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		Description

After a drastic and ill-advised attempt to quash news stories regarding her previously non-existent love life, Twilight Sparkle has inadvertently given practically everypony she knows the wrong idea about herself. Or is it the right idea? She really doesn't know.
Which is starting to become a very serious problem.
The writer has no idea what he's doing at this point.
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		Problem Solving Techniques



 	She slammed the bolt home with perhaps a touch more force than was strictly necessary, but for the first time in her life Twilight Sparkle wasn’t going to worry about the physics of deadbolt stress tolerances. She had far, far bigger things to worry about right now, like the fact that her life was quickly spiraling out of control. “SPIKE!” she yelled, the sound echoing off the crystalline walls of her castle. It was very handy for getting somepony’s attention, but not so handy if she wanted some discretion or quiet time.
The echoing slowly died away, replaced a scant moment later by the click-clacking of talons against the floor from somewhere upstairs. Her erstwhile assistant and last-sane-pony Spike turned down the stairs while humming some unidentifiable tune. “Jeeze, Twilight,” he muttered, giving her the once over as he reached the bottom of the grand staircase. “You look terrible. Rainbow Dash trying to teach you pegasus mating habits?” He snickered a little.
Twilight tried to figure out if Spike would survive a fifty-yard punt off the balcony upstairs, but decided it wasn’t worth the brainpower to map out the physics. “No. Applejack,” she huffed, pressing her back up against the door and exhaling slowly. “Said she was going to show me earth pony strength building exercises. She didn’t mention they involved Big Macintosh and a bundle of tree trunks.” Actually, that wasn’t the problem with what she’d been through today, but she wasn’t going to tell Spike that.
Spike raised an eye ridge at her. “Then why do you look like you’ve just crashed through a dozen trees?” He reached up and plucked an errant tree branch out of her mane, still flush with leaves and little pink flowers.
Twilight gaped at it for a moment. Dangit, she’d missed one. “Um…” she hedged, trying to buy time to come up with a good sounding excuse. Unfortunately, she didn’t have one. “That was from... “ She trailed off, with Spike crossing his little arms and giving her a look very reminiscent of Princess Celestia. “Oh, fine!” she snapped. “I crashed through a dozen trees trying to perform some absurd aerial maneuver so Dash would stop pestering me about it! And I had to rescue Angel Bunny from one of them!”
She crossed her own forehooves, sat down right in front of the door, and did everything she could to not burst into tears. “They’re coming at me in waves, Spike! And they’re getting more and more…” She squirmed a little on the spot, unwilling to talk about the details. “Cozy.”
“Cozy?” Spike sounded amused. “Twilight, is that what all the foals are calling it these days?” He snickered again, covering it behind a taloned paw. “Jeeze, Twilight. I’m young, not stupid. Your mom already gave me ‘the talk’.”  He wiggled his talon skyward while rolling his eyes. “Not that it made much sense to me, but I got the point.”

“She what?” Twilight felt her jaw hit the floor. What in the name of Celestia’s throne had her mother been up to? “Why- How- What in the world was she giving you that speech for?!” Her cheeks were already flushed at the idea of her mother giving Spike that talk. Especially given how young he was!
Spike snorted. “Because she said she wanted grandfoals, and that I needed to know what was going on if there were any funny noises in your room.” He trundled over to one of the couches in the foyer, picking up a paper bag from under the thing and plucking out a juicy looking ruby. “Said she wanted to make sure I didn’t ‘interrupt the process’ or something. Not that I would bother you if you started making funny noises.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “I know better than to interrupt you when you’re doing chemistry experiments anyway.”
“Chemi-” Twilight snapped her mouth shut. The last thing she wanted to do was correct him. She’d probably traumatize the poor dragon if she did. “Right. Chemistry. Ahem.” She adjusted her mane by pushing it back out of her eyes and huffing. “Spike, I have a problem. Rarity was making noises about having guests over for dinner. I need you to go over to Carousel Boutique and do whatever you have to do to keep her busy.”

Spike stared at her uncomprehendingly, his jaw hanging somewhere between his face and the floor. Twilight had to keep herself from bursting into laughter at the sight, which would’ve done nothing for his ego. So instead, she satisfied herself with putting on a soothing voice. “Whatever it takes, Spike. I’ll double your budget for gems this month if you can keep her away from the castle until sunset.” It was probably very wrong to do this, and it was probably worse to use Spike of all the creatures in the world; but he was probably the only person who wasn’t after her right now, and she needed time to devise a plan.
Spike shook his head slowly, rolling up his paper bag and stashing it back under the couch. “Wait, didn’t we just do this whole thing?” he asked.  She crossed her hooves over her chest and glared at him. He sighed. “You’re either going nuts, or doing something nuts, and I don’t want to be around for either.” He hopped up and trundled to the door. “I’ll tell her you need a new royal dress for a dance or something. That should keep her busy for a few days.”
Twilight winced at that, knowing she’d have to make good on whatever event Spike fabricated. Still, it would be a small price to pay to try to extract some sanity from the situation. “You’re the best, Spike,” she said, unable to stop from smiling. He really was the best assistant anypony could ask for, even if he was occasionally a bit dense.
Spike waved at her with a grin before slipping out the front door, leaving her completely alone in the castle for the first time in nearly a month. A month since she’d caught her friends in here plotting how to split up her attention on dates. She’d tried to compromise, of course, seeing as how nopony could possibly just want to up and go on a date with her for no good reason. And of course, as with all of her more recent genius ideas, it had turned into the world’s biggest fustercluck.
Granny Smith was asking when the ceremony was. Scootaloo was asking what her ‘intentions’ with Rainbow Dash were. Sweetie Belle wanted to know if Twilight would be her big sister too. Celestia’s sake, Pinkie Pie wanted to know if Twilight wanted to meet her parents! Actually, speaking of Celestia, her mentor’s letters had gotten incredibly informal, warm, and personal with her over the past month. Luna’s letters had not been quite as forward, but they were the worst of all!
