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		Description

Sonata Dusk, once lost and unsure, is living proof that people can change. When she realizes how hard it is to make amends and regain the respect of her peers, she will make an attempt to do some good, so the students of Canterlot High could see who she really is.
Setting up a café sounds like a great start.
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		Chapter 1



“Why don’t you tell me more about your project? It is, in essence, a tea room?”
Sonata Dusk nodded. “You could say that, ma’am principal. We’ve figured out CHS lacks a place for students to just get together and relax. I mean, there’s a cafeteria serving really awesome foodstuffs every day, but it’s often loud and crowded during breaks.”
“Indeed. There seems to be no quiet alternative, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, ma’am principal.”
A smug smile came to Sunset Shimmer’s lips. It was probably the third or fourth time this semester she found herself in the principal’s office, yet none of these instances involved being punished or admonished for her misdeeds. Back in the days her visits would revolve around awful, stupid, often downright cruel things she used to do, but the Old She was gone now. Today, with her closest friend for whom she’d fought with all her zealotry, Sunset worked towards a noble cause, in the best interest of her peers. It definitely felt nice to be a good guy!
She let Sonata do the talking. The whole thing was her idea, and the disparity in her behavior was most amusing to watch. Sonata tended to be laid back in just about every situation, even careless to some extent, but she always acted so formal when Celestia happened to be around. She was in such awe of the principal she would stand on attention whenever she saw her approaching, and treated her with great reverence ever since she was allowed to stay at CHS almost five weeks ago.
A month! How time flies!
“Well, what do you two propose?”
“We’d like to set up a café here at school, ma’am,” Sonata replied. “We’ve mentioned tea, but coffee and other beverages aren’t out of question either. I’m particularly fond of juices of all kinds myself. If all goes well we could even add desserts to the offer, like pies and ice cream,” she said, evidently excited by the prospect of small eatables. “It’s all in our business plan. Sunset made a really great one.”
Celestia glanced to her desk, where amongst various attributes of her office a thin booklet lay open. She flipped through it back and forth, skimming the pages and murmuring appreciation.
“A hub for social interactions. A chance to make new friends. Yes, you seem to have put a lot of thought into it,” she said. “Your opinion, Vice Principal?”
The woman in question stood by the window, legs slightly astride and arms crossed on her back. As if she didn’t appear distant enough during classes, she now resembled a guard at the maximum security facility. She didn’t bother to look back at her sister or the two girls. Instead, she was silently watching the schoolyard, anticipating the students to break the rules.
“Though the winter is long gone, I wouldn’t mind a cup of warming, black as night coffee every now and then,” Luna replied. “The task is ambitious, but requires adult supervision, first and foremost. A proper place, as well.”
“Indeed. Since you’re aiming at placidity with this one, I think the empty classroom in the basement will suffice. The one at the end of the northern wing,” Celestia said. “It used to be a chemistry lab. It’s reasonably spacious, has a proper water installation and adjacent storage room where you could keep your supplies. Our dear janitor will help you refurnish, of course,” she assured. “As for a supervisor, I can’t think of anyone off the top of my head right now.”
“We’ve kind of mentioned the idea to our biology teacher,” Sonata said. “She said she’ll help us, so we asked her to meet us here. She should be coming any minute now.”
“Very well,” Celestia said. “I’m curious, why did you choose to call it the Icebreaker?”
That was the cue for Sunset. Last time Sonata tried to get a grasp on the meaning of the name she failed miserably, insisting that broken ice is just water and it’s pointless to overcomplicate things. There was something to that, but the name “Watered Watermaker” wasn’t quite as appealing.
“This was my idea,” Sunset said. “It’s obviously based on the expression which means attempting to befriend somebody, or start a social interaction. We’d like to create the opportunity for “breaking the ice” between students. Therefore, the Icebreaker.”
“You may find interesting that the same word is commonly used in psychology. It’s a method of working with a group which allows them to relieve inhibition or tension,” Celestia said. “Admittedly, there has been some tension among us lately.”
Sunset caught a glimpse of Sonata’s stare collapsing to the floor. Poor girl had not yet forgiven herself the Showcase fiasco, which was one of the reasons she was so passionate about their project. Despite her silly absent-mindedness, she knew very well what kind of reputation she had garnered, and she was working really hard to change it.
