has to offer and, in a few short years, I’ve learned that life has a lot to offer.”
I turned to the first table where Winterspear, Runic, Shining Armor, Iridescence, Princess Luna and a few others sat. “Like the deep bonds of loyalty between siblings or the humorous antics of a cousin willing to do anything to make you laugh. Then there is the value of an honest mentor that only wants what is best for you and is willing to call you out when you’re wrong.
“And you have friends. Ponies who give generously of themselves when we need it or who treat us with kindness we sometimes don’t even feel we deserve. Life has given me all of those things and one thing more: love.
“Life offers us all love. The love of family, the love of friends, and the love of a special pony. For me, that special pony is Crystal. She has been the guiding star of my life recently and even when things were stormy I could always see her. It was as if by magic she could cut through the gales and get right to me.
“I ask you all now. Please lift your glasses and join me in a toast to Crystal Wishes. A mare far better than a pony like me deserves.”
“To Crystal Wishes,” the ponies in the room replied, raising their glasses. Then they politely stomped their hooves.
“Thank you, everypony,” I said before turning to my wife and kissing her softly. “Okay, speech done.”
She laughed and patted me on the cheek. “Yup, you’re free. Go have fun.”
The reception was showing no signs of winding down. There were ponies on the dance floor, ponies at the bar, ponies at the tables, and generally just ponies everywhere. Casually, I wandered through the crowd before I was set upon by a pair of alicorn sisters.
Princess Celestia peered down at me and then said to her sister, “He looks sleepy.”
Princess Luna nodded. “Indeed. Though hopefully not too sleepy.”
“Oh, yes, he still has a few more duties to attend.”
“The threshold being the most important one,” Princess Luna put in.
“Agreed.” 
I frowned. “Hi, I’m right here.”
“Oh, he can still speak,” Princess Luna teased. “Did you have fun tonight, little stallion?”
“I did, very much. Thank you both for allowing us to have the wedding here and doing all of this. It was really more than a pony could ask for.”
Princess Celestia smiled. “It was our pleasure. We have one more gift for you, though.”
“Another? Aren’t you concerned you’ll spoil me… or, actually, my wife who is already going to be expecting me to buy her a palace after all this?”
“Spoiling Crystal Wishes is fun for us,” Princess Luna said with an unsettling grin.
“I… what.” This didn’t sound good. Not good at all. “Okay?”
Princess Celestia softly nosed her sister. “Don’t do that, he’s had enough stress for the day.”
“Fine, fine,” Princess Luna huffed. “Go ahead, sister.”
“Thank you. Our last gift is for you and Crystal Wishes to stay the night in the suite reserved for visiting dignitaries. We wanted to send you off on your honeymoon in the best possible mood.”
Another night in the palace? A night in the most exclusive suite in the kingdom? My marriage was going to be ruined, and it had only just started. “That—That’s too much, Princesses!”
Princess Luna looped her hooves around me and gave me a tight hug. “Enjoy it! We’ll see you when you return, and you can tell us everything.”
I embraced her for a moment and held fast. It was bittersweet. Returning from my honeymoon meant moving to the Crystal Empire and leaving my beloved princess. This was, more or less, the end. That was alright, though. Life changes. It always changes.
Slowly, we parted, and I said, “Thank you. Thank you both for everything. I wouldn’t be the pony I am without either of you.”
Princess Celestia smiled. “We are very proud of you, Silent Knight. You’ve chosen a fine mare. May you have a beautiful life together.”
“And many, many, many foals for me to play with,” Princess Luna added hastily.
Many foals? We’d just gotten married!
“Yes, well, thank you.” I bowed before hurrying over to Crystal without looking back. “The princesses have given us leave to use a special suite for tonight. I don’t know about you, but I’m wiped out. I would also like to leave before the princesses scheme further than they already have.”
Crystal arched her brow at me, but relented with a nod. “I don’t think anypony still awake would miss us at this point.” She looped her forehoof around my leg and sidled close. “Take me to bed, then.”
There was a bit of heat crawling up my cheeks at her choice of words and the sly look in her eyes. It appeared the princesses weren’t the only ones scheming, but I liked it when it was my wife.
My wife. I mulled over that word as we walked lazily through the palace towards the dignitaries’ suite, leaving the party behind. She wasn’t just my mare anymore. She was no longer my fiancée or bride-to-be.
Crystal Wishes was my wife, and I was her husband. Finally, everything made sense in my life.
There were palace guards standing outside the massive double doors that led to the extravagant sleeping quarters. Both stood to attention before pulling the doors open for us. I truly hoped Crystal was comfortable being with a regular pony.
We stood there together, looking into the brightly lit suite beyond the threshold. Everything within sight was beyond the term ‘extravagant’ and more like ‘luxury the likes of which we’ll never experience again.’
Softly, I bumped my wing against her side. “Are you ready, Mrs. Wishes?”
“I am, Mr. Knight,” she said with a smile.
I crouched down low. Moving in her dress was hard enough. Climbing onto the back of a standing stallion in it would have been near impossible.
Somehow, Crystal did it with grace and poise. She settled onto my back and curled her hindlegs under herself. With a teasing authority, she commanded, “Onwards, husband.”
“Yes, wife,” I replied before walking her through the archway and into the suite.
There was a soft but resounding thud as the doors shut behind us.
That was it, the last tradition was complete. We’d begun the day apart, our lives separate and incomplete. Tomorrow, we would start anew as one, and I couldn’t imagine any mare I’d rather share that union with for the rest of my life.
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Spoiled. Crystal was going to be spoiled.
That was the only thought in my head while we stood in the courtyard, watching as two palace guards pulled up with one of Princess Celestia’s chariots. There was a large ‘Just Married’ banner on the back with all kinds of sparkly, multi-colored streamers attached.
We were going to be flown to Colton Head Island by royal guards in a princess’s chariot. It was ridiculous.
“How uncomfortable is this making you right now?” Iridescence whispered from beside me. Despite partying late, she was already up, in armor, and running the unit.
“Extremely.”
She happily patted me on the head. “Good. Let Crystal be a princess for a few days. If her wealthy parents didn’t make her a gold digger, the princesses won’t.”
I glanced at her and then smiled. “No, I suppose you’re right. Thanks.”
“My pleasure.” She shifted, looking away from me. “So, when you get back… You’re really going to leave?”
“Yeah… I really am sorry.”
She just nodded. “Me, too. But I get it.”
After an awkward pause, I asked, “Could somepony pack up my office for me? I know this is going to sound stupid, but I don’t want to do it myself. Just, please put everything in boxes and leave them at my… at Winterspear’s place.”
She winced. “That’s a pretty tough order, but yeah. I’ll find somepony to do it. I don’t think I could do it myself, partner.”
Partner. My first partner. My only true enlisted partner. Without warning, I turned and wrapped my hooves around her tightly and whispered, “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” She held me tightly before finally pulling back. “Okay, we need to stop. The day just started, and I can’t spend the whole morning crying. We’ll be fine. We’ll see each other. I’m dating your sister, after all.”
I chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, you are. Treat her right, okay? And my niece, too. She’s going to be quite a demanding lady and she needs a firm hoof.”
Iridescence gave me a shove. “Your niece, huh? Already laying claim to her?”
“You saw what happened at the wedding when Crystal tossed the bouquet. It was like it sought Winterspear out specifically. It wasn’t just luck.”
The unicorn’s cheeks turned red and she whispered, “I hope you’re right.” Then she pointed past me. “Your ride is ready. Have a good trip.”
“We will, I promise. See you later.”
I turned and took a few steps. Before I could get too far, Iridescence called after me, “Silent Knight, just…”
I stopped to look back. “Yes?”
She stood at attention. “It has honestly been a pleasure to serve with you. If it wasn’t for you, I’d never have come back, and I would have turned out like my sisters. I’m truly sorry I did what I did, but I think it worked out better this way. So, I need you to know that I will treat her right. Always. I swear.”
I smiled. “I know you will. I never had any doubts. Thank you for being my friend and if you ever need a job let me know. I’ll see you soon.”
She nodded, and I trotted out to the chariot. It was loaded with luggage and my wife, who gave me a concerned look.
“You look sad,” she said softly. “Is everything alright?”
I climbed up into my place beside her and slipped my wing around Crystal. “Life is full of change, and sometimes that’s sad. We said goodbye, but it’s just see you later. Besides, everything will always be fine now.” I nosed the top of her head. “I have you.”
The mare melted against me and set her hoof over mine. “Well… okay, then.”
Looking to the two palace guards hitched in front of me, I said, “Alright, fellas, to Colton Head Island.”
“Yes, sir!” they replied in unison before galloping forwards and taking off. 
Equestria grew distant beneath us as we were taken far and away from Canterlot. Crystal filled the time with idle but excited conversation about our wedding. She was still caught up in the little details, laughing as she recalled Velvet’s face when she’d thrown the bouquet right at her as a joke.
I didn’t remember half as much as Crystal did. I remembered the way she looked coming down the aisle, and that was enough for me. It was more than enough. More than I deserved.
Before we knew it, we were beginning our descent. We shifted to our respective sides of the chariot to watch as Colton Head Island came closer into view.
The island was, in a single word, beautiful. It was just off the east coast of Equestria and had, for the most part, been left in its natural state. Even during the winter months, it was fairly warm. Although not warm enough to get into the ocean.
We didn’t have much to unpack after landing, so it only took a few moments until we were alone outside the bungalow that would be home for the next three weeks. 
“This is more like it,” I said aloud to myself as I looked it over. It was small, simple, and fitting for a pony of my station.
Crystal’s ear flicked. “It’s cute. A little small compared to where you normally take me.”
Great. Thank you, Princesses. “I—”
The mare put a hoof over my mouth and giggled. “I’m kidding! It’s perfect. It’s all we need! Just think, you and I alone for three full weeks. No writing, no guarding, nothing!”
Ah, yes, vacation. I was really growing to love that word. I would guard Crystal, of course, but there was something nice about doing nothing. Well, not doing nothing, just doing nothing productive.
I nuzzled her cheek warmly. “I really like the alone part. The island is pretty empty this time of year, from what I’ve read.”
She nodded. “It’s not very typical to travel for Hearth’s Warming, I know. Think about it, we are having our first one as a married couple here, plus your birthday, and the new year!”
“That’s a lot packed into a short period of time.”
Crystal looped her forehooves around my neck. “Well, as a newly married couple, I think we should have time away from everypony else so that we can get to know each other.”
“We don’t know each other?”
The mare giggled and smooched my cheek. “Of course not! We haven’t really lived together. We’ve never been together for weeks and weeks uninterrupted! Now you’re going to find out all of my secrets.”
Secrets? She had secrets? I had secrets, but they were military secrets. “What secrets do you have?”
“The secrets that mares keep from stallions until after they’re married, of course!”
My heart started to beat a little faster. “What are those?”
She smiled at me, but it wasn’t reassuring at all. “Oh, don’t worry, sweetie. We have three weeks. I’ll break them to you slowly.”
And suddenly I was scared.
Nonetheless, our first week on the island was delightful. The temperature was numerous degrees warmer than Canterlot and while the sea breeze blew constantly, it wasn’t bitter cold. Crystal had only needed a scarf.
We spent time together just doing simple things: trotting on the beach, galloping around the nature trails, and visiting all of the local restaurants. I was again questioning why I had any ambitions at all.
As we stood on the beach and gazed out at the ocean one afternoon, I asked, “If I quit my job, could we live here on your book royalties alone?”
Crystal snorted and lightly pushed me with a hoof. “No. Well… yes, but no! I love having you around, but you’d get too restless. You’d turn into a menace on this island. You’d be tackling ponies for violating minor laws.”
“I would not!”
“Yes, you would.”
Alright, so she knew me pretty well. I would probably get bored. Unless the island had a local Armada league… Hmm.
Crystal peered at me. “What, you’re not going to argue?”
“Nah, you’re right. I just think we need to go shorter periods of time between vacations.”
“Said the stallion who is the reason we don’t go as often.”
Teasingly, I flicked my tail at her side. “I’m learning!”
She giggled. “Yes, yes. You’re doing very well. Now, come on, I’m ready to go back to the bungalow.”
Back to the bungalow? It wasn’t even dinner time. “Are you tired?”
She shook her head. “No, I just want to go back for a bit.”
Enabling nod took over for me and we headed back. There was a look on her face I couldn’t quite place but was certain I’d seen before. It seemed like she had something she wanted to say. She didn’t look worried, though, so I assumed it wasn’t bad.
Maybe it was a new secret. So far, mare secrets weren’t that bad. Certainly not like mine.
Once we were inside, Crystal smiled and nuzzled my cheek. “And to think, I get you all to myself for two more weeks.”
“Yes! And there is so much to do. I didn’t want to fill the first week up, but I have our itinerary for the last two. Tours, history talks, spas, and things like that.” I hurried to the table, picked up all of my documents and brought them back for her to see. “I picked things I knew you’d like.”
Crystal looked at the itinerary and then smiled at me. “Or.”
“Or?” I asked, my ears falling some.
“Or you can toss those and spend the next two weeks in bed with me.”
“Crystal, I worked hard on this! I’m not going to spend two weeks just sleeping in bed with—oh!”
The papers fell to the floor. I put on the most suave stallion look I could and then let enabling nod take over again. He could handle this.
☾

Truly, we had found paradise on the island. Not because it was warm in the winter or because of the beautiful beaches. It was because Crystal and I were there alone. As far as we knew, the rest of the world didn’t exist, and that was fine with me.
I just hated that it was coming to an end. Soon, the chariot would land outside the bungalow and take us back to our normal lives. I’d grown attached to the one we’d made here. Sure, we hadn’t done as much sightseeing as I’d had planned, but that was okay.
My new bride was nestled into a pile of pillows, and I had my head against her chest, listening to her soft heartbeat. She stroked one hoof through my mane and held me close, making it difficult to focus on anything but the present moment.
Her voice quietly interrupted my lack of thoughts. “Silent?”
“Yes?”
“Do you really believe you’re going to die on your job? I mean, be killed on duty?”