“I mean, really,” she said to the empty room, unable to contain her frustration. “Does she honestly think that I’m some kind of ancient Unicornian princess?!” Nevermind that the marital and private practices of the Unicornian royal families were unconventional at best, she was getting teasing letters from her own brother on the matter! Apparently, Cadence had started taking wagers on her! (Incidentally, Celestia was apparently the running favorite at five-to-two and Fluttershy the dark-horse favorite at twenty-five to one.  Reportedly, someone had also placed a bet on Discord, but Twilight had no idea what kind of odds Cadence had given that one).
And absolute worst of all? She had been trying - desperately so - for a solid two weeks to tell them all to put it out of their minds, and every time she’d tried it had turned into a tongue-tied disaster. She simply could not bring herself to break anypony’s heart, no matter how much she knew that was the logical, correct thing to do. It was beginning to- Okay, if she was honest with herself, it had started driving her insane three days after it had begun.
About the only remotely positive thing was that her exploits had apparently left the entire Equestrian paparazzi so confused that most of them seemed content to sit back and wait for some kind of definitive event. So great. I’ve succeeded with getting the press off my case, and now I’m teetering on the edge of the friendship apocalypse! All things considered, this was not an improvement over reporters speculating endlessly about her dining habits.
She’d considered unsealing the Mirror pool and making copies of herself, but something told her that her friends would not be content with mere doppelgangers. There were copy-self spells she could access that would create true (if much less powerful) duplicates, but she was reasonably sure none of them were legal to use outside a laboratory environment. She supposed she could try to access some alternate dimensions, but there was always the slight possibility of ripping apart the space-time continuum, so that was out.
Theoretically there was a ‘alternate’ her through the mirror-portal, but given how incredibly difficult it had been for her to adjust to human form, she didn’t want to imagine what somepony with no training might do with access to powerful magic. Just the thought gave her shivers.
With all of the obvious, easy routes to fix this problem shut down, Twilight had been stumped. There were certainly other, far more risky routes to take. Most of them involving fleeing the country, or declaring herself chaste, or seeing what lay beyond the boundaries of traditional Equestrian maps. Of course, some of those solutions just involved her picking one special somepony, putting her hoof down and sticking with it…
But that brought her right back to her original problem, in that doing so would undoubtedly break the hearts of her best friends. Rarity’s protestations to the contrary, Twilight couldn’t believe after all the passion they had put into their various attempts to woo her that they would not be at least hurt by the news. Granted, she was almost certain she’d encountered a friendship lesson along these lines before. Then again, that particular incident had not involved romantic attachments and… chemistry.
Which left her with only a few grim options, none of them ideal. Still, if Spike could keep Rarity busy, she was certain she’d have at least until sundown to decide what to do. So she’d do what any good friendship-expert would do. Ask her friends.
But which friends? Spike was going to be of no help, obviously. And there were, after all, only a few someponies familiar with all of the actors involved who were not counted amongst them. Three names immediately sprang to mind, and it was the work of simple elimination in terms of raw effort to decide who to contact first. She was, in fact, older than Twilight and undoubtedly had some experience with this sort of thing before, and as a peer she might have better insight as to the right decision.
Fortunately, the path to her personal library was a rather quick one thanks to some convenient secret passageways and a quick teleport hop up to a balcony. Filed on a high shelf in the tax-law section of her library, where absolutely nopony ventured except for herself and occasionally the mayor, a very special book was pulled down and propped up onto a very special stand. She fished out a quill and began to scribble a message onto a blank page in that special book. With luck, she’d have an answer within the hour.
~~~~~~~~~~~

It was difficult not to be a trifle nervous at the arrival of her unexpected guest for the day, especially given what had happened the last time she’d set hoof on Equestrian soil. But she forced herself to relax anyway. After all, Sunset Shimmer had become a conduit for the powers of Harmony as much as she and her friends had. Her reformation to the side of good was unquestioned, and Twilight had already begun to consider theories that Sunset Shimmer herself might be the key to unraveling the mysteries of Harmony.
A topic which would have to wait for another day, as the power of the mirror-portal pulsed and the bright yellow coat of her very unusual friend popped into sight. Clad as a proper four-hoofed unicorn pony, rather than the black-jacket wearing bad-girl she’d been playing over in Canterlot High for some time. “Well, this is certainly unusual,” Sunset said, smiling nervously as she glanced around. “I take it this is your fancy new castle?” 
Twilight returned the slightly crooked smile. “Yeah. It’s kind of an eyesore, but what are you gonna do? Princess Cadence is trying to figure out a way to recolor the crystal into something a bit easier on the eyes.” She rubbed the back of her head and tried not to look desperate. How did one do that, anyway? She had no idea what ‘desperate’ really looked like, nor how to avoid looking like it. Ugh.
Sunset chuckled richly, shaking her head. “I dunno, the colors suit you, Princess.” She winked, her smile growing more at ease with every passing moment. “So, you’ve got romance trouble, huh? And why couldn’t we just have this conversation over the book again?” Sunset slowly moved into the room, her head darting back and forth to take in the space.
Twilight sighed. “Mostly because I don’t actually know if the book will stop working when we run out of paper, and I don’t want to take chances. Partially, though, I’m…” She sat down with a thump on the cold floor and rubbed at her foreleg. “Well, I’m embarassed. Shouldn’t an adult pony be able to handle this sort of thing?” 
That made Sunset laugh, a reaction Twilight had only half-expected. “Twilight Sparkle, for someone so smart, you can be kinda an idiot sometimes.” Sunset said it fondly, smiling with a surprising warmth. “Hot tip, Princess. There are very few people who handle this kind of thing with any degree of skill. Most of them only have it because they screwed up a lot.” She giggled, covering her mouth with her hoof. “I’m not exactly an expert myself, even though I’ve been around the block a few times.”
Twilight tried to parse what ‘been around the block’ might mean, but decided it was probably one of those earth-isms she still hadn’t entirely absorbed. “So can you help me at all?” It was hard not to sound plaintive, so she just went for the gusto and turned on her ‘helpless scared Twily’ routine she remembered from being a cute filly. She stuck out her lower lip and let her eyes tear up.
Sunset laughed again, though this time it was much rougher. “Oh, holy bologna! Turn off the wateworks, hon.” She trotted over and patted Twilight on the shoulder. “Relax, relax, I can give you a few quick tips, though I don’t know how much help they’ll be. Now.” She leant against the table and cocked an eyebrow at her. “What exactly is going on?”