“I didn’t know you had interest in psychology,” Sunset said to steer the conversation away from Sonata. “I would’ve rather imagined you as a law student, or someone in that fashion.”
“I’ve studied both fields, actually. Among others.”
Luna threw a quizzical glance at her sister, whose presence was unstirred as usual, then shook her head, took out a small notepad and went back to overseeing the yard.
Sunset wondered how old Principal Celestia really was. She learned that humans had a lifespan of about seventy to eighty years, much like the ponies of Equestria, but while this world had the equivalent of Princess Celestia, the alicorn was over one thousand years old. Surely the woman in front of her couldn’t have lived that long? She looked way too good for that, and there was no sub-species of humans Sunset was aware of which could reach such venerability. On the other hand, there was something mysterious about the principal, something Sunset remembered from being in the presence of her old mentor back home…
Celestia tapped a paragraph of the business plan. “I see you’ve also put a section on the costs.”
“Huh? Oh, right, we have,” Sunset replied, mentally back in the office. “We believe the average student will be able to afford tea or coffee at these prices. We do not seek profit, only a way of self-sustainment.”
“Your reasoning is sound, and I think your project is relevant to our school’s policies,” Celestia said. “In fact, your timing is great. We’ll be hosting a government representative whose task will be to determine whether CHS provides space for personal development of its students. That includes your own initiatives. Based on his opinion we may acquire additional financial endorsement for the next semester, which could mean further support for our afterschool programs, your café included.”
Still at the window, Luna scribbled something in her notepad, without a doubt the names of several unfortunate souls soon to be put in detention or otherwise punished. “Since we didn’t raise much money during the Musical Showcase we could use a funding from the government.”
Celestia brought a big binder to her desk and added the booklet on the Icebreaker to the growing pile of more or less successful CHS initiatives. “I’d be lying if I said I don’t want to impress the inspector. There’s a couple of clubs and groups around school I intend to show him, but yours could be a real deal.” She checked the calendar. “He’ll be here next Wednesday. Do you think you could get your café ready by then?”
“I think so,” Sunset replied, glancing at the other girl. “You?”
Sonata exclaimed with unbeatable cheer. “We can do it, ma’am principal!”
There was a knock on the door, and Celestia went back to her seated place of power.
“Enter!”
The visitor was a slim, dark-skinned woman of exotic looks, with strands of her grayscale hair bringing to mind everything from snow through ash to dark asphalt. She was wearing a pair of decorative golden bracelets composed of several rings which jingled with her every move, only strengthening the feeling of entrancement she brought into the office. Her white shirt had a striped barcode picture in front, only that it was shaped to resemble a zebra.
Indeed, Mrs. Zecora was by far the most remarkable biology teacher they ever had.
She put on a wide smile, and spoke with a heavy accent of her faraway homeland. “Forgive my delay, caused not by me, but by a student’s indecision,” she said. “Now, I heard there’s a café in need of my supervision?”
* * *

If there was one school subject Sonata felt good at, it was biology. Not just any biology, of course. Learning about carnivorous plants and photosynthetic animals was one thing, but getting to know human species was infinitely more absorbing. More importantly, it allowed her to cope with the changes she had been through. She still happened to yearn her unbound siren form once and again, but at the same time she grew fascinated with her new anatomy. It was no longer just a temporary disguise, but a new form she had become and learned to accept. Arms, legs, fingers, nails, they were all so interesting!
While Sonata was on her way to becoming a biology savant, she was less than able to solve equations with unknown factors, memorize the date of some long-forgotten conflict, or tell who was this world’s current leader. Hint: it was not Principal Celestia as she had originally assumed. Fortunately, she could rely on her roommate regarding the matters she couldn’t handle herself, as Sunset was by far a better student and was helping her a great deal to prepare for quizzes and class tests.
It was safe to say that they were friends now. It was a different kind of bond Sonata used to share with Dagie and Ari. A better kind, even. She was really glad Sunset found her in the gymnasium back then, and listened to her. She never told her, but she had some pretty dark thoughts that day.
They still haunted her whenever she walked by the giant horse statue towering over the schoolyard.
Zecora’s peaceful voice put a stop to her train of thoughts. “Welcome to where the finest tea blends reside,” the teacher said. “Grab a basket, and we’ll get your café well supplied!”