Just like that, the euphoric bliss drained away. She was still stroking my mane, but it was harder to enjoy it.
“I did and sometimes I do, yes,” I said carefully. “I’m honestly not sure, though. Stratus survived a lot worse than I did and ended up living a decently long life. For me, I’m just not the sort of pony that is blind to the idea. It never crossed my mind that it could never happen to me.”
Her hoof stopped, and she said in a soft voice, “I guess that makes sense.”
Was this just an idle curiosity, or the conversation we should have now that we were newlyweds? I turned my head to look up at her to see that her expression was guarded. “Are you truly sure you can live with that possibility?”
Crystal linked her hooves behind my head and squeezed me close. “Live with it? Not really, but I accept it as reality.” There was a small hitch in her voice as she continued, “I try not to think about it, but if you did die, what am I supposed to do? What about me?”
That was a painful question. It hit me the same way it had when Jet Set had made it clear that my life was not my own to do with as I pleased once I was married.
I breathed in her soft, floral scent. “I’m not wholly sure, honey, but I want you to be happy if I did. I realize you’d be hurt, but on my honor, I’d want you to live the best life you could. So much so, that even if you met somepony else, I’d want you to remarry and live.”
Her grip loosened slightly. “Is that so?”
“Honestly, yes. I hate the idea of somepony else getting his hooves on you, but your happiness is more important to me.”
“Is that so? Or are you subtly telling me, your new wife, that if I die, you’re going to run out and immediately find a new mare?”
My ears flattened to the sides. Was this what marriage was going to be like? Wild conversation swings and questions I couldn’t answer correctly no matter how logical I was?
Then again, her tone had shifted slightly. It was more upbeat. Perhaps she wanted me to be silly. I could do that.
“Well, I mean not immediately. I’d at least wait a week or so before I found somepony new. After all, I’ve learned I’m not meant to be alone.”
Crystal swatted the back of my head. “You’re already planning it! You cad! Who is the mare, I’ll go fight her!”
I took a deep sigh and shrugged. “You can try, but you’ll lose. You see, my dear, it is the fair Sunny Day, and she is an excellent warrior.”
My wife snorted. “You are dreaming. Sunny Day is more mare than you could ever handle. And besides, she already has two loves. What are you going to do about that?”
That was an easy one to answer. “It’s an infiltration. With three ponies already, what is one more? Would it really make a difference? I’d just show up and, eventually, they’d probably just roll with it.”
“I see. And what about Soarin? How are you going to deal with that?”
I had to bury my face against the warm coat of her chest. I didn’t want her to see me grin. “Then I’d have somepony to brohoof.”
Crystal gasped, thwapped me on the side of the head, and tried to push me off. “You cad!”
Before I could retaliate, there was a firm knock at the door. I met Crystal’s eyes and we shared a brief look of regret. Neither of us wanted to go home, but we couldn’t stay there forever. No matter how much I wanted to.
“Coming,” I called. I stood up and offered a hoof to my sad-eyed bride. “It had to end eventually.”
Crystal looked at my hoof as though it were throwing insults at her. “If we just stay very quiet and still, maybe they’ll leave without us.”
I chuckled. “Unlikely.”
With a long sigh, Crystal took my hoof, grumbling to herself. Not that I’d accuse her of unladylike language, but one word I caught made my ears twitch.
I nuzzled her cheek once she was upright and said, “Just remember that after this, we’re moving to the Crystal Empire.”
There was a pause that was just long enough for me to worry. I’d meant to get her excited with that idea. Maybe she didn’t want to move after all. She had said it was okay, but that didn’t mean it was.
“The Crystal Empire,” she finally said with a wistful sigh. “I can hardly believe we’re really going to live there. It’ll be like living in a jewelry box.”
The tension left my shoulders, and I went over to pick up our luggage and hold the door open for her. I was glad she saw the move as a good thing. Someday, I would, too.
We loaded our things and climbed onto the chariot. The guards took flight, and we watched Colton Head Island start to grow distant behind us out the window.
I tried not to think too much. While Crystal dozed off next to me, I forced my mind to go blank. It was better than worrying about things that were, now, beyond my control. I was leaving and that was for the best.
Emptying my head of thoughts made the trip go faster. Crystal eventually woke up, and we finished the ride in a companionable silence. She seemed content to just snuggle against me, and that was more than fine in my book.
When we landed in the courtyard within the Canterlot Castle walls, I unloaded the chariot and waved the palace guards off. “Thanks, you two. Have a good day.”
They nodded and trotted off to put the chariot in the stable. Crystal watched them go, then sidled closer to me and said, “So…”
My ear flicked. “So?”
She paused, then asked, “What now?”
“Oh.” I blinked and tilted my head in thought. “Well, I guess we start packing. I’m going to go check in with Iridescence for the last time to make sure the unit is fine. Then I’ll come help you pack.” I glanced at our things. “Can you manage the luggage?”
Crystal puffed her chest out. “Can I manage the luggage? Good stallion, I’ve been working out for two weeks straight. I’m in the best shape of my life! I can manage the luggage.” It all illuminated in her pink magic and lifted off the ground. “See you at home.”
We shared a brief kiss and then she was on her way while I headed inside. The palace looked… normal. All of the Hearth’s Warming decorations were gone and it was back to business as usual.
Iridescence was in her office and smiled when I came in. “Welcome back! How was it?”
I grinned. “Wonderful! I almost didn’t come back.”
“Oh yeah? What did you do?”
Don’t say Crystal Wishes, don’t say Crystal Wishes. “Crystal—” No! “...and I did some galloping on all of the nature trails. We trotted the beach a lot. It was pretty and decently warm. No swimming, though.” Better.
Iridescence’s brow lifted, and she shrugged. “As long as you two had fun. I had your office packed as you asked. It was…” She sucked in a breath. “Well, it was bad. I asked Miley to do it. Miley made Div do it. While he was doing it, Miley and I went down there… Princess Luna was there.” She shook her head. “Look, it’s done, but it was a mess.”
“I appreciate it.” My ears flicked back and I dropped my eyes. “Sorry you had to go through that.”
She nodded. “Yeah… anyway, happy belated birthday. Consider that your gift. Also, the boss wants to see you. It doesn’t have to be now, just… before you go.”
“Waiting isn’t going to make it any easier,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “I’ll go now. Crystal and I will be at Winterspear’s place tonight. Why don’t you three come over, too? We’ll spend some time together.”
Iridescence nodded. “We’ll be there. Good luck.” 
Yes, good luck. I was going to need it. I tried to keep myself calm as I headed down the hall to see Princess Luna.
When I turned the corner, a small brown hoof reached out from one of the doorways, grabbed me and attempted to pull me over. I didn’t fight it but I didn’t go along with it, either.
The hoof, unsurprisingly, belonged to Miley and she was huddled in the doorway of a conference room. “Don’t go,” she said in the most pitiful voice.
I opened my mouth, but there were no words. My chest was tight with regret. Miley had been one of the first guards I’d worked with. We’d been together for almost as long as Iridescence and I.
To see her looking so upset with tears rolling down her cheeks was painful. My nose was twitching as I tried to hold back my own emotions. Most everypony else was dealing with this in a quiet way. Evidently, that wasn’t Miley’s plan.
I collapsed down onto the ground beside her and pulled her into my hooves. She started to sob immediately as I whispered, “It’s okay.”
“No, no, it isn’t! You’re leaving and everything is going to change! How is it going to be okay?”
“It will, I promise, Miley,” I said, but even I could hear the lack of confidence in my voice.
She jabbed me in the ribs with a hoof. “You don’t believe that!”
“I do! It will be okay! Just… just not immediately, alright? This is going to feel bad for a little while, but we’ll get on fine. Your new lieutenant will be great, and we can still see each other. The train ride isn’t that long. You can visit me with Runic, or even alone if you want.”
Miley shook her head, her cheeks rubbing tears against my coat. “I don’t like this. You’re the boss. You’re supposed to be the boss. We’ll be lost without you.”
Now, that put fire in me. I slipped my hooves under Miley’s forelegs and pushed her back, forcing her to look me in the eyes.
“That isn’t true, Miley Hooves. You know better than that. We’ve worked too hard together for you to think you can’t function without me. If that is the case, it means I was a failure.”
Her eyes went wide. “No! You’re great!”
“No, we’re great. All of us. I’ve worked really hard to make this group of ponies as strong as possible. You’ll carry on without me. You’ll excel without me. You’re going to do the best job you can, alright?”
She nodded and whispered, “Alright… but when can I come see you?”
“As soon as you want.”
She squirmed in my grip so she could hug me tightly again. “Is next week too soon?”
I shook my head. “Not at all, you can come help me unpack.”
“Okay.” She sighed before pulling back and rubbing her eyes. “I’ll miss you.”
“I’ll miss you, too,” I replied, rubbing her mane. “I need to go see the princess. I imagine she’s upset, too.”
Miley nodded. “She is. Good luck.”
Good luck, again? Why were they wishing me luck? How upset could one mare be, even if she was an alicorn?
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		52. Brought To Light



Princess Luna’s chamber was how I’d left it. Not that I expected everything to change in three weeks. Div was standing guard back where I’d stood guard and Willowy was sitting at the secretary’s desk that I’d used as a sergeant.
“Welcome home, Silent Knight,” the princess called after I came in. She didn’t sound overly excited. In fact, I’d say her tone was almost casual.
“Thank you, Princess. It is good to be back. Mostly. I was having a lot of fun.”
Her ear flicked. “Oh? And what did you do?”
No! Don’t ask that. Don’t say Crys— "Nature trails!” I said with confidence.
“Oh, yes, I read in your little guide book that the island has about a hundred miles’ worth of them. You probably ran poor Crystal Wishes ragged.”
Yeah I did. “Yes, I did.”
“Well, I’m glad you had a good time. It’s nice to see you. I wish you’d come back a day earlier, though.”
“Why is that, Princess?” I asked, suddenly less than thrilled to be back.
Princess Luna looked over a scroll in front of her. Her eyes narrowed, and her head shook as if in disbelief. It probably wasn’t the first time she’d read it, but she seemed upset.
She looked up and over at Willowy and Div. “Could you two give us the room, please?”
“Yes, Princess,” Div replied, bowing and leaving as commanded.
Willowy lingered just a bit longer before nodding and following the stallion.
“What is it?” I asked once we were alone.
“Celestia had this sent over.” The scroll waved about in her magic. “It is a royal decree from King Kronson. He says he has credible information that the Kingdom of Nordanver is holding Garrard and demands his immediate release. He goes on to say that if that demand is not met, this wrongful imprisonment will be met with a proportionate response.”
Credible information? That was highly unlikely. Impossible, actually. It didn’t matter, though. This reeked of an excuse to rattle sabres.
“Silent Knight? I asked what you thought,” the princess said.
Had she? I shook my head. “It is a ruse… but I’m not sure the threat is.”
“Why do you say it is a ruse?”
“If King Ranald had Garrard, it seems unlikely he would keep that information from you. More importantly, their law is clear on this. Garrard killed other gryphons. He wouldn’t last long, and I imagine the execution would be immediate.”
She shook her head. “What if he’s not sharing such privileged information, though? We aren’t that close.”
“They aren’t, Princess.” I shook my head and then stood at attention. This was getting out of hoof. There was going to be more blood because of what I’d done if the threat was real, and it seemed real simply because Kronson was lying. He was making an excuse.
If I said nothing, I could go about my life. I’d be in the Crystal Empire with my new wife and the crowns could deal with this mess. Another petty war between the gryphon kingdoms. They did that every few decades, anyway. Why would this be different?
Why, indeed? It would be different because this time I had personally given the Sudramoar an excuse, and I couldn’t live with myself if I let others pay the price for that.
No. That would be selfish and cowardly. It was time to take responsibility.
“Princess, they’re not lying to you. King Kronson is for certain, and I know that because Garrard is dead.”
“What?” Princess Luna’s eyes shot up to me.
We stared at each other a moment before I found my voice again. “He’s dead. He’s been dead a while. I killed him.”
She rose and took two steps towards me. “You did what!”
It was time. Time to let this go, even if it meant I’d pay the ultimate price.
“Following when I got well, I worked with members of the Equestrian military and intelligence agency to track him. Using my influence and position, I put together a plan to trick him into coming here. Without authorization, I built a unit and conducted an ambush to kill him. He’s dead, Princess. King Kronson is lying, but it doesn’t matter. This is clearly not about his grandson.”
The alicorn just stared at me. Her eyes were wide in shock, but there was also a bit of disappointment mixed in. I stared back. My methods had been wrong, but the outcome was not something I regretted. An enemy of the kingdom was dead.
“Wh… Why?” she finally stammered.
“He tried to kill you. He killed my ponies. He was a threat to you, so I put him down.”
She gasped. “Do you know what you’ve done?”
“I do. I really do. Which is why I’m going to turn myself in. I did what I did without any permission or authorization from anypony. You and Princess Celestia had no knowledge. I’m a rogue military officer that was set on revenge.
“That won’t be a hard sell. You give me up, there will be grousing, but the culprit will be punished and this blows over. Kronson’s lie will be revealed and our allies have the high ground.”
She didn’t say anything. She just kept staring.
I bowed deeply and turned to go. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a confession to write.”
My hooves made it two paces towards the door before I was completely surrounded in an orb of blue magic and swept up into the air. 
“No!” the princess’s voice thundered in my head. It wasn’t in the room… she had not yelled. It was just as Nocturna’s had been in the vision.
“Princess, we don’t have a choice,” I said as calmly as I could. In truth, I was terrified. The orb held me fast as I struggled against it. Crystal’s magic, I could pull out of. This was something entirely different.
The alicorn floated me back towards her, horn burning brightly. “You foolish little stallion!”
My hooves pressed against the blue energy and I flapped my wings. “Princess! Stop this. Let me go.”
“I will not!” the voice slammed in my head again. Then she spoke. “I will not sacrifice you for a murdering gryphon. I will not let them punish you for making a decision you did not understand. He was our enemy! He was a criminal! You will not surrender yourself to the likes of them.” 