Twilight bit at her lip, trying to compose the right way to say this and utterly failing to do so. “Everypony I know seems to be trying to get cozy with me!” she burst out, flopping to the floor in a heap of feathers and pony. “Applejack and Pinkie and Rarity and even Princess Celestia and-”
Sunset stared at her a bit, moving up quickly and cutting her off. “Wait. Hold on. Back up.” She waved her hoof in Twilight’s face to get her attention. “What do you mean by ‘cozy’? Like, are they hugging you too much or something weird like that?” She looked genuinely confused, and only then did Twilight realize what she’d done. 
“Oh, fu-fiddlesticks,” she stuttered over the swear, coughing to cover the stumble. “Um. They want to be my very special somepony,” she tried, this time not using Spike’s rather silly word for the act. Unfortunately, Sunset still looked confused. “Um,” Twilight hemmed, searching for the right term that wouldn’t be overly vulgar. “Uh… Oh! They want to be my preening partner.” That was Dash’s term, and she hoped it would get the point across.
Sunset Shimmer’s cheeks suddenly went red, and she smacked her forehead. “Oh, sweet Celestia, you’re kidding me,” she muttered, then a moment later she groaned even louder. “You’re not kidding me. Oh goodness, that’s hilarious.” She devolved into a pile of giggles, falling over and rolling back and forth. “Oh, man! Dashie and Rarity and all the rest have all been after your flank? Girl, I am jeal-ous!” She rolled up to her belly, grinning at Twilight. “Ooo, ooo! Confess! You’ve got to tell me if Dashie likes getting her belly rubbed, and I’ve always wanted to know if Rarity’s got a pier-”
“Sunset Shimmer!” Twilight nearly shouted, falling back against one of the bookshelves, much to Sunset’s amusement. “Gahhh! I don’t know about any of that, I swear! I’m just trying to figure out how to let them all down without letting them down!” She flailed her hooves around helplessly, wishing she knew what else to do.
But Sunset just kept laughing for a few more moments before sucking in a deep breath. “Sheesh, no wonder you called me for advice. You’re so far up the creek without a paddle, you’re about to hit the ocean!” A few moments later, Sunset was hauling her back up. “Steady there, Princess. I might not be able to fix your problem, but I figure I can at least tell you what I know about dating.”
Twilight’s mood instantly brightened, and she grabbed magically for paper and ink. Sunset rolled her eyes. “You’re still such a dork, Princess. I guess some things never change.” She sat down, and Twilight noted there was a devious sparkle in her eye. “But in exchange for my help, I want something in return once you’ve gotten things settled.” For a moment, Twilight felt her heart sink, and the next moment it was followed by the rest of her guts as Sunset grinned broadly. “Since all of our friends got a turn, I want a date of my own with the princess.”
Twilight facehoofed and sighed. Oh well. What harm could one more date possibly do?
~~~~~~~~~~

By the time Sunset had left an hour later, Twilight had sixteen neatly written sheets of relationship advice. It was all incredibly in depth and fascinating stuff, but absolutely worthless in regards to fixing her problem. Granted, if she decided to fix her problem the simple way, it would likely be invaluable in ensuring the decision she made turned out to be the right one, but she was trying to avoid the way that ended up with five ponies she dearly loved crying their eyes out.
Well, one possible source of help down, two to go.
Asking for help from number two was probably what she should’ve done in the first place about two weeks ago when this started to get out of hoof, but of course it came with its own problems. Problems that involved a certain teasing, stubborn big brother and his endless immaturity when it came to giving his little sister guff. And the problems inherent in asking somepony far more knowledgeable than oneself in specific things that were undoubtedly going to come across as very stupid questions. Of course, the fact that it was a nearly week-long train ride to get that advice was a problem unto itself, but she had an ingenious solution to that.
Well. Okay. It wasn’t terribly ingenious but it was so completely unexpected and out of character for her that deploying it would not only buy her time to think but give her a chance to do her eighth favorite thing in the world: magical experimentation!
Granted, this was an old experiment that most powerful unicorn wizards would do a few times before they moved on to bigger things, but it was never a bad idea to study the classics. The ‘Deus ex Vitae’ spell was the most popular way to make sure that one could quickly reach family members who might end up in trouble through enemies or just random happenstance. Twilight had never been entirely certain why the spell was named that, but she just assumed it was some wizard’s idea of a really lame in-joke. 
And since her brother Shining Armor was never more than a few hundred yards away from her intended destination, it would be perfect! Well. So long as her aim was right. And Shining wasn’t doing anything inappropriate. There was also the chance the Crystal Heart might not react well to her spell and boot her into the snow. Or maybe she’d land in a cherry trifle like she had the first time she’d tried this spell.
It wasn’t a flashy spell like a lot of wizard rituals. Since it had been developed to rescue family members in distress it was actually fairly low key. Of course, ‘low key’ only meant comparatively low key, which still meant that she was probably going to announce her departure to half the town with the explosive sound that would follow a successful casting. Luckily, her return spell would need to take her through Canterlot and, well, she’d deal with Canterlot when she got to Canterlot.
~~~~~~~~

Twenty seconds and one mane-fluffing explosion of light and sound later, Twilight was standing in the middle of a hoofball field just in time for a ball to smack her upside the head and sent her careening into the ground from the impact. The ball bounced about fifteen feet into the air off of her head where a quick-witted cloud snapped it up before yelling down at her. “Whoa! Hey, you okay down there?” He sounded awfully concerned for a talking cloud.
Wait, he was a pegasus, and she had just had her bell rung. “Twily!” yelled a much more familiar voice, and a cold pack of what Twilight hoped was ice was soon pressing into her head. “Sheesh, where the heck did you come from, Sis?” Shining Armor’s face swam into view as the vertigo quickly faded. He looked like he’d been doing some kind of strenuous exercise, given the floppiness of his mane and the sweat gleaming off his brow. “Is something wrong?” His brow knit together, eyes narrowing.