Three of the four walls of a small store held colorful teas locked in bulky glass jars. Like books on the shelves of the library, the blends were categorized by their type, ranging from classic blacks and greens to more unusual red and whites, all to satisfy even the most demanding of palates. Under each jar, on every second shelf small packages were placed neatly in the line, each properly named, described, and ready to be purchased.
Sonata sauntered along the display. “Thanks for coming along, Mrs. Zee,” she said. “We really want to get the Icebreaker up and running, and with the inspector coming in just two days we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
“So far you’re doing well, and deserve a congratulation. I’m curious though, how do you feel, after your first month of school adaptation?”
“I’m alright. I think CHS is growing on me,” Sonata replied. “I don’t even mind waking up in the morning, because there’s just so much stuff to do every day. Classes, brunch break, more classes, lunch break, talking to other people, learning new things. Life of a high school student is great!”
Zecora chuckled. “You’ll be saying otherwise once your finals have begun,” she said. “Was your last school not quite as fun?”
“Well, not really.”
Sonata’s status at CHS was clear. Officially, she was a student from overseas, much like Sunset, so no one asked too many questions about it. The running version was that she originated from a country so small it couldn’t be placed on a map, and only a handful of trusted people knew that she was actually from the magical land of Equestria. While Zecora wasn’t amongst them, she chose not to pursue the topic, much to Sonata’s relief.
Zecora took a package from under a jar of deep pinkish contents and put it in their basket. According to its label, Gossip Bridler was a herbal tea composed of hibiscus and rose hip, with a slight touch of cranberry. Sonata knew its smell well from sitting in the front row in biology classes.
Other than that, however, she was pretty much clueless when it came to tea processing and classification, and knew only a tad more about blending and additives. She decided to just keep reading the labels in search of these most alluring ones, keeping in mind what she and Sunset had learned about their friends’ tastes the other day.
Rarity, for example, was as much into the exquisiteness as she was into fashion. The act of drinking tea was almost a mystical experience for her, the one which she only savored under the proper conditions of taste, sweetness and temperature. Such ritualistic approach demanded a perfect vessel, naturally, most often a superior porcelain cup with hand-painted periwinkles. Only then would Rarity take pleasure in the beverage while working on another fabulous design.
Sonata searched the shelves for something to go along the vision. All things considered, a classical black blend flavored with bergamot oil named Sweet Elitist should appeal to the up-and-coming designer.
For Fluttershy, brewing tea was a chance to relax. She would sit down after a stressful day at school and wait for the different subtleties and delicate flavors to be released. She enjoyed the warm vapor and fragrance as much as the liquid, but she preferred a steady mug which wouldn’t shatter if she had accidentally dropped it. Perhaps she’d like this combination of lemongrass and spearmint?
Not everyone at CHS lived a quiet and peaceful life, though. Athletes and thrill seekers such as Rainbow Dash didn’t have time or patience for their tea to release all of its tasty excellence. They sought quick bursts of energy in their drinks, so a refreshing mix of lime leaf, ginger, and some herb Sonata couldn’t even pronounce properly would be a way of convincing them to the Icebreaker.
That’s it, both Daring Doer and Morning Breezie added to the basket.
Sonata did a double take, piercing the deceptive package with her undeniable perspicacity. The label clearly said “Breezie”, but she was pretty sure it should have been “Breeze” instead. The Breezies were a race of tiny, funny speaking creatures native to Equestria, and to Sonata’s knowledge they weren’t considered a tea blend, probably. What a weird, weird typo.
She should ask Sunset how exactly were the two worlds connected, and why did such similarities even occur. Ever since she had landed here a year, maybe a year and a half ago Sonata had been struggling to preserve her magical abilities, and didn’t put much thought into understanding the laws of the universe. Not that she ever would, even if she had all the time in the world. She was never good at researching such stuff.
After another quarter of an hour spent on smelling teas and reading labels, Sonata weighted her basket, now filled with small packages. She turned to her teacher. “Sunset said a choice of dozen will be enough for starters.”
“Let us get a couple more, for good measure,” Zecora said, snatching a cinnamon Winter Wrapper and apple flavored Cider Speeder off the shelves. “After all, we’re not the ones paying for this pleasure.”