The energy gripped me tighter and I gasped, “I will! I have to!”
“You will not! You are my foal and you will do what I tell you to do!”
“What?” I stopped struggling, momentarily distracted and confused. “I’m not your foal!”
The princess looked away, her cheeks flushing. The energy loosened slightly. Not enough to escape but it was less constricting. “I see you as my foal… which… I guess is why you have to leave your position. And leave you shall, but not like this. Not in disgrace.”
“You know I’m going to. You can’t hold me forever.”
She snorted and lifted her head. “Do not make such a bold assumption, Silent Knight. I am a mighty alicorn, and you are a little stallion. I will hold you as long as it takes if I have to. I will not deprive Crystal Wishes of her new husband. I will not allow you to be burned for the sake of a failed assassin.”
Her eyes narrowed, glowing with power unfathomable to me. “No, you will swear to me here and now. Swear on your honor that you will bury this secret deep inside you and never speak of it again.”
I shook my head. “No! That is the wrong thing to do! I did the right thing the wrong way. Now you want me to do the wrong thing altogether! I’m taking responsibility.”
“And now I relieve you of it. Swear to me.”
“No.”
The orb slowly started floating upwards. “Do you really want to take responsibility for this? To be parted from your wife? Your family? Your friends?”
I shook my head. “Of course not! But I made a choice that had consequences. Now I have to face them. That was something I was aware of when I started this path. This is the right thing to do!”
The princess nodded. “Yes, it is. You’re not going to get to, though. There is a plot at play here. This may disrupt it, it may not. In either case, I forbid you from this course of action. There will be need of you when the true danger comes. As such, I will accept the consequences of this choice. I am making my choice, just like you made yours.” 
I bucked within the bubble a few times. The magic held fast. It seemed hopeless, but she’d have to explain why she was keeping me prisoner sooner or later. Somepony would ask questions. Right?
I paused to look down at her. “I can’t let you do that, not for me.”
“I’m not a filly that needs protection. I am an alicorn ruler! These are the decisions I was reborn to make.”
“I’m not a foal, either!”
“You are to me.” The orb flew me to the ceiling where I would be out of sight, at least as long as a pony didn’t look up. That wouldn’t stop me from yelling.
“Princess, this is silly! Please let me go.”
“Yes, it is, and no.” She went back to her desk.
I had to try something else. I had to reach her on some other level. Perhaps on that mothering level. “Luna, I don’t like this. You know I don’t trust magic, and you’re holding me hostage! This is wrong… and it’s scaring me.”
“Yes, it is. I’m doing the wrong thing for the right reason. I understand your desire. I disagree with it nonetheless. It is not your decision to turn yourself over to a foreign kingdom. That is for Celestia and I to decide. You have confessed to the appropriate authorities. You’ve fulfilled your obligation.”
On a fundamental level, I couldn’t argue with her logic. I was still trapped, however, and I needed that to change. “Agreed. Let me down, I’ll confess, and then you and Princess Celestia can decide what to do.”
The princess looked up at me. It was a cool, calculated glance. “So you still intend to ruin your career?”
“How could you respect me if I didn’t take responsibility?”
She sighed and shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out. Swear your oath, or stay in the bubble. And before you start shouting, only I can hear you in there.”
“Ponies are going to ask questions…”
She shook her head. “If it were anypony else, sure. You? No. I sent you to Haven or somewhere else. Shining Armor would accept that letter from me. Oh, sure, you’ll be back eventually. By the time you are, however, it will be too late. It would just seem to the gryphons like we’re offering up a random pony to hopefully stop the eventual outcome that is soon to be revealed.”
My blood ran cold. Was she really this devious? It frightened me at how right she was. Ponies were used to me disappearing and none would question her. Nopony would think twice about it, not even Crystal. She could keep me forever.
“Besides, you are Silent Knight. You are thorough and careful. I imagine that there is no evidence this plot even occurred. No physical evidence, anyway. Just witnesses. All ponies who could be bribed. Am I wrong?”
No, we’d seen to that, hadn’t we? There had been an investigation by Sunny and nothing came to light. Nothing at all! The situation was unnerving. No, it was terrifying.
I sputtered, “How—How can you do this?”
“How? How, you dare ask?” Her eyes were glowing again. “Ponies do foolish things for those they love. You did the same thing to protect me. Now I’m protecting you. Don’t judge so easily, Silent Knight. Swear the oath, and this will be over.”
It wouldn’t be, though. I’d know the truth, and the gryphons were still going to enact their plan… whatever it was. I wasn’t thrilled with being given to the gryphons for executing one of their criminals, but it was still the responsible thing to do.
The princess was trying to protect me yet again. Now she was going overboard by holding me hostage, and fully convinced that she was doing the right thing. This was exactly why I should have left long ago.
We sat in silence for a while. I’m not sure how long, to be honest. She just pretended to work and I floated above her in the bubble. If the magic was any strain to maintain, I wasn’t seeing it.
I cleared my throat. “Luna?”
“Yes?” she replied calmly.
“Would you really keep me in this bubble?”
“Of course, Silent Knight! Do you really believe I’d let some gryphons that are clearly scheming have you? They’d put you to death immediately. We might be able to show enough evidence that Garrard was a criminal, but we could never link it to his grandfather, and I doubt it would save you anyway.
“I’m sorry, but I won’t allow you to die in their mockery of a justice system just so you can take responsibility. It might delay their ploy, but it won’t stop it. They’d just go on to the next thing, and I won’t have my little stallion when they do.”
She sighed. “Besides, these are the very gryphons that asked for my sister’s help a generation ago and then attacked us for our kindness.”
I slouched in the bubble. This was a battle I probably couldn’t win. How does a simple pony fight against an alicorn?
Perhaps there was a way to mitigate the damage. A compromise. “I’ll swear the oath on two conditions.”
“You’re not in a position to negotiate, but I’m listening.”
“One, you can’t do this again. I’m legitimately frightened that you know you could just tuck me away and nopony would question it. Do you understand how terrifying that is? Protecting me or not. Loving me or not. This is wrong. I can’t look at you the same if I know that at any moment, if I do something you don’t like, you’ll just scoop me up and hide me away.”
She didn’t look up at me, but I could see guilt in the slight droop of her wings. “Go on.”
“Two, you have to tell Princess Celestia and allow her to have a say on this decision. You said it yourself, this is up to both of you. If you swear to those conditions, I’ll swear the oath.”
The orb and I floated down to the princess’s eye level. She looked upset. Very upset, actually. The calculating alicorn was gone. “I’m honestly sorry to scare you. I just… Losing you to a job is one thing. This is something else entirely.”
Her eyes softened as her voice grew to a trembling whisper. “I’m not going to knowingly let them kill you for nothing. I can’t do that. You have to understand. You’d die for me, so I can take some consequences as a result of this. Tell me you understand that?”
I had to get out of this bubble. “I do. I understand. Will you swear what I asked?”
She paused in thought. “Will you swear your oath, and keep it?”
“Silent Knight does not break his oaths,” I replied.
“Then swear it now.”
This was wrong. I knew it. She knew it. The price of these words was going to be high. It brought me no comfort that we would pay it together, now.
With a sigh, I did my best to stand up straight in the swirl of blue energy. “I swear on my honor to withhold the information of my operation and do all I can to forget it.”
She nodded. “And I swear not to imprison you again so long as you keep your oath.” Her ear flicked. “I will also explain this to Celestia.”
“She must have a say.”
“She will,” the princess replied.
“Let me go, please.”
The bubble landed on the floor and dissipated, freeing me. I shivered a bit and shook my coat out to try to release the nervous energy tingling along my nerves. “I’ll await the decision of the alicorns.” Then I bowed deeply. “If you’ll excuse me, Princess.”
She reached a hoof in my direction, but then thought better of it. “Yes, of course.”
I left her quarters and headed to my office. Once I was inside, I slouched behind my desk and tremors started to shake my form. I’d never been on the other end of her power before, not like this. I never wanted to be again, either. In my heart, I understood why she’d done it, but that didn’t make it any less terrifying. I’d been a hostage.
I sighed and looked around. My office was depressing. It had always been sparsely decorated and utilitarian, but now it was barren. My former guards had even packed the pillow I normally sat on. All that was left was the standard issue desk and a few pencils.
It left me dreadfully alone with my thoughts. The thoughts of what would become of Crystal. Yet again, I’d made a decision without considering her. It was the exact opposite of what Jet Set told me to do.
We’d been on the right path. Everything was going the right direction. And now…
Now, she would be devastated and I was to blame. The princesses would at least let me say goodbye. She wouldn’t understand why I’d done what I’d done or why I had to go now.
I just sat there and trembled. Two relationships ruined in the span of a single moment. Besides what I’d just done to my wife, there was also the rift between me and the princess. I’d never seen her in the light I just had. Malevolent and sinister.
Princess Luna had spoken in my mind, rattling my very spirit. Then she’d sealed me away in some sort of magical alicorn prison. I was powerless against it! That was not something I ever wanted to experience again. In fact, it frightened me more than the idea of being turned over to the gryphons. That would have just been a quick false trial and then an axe, short and swift.
Not that I wanted to die. I didn’t at all. I just didn’t want more harm to be done because I’d been stupid enough to play right into the Sudramoar king’s claws. After all, why would a noble child be in another kingdom spying and pretending to be a brigand without orders? He wouldn’t be. He’d been a pawn. I almost felt sorry for him.
There was a far larger game being played here, and we were several turns behind. That shifted my thoughts from sorrow to anger. Once more, the gryphons were looming over me, deciding my fate. I should fight back. I had to fight back.
Val should know about this. She might already know, actually. A letter to the princess would have crossed her desk. If I was lucky, she was already trying to sort out the plot. That wasn’t something I could count on, though.
If I could get to her before I was dismissed and taken into custody, I could help her. After all, Princess Celestia would see clearly and make the obvious decision. That was a given. I could go to Val now and then turn myself in afterwards. Perhaps I could even get to Crystal before the word came down officially.
The Royal Guard would be after me, but I knew them inside and out. I could hide and move about for a day or so before they’d find me.
I wasn’t running away from the punishment. This was just to get the ball rolling before I was burned. That was what I had to do. I rose resolutely and marched to the door. One final purpose. One more duty.
As I reached for the handle, it turned and the door swung inward, leaving me nose-to-nose with Sunny Day. Why her? I didn’t want to fight her.
Her brow furrowed. “Silent Knight?”
“Hi, Sunny,” I replied as politely as I could while I sized her up.
She didn’t smile but nodded. “Lieutenant Knight, we’re to escort you to Princess Celestia’s chambers immediately.”
There was little doubt I could get past Sunny. From her posture, it was clear she wasn’t expecting a fight and when I ambushed her, she likely wouldn’t hit me with her fire magic. Wait— "We?”
“Yes, we.” She nodded behind her. “As in, myself, Windrider, and four of my house guards. You know, just to ensure you have enough company.”
Overwhelming force. Six skilled ponies in armor against me? Zero chance of success and too much risk. A sucker punch and a quick flight out could be forgiven. A drag-out melee would mean somepony would get hurt. That wouldn’t do.
What about diplomacy? We were pals! These ponies knew me. Silent Knight wasn’t a criminal. I’d explain the situation and they’d just let me go for a few hours. Right?
No, of course not. I wouldn’t even consider that if I were in their hoofguards. I’d have to let Val know some other way.
For now, it was time to take responsibility and stop considering plans to run out on ponies I respected. “Right, I understand and it’s fine, honestly. Let’s go.”
She nodded and backed out of the way before turning and starting to march towards Princess Celestia’s wing. I followed along behind her. All of the guards on the way looked confused. Sunny’s expression was different from theirs; there was no confusion, just pain. I’d have felt the same way if I’d ever been tasked to arrest her.
The formation was loose. They were keeping an eye on me but, out of respect, it was mostly just a casual walk. It was still too much to consider an escape.
When we arrived at the doors of Princess Celestia’s chambers, Sunny pointed to the detail. “Everypony remain here.” She then pushed the door open and walked inside.
My only choice was to follow. The princess’s chambers greeted me with books and scrolls everywhere, and a lot of comfortable places to sit. The only difference from normalcy was that Princess Celestia was sitting in her ‘court pose’ and not smiling at all. Not even a little.
Princess Luna was off to her side with her head down. Ah, yes, cooler heads had prevailed and I was going down for this. I’d hoped that maybe it wouldn’t happen this way, but I understood it. I’d really backed the princesses in a corner.
Sunny bowed. “I’ve brought him, Princess. For the record, if there will be one, he didn’t resist.” She then took a few steps back and took up a post in front of the doors that had been closed behind us.
I bowed, too, but didn’t dare speak.
Princess Celestia just stared at me in silence. Long, uncomfortable, judging silence.
It was difficult to look her in the eyes, but I did it. I owed her that. A soldier always takes responsibility for his actions. Dad had been right to teach that lesson. 
Finally, the alicorn of the day broke the silence. “You just tricked him into coming here and killed him?”
“Yes, Princess, I—”
She slashed her hoof across her chest. “Just like that! Work with intelligence, build a unit, and kill him. Knowing he was a gryphon noble.”
“Yes, again, I—”
“Making political decisions without consulting us or your chain of command. Sunny doesn’t do things like this! At least, I certainly hope she doesn’t.”
Sunny spoke from behind me. “No, Princess, I’d n—”
“What am I supposed to do?” Princess Celestia practically yelled.
“Turn me over,” I replied weakly.
She snorted. “Turn you over? Lovely.” Her hoof lifted again and she turned her head towards nopony in particular. “Well, hello, King Kronson, we can’t prove you tried to assassinate Luna, but we’re pretty sure you did. Still, it seems one of our own was foolish enough to kill your grandson. Yes, the one with the alias that was an enemy of the state and had a price on his head. Here’s the pony. That covers this all, right? Everything is satisfied now?”
Princess Luna looked over. “Celestia—”
“No!” Princess Celestia cut her off. “No, thank you. You’ve said quite enough, little sister. Ever since you’ve come back, the two of you have been scheming and plotting. Which I wouldn’t mind, but you’ve cut me out of the loop. We’re family. This is a partnership, but now your little stormtrooper has gone wildly off course.”