He looked so serious that she couldn’t help but giggle. “What? Girl can’t visit her big brother without makin’ a state event of it?” Twilight slurred a little, smiling like a dopefish. She really did miss seeing him him, especially given how hard it was for both of them to shake loose the time to see one another. Between Cadence and her own new duties as princess, it was a struggle to stay in touch in the best of times.
He shook his head, mane flopping about wetly. “You didn’t come by the train, so either something is wrong, or you’ve been drinking and spellcasting again.” His lips split into a sly grin. “And I can’t tell which one terrifies me more. Whatever happened to my adorable little sister who wanted to be a knight?” His voice was teasing, but it was plain to see he was stalling for something. 
Twilight rolled her eyes at him. Or maybe she was just blinking, she couldn’t tell right now. “She grew up and realized how terrible she was at taking a hit.” It took her a moment to push up from the ground, but when she did she could see a field full of sweaty stallions chuckling and talking to one another. She muttered, rubbing at her head. “I don’t suppose you know who threw that thing?”
“I did,” Shiny snickered, patting her back. “And seriously, Twilight. Next time you decide to teleport several hundred miles, looking before you leap might be a good idea.” He helped her back to her hooves and blew a sharp whistle. “Alright, fellas! Pack it in for the day. Probably gonna have world-wrecking problems to fix tonight.” 
Twilight huffed at him. “I’m telling you, it isn’t that bad. I just need to talk to Cadence about some stuff.” She saw him opening his mouth and quickly moved to cut him off. “Filly stuff, Shiny. Stuff you don’t want to hear about.” She injected as much dire warning into her voice as she could muster and was pleased to see Shiny snap his mouth shut and make an ‘icky’ face.
“Ergh, fine,” he muttered, kicking his hoof into the dirt. “Cadey’s up at the palace doing princess-y stuff. Are you gonna at least stay for dinner?” Shiny put on his very best puppydog eyes and stuck out his lower lip with a convincing little whimper.
Twilight facehoofed and laughed. “Oh, fine.” It wasn’t a hard choice - anything to excuse her buying a few more hours of time - and it would be nice to see Shiny for a little while.
~~~~~~~~~

Princess Mi Amore Cadenza—Cadence for short—or maybe it was Cadance for short. Twilight had never actually quite figured that one out, and everypony and their dog seemed to have an opinion on the matter, so she just stuck with the proper translation for Cadenza which was Cadence, and Cadence had never corrected her on the matter, so- GAH! She was waffling! Again!
Cadence was probably the closest thing she’d had to a friend before she traveled to Ponyville and met the five very special someponies who were now the subject of her problems. She was also, Twilight had realized, a more youthful version of Celestia. She also was arguably the definitive expert on romance in all of Equestria, and her ‘Ask Princess Lovebutt’ column in The Manehatten Times had been a smash hit since her ascendancy to the Crystal Empire.
Twilight found her former foalsitter not quite buried under a mound of paperwork that threatened to collapse her solid crystal desk, but she was one ill-placed tax reform sheet away from a landslide of bureaucratic proportions. She looked remarkably good for such a prodigious pile of legal legerdemain, but she was clearly in the weeds. “I told you, Cogsworth, I’m not attending state luncheons until we’ve sorted out the legal code,” she muttered, shuffling a pile of papers with her telekinesis and stacking them on a pile marked ‘done’ next to the desk. “And no, it cannot wait. Auntie needs us to be current with Equestrian standards, or we’re never going to get that trade treaty off the ground.” 
Twilight grinned and lowered her voice into the most pretentious Canterlot accent she could muster and did her best to imitate one of the nobles that had visited her in the early days of her own ascendancy. “I do say, why don’t you simply have a clerk take care of this nonsense? It’s so utterly unbecoming of a princess to be doing peasant’s work!” She rather thought she delivered the haughty tones pretty good, too. 
Cadence smacked the desk with her hoof and looked up with no small amount of annoyance, which quickly melted into amusement as she realized who was talking. “If you weren’t such a sight for sore eyes, Twilight Sparkle, I’d spank you for that,” Cadence said with a weary smile. “You nearly had me thinking Cogsworth was going to make me debate him for another six hours on the subject.”

Twilight grinned right back, trotting across the room toward the desk and minding the expensive rug in the middle of the room. “You should get yourself a dragon assistant, they’re indispensable in keeping ponies like that at bay.” She hooked her hoof over her shoulder. “I could ask Princess Celestia if she’s got another egg lying around someplace.”
Cadence laughed - a sound that often reminded Twilight of somepony ringing a lot of very tiny bells - and carefully unwedged herself from behind the desk “I’ve seen the kind of work it takes to keep Spike out of trouble. Thank you, but no. I’ll just have to keep them in line my own way.” She finally escaped from Mount Red Tape and spread open her forehooves to invite a hug. One that Twilight was all too eager to give her, burying her head in the familiar peach-scented fluff that was Cadence’s shoulder. 
“Oof!” Cadence exhaled as Twilight impacted her and held on tight, then chuckled. “Okay little ladybug, what’s the matter? Our little joke about the wagers wasn’t that bad, was it?” She actually sounded suddenly concerned, and Twilight could feel gentle hooves giving her back soothing pats.
Twilight shook her head. “It was a little embarrassing but it wasn’t bad. I’m…” She exhaled into Cadence’s shoulder and closed her eyes. “I don’t know what to do, Cadence. I can’t stand the thought that I might break somepony’s heart over this, especially not the hearts of my dearest friends.” She grabbed two hoof-fulls of fur and tried to hide in Cadence’s hug. “And worst of all I can’t figure out how to decide between them without doing it!”
Cadence blew out a breath and laughed softly. Twilight pulled her head back to find out just what she might be laughing about, but there was a warm and sly smile on Cadence’s face. “Sheesh, Twilight. Is that it?” There was a gentle tease in her voice as she patted Twilight’s shoulders. “Twily, Twily, Twily.” She shook her head, grinning. “We can fix your problems, easy. C’mon.”
Twilight felt herself being steered back to her hooves and walked out of the room before she could so much as get her mouth open. “What do you mean easy?” she snapped, trying not to get annoyed. Why did everypony seem to think this was some kind of simple conundrum that could be solved with some basic logic!? She’d tried basic logic, and all of her conclusions failed on the fundamental level of trying not to hurt anypony!