Zecora reached to her outworn bag and presented a plastic rectangle with a picture of the sun to the cashier. A credit card, Sonata had to remind herself. This world was filled to the brim with things the Equestrians had never dreamed of, both impressive and terrifying alike. This particular one kept large amounts of bits inside, but Sonata couldn’t understand how did one make a pile of gold fit in there. Sunset once made an attempt of explaining it to her, along with how the air conditioning worked and what was the point of radio waves, but it was all in vain. In the end, it’s not like the air had to keep a good condition for sports – duh! – and radios simply did not enjoy being dipped in the waves. Of that, and many other things, Sonata was certain.
A mirthful ringtone resounded as Zecora was putting a biodegradable bag of tea shopping in the trunk of her car. Sonata blamed her consciousness for not letting her know they had left the store, and reached to her pocket. Her mobile was yet another human invention she couldn’t fully understand, but she didn’t need to ace the sciences to talk through it, send messages, or play games about birds whamming into makeshift castles.
“Oh! Oh, this is bad stuff,” she said to herself.
[Sunny S.]>Emergency! I just talked to Princelly!
[Sunny S.]>The inspector is coming today in about 1h!
[Sunny S.]>You and Mrs. Zee get here quick!
[Me]>today? for realzies?
[Me]>and btw that’s Principal Celestia you know
[Sunny S.]>GET. HERE. NOW!
“Uhm, Mrs. Zee?” Sonata asked as she got in the car’s back seat.
Zecora glanced in the rear-view mirror. “Yes, Sonata Dusk? Is there something you wish to ask?”
“I’ve just got a message from Sunset. She says the inspector is coming today,” she explained. “How fast can you get us back to school?”
There would be no rhymed answer to the question. Instead, a devious grin appeared on the teacher’s face as she switched on the ignition and put a hand on the gear knob. Sonata reached to her seatbelt, aware that she was up for another ride in one of these metal soap dishes the humans called cars.
The engine roared a thunderous roar as Zecora stepped on the accelerator.

	
		Chapter 2



Startling Sunset Shimmer was no easy task. You either had to be Pinkie Pie’s older sister, Maud, randomly encountered in the middle of the night in a dimly lit kitchen, in a situation so surreal you’d question your own ability to discern dreams from reality, or you had to come up with something really unfair.
“Today? The inspector is coming today? But I thought you said he’d be visiting this Wednesday!”
Principal Celestia was digging through a cabinet in search of yet another document she needed to have at hand for the recently rescheduled inspection. “He’s a she, actually,” she corrected. “Believe me, I also wish we had more time to prepare, but there’s nothing we can do about it. She will be here at four o’clock sharp.”
Sunset’s jaw dropped a little. “An hour? But… but we only had the weekend to get ready!” she said. “I had a friend make tablecloths and curtains for decoration, Sonata and Mrs. Zecora went shopping, but the tea set I’ve ordered won’t be arriving until tomorrow! Also all the furniture is still standing in the corridor!” She fell to the chair, overwhelmed by the sudden change of pace. She rested her head on her fists and let out a crestfallen sigh. “Nobody even knows we’ll be open. The invitational posters aren’t ready yet, and we don’t want the inspector to think we’re not attracting anyone! It’s just so–”
“Sunset Shimmer, look at me,” Celestia said, putting a pile of papers away and granting her undivided attention to the girl. “I regret that my desire to present the school in a good light has interfered with your own, bold initiative. Please, do not worry about the inspector. Carry on as you’ve planned, and I’ll find another way of convincing her that the students of CHS are the most inventive of people. Neither you, nor your friend have anything to worry about it.”
Sunset sprung up from the chair.
“No! The Icebreaker will be ready for today. You have my word. I’ll find a way… somehow.”
Celestia nodded. “I admire your resolve. I’d love to assist you, but as you can see,” she embraced a tower of binders growing atop her desk, “I need to attend to paperwork,” she said. “I’m certain you’ll figure it out. Just hold on to what makes the Icebreaker special. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”
Sunset left the office slightly dissatisfied. Both Celestia the Princess and Celestia the Principal were cryptic and never gave you any real solution, encouraging you to “figure it out yourself” instead. It was probably more enlightening in the long run, but Sunset had never been of a patient kind. In fact, her impatience was one of the reasons she had parted ways with her old mentor…
No time for memories. Sunset had to act, and if not for herself or the school then she had to do it for her friend. Sonata got really excited about her idea making a difference at CHS. She told Sunset that in the past, her eagerness to do something unusual had been often extinguished by the rest of the Dazzlings, so a prospect of having an official taking a look at her design was kind of a big deal.