My eye twitched and I stood tall. “Luna had nothing to do with this! I did it without her knowledge. She’s not to blame.” Oh, honest mouth, that was stupid.
The alicorn princess stood, her wings ruffling before spreading wide. She loomed over me. “I am angry with you enough as it is! Don’t dare try and assert yourself now. You will stay quiet while I think!”
Her aura hit me like a physical force and I immediately prostrated myself. I heard armor groan behind me as Sunny did the same.
“Yes, Princess,” I whimpered.
Then she started to pace back and forth. “I’m so very disappointed. This is not harmony! Just or not, your job or not, we don’t just go about flippantly killing! That is disharmony. You understand that, right?”
Should I answer? I should—
“Of course you do! You know better.” She huffed something like a sigh. “I get it. He was a bad guy. He tried to assassinate Luna and you… well, you love her.” The alicorn’s feathers ruffled and her wings slowly came to her sides. She sighed and looked to Luna. “This is why you can’t let them get this close. They can’t help themselves. They’ll do anything for you. Anything at all.”
Princess Luna nodded softly. “I’m sorry. I… I didn’t… I’m not as good at this as you are.”
“No, you aren’t… yet.” Princess Celestia slipped over to hug her sister. “I have centuries of experience, and I’ve made a whole lot of mistakes getting here. And I didn’t have anypony to help me, but I am here to help you. It pains me that I have to remind you of this fact so frequently.”
They embraced, which was lovely, but I still wasn’t sure what was going to happen to me.
Princess Celestia’s expression hardened again as she stood and came over to where I cowered on the floor, her aura still washing over me. “And you, little pony, are a hoofful.” She shook her head. “No, I’m not going to give you to the gryphons. Not because I want to spare you, though I do. And not because I don’t want to break my sister’s heart, though I don’t. I won’t give you to them because I truly believe it wouldn’t matter. A death for a death is disharmony. It doesn’t make the world better. You know that now, don’t you?”
My head drooped. “Yes, very much so.”
“Then that is settled. We know King Kronson is up to something and we will have to weather this storm. Unfortunately, our ally King Ranald is going to take the brunt of it. Although, again, I suspect that may have always been the plot. You just gave him what he wanted. We’ll have to wait and see what that is.” She then turned her back and started to head towards her bedroom.
Sunny softly asked, “Princess? What do I do with Silent Knight?”
Princess Celestia stopped and looked over her shoulder. “You do nothing. You forget what you learned today and do nothing. You will not tell your commanders or anypony else. There is nothing of value to be done, and I suspect we’ll have need of him later. Help him pack his things, hug him, and send him off to the Crystal Empire, where I suspect he’ll keep my niece quite safe. I can only hope he executes his duty with less zeal than he has here.”
The aura dissipated, and the strength returned to my legs. “Princess, I am so sorry. I really am. Please don’t h—” I cut myself off. It would be a stupid thing to say. I should just shut up.
The alicorn turned fully and shook her head. “I don’t hate you, Silent Knight. I am just extremely disappointed.” A smile graced her lips but didn’t reach her eyes. “Though, in truth, I don’t even fully blame you. Some things can’t be helped. You made a mistake. A big one. One that cannot be undone, but this is Equestria. If we don’t offer forgiveness, who will? If we judge you by a sole action, no matter how misguided, how are we different?
“Say your goodbyes and go. It is time for you to do so. This will pass, as all things do. Good day.”
She disappeared into her bedroom and closed the door, leaving the three of us there to feel awful. At least, I knew I did, and I was certain Princess Luna did, too.
Sunny came over to hug me and whispered, “You’re an idiot… but I’d have killed the bastard, too, if you’d dropped him in front of me...” She squeezed me tight. “I’m going to miss you.”
“I’ll miss you, too, Sunny. Are you going to help me pack like she said?” I asked, trying to put a little humor into my voice.
The mare snorted. “No. I’m mad at you. Going to be for a little while. I’ll see you later, though.” She kissed my cheek and left me alone with Princess Luna.
I swallowed and slowly made my way over to her, hooves dragging. I’d gotten away with it. That was what some ponies would think: I’d gotten away with it.
It was a horrible feeling. A feeling that could likely spiral me if I wasn’t careful. I’d need Mindful Soul or some other counselor in the Crystal Empire now more than ever.
Princess Luna was still looking down. I set a hoof on hers. Thankfully she didn’t pull it away as she whispered, “She’s very upset.”
I nodded.
“Not just at you.”
I nodded.
“I’ve made several mistakes.”
“We.”
The princess sighed and nodded. “We’ve made several mistakes.”
“I’m going to need more therapy. Maybe you should go, too?”
Princess Luna’s head came up and she looked at me funny. “Me, go to therapy? No. I’ll just have to spend more time with my sister. Which, it seems, is going to be mandatory for a bit.”
My head tilted. “Oh?”
“Yes, I told her what I did to you. I now have to take her course in the ethical usage of advanced magics at the School for Gifted Unicorns.”
I really didn’t know how to react to that. A small part of me wanted to laugh, but that seemed wholly inappropriate. “Are… Are you being funny right now?”
“I wish I was. She was so angry that I didn’t want to argue. Maybe I could use the class…” Her head shook, and she squeezed my hoof. “It’s time for you to go.”
“It feels anything but.”
Princess Luna shrugged. “Your punishment, then. Exile to start your new life.”
“It seems like a weak punishment.”
“There may be more in time. We’ll not know for sure. She said that disharmony has a cost.” She lowered her eyes again. “You must go, though. For your sake and mine.”
Her words cut deeply, but I hugged her anyway. “I’m sorry.”
“Me, too.” She set a hoof on my back without really hugging me back, then withdrew. “Go and be happy. I’ll miss you, but please try not to dwell on this. Dwelling isn’t healthy.”
“I’ll do my best, I promise,” I whispered before squeezing her once more. Then I pulled away and bowed. “See you later, Princess.”
“Until then, Silent Knight.”
Then I left. The chambers. The palace. Canterlot. My friends and family. My princess.
I left it all.
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		53. Winter



Crystal and I stood together on the Crystal Empire train platform, snow buffeting against us and obscuring the city beyond. We’d arrived on the last train after I’d insisted we leave immediately.
Being here felt like exile to a barren wasteland. In some ways, it was. If it weren’t for my wife, it would have been intolerable to stand on that platform, knowing what I’d left behind.
“This is going to take some getting used to,” Crystal said, nestling under my wing.
I snorted. “That’s for sure. It beats the alternative, though.”
The mare peered up at me. “Which was…?”
Keep your mouth shut, stallion. You swore. “Unemployment?”
Her eyes rolled playfully. “Sure, like the Guard would leave you unemployed for long.”
I shrugged and started to trudge through the snow.
Crystal followed close beside me. “Silent, is everything alright? You’ve been moping since you got home from the palace. You were smiles when we got there and frowns when you got home.”
“My exit was not graceful,” I said flatly.
She peered at me. “What… Are you upset because you cried or something? Stallions can cry.”
“What?” My ears flicked against a gust of icy wind. “No. I made some mistakes this year. They came to light in a big way. It’s over, though. We’re here now. This is where we get to start fresh.”
Concern was written across Crystal’s face.  “Okay… so do you want to talk about the mistakes? It isn’t like you to make mistakes.”
I winced, but I pawned it off as reacting the bitter snow. Yes, Silent Knight was supposed to be the proper guard that didn’t make mistakes. I shook my head. “I do make mistakes, I just hid them well. I shouldn’t have. Well, I should never have made them in the first place.”
“Did you learn anything?”
I paused to look down at her. “What?”
The mare nosed my shoulder. “You made mistakes. Did you learn anything? Are you going to make them again?”
My tail flicked. “I suppose I learned I can’t bottle everything up. Perhaps some other lessons, too.”
Crystal smiled. “Then it was worthwhile. Whatever doesn’t kill you, right?”
What an apt phrase to use. “That’s true.” It was time for a change of subject. “Are you sure you’re okay living on base?”
“Pfft, of course! I’m a Royal Guard wife now. You keep acting like I was unaware of what I was getting into. We’ll live in quarters until we decide on a place. Plus, I don’t want to buy or rent anything long-term until I know you’re settled.”
My brow arched. “What does that mean?”
“Well… I’m not a hundred percent sure you’re not going to turn around and go back to Princess Luna,” she said matter-of-factly.
I was. I was completely certain of that. Her security would have to be handled at a distance for a little while. It would afford me time to train and get clarity. “Fair enough, honey,” I said before waving at a taxi. “Come on, it’s too awful out here to walk. Let’s get you somewhat covered up.”
She grinned. “Well, thank you!”
As soon as I had her settled in the depressingly empty base quarters, I went to report in for duty. She assured me she didn’t mind being left alone so soon. I had to hope she meant it, because I needed to get to work before I tore myself apart with too much thinking.
Of course, sometimes, not even my Guard training could save me. The blizzard outside was like a metaphor for the inside of my head. Guilt. Regret. Anger. All of the things I thought I’d conquered were back, and worse than before.
A hoof waved suddenly in my face. My hooves came to a halt, which was when I remembered that I’d been following Russet Rook on a grand tour of the Crystal Palace.
“Silent Knight?” he asked. “Hello, are you paying attention?”
“What? Sorry, no,” I replied honestly.
He gave me a soft, understanding smile. “Still have one hoof in the old job?”
“One? Hardly, try three. How did you even stand leaving?”
He shrugged. “It wasn’t as hard for me. I hadn’t been there near as long as you, nor did I have the same relationship with the princess you had. Still, you’re here now.” His smile turned into a serious line. “You want to be, right? You accepted this command.”
Did I want to be? Absolutely not! Did I have to be? Absolutely yes. Even if I hadn’t been sent away by Princess Celestia, there was the fact that Princess Luna was compromised. She was too close to me. I was too close to her.
However, answering honestly was not a great idea on any level. I forced a smile and replied, “I’m grateful to have the command.”
“Cleverly worded, Lieutenant. At least I’m certain you’ll conduct your duties to the best of your ability, even if your heart hasn’t moved yet.”
“You can rest assured of that. When do I meet my ponies?”
He chuckled. “That’s more like the Silent I know. We’ll go over now and do the introductions. I do need to warn you, though, they’re not house guards. At least not yet. Shining Armor picked ponies with a lot of potential.
“Individually, they’re solid. They have the skills and talent, but they need a true leader to put it all together and create another elite unit. That is why you’re here. You have the ability to take a group of ponies and get them up to snuff.”
I nodded in bitter agreement. If I could put together a group of irregulars to defeat professional soldiers, I could teach provincial guards to be an elite protection detail. “I’m glad for the task. The sooner I can get back into a normal routine, the better.”
Russet patted me on the back. “That’s the spirit. Oh, one word of warning on dealing with crystal ponies: their memory of before they were gone is hazy. Sometimes they have sudden moments of clarity and it manifests in odd ways. Just be patient and understanding.”
Hazy memories? That was an odd thing to imagine. It was also odd to imagine being in stasis for over a thousand years, too. “Such is magic.”
“Exactly! Now, as you know, you only answer to the brigadier, but don’t forget who his chief of staff is,” Russet teased.
“Always in command, eh?”
“I take my points where I can get them. Now, come on, let’s go meet your ponies.”
☾

The Crystal Empire was a far colder place than Canterlot. Academically, I had been aware of that. In reality I was not prepared to deal with the snow, biting wind, and ice. Everything was made out of crystal and I had, on several occasions, slid. If it wasn’t for my ability to fly, I’d have broken a leg.
It seemed that the hoofguards issued here had some sort of cleats on the bottoms that my House Guard ones did not. That meant I was wearing mismatched armor just to avoid falling, at least until a new pair of cleated House Guard ones came in. It was a minor annoyance, but an annoyance nonetheless. Especially when I was trying to show my guards how to be professionals.
Ponies came and went from the Crystal Palace more freely than they did in Canterlot. There was no wall surrounding it and anypony could simply walk up to the door and request entry.
I was showing my guards how to stand nearby and casually look ponies over. We were looking for signs of hidden weapons, stressed expressions, or even potential anger. It was a difficult task because, since arriving, I’d never seen any of the three. The crystal ponies were quite docile.
Of course, I hadn’t seen them much back at Canterlot, either. We’d never had anypony try to sneak in a weapon, but there had been several incidents of somepony trying to cause mischief. I’d personally had to apprehend a suspect who thought they could sneak in with a pillow of Lady Cadence, but I’d heard stories of confiscated silly string, a pool noodle, and… for whatever reason, ‘intimate’ objects.
“I think that is enough for today,” I said, waving them off. “Everypony back to your normal duties.”
“Yes, sir,” they responded in unison before marching back towards the main entrance.
That left me time to stand outside and watch the streets awhile longer. It wasn’t that I anticipated finding anything, it was just that my feelings were still raw and occasionally I needed some time to myself.
“Lieutenant Knight,” a pony called as she approached. The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t figure out who it was, considering she was wrapped from head to hoof in a warm, fuzzy cloak.
“Can I help you?” I responded as professionally as I could despite my wary suspicion.
“As long as the help you’re offering is a polite conversation.” She pulled the hood of her cloak back, revealing her grey coat and a face I knew too well.
Instinct caused me to lower my voice. “Val.”
“Indeed. Shall we walk?”
I motioned a hoof away from the palace and started to make my way towards one of the busier avenues. With the noise of the crowds and the howling of the wind, I doubted anypony could hear us, if they even paid us any mind. Crystal ponies weren’t very nosy.
“To what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked. “This is a social call, I hope.”
“Not exactly, no. Word around the water cooler is that the princesses are upset. Not just about what is going on in Sudramoar, either. Nothing is coming down to us, but when I noticed you took off in essentially a night without saying goodbye to Runic, I put it together.”
“I thought turning myself over might solve the situation,” I admitted.
Her head shook. “Not a good strategy, Lieutenant. A false excuse swatted down doesn’t stop the next one. Your services are better utilized with you alive than as a scapegoat. I assume that was the same conclusion that was reached after your confession?”