Cadence giggled. “Calm down, Twilight. It’s just that you’re really overthinking this right now.” Their walk took them into the resplendent Crystal Castle’s main hall, where dozens of servants and functionaries bustled their way around the castle. “Lets break this down. You obviously have feelings for your friends, right?” Twilight nodded grudgingly at that. It was incredibly awkward to admit, though. She knew that ponies often dated lots of others before settling down, but this was absurd. Cadence winked at her. “So, the solution seems easy.” She giggled. 
Twilight wheeled about. She knew what Cadence was about to suggest and - “Oh, hush, Twilight!” Cadence huffed, bopping her on the nose and stopping her tirade before it could get out. “I’m not Princess Luna for pity’s sake. Harems. Really, what a silly notion.” She snorted in a highly unladylike manner, pushing Twilight back onto their walk. “Listen, I love Shining Armor with all of my heart. You know that.” Twilight did indeed know that, even if it was a bit sappy at times.
Cadence was smiling faintly now, continuing to lead her in an inexorable walk that Twilight was becoming very suspicious of. “And you also know that he loves me in much the same way. But!” She waved her hoof in front of her, and Twilight had to shuffle to get a good look. Past a set of gilded doors, a horde of crystal ponies outside of the castle were going about their day. Cadence was watching them with a fond smile. “I have duties to all of them, too. Sometimes, those duties are…” She stopped mid-sentence, obviously trying to make a point with her pause. “Unusual, you might say.”
Twilight blinked. Once. Twice. And then she put the pieces together quite quickly, given that she had very little of what her mother might call ‘life experience’. Fortunately, her brain was doing a fine job of keeping her from completely locking up on the implications of that. Her lips, on the other hoof, were not doing a spectacular job of forming words to elucidate her thoughts. “Howhathuh?!” she spat out all at once, then smacked her forehead. “Ugh. I mean, what on earth is that supposed to mean?” She was starting to think coming here was a mistake.
Cadence just smiled tolerantly. “Twilight, your friends love you. And you love them. And whatever you decide to do, that decision is hardly going to make those feelings vanish.” Her lips curled up into a slow smile. “I believe the modern term is ‘friends with benefits.’ And really, it is about time you stopped worrying so much about your virtue and got along with life. Which reminds me, are you only into mares?” She tilted her head quizzically, looking quite curious. “I never had you pegged for that sort of thing, but it is always the quiet ones.”
“I- No, I’m not only into mares! And what do you mean by quiet ones?!” Twilight could feel her cheeks growing hotter. It was quickly becoming apparent what Cadence’s solution to this nonsense was going to be, and it was patently absurd. There was no possible way in all of creation she could do something like that. It defied all reason! And surely her friends would never consent to such an outlandish idea. It was an even worse version of what Princess Luna had suggested! 
Cadence giggled happily. “Oh, that’s excellent! It makes the cornucopia of life so much more rewarding to have more options. You should consider talking to Big Macintosh when you get home, you know.” She winked. “He’s written me letters about you, and he finds you quite fascinating. And he’s quite the talker, too, once you get past that shy exterior. He’d be excellent practice for you, and-”

That was about all Twilight could take. Cadence surely meant well, but this scenario was looking more and more like she had no real good options at all. Twilight could only groan as she kept at it, covering her face with her hooves and wondering if she was doomed. Still, she did have one more idea.

	
		Ask The Audience



	The pop of power this time left her hovering in midair above Canterlot Proper, fortunately for long enough for her to spread out her wings and flap them with as much vigor as she could to keep the hover from turning into a plummet. Plummeting was bad, especially over such a densely populated area as Canterlot. She’d gained a fair amount of weight and density after becoming a princess, and she might very well put a hole in somepony’s roof. Or maybe even somepony period. That’d be bad too.
Fortunately, she avoided plummeting. The next thing she had to figure out was how to approach this without it turning into yet another ridiculously awkward situation. Granted, her third and final choice for advice was not somepony given to awkwardness, but the question would undoubtedly raise her eyebrows. Especially given that she’d come unannounced and in corporeal form as opposed to using a letter. And there was always the off-chance that Shiny or Cadence might decide to chase her here to try to keep talking her into this nonsense, though it would likely take Cadence a little longer than it took her to summon the power for the spell. So instead of lollygagging about, she decided the best thing to do was simply go for it.
Finding her way home was easy, even given that she was finding it from a hundred yards above the streets where she used to trot. Over there was Donut Joe’s, bustling in the late afternoon with folks picking up pastries for dessert. And there was Colt Eldoon’s noodle shop, (saltiest noodles in Canterlot, you betcha!) And Miss Pekoe’s Tea shop on the corner, and then… then there was home.
It was a modest house near the exterior walls, and descending to the porch Twilight could smell the aroma of roasted leeks and freshly brewed coffee. She peeked inside one of the windows just to make sure she wasn’t interrupting anything ‘cozy’, and found her father curled up around a thick book alone on the couch. Which could only mean that Mom was upstairs, hammering away at her typewriter.
Sure enough, a quick hop and a leap confirmed her suspicion. Perfect. She wouldn’t even need to bother dad downstairs. She could be in and out before anypony specific could realize she was in Canterlot.
It was foals’ play to focus and teleport into Mom’s study, the faint popping sound drawing her mother’s attention away from her much-battered typewriter. “Twilight!” she half-exclaimed, eyes widening in surprise. “What’s going on? Is everything-” She stopped midword, then blew a pfft sound. “Of course everything isn’t alright, otherwise you would’ve come in through the front door.”

Twilight blushed, and her mother just tut-tutted. “Oh just take a seat, kiddo. I’ll get you a cuppa.” She hopped off her chair and trotted over to the omnipresent coffee pot that hung above the fireplace.
“Sorry for interrupting your writing,” she began hesitantly, perching herself as comfortably as she could atop a padded stool. “I know how important it is for you to not be interrupted, but-”
Her mother cut her off by almost levitating a mug into her face. “Please. What kind of mother would I be if I didn’t have time for my kids?” She grinned broadly, hopping back up onto her own stool. “Besides, Yearling still needs to send me the complete first draft before I can do much except punch up her dialogue. I swear that mare still doesn’t know how to write her own character sometimes.” She rolled her eyes a little, and Twilight opted to not bring up the little secret she knew about A.K. Yearling. “So what’s up, Twi? Colt troubles?”