First things first: updating Sonata.
As she was typing the messages, Sunset wondered whom was she going to implore for a favor. Her options were rather limited, because most of the school wasn’t exactly friends with her, and even less accepted Sonata despite her undeniable charm. What a sad, vindictive society they lived in. One failed attempt to rule the world and you’re branded a bad element, or to put it bluntly, a weirdo.
Two consecutive jingles were heard. Sunset tapped the little scroll which twirled and unrolled itself onto the screen. The default settings had an envelope icon, but she tweaked her mobile with the help of some nerd, to fight the effects of the culture shock she experienced after leaving Equestria. It was of Old She’s initiative, actually, who forced the guy to do it through blatant intimidation. The New She never had a chance to make amends, but she was putting it as high on her list of priorities as possible. Admittedly, it wasn’t very high given the circumstances.
“Yes, for realzies, Sonata!” Sunset drawled at her mobile, picked up the pace, and tapped the screen furiously to form a firm response.
By the time she sent it she walked into someone.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to… Flash! Oh, Flash, it’s great to see you!” Sunset exclaimed, her apologetic demeanor washed off by relief. “Are you busy? Please don’t be busy!”
Flash Sentry was a blue-haired guitar player who for undisclosed reasons was considered attractive by some of the girls. Sunset wasn’t among their ranks, and she actively wondered what was wrong with him and bumping into others, or standing in places in which others would bump into him.
“It’s nice… nice to see you too, Sunset,” he replied. “What’s the rush?”
“I could use your help. I’ve got a couple of sofas and tables I need to put in a classroom, and I’ve got curtains to hang up high. In short, I need muscles for a quick refurnishing service.”
“It’s for that café thing you and Dusk came up with, right? AJ told me all about it. Nice idea,” he said, then winced and rubbed his neck. “The thing is, my boys and I had plans for today. Why don’t you ask Diamond Dawgs, or whatever they call themselves now?”
Sunset rolled her eyes. “Please. I can’t afford the damage they’ll likely cause.”
“How about Snips and Snails? They used to tag along with you, right?”
“They’re worshipping Trixie now. Besides, one’s a twig, and the other can’t reach his feet.”
“Bulk Biceps! He’s your physical type, and much more cautious than he seems.”
“He’s out with Octavia. At the Regional Cello Championship, that’s what I meant.”
Flash smirked. “Mhm. I can’t believe these two are a thing now. Good for them.”
“Yeah, the Showcase really brought them– gah, I’m not here to trade gossips, Flash!” Sunset said. “Come on, it won’t take long. Don’t make me play the whole damsel in distress thing on you.”
“I bet I’ll never live to see that,” Flash replied. “Listen, I want to help you, I really do. It’s just…” he hesitated, pausing for a moment. “We barely talk these days, and now you’re coming with a request all of a sudden. I don’t want to get dragged into helping you with your personal goals all over again. I mean, you’re alright in my book now, it’s only that I still kind of remember what happened the last time I did, if you know what I mean?”
“The Icebreaker isn’t just mine, or for me,” Sunset replied. “It was Sonata’s idea, and we’re bringing it to everyone at CHS,” she added. “Besides, keep in mind that our deal worked both ways. When Mr. Popular is seen hanging out with the triple Fall Formal victress he’s guaranteed to get a fair share of attention and dreamy sighs from the school’s prettier part. I wasn’t the only one after popularity, remember?”
There was a moment of awkward silence between them.
Sunset exhaled a tired breath. “Ugh, we were so stupid back then.”
“Yeah, we were,” Flash added. “Listen, uhm, I’ll get the boys and we’ll help you, and if they won’t be able to make it then I’ll come by myself, okay?”
“Great! Meet me at the old chemistry lab in the basement as soon as possible,” she said. “And Flash? Thanks. I owe you one.”
Flash replied with a slightly embarrassed smile. He shot his fingers at the girl, then headed towards the foyer. Sunset turned back and ventured deeper into the school’s hallways, pondering about what just happened.