“It was,” I replied dryly.
“Good.” Her eyes bored into mine. “Am I in danger?”
I shook my head. “No, I didn’t name anypony else. No details, no evidence, nothing. If Sunny didn’t find anything before, she wouldn’t find anything now just because I said something.”
“Very good. At least Runic won’t have to burn down my house,” she said, clearly trying to force some levity.
“You really need to stop making him an accessory to crimes.”
She shrugged. “Family first. You try to stop him.”
“Alright, that does sound like an impossible task. At any rate, nothing has changed.” My tone started to grow bitter. “Only the princesses and Sunny Day know the truth. Sunny was ordered to forget it, and she will. There will be no official repercussion. Even though I deserve it. I—”
Val set her hoof on mine, urging me to stop. “You didn’t do wrong, and you aren’t alone. You were willing to walk this path, but you did have some pushing from myself and Steel Wings. I’m not sorry for what happened. I’m sorry for what it did to you, but the end result was necessary.
“I don’t want to debate the philosophy of it. Everypony has different opinions. You value taking lives differently than I do, differently than Tranquil Dusk does. I just need you to know that if it came down to it, I’d have never let them take you. Never. You’d have gotten lost on the way over.”
I blinked. The seriousness in her voice was a little startling. “Thanks… I guess.” I shook my head. “But you’d have had to contend with me. What would you do, knock me out and hold me hostage?”
Something dark flared in my chest as I asked the question. The memory of being trapped in the bubble flashed through my mind. ‘I will hold you as long as it takes if I have to.’
She waved a hoof. “If necessary, sure, but I think I could have made it work. King Kronson is up to something bigger and I’m going to try to find out what. That is why this is also potentially goodbye.”
My ear flicked, and I turned to face her. “What?”
“As soon as we finish here, my airship leaves directly to Sudramoar. Maybe we’ll see each other again, maybe we won’t. I don’t know.” She shook her head and took my hoof in hers again. “Either way, I’m not sorry I met you. I’m not sorry we worked together. All I ask is that if something happens to me, you take care of Runic, alright?”
“Yes, of course. I’ll keep an eye on him,” I replied, finding myself at a loss to say anything else.
Val squeezed my hoof. “Good. See you later, Lieutenant. Take care of that new wife of yours.”
As I tried to figure out an appropriate response, Val backed into the crowd and within seconds I had trouble tracking her. She blended in perfectly and was gone.
☾

Time had a way of moving faster when you had a place in the world. To help deal with my guilt and the way I’d left Canterlot, I’d thrown myself into the task of preparing my new command.
Russet had been right: the ponies were great, but the unit was not cohesive. They weren’t accustomed to dealing with a very important pony’s security. Our job was very different than doing city patrol or standing beside a door.
Still, their relatively green nature was a blessing in disguise. It kept me busy from the time I went to work to the moment I left. That was a benefit.
I arrived home on time as I did almost every day, took off my helmet and set it on the stand, and started to remove my armor. It was a lovely routine and wholly mundane. Not that I minded mundane. Especially when I had Crystal.
She was still decorating our on-base quarters. She’d done a lot with the place, especially given how humble it was. Moving in had been easy. I didn’t own anything other than a game table and Crystal had left almost everything with Velvet.
“Welcome home, sweetie!” The mare levitated some vases past me and onto the top of some bookshelves.
“Thank you. I see you’ve been busy today.”
“Yes, yes I have! I went out and just found inspiration everywhere. The base might look like any old Royal Guard base, but the Crystal Empire is still the Crystal Empire! We’ve been here three weeks and it still amazes me.” She smiled at me. “How was work?”
“Work was fine. Governor Cadence is busy. Brigadier Armor, too. I had lunch with Russet. That was nice.”
She smiled. “Good! Have you made any new friends?”
New friends? No, I had most certainly not done that. “Not yet… I mean, there are a few junior officers around but not a lot. I’ve got you and Russet. You also know how much work these ponies are! There isn’t the institutional foundation that exists in the House Guard.”
“And so you tell me every time I ask, dear. Keep building that foundation! And, well, make some friends! Also, when are you going to unpack that box in the closet?”
The box in the closet was the one holding my father’s thing, laying under the sword Runic had made for me. I didn’t want to look at it and that went double for Stratus Knight’s things.
“Maybe next week?” I suggested instead of the real response, which was ‘never.’
Her brow raised. “That is what you said last week.”
“I’m sorry, sweetie,” I replied before kissing her cheek.
Crystal waved a hoof and giggled. “It’s fine. As your wife, it is my duty to nag you a little. Get it? I’m a little nag for you?”
“I do… but are you saying that you are, yourself, a nag?”
My wife’s ears flicked and she blinked. “Okay, that didn’t work out. Oh! Mindful Soul sent a letter. She’ll be here Friday for your weekly appointment. She asked that you pick her up at the train station. Which is the least you can do with her coming all of this way.”
“Of course… nag.”
Crystal gasped and swatted at me with her forehooves. I chuckled and looped mine around her barrel and pulled her close.
“Don’t hug me! You called me a nag!”
“You called you a nag.”
“That is my word! You can’t call me my word.”
I chuckled and buried my muzzle against her neck.
“Stop that… don’t...” She started to melt in my hooves. Crystal was a sucker for being nuzzled in the neck. “Mmm, don’t stop.”
She leaned back, I leaned forwards, and we tumbled over onto the floor. Crystal giggled while I continued to nibble on her neck.
“Silent!” She gasped before softly pushing at me with a hoof. “What if the neighbors hear?”
“They’ll be jealous,” I mumbled against her coat.
“I’m a lady. Besides, we have a perfectly nice bed in the—”
There was a knock at the door. Of course there was. With a grumble, I got up, helped Crystal to her hooves, and then answered the door.
It was Quartz Arrow, one of my sergeants. “Sorry to bother you, sir!” 
I reached for my helmet and kept my tone even as I asked, “Is something wrong?”
“The governor sent me to fetch you. She didn’t say anything but that it couldn’t wait…”
“Yeah,” I replied before looking to Crystal with apology in my eyes.
She waved a hoof at me. “Go. I know how this works. She normally doesn’t keep you late, so I suppose it is fair.”
I snuck my wife a quick kiss before Quartz and I hurried off into the night. Governor Cadence had yet to have an emergency or anything close to one. The Crystal Empire was an extremely quiet place. 
“What do we do, sir?” Quartz asked as we neared the palace.
“We find out the situation before we worry too much, Sergeant.”
“Yes, sir,” he said before falling quiet. 
I was still getting used to my new sergeants. They hadn’t been around me long and all of them looked at me like some sort of fabled hero. Quartz in particular was young and hadn’t been an NCO long. He hung on my words more than I was comfortable.
I cleared my throat. “Sergeant, you’re right to be concerned. I just find that the imagination is worse than reality most times. It helps me to stay even until I know the situation.”
His ears perked up a bit and he nodded. “Yes, sir, that makes sense.”
We arrived at the palace and made our way to Governor Cadence’s office. The door was closed and I knocked three times. The response was immediate as the door flew open under the power of unicorn magic. Shining Armor’s magic.
“Come in, Lieutenant,” Lady Cadence said from behind her desk. Concern was evident in her eyes.
That was something I’d seen a few times already. She was a model governor that cared deeply for her subjects and the crystal ponies loved her for it. This, however, felt different.
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied before Quartz and I did so. Then we stood to attention.
“At ease,” Shining Armor said before settling off to the side. “Governor.”
Cadence nodded. “A courier arrived shortly after you went home for the night. The princesses have requested the immediate presence of all the territorial governors and provincial commanders. We leave for Canterlot tomorrow morning. I need you to arrange my security detail.”
Canterlot. We were going back to Canterlot? I wasn’t ready to go back yet. I’d just left. My heart started pounding a bit faster. I didn’t let it show in my face, though. “Of course, Governor. We’ll be ready for you. I’ll get your personal train on the track tonight. Leave it with me.”
She smiled and nodded. “I expected nothing less, Silent Knight. I’m sorry to keep you away from your wife.”
“Well, if you’re really sorry, she does so love those lunches you and her share.”
Shining Armor peered at me. “That sounds like extortion, Lieutenant.”
Governor Cadence snorted. “Extortion, my tail. Crystal understands what it’s like being married to a Royal Guard stallion.” She winked at me. “I’d love to have an extra lunch with her once we get back.”
“Of course, Governor. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got work to do.”
“Dismissed,” Shining Armor said.
Once Quartz and I were in the hall, I told him, “Go wake up Jade, I’ll need you both. Send a guard to my quarters as well and let my wife know I won’t be home for a while. I’ll be in my office. Dismissed.”
“Yes, sir,” he replied.
My office, coincidentally, was only four doors down the hall, so the walk wasn’t that far. This was a far smaller place than the palace I’d been working in for years. The one I’d see again soon.
That thought was best pushed aside. I settled behind my desk and started planning. I’d need both of my squads. Plus, we had to get the train out onto the tracks and inspected. It was going to be a long night.
There would be a lot of logistics to arrange and ponies to wake up. My head was down when somepony cleared his throat, pulling me from my thoughts. I blinked, looked up, and then stood up. “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t hear you come in.”
Shining Armor was at my door. “That’s alright, I didn’t knock. I know how you get with your work.”
“All due respect, sir, you sound like my wife.”
He chuckled and replied, “I’m sure. Are you ready to go back to Canterlot?”
I shook my head. “Not particularly, no. I’ll be just fine, though. I’m a professional.”
Shining Armor looked at me long and hard before saying, “You didn’t really ever say what happened between you and Princess Luna.”
No, I hadn’t. I’d relived it in my mind several times, though. Being trapped in the bubble. Princess Celestia’s disappointment. My shame at the sudden and unceremonious departure. The questions I could never answer. 
“No, sir. I haven’t really.”
He sighed and shook his head. “And I’ll take that to mean you won’t. Cadence has mentioned that in all the letters she’s received from Princess Celestia, not a single one mentions or asks about you.”
Shining Armor and Cadence were the kind of ponies that picked up on things like that. They were both professionals on top of working closely together.
“I’m not surprised,” I said slowly and carefully. “She was a bit disappointed with my behavior.”
“Disappointed? With you?” His brow raised. “You’re really going to have to explain this all to me at some point.”
“Yes, sir. At some point.” I lowered my gaze. “There was also Princess Luna’s reluctance to let me leave.”
“She was actually upset with you for wanting to come here?”
Quickly, I shook my head. “No, no, sir. Sad, yes. Upset, no. There were other things going on. We got too close and that led to some misunderstandings. I’ll be fine, though. We’ll be fine. It won’t get in the way of my duties.”
His expression softened with compassion I didn’t deserve. “Your duties aren’t what I’m worried about, Silent Knight.”
I nodded. “I know. I’ll be fine. Honestly. We’ll go, do the meeting, and come home. Things will be fine.”
He nodded. “Alright, well, you know where to find me if you need me.”
“Yes, sir, I do.” I glanced up to meet his eyes, trying not to grin. “And you can be sure I won’t hesitate to find you if I need to.”
“Good, then. See you in the morning.”
My ears flicked. “Where are you going?”
He chuckled. “Rank has its privilege, Silent Knight. I don’t have a security detail to plan. I ordered my staff to get on a train. Your train. Now I’m going to go home with my wife.”
“Funny how that works out. What about that promotion?”
He grinned. “You’ll have to wait on the list.”
I nodded, suppressing a smile that didn’t feel appropriate. “Yes, sir. Have a good night.”
“You, too. Enjoy your planning.”
“I will.”
He chuckled and looked back at me. “I believe it.”
Once he was gone, I set to work once more. If we were going to Canterlot, we’d be the most professional delegation there. Regardless of how I’d left, I’d be sure that the governor would be returning in style.
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		54. Brought Home



Our train was pulling into the Canterlot station by lunch time. The whole area was in a state of controlled chaos. Royal guards wearing armor of every color and style were swarming the kingdom’s transportation hub, getting their various VIPs unloaded and up to the palace.
Shining Armor looked out of the window. “I’ve only seen this a few times in my career, but it never fails to impress.”
Russet Rook nodded. “I don’t even recognize all of the heraldry. It amazes me at how much Royal Guard armor can vary by region.”
“That is a good tradition in my mind,” Shining Armor replied. “Show a little hometown pride. I mean, look at Silent Knight. There is no question where he is from.”
I briefly looked his way before turning my attention back to the packet a local palace guard had delivered. Exiled or not, I wasn’t giving up my PLHG armor.
“Governor, we’re ready to disembark when you are,” I said to the pink unicorn nestled against the brigadier’s side.
She looked up. “Truly? With as big as a mess as it is out there, I thought we’d be sitting here a while.”
“We? No, ma’am. Other governors with less prepared security chiefs, yes. All of your belongings were preloaded onto a wagon that was brought onto the train. Your personal chariot is already off and ready to go. I’ve also deployed Alpha Squad to secure your route in advance. We’re ready, ma’am.”
Shining Armor chuckled. “No surprise there. What about me and my staff?”
I grinned at him. “How did you phrase it, sir? You ordered your staff on my train? Well, order them off, sir. I got them here; my part is done.” Then I offered a foreleg to his wife. “Madam Governor?”
As Lady Cadence took my foreleg, she giggled and winked at Shining Armor. He just gawked at me.
“Come along, Lieutenant Knight, I don’t want to be late. I’m sure the Crystal Empire’s Provincial Commander and his staff can figure out their own way.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied before leading her off.
It didn’t take long to get the governor sorted. After all, I’d planned everything in advance, and it all went exactly according to schedule. She was safely settled in her quarters before some ponies had gotten their chariots unloaded, which gave me time to relax.
Of course, relaxing wasn’t actually on my agenda, but that was what Lady Cadence told me to do. So I put on a good show of looking relaxed while I went over everything in my head. The packet instructed all chief security officers convene for a meeting with the commanders of the House Guards.
I wasn’t ready to face Sunny and Iridescence so soon. They would have questions, and I didn’t have enough emotional distance to give them answers. If I was lucky, there would be so much going on that they wouldn’t have time to interrogate me.