She sighed, cradling her hooves around the mug. “Kinda. It’s um… Remember those letters I sent you about what was going on with the press?” She fidgeted with the coffee, taking a little sip of the cough rather strong brew. “Um, so... “ It was hard to summarize what had gone on, but she decided to do the best she could.
Her mom intercepted her thoughts, smiling wryly. “Ah, yes. Spike sent me a letter about your crazy plan, trying to get me to talk you out of it. Things ended up getting more serious than you’d intended, hmm?” Her mother drew off a fresh mug of coffee for herself, chuckling. “Always knew you were gonna be a heartbreaker, Sparkles.” She winked. “Just like your momma.”
“I am so not going to dignify that with a response,” she huffed. “This is serious, Mom. This is literally everypony who is my friend and isn’t related to me! I can’t shake them off, and I don’t know how to let them down without hurting their feelings!”
But her mom was still smiling, infuriatingly. “Well, who can blame them? You’re quite the catch, Princess,” she said, and Twilight blushed again. Only Mom could do that to her. “But I suppose that second part is a pretty big problem.” She sighed. “I still wish you would’ve gone on that date with Fire Crackle’s cousin for your graduation ball. Would have done you a world of good.”
Twilight didn’t do anything to conceal her glare. “A date with Bottle Rocket would’ve been a massive disaster, Mom. And you know it.” She didn’t even want to think about it. He was a nice enough colt, but absolutely obsessed with explosives like the rest of his mad family.
Her mother’s smile never wavered. “Of course I do, and you would’ve learned a remarkable amount from the experience.” She rolled her eyes. “Sparkles, I love you to bits, but you are so incredibly failure-phobic that sometimes I worry about you.”
Twilight wanted very badly to fire back at her mother about that crack, and all she could come up with was a muttered, “I’m not the one who beat Steppin King with a chair over losing the Gorgon Award.” 
Mom’s smile turned into a grin. “I never claimed to be wholly sane, dear. How do you think I managed to raise a pair of magical prodigies without killing anypony?” She sipped her coffee. “Because I promise you it wasn’t the wine. Or the coffee. Or the adorable crayon drawings.” Oh, Celestia. She was enjoying this! “But honestly, dear. What do you want from me? I’m just a simple mare.” Her mom tilted her head to one side, obviously curious.
“I just… I don’t have any idea who I should pick, or if I should pick any of them.” Twilight buried her head in her hooves, wondering if she’d truly reached the end of her rope. “I didn’t think love was supposed to be this complicated.” Then again, the only real comparisons she had to work with were Shiny and Cadence and her parents. Maybe that had left her with a slightly skewed idea of normal.
There was a moment of silence, then a soft laugh. “Sweet Celestia, you’ve got it bad, kiddo.” She felt a tugging at her wing, and opened her eyes to see her Mom sitting next to her. “You want my advice? You’re not going to like it.” There was a serious note in her voice, and she had crossed her hooves over her chest.
Twilight nodded once. If she didn’t, why’d she come here in the first place? Her mother nodded. “First, you need to do what makes you happy.” She hopped off her stool and pulled Twilight off of hers. “I know you don’t like to hear that, but it is true. Second, you need to go speak to Celestia. She’s your teacher, I just raised you to be a good daughter.” Her mom had a twinkle in her eye. “Though I may have done too good a job, given how worried you are about your friends right now. I am proud of your for that, you know.”
Twilight wanted to glare at her for that, but Mom sounded so sincere she couldn’t bring herself to do so.  “Are you sure there’s nothing else you can tell me? Nothing at all?” She tried her best not to come across as whiny, though she feared it would be impossible to do that at this point in the conversation.
Her mother paused, tapping her chin, then smiled. “Actually, yes. There is one more thing.” She took Twilight’s shoulders and looked very seriously into her eyes.  Then she beamed at her, as cheery as Pinkie Pie. “Whatever you decide to do, I expect there to be lots and lots of grandfoals.” Twilight just facehoofed while her mother giggled.
~~~~~~~~~~

“And so here I am again,” Twilight said, not even bothering to fiddle with her teacup this time. Princess Celestia was similarly not paying much attention to her own faintly steaming tea, but rather to Twilight with the kind of loving concern she’d only previously seen from her teacher when things had truly gone astray. Understandable, maybe, given everything she’d just finished recounting.
Celestia’s horn glittered gold for just a moment more before the magic vanished, the sun now slowly sinking down below the horizon behind them. Somewhere beyond the study wall, Luna was raising the moon for the evening and preparing to take on the duties of her court. “Well, I was wondering when we were going to have this discussion,” she said quite cryptically. Celestia sighed with a certain amount of satisfaction as she stood up.
“Where are we going?” Twilight asked, wondering just what Celestia was talking about.
Celestia nodded to the balcony and Twilight followed, much as she had since she was a filly. At the door, Celestia kicked off her hoofboots and discarded her crown and torque onto a table with quite the disregard for what Twilight had been sure were very old Equestrian artifacts. “Well, right now we’re going to stand right here, and I’m going to prattle at you,” Celestia began in a surprisingly light tone. “After that, we’re going to go share a drink and you are going to bloody well get some relaxation.”
“I… beg your pardon?” Twilight stumbled over the words as her mentor’s tone of voice slipped into something harsher and much more casual than anything she’d heard out of her before. And that language! “I’m sorry, but what in Equestria are you talking about, Princess?” She had to get her hooves around this situation before she was completely lost.
“That’s Celestia to you, Twilight. No more ‘princessing’ me tonight.” Celestia stamped a bare hoof and fixed Twilight with a fierce look. “You need a solid dose of reality, and it seems I’m the one who’s going give it to you. So sit down.” She pointed with a hoof to a soft stool sitting on the terrace. “Shut it, and let me do my thing.”

Shock was an understatement, but Twilight did as she was told anyway. It was a good way to cover for the fact that she was pretty sure Celestia had just gone cucoo. “Pfft, don’t look at me like that, Twilight.” Celestia cocked her head toward her, smiling. “I haven’t lost my marbles. I just think it’s about time I stopped putting on airs with you.” 