I waited until the very last minute to shuffle into the back of the designated room. The space was packed full of officers all doing their best to one-up each other with their posturing, noses tipped up and medals glinting in the light. Listening to the nearest few officers brag about their VIPs was grating my nerves, but thankfully, the door opened and Sunny and Iridescence trotted in.
“Okay, listen up!” Sunny called over the noise. She took position behind a podium and, despite the sheer amount of headache this would bring to her, she looked in top form. Iridescence stood off to her right and looked equally determined.
“For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Lieutenant Sunny Day. While you are here, I am the liaison of all VIP security, and you are all their security chiefs. That means we’re all going to be friends. The Canterlot Palace Guard and both House Guards will be assuming all security other than personal guards. Each VIP is permitted two guards inside the palace at all times. Everypony else can go take in the local color.”
Only two guards? That made sense. The palace didn’t need tons of disparate security teams running around doing redundant work.
“It should go without saying that if your VIP leaves the palace, you are to conduct your normal security operations. You should have all received your briefings by now. That will dictate where your VIP needs to be and when. There are no off-site meetings. Any questions?”
It was all standard. You’d have to be a fool to be confused. When nopony spoke up, Sunny tapped her hoof on the podium. “Dismissed.”
All of the security chiefs started to file out of the room while I made my way to the front. Somewhat nervously, I said, “Hi, ladies.”
Iridescence clearly tried not to smile too much. “Hello, sir.”
Sunny nodded. “Nice to see you.”
“It is good to see you both, too. How are things?”
“About the same. Just less stuff,” Sunny replied with a lopsided grin. “Iridescence is more fun.”
“I am,” the unicorn mare put in.
I rolled my eyes. “Of course you are. We all know mares prefer mares. Especially you two.”
Sunny pushed her hoof against my face. “Hey now, don’t speak for us all. I like stallions just fine when they keep their mouths shut and do what they’re told.”
With a grunt, I pushed her hoof aside, looked past her, and said, “Oh, hey, Soarin!”
“What! Where?” Sunny quickly turned and then slapped a hoof to her face. “Oh, Celestia… that is what I do to Azurite. Okay, yep, I’m done with you now.”
Iridescence chuckled and looped a hoof around my neck. “It is so good to see you. I haven’t accepted that you’ve moved yet.”
“Yeah… me either. I didn’t expect to come back so soon.” I glanced between them. “What is this all about, anyway?”
Sunny shook her head. “Nopony knows. The princesses have been in a lot of closed-door meetings. We’ve had several messengers in and out. The princesses haven’t said much. They’ve actually been pretty… well… distant since you left.”
Iridescence nodded. “Yeah. Are either of you going to clue me in on what happened that day? I’m feeling a bit left out.”
I nosed her cheek and sighed. “We can’t. You’ll just have to trust us on that. Suffice to say, I said some stupid things and it got weird. It was better for me to go.”
She shook her head. “I can’t imagine you making things weird. Did you profess your undying love for Princess Luna?”
What? No! That would have been super awkward. I shook my head. “No. Anyway, I need to get back to the governor. I’ll see you both in the meetings, okay?”
Iridescence didn’t look certain, but she just nodded. “Yeah, okay.”
“See you later, Silent Knight,” Sunny replied.
☾

The throne room was filled with the quiet murmurs of the territorial governors as they chatted amongst themselves. By contrast, all of their security ponies stood quietly by them with stoic looks on their faces. Most of them, anyway. Some of them were also conversing. That was inappropriate.
Governor Cadence sat quietly between Quartz and me while she read through her morning briefing. A pegasus had flown it down before sunup. I guess that was what it meant to be a political leader: the job never stopped even if you weren’t there.
She flipped past the last page and then looked up at me. “Don’t scowl so much, Silent Knight. You’re scaring all of the other guards.”
“Madam Governor?” I replied softly, my eyes shifting down.
The unicorn grinned. “Don’t you see them all stealing glances at you?”
In truth, I hadn’t. My gaze was focused on the dais and on keeping a lookout for anything out of the ordinary. Royal guards were never out of the ordinary. “No, ma’am. How did you see them? You were reading.”
She chuckled softly. “A mare can see all around her. Especially when it comes to subtle looks from other ponies.”
“They’re probably looking at you, ma’am. Your beauty is renowned throughout the kingdom.”
“Well, thank you, but no, today they’re looking at you. Most of them have never seen one of Princess Luna’s House Guards, much less the highly decorated former commander. I don’t see too many chiefs standing guard.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Former. I didn’t like that word. She was right about the chiefs, though. It looked like most of the other chiefs had assigned enlisted guards to take over. In my eyes, for a meeting this important, it should be me and one of my sergeants.
Lady Cadence gently sat her hoof on my shoulder. “It’s okay. I know you weren’t ready to leave your old role. I just hope that, in time, you’ll come to consider being at my side the new normal.”
“I will, Madam Governor. I’m most grateful for the opportunity. I just need time to adj—” I fell immediately silent as the door to the side of the throne opened and Princess Celestia trotted out. Raven and Sunny were with her, and Princess Luna followed behind with Iridescence and Willowy.
Everypony that wasn’t already standing did so. Once the princesses had taken their seats, so did the governors.
Princess Luna was looking around with curiosity. Her eyes finally found me and I met them with my own blank expression. I didn’t move more than just the enough to nod. She smiled slightly… but only slightly.
“Ladies and gentleponies, I want to thank you all for making this trip on such short notice. As I’m sure you’ve all surmised, this meeting is of great importance. Much has occurred in a short time, and I felt it was best to discuss our situation as a group.”
Princess Celestia paused there and looked over at Princess Luna, who nodded. Celestia breathed in and pressed on.
“We will begin with the good news: Princess Luna and I are pleased to report that King Sombra was located three days ago, found wandering near Galloping Gorge. Understandably, he was confused and disoriented, but he is now recovering safely in this very palace.”
The audience was understandably astonished. There was some light hoof stomping but, in general, they seemed to be uncertain on how to react. An ancient provincial noble had returned from the void. That might make things a little tricky for Lady Cadence and me.
Governor Cadence merely smiled. She had an excellent guard face of her own and it never betrayed her thoughts. Still, the Crystal Empire suddenly had two leaders. Though, in this day and age, elections determined leadership rather than bloodline. Still, surely the last reigning noble would sweep the polls.
Princess Celestia cleared her throat and said over the murmuring, “This obviously brings up some issues that will need to be discussed here, particularly when it comes to Governor Cadence’s administration. We can table that for now.” She nodded to her sister. “Princess Luna.”
Princess Luna stood and, as she did, everypony fell silent again. “As you all know, in the past few years, I have been making efforts to strengthen our ties with the Nordanver Gryphon Kingdom. They have been an excellent trade partner and King Ranald is quite committed to working with us.
“Our relations stalled, however, when the abduction attempt was made and royal guards were slain. Since that time, several investigations have been conducted into the situation and we are now completely certain that King Ranald and his administration had no part in that incident.
“Unfortunately, the Nordanver authorities were not ever able to locate the perpetrator, Captain Alastair.”
She had worded that very carefully. It wasn’t a lie. It just wasn’t the whole story. My stomach twisted, but I tried to swallow the bile crawling up my throat.
“We are obviously unhappy with that situation, but we know they are making every effort to locate the criminals responsible while also dealing with their own trying times.”
Princess Celestia spoke up again. “Most recently, King Kronson of the Sudramoar Gryphon Kingdom has alleged that his grandson Garrard was taken prisoner by King Ranald. We have intelligence showing that, without a doubt, this is untrue, though it is unlikely King Kronson would accept it, or the source. That does not change the fact that we are aware of it.
“Unsurprisingly, this has led to a great deal of strife between the kingdoms. King Kronson set out an ultimatum that his grandson must be returned, and King Ranald was unable to acquiesce.”
The princess paused in a rare moment of hesitation. “I am sad to say that word arrived two days past that the Sudramoar Gryphon Army invaded and took possession of the resource-rich Rindaire Province. King Ranald declared war immediately after and is currently raising his army.”
The temperature of the room dropped. Nopony moved. Nopony spoke. My stomach sank to my hooves.
It hadn’t been sabre rattling. It was an excuse to invade… to start a war.
Princess Luna looked over us all, but I felt her eyes on me. “This was clearly a plot that has been in the works for some time. We have called you here to discuss how we will respond, and respond we shall.”
The room was suddenly filled with a multitude of voices as the various governors expressed their disbelief, fear, and concern. Governor Cadence simply shook her head.
“Ponies! Ponies!” Princess Celestia called, silencing the room again. “Please understand. King Ranald is our friend and ally. Though a generation ago our help was abused, we cannot judge a different king by that. By week’s end, however, we must have a resolution. The palace staff will present you with the appropriate schedules for your meetings. Thank you all.”
And just like that, the princesses left us. The room erupted into chaos.
Quietly I looped a hoof around Lady Cadence’s foreleg and whispered, “Madam Governor, we should go. Ponies get foolish when they’re frightened.”
She simply nodded at me and rose. It was hard to tell if she was blank with determination, or empty with the same fear as me and everypony else in attendance.
I ordered, “Sergeant, stay in front of us and keep the way clear. Be gentle.”
“Yes, sir,” he replied before doing so.
While remaining at her side, I maneuvered Lady Cadence out of the throne room and to her quarters without incident. Not that I was expecting one, but I didn’t want to take the chance. Once she was safe, I trotted into my adjoining room and settled onto the floor.
I wasn’t sure if I wanted to laugh or retch. My whole body trembled as I wavered between the two, as my blood ran hot and cold.
War. I’d played the role of a pawn in starting a war.
☾

Everything was moving too fast. I hadn’t left the governor’s side during the week, but all I could do was sit in on the meetings. Meetings that the princesses had set with one clear agenda: how to best support our ally in their war.
Not ‘do we go to war’ or ‘can we stop the war.’ Just ‘how do we best support our ally.’ The inevitability of it seemed horrible.
“Our manufacturing just isn’t mature enough yet,” Lady Cadence said to the princesses and a few other governors. “Most of our industry is currently based around tourism. I’ve been working to encourage the production of durable goods, but we’re nowhere near ready. We simply don’t have the capacity yet.”
Princess Celestia nodded. “We understand, Governor Cadence. Your contribution levels have been adjusted accordingly. We’re merely hoping you may be able to meet some aggressive goals. If you can’t, we fully understand.”
Production targets, durable goods, and aggressive goals. What was all of this? A few of the other governors gave similar reports, but I didn’t pay them any attention. All I could do was think about the looming war.
Princess Celestia’s voice returned to my ears. “Alright, everypony, that is enough for now. We’ll stop there. Governor Cadence, if you could remain behind a moment, please.”
Once all of the other ponies had left, I stood awkwardly beside Lady Cadence, doing everything I could to not look directly at Princess Celestia or Luna.
Princess Celestia sighed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t send you word in advance. Luna and I have kept this extremely confidential.”
Lady Cadence shook her head. “I understand, I honestly do. This is a lot to take in, though. King Sombra’s return, and a war? What happened to everything being quiet and peaceful?”
“These are difficult times,” Princess Luna said.
From the corner of my eye, I could see her looking my way.
“Are we really going to go to these lengths to help King Ranald?” Lady Cadence asked. “Especially after what happened a generation ago?”
“Yes, Luna and I agree this is the best course of action,” Princess Celestia explained. “It is clear that King Kronson has something in mind for us in particular. After all, it was his army that attacked our peacekeepers before. We dare not get into that situation again, but King Ranald is a good friend who has not brought this on himself.”
“Forgive me for questioning you, Auntie, but can we be sure?”
Princess Celestia simply sighed. “I’m afraid we can. We know that virtually everything King Kronson says is a lie. There is more to this than I said in court. Far more than I’ve let on in meetings.”
Lady Cadence’s head tilted. “Oh? And you cannot share it?”
Princess Luna stood and trotted over to where I was. She poked her face in mine so I was forced to look at her. My head pulled back ever so slightly, but I met her gaze. It was extremely awkward, and even more unnerving.
Finally, Luna said, “Go ahead, Celestia. She is family.”
“Very well, but you cannot repeat this, Cadence.” The princess’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Not even to your husband. When it is time for the military to know, we’ll let them know. You see, King Kronson’s grandson Garrard also has an alias: Alastair. That, in itself, is known to the Royal Guard. Our intelligence service put that together, but their evidence is superficial.”
Cadence’s eyes went wide. “The grandson of the Sudramoar King tried to abduct Luna?”
“Assassinate, actually,” Princess Luna replied, still holding me in her gaze.
Cadence shrieked, “What?!”
Princess Celestia nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid so. We received new information saying as much the day Silent Knight left. That, and many other things. Of course, none of them really implicate King Kronson. Just an unnamed backer that was encouraging a would-be assassin.”
“So we’re supporting King Ranald because King Kronson’s grandson tried to assassinate Princess Luna?” Lady Cadence asked in surprise, understandably. Such a thought was unthinkable. Wrath and revenge, from the princesses? Never.
Princess Celestia raised a hoof to placate her niece and shook her head. “No, that is not quite it. Our intelligence service suspects the assassination was meant to look as if it was conducted by the Nordanver. After all, Captain Alastair was serving in their military. Based on that, had he been successful, it would have severed all ties between us and them.
“That would leave the door open for this war to be an internal affair. Luna and I agree that the last thing King Kronson wants is us involved in this struggle. So, if we pledge our support, perhaps he’ll back down. His plan has failed, mostly.”
Lady Cadence slowly nodded. “That… That makes sense, even though the ramifications are frightening.” Her ear flicked. “Why do you say mostly?”
Princess Luna addressed Lady Cadence, but I still felt the weight of her attention on me. “We inadvertently gave King Kronson his excuse. You see, as an enemy of the kingdom, Alastair had no protection. There was a bounty for his capture here and, in Nordanver, his death.
“Our forces, without the consent of King Ranald, set up an ambush that led to the killing of Alastair and, thus, Garrard. I received an extremely detailed written account of it. That is how we know King Ranald speaks the truth.”
Lady Cadence sat down. She breathed heavily. “We… really? We did that? You two ordered that?”
“No. I did,” Princess Luna said. “Without Celestia’s consent. The full ramifications of the action were not considered. Just that he was a threat that needed to be contained and contained he was, most skillfully.” 
A lie. An outright lie. She was lying for me. My mouth opened, but Princess Luna stared me down.
“I… but who would go along with that? Surely the chain of command would tell Princess Celestia.”
Princess Luna’s ear flicked. “Usually, yes, but sometimes rules are bent and broken. I had a pony I could rely on to do the work without informing my sister.”
“Princess, I really must pro—” I tried to say before a hoof found my mouth.
Luna practically growled, “Be as your namesake, Silent Knight. You know better than to interrupt me.”
Lady Cadence looked at the two of us and then it dawned on her. She frowned deeply. “Of course. Your House Guard commander. Is this the strife between you two?”
“Yes,” Luna replied, nodding. “Silent Knight and I have acted very foolishly and hastily. Now we’re on a path to making good on what we’ve done wrong. It is important that he be away from my influence for a while, though, else he might be too easily swayed to do my bidding.”
She hadn’t! She’d never asked. Never hinted. She was making things up! Why was Princess Celestia was letting her? They were lying for me. Why?
“I’ll keep him out of trouble if I can.” Lady Cadence said softly. “This will remain in confidence, too. I imagine the Royal Guard would be angry to learn that one of its officers circumvented them and followed your orders directly.” 
Princess Celestia nodded. “They would, but Luna and I do not wish Silent Knight punished for this. He did what he thought was best, even if it wasn’t. Now we must do what we think is best to resolve this issue.” Her face softened. “It will be hard on you as a governor. This is not how I expected you to begin your career.”
“Yes, I didn’t imagine this either.” Cadence shifted a little uncomfortably. “What of King Sombra, though? Surely he’ll expect to resume his duties?”
Luna and I stared at each other. I didn’t know what to think. This was an awful lot of lying to protect my career. I understood not serving me up to the gryphons, I really did, but this seemed reckless or at least unnecessary. Lies upon lies.
“He does, but he’ll have to wait until the election,” Celestia explained. “I’m afraid hereditary rulership is no longer commonplace, and you are the duly elected official of the Crystal Empire. If the ponies there wish to hold an early election, that will be allowed. For now, however, I feel he is best served by staying here and learning about what has changed in the centuries of his absence.”
With a sigh, Lady Cadence replied, “I understand. I’ll be honest, I was a bit upset to hear he had been found. It was selfish, but I really do like that I was elected. I was just coming into my own. Still, I’ll do things right.”
Princess Celestia crossed the small space between them and looped her wing around the unicorn. “I understand you’re disappointed. We’ll make this work. In the coming months, there is going to be a great need for ponies that can get things done.”
Celestia smiled and her tone lifted as she continued, “Now, we have about half an hour before the next meeting. Why don’t you and I go have some tea like old times, assuming your security chief trusts me with your safety?”
Security chief? “What?” Right, that was me. “Oh, yes, Princess. I’ll be outside your door.”
“Very good. Come along, Cadence.” And with that, they left together.
As soon as the door closed and Princess Luna and I were alone, I asked, “Why?”
She rolled her eyes. “Well, hello to you, too, Silent Knight.”
“Why?” I repeated. “You lied for me.”
The princess took my helmet off and set it aside, then cupped my chin in her hoof. “I want to make sure my foal has a long career so he can support his wife and, hopefully, some really cute foals of his own.”
I blinked up at her. “I’m not y—” I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I kind of was. “I don’t know what to do.”
She let me go and then smoothed the hoof over my mane. “Accept that a pony should get a second chance, and that not all of his good work can be erased by a single bad one. Nopony can punish me for giving that order, nor could they truly blame you for following it. Celestia and I agreed that it would be best this way.”
My chest felt tight. “At what cost?”
The princess smiled, a little sadly. “You always were too smart. I’ve made her some promises that I’ll keep. For the best, truly.” She sighed and shook her head. “You need to go do your job, little stallion, and I have another meeting to attend. For once in your life, don’t be stubborn. Think about your mate before you try to change my mind on this. She’ll need bits to live.” She leaned down, kissed my cheek, and then left before I could argue.
Not that I really wanted to argue, since that hadn’t turned out very well in the past. But I felt uncomfortable that she’d lie for my sake. She shouldn’t have to do that. Not for a pony like me.
It didn’t make sense but, at least for now, I had to accept it. The governor was expecting me to be outside the princess’s door, waiting on her when she had to go on to her next meeting. Duty first, confusion second.
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		55. No More Secrets



Royal addresses from the palace balcony were not commonplace. This was especially true during the winter months made even more frigid due to the high altitude. The weather teams had cleared the snow and clouds to ensure that we were moderately comfortable, but they had no control over the temperature.
Equestria’s many governors were seated in a special box that was opposite the members of parliament. They’d come from all around and were waiting patiently. Patiently but with trepidation, as the air was thick with fear of the unknown.
The press corps was clamoring to get a scoop and had packed their cordoned-off area fully. From the looks of it, every magazine and newspaper were represented.
This would have been a security nightmare if the palace wasn’t swarming with royal guards, the Equestrian army, and all of the various security teams. After all, how better to cripple a kingdom than to take out all the leaders in one attack?
I’d been privy to a lot of the civilian issues that were to be addressed. Unfortunately, by staying with Lady Cadence, I had not been able to poke my nose into Shining Armor’s side of the house. He’d been in constant meetings too and, from the look on his face, nothing good had come of them.
The large clock tower ticked another minute and then started to chime. It was on the third tone that the doors leading out onto the balcony opened and Princess Celestia strode forth. She was joined by Princess Luna, General Ironhoof, General Winddancer, and a golden mare I didn’t recognize.
The unfamiliar mare wore the armor of a temple guard, armor just like Exemplar Ferrel’s. Without a doubt, she was a high-ranking official. Somepony that, perhaps, had decided that the Temple didn’t need to be separated from the princesses during the upcoming trials. 
The bell toned twelve times in all and, once it was finished, Princess Celestia began to speak. Her voice, though not loud, carried across the entire palace grounds and out into the city.
“My little ponies, we come before you today with heavy hearts and trepidation. What is about to be said should never be done so lightly. Not long ago, our friends and allies in the Kingdom of Nordanver were set upon by hostile forces from their neighbor to the south. This was an unwarranted attack that came with little warning.
“This hostility was wrought by the same gryphons that once asked for our help and then turned upon us when we gave it. Though it is not our way to answer aggression with aggression, Princess Luna and I believe we have an obligation to help when we can.
“With the support of the governors of Equestria and our parliament, it is my unfortunate duty to stand up to violence and, without reservation, say that the actions of King Kronson cannot stand. On this day, Equestria formally declares war upon him and the kingdom of Sudramoar.”
A collective gasp overtook the crowd. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine that maybe, just maybe, this was one of those bad dreams I occasionally had.
“I understand that you have reservations. You are, perhaps, frightened and worried. As you should be, little ponies. War is an awful thing. It is the very essence of disharmony, but it is my hope that by sending this message, King Kronson will rethink his plans and find a non-violent way to resolve his differences.
“To ensure he is properly motivated, however, we further pledge to immediately send material aid to King Ranald. Food, armor, weapons, and anything that may help their efforts as they battle to dislodge hostile forces from their kingdom.
“Additionally, after careful consideration, we have decided to deploy the Equestrian Army to Nordanver, where our soldiers will support the Gryphon Army. Beyond that, to free up King Ranald’s resources for the war effort, it is our intent to raise thirty-thousand Royal Guard volunteers that can go and secure the cities and towns of our ally. This way, we may protect their civilians and discourage further attacks from the Sudramoar forces.”
The whole army plus royal guards: a massive force compared to what had been sent in the previous conflict. Princess Celestia was likely frightened of that outcome happening a second time.
It was unbelievable. Tens of thousands of my sisters and brothers heading off to war.
“And so, in closing, I ask you all to support us in this decision. It is not one made lightly nor without consequence, but it was one that had to be made. Thank you all, and may we find harmony and peace in the future.”
There was no stomping or cheers. There was only stunned silence as the princesses left the balcony.
War. Just like that, we were at war.
It had all happened too fast. Way too fast.
☾

The Equestrian countryside flew by the train window. Canterlot was growing smaller and smaller in the distance. It was all still fresh in my mind. Russet and I were sitting across from each other staring at anything but each other.
“War,” he said.
“Yes.”
“It isn’t like you read about, is it? Instead of some defining moment, it is just a bunch of ponies in a room deciding. Then the army packs up and goes.”
“Yes. Do you think we shouldn’t go?”
He quickly shook his head. “Oh, no. We must go. We have to defend a friend. They’d do the same for us. I just… Silent, this isn’t what I wanted. I felt so hurt after what happened to us. I just wanted to do anything to hurt Alastair back. Anything at all. Him or any of the gryphons he represented. Now I have that chance but, in the end, it isn’t what I wanted. It isn’t really.”
I shook my head, though I was a little surprised to hear how Russet had really felt. We’d never talked. Maybe we should have. Maybe we could have helped each other. Maybe he could have stopped me.
“Me neither,” I replied. “My father talked about war with such… I guess reverence, but this doesn’t feel like that. Princess Celestia called it disharmony. It just feels wrong.”
“It does. It feels like being back in that gully, doesn’t it?”
A shiver crept up my spine and I nodded. “Yeah. Like something you have to do but can’t stand that fact.”
We went back to staring at our hooves. We were able to do that for a while, too. That was one of the good things about Russet. He understood when to just be silent.
Eventually, the sounds of approaching hoofsteps brought our heads up. It was Shining Armor, so we both stood immediately. This felt more like an official visit than just a casual conversation on the train.
“You two look pretty upset. I mean… you don’t, actually. You look blank like normal, but I know you well enough to know the difference.”
Russet nodded. “Yes, sir. Tough day.”
“The toughest,” I said. Did I have to go to war? Was that my punishment for my part in this? Ponies might end up dying over there. They had last time. Of course, last time they were peacekeepers. This time we were supposed to be defenders and advisors.
Shining Armor replied, “So it is, but that is what we’re trained for. Tough days. Now, as I know both of you well, I need to know what you’re thinking. You’re both the type to be one of those thirty-thousand volunteers. Be honest, boys.”
Russet idly rubbed his hoof against his foreleg. “Sir, I really appreciate the position I have, but I can’t sit behind a desk while this is going on. Especially not after the last time. Those were Sudramoar Gryphons. I hope you’ll forgive me, but I am going to volunteer.”
“And you?” Shining Armor asked, looking at me.
“I… I feel like Russet. So, y—” I closed my mouth then said instead, “I have to talk to Crystal. I should talk to her first.”
He nodded and replied, “I thought so. Don’t worry about it, Russet, I understand. Same to you, Silent. To be honest, I’d go, too, if I could, but that isn’t in the cards for me. There isn’t a lot of room for brigadiers and Central Command made it clear that they think my work here will be more important. Think it over, though. This is way too fresh. Give it a day or so and then let me know.”
“Yes, sir,” we replied in unison.
We settled back into our seats in silence after Shining Armor had left. Russet wouldn’t change his mind. I’m not sure I’d change mine either, but I was married now. I had to at least try to work through it with Crystal if I could.
If I could.
☾

I came through the door to find Crystal sitting at our kitchen table. She was looking right at me as if she’d been waiting there for hours. Then I saw it. She had the local newspaper under her hoof. The entire front page was dominated by a single headline: War Declared.
“Welcome home,” she said in a tense tone.
“Thank you,” I replied before taking off my helmet and walking towards the bedroom.
She stood and followed me. “How was your trip?”
“The trip was fine. The reason behind the trip was awful.” I pulled the door of our closet aside and opened the box Crystal had asked me to unpack.
“I can imagine. What are you doing?”
“Unpacking, like you asked.”
I sighed when I saw the contents of the box. Of course. What else would Dad have wanted me to have?
Carefully, I pulled out my father’s helmet from the time he was in the Army. It was an old style that allowed a pony’s mane to poke through the top instead of a fabricated crest. I set it aside.
Next came his campaign cloak. It was blue like his mane. It matched mine pretty well, too. Royal guards didn’t really wear them, but Equestrian soldiers did. They were good for keeping you warm out in the field.
The final item was one I’d seen all my life: Stratus Knight’s sword. It wasn’t a family heirloom, per se, since he’d never been given his father’s sword, but that didn’t really make a difference. The blade had been through a war and dozens of battles.
“Silent Knight…” Crystal whispered, creeping closer to me. “Why are you unpacking that now?”
My head drooped. “Disharmony has consequences.” 
“What?” she asked.
“When we do bad things, there are consequences. It was something Luna said to me. I have done some bad things and aggravated a problem. I’m not sure what the right thing is, but I have a guess.” I picked up my father’s helmet.
“I see. Maybe you’ll figure it out,” she said, a slight waver in her voice. “I read they’re looking for thirty-thousand royal guards to go.”
I kept my tone flat. “They are. To protect the cities, not to fight the battles. I don’t think the Army is going to fight too much, either. The princesses want a show of force to discourage King Kronson.”
“Oh, well that makes sense. So…”
“Russet is going. He volunteered right away.”
She went rigid. “I see.”
“It might be bad, though,” I said softly. “You can never tell up front. Last time there weren’t supposed to be casualties, either. Ponies died over there while things were quiet here. Perhaps it will be exactly like that again. It really doesn’t seem fair.”
Crystal shook her head slowly. “No, I suppose not.”
It wasn’t fair that they’d go and be in harm’s way. What was so important about land that it was worth killing over? My forehoof started to shake a bit. I didn’t have to go but I wasn’t sure I could live with myself if I didn’t.
“Crystal, honey.”
Her voice was barely a whisper. “Yes?”
“I… I’m sorry. I think I should volunteer. I don’t want to. I really don’t… but I think I should.”
“No.” She reached for me with a trembling hoof. “Silent Knight, no!”