She plopped down next to the balustrade and stretched out her very large, very well-manicured wings. It was actually distracting enough that Twilight wasn’t able to formulate a snarky comeback to all of that very straightforward speech. Twilight was still... not entirely certain what was going on, but Celestia was definitely not joking around with her. So maybe it was time to sit down and listen, at least until Celestia started repeating what she’d heard from everypony else. She figured that would take about three or four minutes.
Celestia finished her stretch and leaned back against the rail with a sly smile. She actually looked relaxed, something Twilight could honestly say she hadn’t seen Celestia do since she’d been a filly. “Good, you’ve stopped jabbering,” Celestia said, lips splitting into a grin. “Now listen close. I’m not going to say this twice.” She pointed a hoof at Twilight, making little thrusting motions. “You’ve gotten a huge kink in your think, and we need to do something about it.”
Celestia gestured broadly over the balustrade, looking more than a little wistful. “I’ve seen them come, and I’ve seen them go, Twilight. But every so often, some really special ones show up and upset the whole applecart.” She sighed, and draped her forelegs behind her, over the railing. “When this whole train started to leave the station, I figured you wouldn’t have to learn that lesson right away, but I guess life still isn’t fair.” There was a wry humor in her tone, and she almost looked wistful. “Not that I haven’t tried to make it more so.”
Twilight shook her head a little, trying to make sense of that. “What are you talking about Prin- Celestia?” It felt incredibly awkward not to use the proper title for her teacher, but the last thing she needed right now was to cheese her off. Last time she’d done that, Celestia had made her scrub the entire Guards’ barracks. “I am completely lost. Seriously.” She glared at her teacher for the first time in forever. “I feel like that time I wandered into the Manehatten hedge mazes.”
Much to her chagrin, Celestia just chuckled. “Not surprised.” She shook her head. “I didn’t educate you the way I ought once I knew you were… well, that’s part of the problem, isn’t it?” She made a come-hither gesture, patting the stone of the balcony next to her. Twilight sat down, and the very next moment felt a hoof bop her upside the back of the head with enough force to splay her flat against the floor. “Lesson one. Stop being such a silly.” Celestia admonished, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
From her newly-minted position of floor pony, Twilight contemplated her options. She could, of course, stand up and return the smack to her long-time teacher, mentor, and superior in all things magical. She could also sulk like Pinkie Pie did when nopony else was around to party with her, or she could try and play it cool as though nothing had happened in mimicry of Rainbow Dash. None of these solutions presented themselves as satisfying, so Twilight elected to remain flattened against the floor for a few more moments while waiting to see what the princess might do next. 
“Lesson two,” Celestia continued, picking her up by the scruff of the neck and setting her back down on her plot. “You do realize you’ve danced this dance, what, six or seven times before, right?” Celestia dusted her off with a hoof, then planted both hooves on her hips to fix Twilight with a very amused gaze.
“I have no-” Twilight began, only to be cut off.
“Star Swirl’s time travel spell,” Celestia stated with a grin.
“That was one ti-”
“That friendship report thing.”

“Okay, so maybe-”
“Reforming Discord.”

“In my defense, that was Disco-”
“And lets not forget the whole Crystal Empire assignment.”
Twilight glared at her teacher. “That one was your fault.”
Celestia’s grin didn’t falter a whit. “I’m not the pony who left her friends in the dark just because somepony else told me to.” She looked like she was enjoying this a little too much now.
Twilight opened her mouth, shut it, opened it again, then groaned. “Okay, okay, so I overthink things sometimes. So what?” She huffed and threw up her hooves. “It’s kept us out of trouble so far!”
Celestia started to laugh. “Mostly,” Twilight hedged, but her teacher kept laughing. She nearly bent double with laughter as Twilight felt her cheeks grow hotter. “Oh, stop it. Like you haven’t made some stupid mistakes before,” she snapped, crossing her hooves on her chest and waiting for Celestia to get it out of her system.
It took her almost a minute for her to get her act back together, and by the time she did Twilight was prepared to admit that maybe she had a point. Maybe. “Pfft… Sorry, Twilight,” Celestia wheezed out, patting her back. “You’re absolutely right. I am far from perfect.” She winked, slowly catching her breath. “But that’s irrelevant right now. You’ve been hoofing it all over Equestria trying to explain why you can’t be happy with your friends like this.” Celestia came back to relative sense, still half-giggling even as she finally began to sober. “So here’s lesson three. You need to appreciate what you’ve got while you’ve got it.”
Twilight… was not sure how she was supposed to take that, actually. Celestia sighed, looking up at the sky. “One thing I’ve learned from a long life, is that the special ones? The ones that really knock your sexy socks off? They don’t come around too often.” She looked solemnly at Twilight, all humor forgotten. “You got five of them all at once. I can understand how that’s a bit crazy for you, but you have to appreciate what an opportunity that is.”
It was hard not to snap at her over that, but Twilight knew that wasn’t the right way to react. “Explain,” she said instead, quietly turning to face Celestia directly. She’d been running  around all day for advice this straightforward, and she wasn’t going to spurn it just because Celestia had started laughing at how admittedly insane the entire kerflopple she was in… was… ugh.
Celestia crossed her hooves quite primly, but kept speaking. “Twilight, I don’t need to be the princess I am to see you’ll go to crazy lengths for all of your friends. Nor that they’re equally nuts for you.” She shifted a little, turning her head away. “Ponies like that… You need to hold on to them as tight as you can, so you can make as many good memories as possible. Memories that’ll carry you through the lean years. Especially given how long you’re going be around.”
Twilight swallowed a little as Celestia ploughed on. “I mean, granted, it won’t be so bad nowadays. You have me, Cadey, Lulu...” She smiled just a little. “But with ponies like your friends, it’s different. They’re special, and I don’t just mean Rainbow Dash’s fine plot.” She waggled her eyebrows at Twilight. “Or Applejack’s legs, or everything about Pinkie’s-” 
“Celestia!” Twilight was getting rather tired of yelling that, but it was the only way she could think of to keep that line of thought from going places she really didn’t want to be dealing with right now. “I know they’re all special, and that’s my problem! I couldn’t possibly choose between them!”
Celestia snorted in a manner more in keeping with a Stalliongrad coal-miner than a princess. “Who says you have to do that right now?” She poked her hoof into Twilight’s chest firmly. “You’re all still young. You’ve got plenty of time to be figuring out what you want to do and who you’re going to settle down with.” She clapped her hooves to Twilight’s shoulders. “Don’t waste your time with them worrying about who’s more important than who. Spend it enjoying yourself.”
She paused, then huffed. “Shoot, I should’ve made that lesson four.” She shook her head and smiled ruefully. “I don’t… relax with ponies as often as I ought to you understand.” And then she kissed her on the cheek, softly. “You’re a special somepony yourself, Twilight Sparkle. Quit wasting your time worrying about getting everything right.” She turned her around a moment later, and smacked her hard enough on the butt to send her reeling toward the door. “Now get your flank back to Ponyville! Your friends are probably worried sick about you.”
Twilight ducked her head for a moment, then smiled a little. “Thanks, Princess,” she said quietly, looking over her shoulder at the mare leaning against the marble railing with a lazy smile. “You know, this really isn’t like you.” She stopped, turning in place to fix Celestia with a steely gaze. “You’re usually a lot more cryptic and wise-old-elder in your advice. What gives?” 
Celestia’s smile never wavered. “Twilight, do you ever get sick and tired of having to shoulder all of the problems of Equestria all of the time?” She tilted her head, eyes softening. “I’d like an honest answer to that, really.”
Twilight considered that for a moment, then nodded. “Sometimes I wonder why you do it, and sometimes it is a bit vexing, but I know you wouldn’t be putting me in those situations if you didn’t think I could handle it or if it didn’t need to be done. Why do you ask?” This was very strange. What was Celestia angling at?
Celestia laughed softly, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. “Because sometimes I really get sick of having to be indirect all the time just to solve all of my problems. Dancing around the issue for hours just to get some dense noblepony to get the hint.” She giggled faintly, hiding her mouth behind her hoof. “I must say that it is very refreshing to just tell somepony something and have them be smart enough to understand me without a bunch of philosophical hooey behind it.” She cracked open one eye, and Twilight could swear it shone with sunlight. “So thanks to you too, Princess.”
Twilight shook her head slowly. “You’re just full of surprises, teacher.” She smiled faintly. “Though next time, I don’t suppose you could skip the ‘smacking me upside the head’ part?” Celestia laughed, and Twilight joined her. It was good to laugh. She had a lot to think about, after all.
~~~~~~~~~~

Spike was waiting for her downstairs. He was making pancakes, much to her surprise, and seemed quite cheerful for a dragon that had probably been dealing with a massive surge in his usual mail duties over the last few weeks. “Mornin’, Twi,” he chirruped at her, grinning over his shoulder. “You have fun yesterday?”
Twilight considered hitting him with one of the pancakes already stacked on the table, with warmed maple syrup and butter already ready for her to consume in mass quantities. It was not hard to decide that this would be a supremely rude course of action, so instead she just grunted and started building a nice short-stack while remaining dignified in her silence. 
The last thing she needed was to give him ‘ideas’ as to exactly what she’d been getting up to since Celestia had given her that speech. “Got it,” Spike chuckled, flipping his latest confection and sounding way too smug for a supposedly infantile dragon. “The girls’ll be over soon, yanno. They’re probably going to fight over who gets to have you today.” 
Twilight considered her pancakes, now dripping with fragrant maple syrup and wondered if she’d possibly backed herself into a corner. “Yeah, I know,” she said quietly, carefully slicing out a bite and slowly eating it before continuing. The power of delicious maple syrup and butter imbued her with the strength not to throw her dutiful assistant into a bit of luggage and flee for Griffonia just to avoid the continuing and fascinating civil war over her attention.
Spike plopped his talons on his hips and arched an eye ridge at her that was so perfectly ‘Rarity’ she almost expected him to say ‘darling’. “Are you seriously going to try to keep this craziness up?” he asked, tapping his foot on the ground.
Twilight sighed. What else could she say? “I can’t think of a better solution for now, Spike. We’ll just have to adjust.” She fetched another bite of pancake and tried not to hide behind her plate while she spoke again. “Besides, it’s been… kinda nice to spend all this time with them, you know?”
Spike just rolled his eyes. “You’re going to drive yourself batty again, I can tell.” He turned back to his cooking, humming happily. “Well, so long as you’re not driving everypony else batty around you, I suppose it’s okay. Princesses are supposed to be crazy, after all.”
Twilight was about to counter that jab when a knock at the kitchen window announced the arrival of her daily papers. She flung it open and grinned at the pegasus loitering outside. “Morning, Miss Doo. Care for a stack of pancakes?” She glanced at her assistant. “Spike seems to be making enough to feed an army in here. I think he’s trying to impress Rarity again.” That got the reaction she wanted - a pancake hurled at her head - and she ducked it just in time to see it careen past the mailmare’s head like a very wobbly frisbee.
The mailmare just chuckled and hoofed over her daily stack of magazines and newspapers. “No thanks, Princess. Got a lot of deliveries to make today.” Then she paused oddly, and Twilight wondered for a moment if everything was okay… just long enough for the mailmare to sneak in a soft kiss right on her lips. It was such a surprise that Twilight barely registered her next words, “Think about choosing me!” before flying away at such speed that Twilight temporarily confused her for a chromatically challenged Rainbow Dash.
Then she realized the mailmare had kissed her, and she nearly fell into the table from shock. “Twi? Is something wrong?” Spike asked, looking suddenly concerned. “I didn’t wing you with that pancake, did I?”
But Twilight was too busy untying the bundle of her papers and spreading them out quickly, one by one. Sure enough, on paper after paper the same variation on the same headline was splashed against the page. Pages upon pages of pointless speculation, think pieces and ridiculous theorizing about her reasoning behind her actions. It was so absurd that all she could do was sit down and laugh helplessly, brandishing the page of the Manehatten Times at Spike so he could easily read the headline: 
Twilight Sparkle Builds a Harem
Spike glanced at the front page, then looked up at her quizzically. “What’s a harem?”
-Fin-
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