The sight broke my heart. I’d made so many mistakes, but hurting her was the worst of them all. “I don’t want to go, but I’m not sure I could look myself in the mirror if I didn’t. Do I really have a choice if I feel that way?”
“You do! You have every choice! You’re a security chief. That is important! Let the Army go. Let other royal guards go. Let those ponies go. Stay here and protect the governor.” She choked on her desperate plea, “Stay here with me!”
That would be a lovely thing, to stay with my wife and protect Lady Cadence. Of course, I’d have to see it all in the papers. War. Casualties. Death.
Russet would be there. How many other ponies that I knew would go, too? How many would I let die because of my pointless vengeance?
I shook my head. “I don’t know that I can do that. Not after what happened. There is more to it than you know.”
Crystal’s eyes pooled with tears. “How can you say that? What about me? What about us? You know it isn’t just about you anymore!”
That stung. It stung more than anything that had ever been said to me before. I closed my eyes and took a measured breath. “There is no way I can live with myself or be a good husband to you if I stay here while other ponies go to war in my stead.”
“It doesn’t have anything to do with you! You have a duty to Cadence. You have a duty to me!” I could hear the tears in her voice even if I couldn’t see them.
“Unfortunately, it does. It has a lot to do with me. I understand my obligations here, Crystal, but this is partially my doing. I facilitated this.”
She stomped a hoof. “What? Don’t be so dramatic! That’s the guilt talking. You’ve got it up in that stupid head of yours that you have to go everywhere soldiers go and die like them. There is more to life than that. I promise you’ll be fine if you don’t die on some battlefield!”
“Do you think I don’t know that now?” My voice shook as I tried and failed to keep calm. “Do you really believe I don’t want to just stay here with you? You’d be right about the old me, but there is something you don’t know. It changes everything!”
“What does! What don’t I know?!”
My jaw set. I was getting worked up. Arguing with Crystal felt wrong. Hurting her was akin to inflicting pain on myself. “This whole thing started over the death of the Sudramoar King’s grandson.”
“Yes, I know all that,” she snapped. “The Nordanver gryphons assassinated or imprisoned him. Now they’re under attack and they want us to bail them out.”
I opened my eyes and met hers. “No, they didn’t.”
“They did! The papers say so, or something like that. I can’t think straight, and it doesn’t matter anyway!”
“It does matter! It’s all lies. Lies by the Sudramoar King that couldn’t be disproved by the princesses, lies they allowed so that they could protect a stupid pony,” I replied bitterly.
I shook my head and turned away from her. I didn’t want to see her face when I told her the truth, but it was time to tell her. It was time for there to be no more secrets.
“That gryphon had another name: Alastair. Crystal… the moment I got well, I started hunting him. I fell in with some other ponies like me. We called in every favor, used every trick, and hounded him.”
There was a pause before she whispered, “Silent Knight… what are you saying?”
“There wasn’t anywhere he could hide over there, so he and his soldiers came here to get away from prosecution. They thought no one would expect them to be in Equestria. He fell right into our trap. When the time was right, I set up an ambush.
“Remember when I missed your birthday? In the middle of the night, we attacked them. We slaughtered them all. I killed him myself and several others. I have a huge part in this. I know it is all a ruse to start a war, but I gave it to them. I played right into their claws.”
The silence that followed was painful. Crystal didn’t say anything, nor did she weep or sniffle. I could feel her fierce stare against my back. It was unlikely she’d ever see me the same way again and I wasn’t ready to face that.
I licked my lips. “Right or wrong, retribution doesn’t come without consequence. It is time to go pay what is owed. I’m sorry, Crystal, I really am. If I could do it again, I’d do it differently. Not because I don’t believe he was a threat, but because I realize now what I’m doing to you. What I’ve done to you. 
“It hasn’t been fair, even if you thought you knew what you were getting into. You’re a better wife than I deserve, so if you’re not here when I get back, I’ll understand.”
That was it, then. I gathered my father’s things and walked out of the bedroom and to the door. Just as I pulled it open it slammed shut under the glow of unicorn magic. 
“You are not dismissed,” Crystal said, her voice tense and tight. “You’ll understand if I’m gone? Don’t you dare walk away from me, Silent Knight.”
My head ducked and I turned back to face her. “I have to go.”
“Oh, I’m certain the war can wait another hour. I am not done yet. Not by a long shot.” Her nostrils flared. “I don’t get it. This whole killing business is unnatural, but I guess I just have to accept it is part of who you are.”
I winced, wanting to look away but forcing myself not to. “It’s not—I don’t like it any more than you do.”
She snorted. “Fine, but it is still your business, and this is mine.” Crystal advanced on me and pushed my head up. Our eyes met, and she went on, “Every day you’re gone, I’m going to be sitting here waiting and worrying. Every day, I’m going to live in fear that I’ll get a letter saying you died because you couldn’t live with the idea of somepony else dying for you.
“Go to your stupid war, but just know that I won’t be gone. I won’t walk away. I’ll be right here, Silent Knight. I’ll be right here waiting. Waiting on you. So every day, you get to live with that.”
“Alright.” The word was barely a whisper. I’d never felt so much shame before. The battlefield seemed suddenly preferable.
“Alright,” she repeated and slipped her forehooves around me. “Come home safe. I nearly lost you to this once. Don’t do that to me again.”
I embraced her, tighter than I meant to. “I won’t make a promise I don’t know that I can keep, but I’ll be careful. So careful. I’m not going for some glorious death. I want to be with you, but this is something I have to do. It’s my penance.
“That might not be something you can understand and I am sorry. I love you, Crystal. I’m sorry that this is my job and who I am… but it is who I am.”
The mare melted against me and I felt tears wet my coat. “I know… I’ve always known. I’ll just have to hope that you find a way through it. I love you, too.”
We lingered there together in each other’s forehooves. It felt like goodbye. It might have been goodbye. Reluctantly, I pulled away. “Until next time, Mrs. Wishes.” 
She looked up at me through her tears. “Until next time, Mr. Knight.”
With little more than a nod, we parted ways. Staying longer would have been too painful. I left our quarters feeling lower than ever. Jet Set had warned me that marriage was a commitment.
It was something I understood, but I’d always been overcommitted. Committed to my father’s ideals, committed to the Guard, committed to Princess Luna, committed to my subordinates, and, last of all, committed to my wife. I may not have been abusive or cruel like Stratus Knight but, in the end, I’d turned out to be just like him where it counted: I always put duty first.
I am Silent Knight and I am a soldier. On my honor as a pony, I swore to uphold the laws of our kingdom and protect the weak. On my honor as a house guard, I swore to protect Princess Luna against threats both external and internal and to gladly lay down my life so that she may live. On my honor as an officer, I swore to act in a way that protects those under my command and ensure they come home safely.
I will live up to those commitments but, on my honor as a husband, I will do whatever it takes and go to any lengths to ensure I come home safely to my wife. Not for me. For her. She’s earned that much. She deserves a pony that will do that for her, and that is the pony I will become.
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‘See you later’ were words that I had been uttering a lot. They were certainly preferable to ‘goodbye’. ‘Goodbye’ had a finality to it. ‘See you later’ was far more optimistic and, this time, it wouldn’t be goodbye. I’d make sure of that.
When I landed at Eastern Command, it was like a nest of angry ants. Royal guards and Equestrian soldiers swarmed everywhere, going about their duty to get ready for the inevitable. The harbor was full of ships and their floating cousins dotted the sky. One stood out in particular more than the others: the TMS Harmony.
In support of the war effort, Jet Ventures had loaned it to the crowns. That was smart. Thousands of ponies could be conveyed across the ocean on it. What better way to move such a large number of troops on short notice?
I had my volunteer card with me: S class. Even with me seeing a counselor, I’d been judged as top form for this operation. I guess Orchid was right: getting help didn’t end your career. It would have been nice if I’d figured that out a lot sooner. Not that it really would have mattered in the end... I’d still probably be on my way to a war. The damage had already been done.
The check-in lines stretched on endlessly. Royal guards from all over the kingdom had shown up in their various armors to do their duty. They would be securing the northern gryphon kingdom of Nordanver while the Army did the heavy lifting to the south.
Amazing. Amazing that we’d do it and amazing that King Ranald trusted us so deeply that he would put his civilians’ safety in our hooves. We were, more or less, occupying another kingdom to free up its soldiers. So be it.
When my turn came, the pony behind the desk snapped a quick salute. “Good afternoon, sir. Volunteer card, please.”
I gave it to him. He matched it to his documentation and then handed it back with a set of orders. “You’re to proceed directly to General Ironhoof’s headquarters, sir.”
“Ironhoof’s headquarters?” I asked in surprise. Why would they send me to the Army?
“That’s what it says, sir. I don’t know anything more.”
“I understand, thank you,” I muttered as my heart sank. I’d been assigned to the Army? Two years ago, that would have filled me with glee. Now, it wasn’t what I wanted. Not at all.
Dread was the only emotion I could register as I headed away from the Royal Guard and towards the long-established buildings that had been home to the Army.
I found the general’s headquarters without issue. I’d been there before at the start of my career. We’d even met once. One of the various staff officers took my paperwork, looked at it, and then nodded. “The boss has been expecting you. Knock before you go in.”
What was going on? I trotted down to the General’s office and knocked on the door. It was open and the room was full of ponies. They grew quiet and General Ironhoof looked my way.
“There you are,” he said. “Come in.”
I did so and stood at attention. “Lieutenant Knight, reporting as ordered, sir.”
“Of course you are. As soon as this mess started, we knew we’d see your name on the volunteer list. You’re going to be joining my headquarters staff. I’m not going to waste a fine soldier like you protecting some gryphon’s hut.”
Headquarters staff? Now that could work. Strategy, planning, tactics, and logistics were passions of mine. Plus, I’d do better at not breaking Crystal’s heart. It’s harder to get killed when you’re back from the frontlines. I wasn’t afraid of fighting, but priorities change. I could do my part here and keep ponies alive. That was just as important, if not more so, than ending lives at the end of my father’s sword.
“Yes, sir, thank you, sir.”
He nodded. “Good. I’m surprised you’re not a captain by now. What is the hold up?”
“No captain’s school, sir. Never had time.”
General Ironhoof snorted. “I see. Son, do you need to go to captain’s school?”
“In all honesty, no, sir. I’m comfortable with my command and have little doubt I could serve as an executive officer for a company.”
The general nodded. “Yes, I agree. That is what my advisors have told me. Somepony get Silent Knight a sunburst and make that bar of his look less naked. I hereby promote you to captain, congratulations. Secure your gear and get to work.” He then turned away from me to get back to his planning.
“Yes, sir, thank you, sir.” His advisors? Who were his advisors? Then it dawned on me and I started looking at the other ponies in the room. I’d been so focused on General Ironhoof I hadn’t even been aware of my surroundings.
Chief Warrant Officer Steel Wings was looking my way from the general’s side. When our eyes met, he nodded at me. I nodded back. I never thought I’d see him again, though it made sense that he was here. Equestria did not have many armsmasters and they wouldn’t be sitting a war out.
On the other side of the general was a vaguely familiar black-coated unicorn stallion. He was a colonel, the one who had relieved us during the cockatrice battle. He’d seen me with the princess and knew we’d been in the fight.
Finally, there was the sergeant major who was currently removing the lieutenant’s pin from my armor and replacing it with my new rank. I recognized him immediately even though I hadn’t seen him in over ten years. My coat bristled but I kept my composure.
He was white, like me, but age had long since dulled his coat. The same for his formerly blue mane. There was nothing but grey left. A hard life in the Army had made him old, but it looked like he was still going.
I hadn’t been formally dismissed but the general had moved on. Once my pin was in place, I turned and let myself out to go stow my gear. There were hoofsteps trailing behind me in the hall, so I stopped. It was obvious who it was.
“We missed you at the funeral,” I said, trying to make it sound like I at least halfway meant it.
“He didn’t want me around when he was alive, so I didn’t see why he'd want me there for his send off,” the voice said behind me.
“You didn’t come to the wedding, either.”
“No, I wasn’t sure if I was welcome there. Your mother hates me fiercely and rightly so. I imagine you and that sister of yours aren’t too keen on me, either. Still, when I saw your name on the volunteer list, I convinced the general you’d be best served at his side. Didn’t see your sister on there. Not surprised.”
It took all of my effort not to growl. After a deep breath, I just shook my head. “Thank you. My wife will be most appreciative.” The tone carried a bit of a sneer.
“Have some respect, boy.”
Slowly, I turned and faced him, drawing myself up to my full height. “‘Have some respect, boy’? Let me remind you, Sergeant Major Knight, that I am an officer of the crowns and you’ll show me proper respect regardless of who you are. Are we clear?”
My grandfather’s muzzle twitched. Anger tried to play into it, but he kept calm. “Crystal clear, sir. May I recommend to the captain that he doesn’t forget the value of senior NCOs and their wisdom.”
“Duly noted and I won’t. As long as you keep your advice to matters of military importance. You have repeatedly made it clear that that is where your priorities lie and imparted that dedication to your son.” 
Slowly, I closed the distance between us. The weight of the last year hit me fully and something inside snapped. The mere presence of him had set off a flare of righteous anger in my chest. He looked like Stratus. He looked like me.
“Please allow me to be clear, however,” I growled. “I am as dedicated to this cause as you. I am as loyal to the crowns as you. I am as committed to my duty as you. I will not, however, abandon my family like you. That mistake ends with my generation.
“With some luck and all my effort, I’m going to get through this war and go home to my beautiful wife and have thirty foals. And do you know what? I’m going to name them all Knight whether they’re mares or stallions or good enough for you or Stratus. Then I’m going to raise them right… or at least better than you did! Is that clear, Clement?!”
He blinked but did not give ground. Slowly, he nodded. “Yes, sir. I understand.”
“Good. You’re dismissed.”
“Yes, sir,” he replied before turning and heading back to the general’s office.
War and strife. That was what I’d volunteered for. It filled me with trepidation and dread. It never occurred to me that family would come into it. What had I gotten myself into?
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