First off, that felt really clumsy. After breaking up they agreed to never mention the details of their deal to anyone, or admitting how awful they were as a “couple”. It resulted in never talking to each other, and having to deal with this strange feeling of existing in the same reality as the person you were once interested in – for what reason regardless – but under different conditions than before. They both knew there would never be anything between them, ever, and they both made effort to act as casual as they could to remain indifferent in the eyes of others. It became quite straining for Sunset over time. She wondered if Flash felt the same way.
Perhaps with the Icebreaker up and running she could ask him out for a cup of tea so they could talk like adults, or at least not like childish fame chasers. It wouldn’t be a date, obviously, as Sunset wasn’t into anyone at the moment, let alone Flash Sentry, while Flash himself was a different story. Still, maybe they could end up as colleagues.
One thing taken care of, likely a dozen to go.
Sunset decided that getting a full tea set was crucial. Her aesthetic sense wouldn’t let her borrow personal cups and mugs from each teacher, and then pretend they made a set. However, she had already exhausted the funds she received from Celestia with ordering a pretty set online, from a shop at the other side of town. Mrs. Zecora had access to a credit card, sure, but turning her and Sonata around would be madness during rush hours. Sunset preferred to have them both at school as soon as possible. She needed a more immediate solution, anyway.
Then it struck her. There was only one place in the entire school where Sunset was bound to find immediate solutions. Convincing Flash to help her was one thing, but to turn the Icebreaker fully operational she had to resort to those much crazier than she was, who excelled in the ridiculous and could come up with convoluted ideas often riskier than breaking into the heart of the Crystal Castle.
A distrait smile adorned Sunset’s lips. Regardless of her motives, that particular part of her plan went flawlessly.
She glanced through the glass in the door. Behind it was a perfectly ordinary classroom where the toughest of juvenile minds resided. They knew CHS inside out, and traversed the length and breadth of its hallways numerous times. If anyone could help her with their quick, out-of-the-box thinking and astonishingly broad resourcefulness, that would be them.
Sunset knocked on the door.
“Excuse me, Miss Cheerilee. Principal Celestia wants to see Apple Bloom, Scootaloo, and Sweetie Belle at her office. She made it sound urgent.”
Miss Cheerilee, an ambitious literature teacher and head librarian rolled her eyes. She didn’t seem surprised, not in the slightest, apparently used to the antics of her students. She glared with helplessness at the last row, where the trio looked upon each other, mouthing silent questions. They raised from their desks in unison and left the classroom accompanied by murmurs and comments of their peers. As far as Sunset could tell, they were equally mocking as they were of admiration.
They walked half the length of the corridor when Sunset grabbed them to the side.
“Crusaders! I need your help!”
Apple Bloom seemed most surprised. “Wait, you mean we’re not getting’ suspended again?”
“No, that was my way of busting you out. You’re welcome, by the way. You seemed bored.”
Sweetie Belle groaned. “You’d be bored too if you had to figure out what some guy meant by blue windowsills in his mediocre piece of poetry,” she said. “Still, you need our help? What for?”
“Short version. I’m setting a café at school, it has to be ready for today, and I don’t have a decent tea set. I can’t run a café without cups in which I could serve the drinkables.”
Scootaloo blew at her fringe. “The Icemelter, Apple Bloom’s sister told us all about it. Thanks a lot for taking our chemistry lab. Now we can’t finish– ouch!” she exclaimed as Sweetie Belle punched her in the ribs. “I mean, why should we help you? It’s not like we owe you anything.”
Normally Sunset would resort to a kind smile, but she was aware that her charm wasn’t going to be very effective against the three incarnations of deviousness. A flattery, then. “Everybody knows that together you’re a one, unstoppable good idea machine,” she said. “I need your smarts! Is there a way I could get a nice set without taking a trip to the town?”
The Crusaders turned back at her to form a secretive council.
“…limited time and resources…”
“…locker room stash…”
“…we can do it before Miss Cheerilee notices…”
They lined up in front of Sunset, all three with their arms crossed. Scootaloo stepped forward, clearly violating Sunset’s personal space on her right. “Alright, let’s say we can get you your tea set. What’s in it for us?”
Mercenaries, not kids!
“Oh, great, so we’re bartering for your help now?” Sunset said with a frown. “You won’t help me just because you’re good students? Fine. Just don’t tell me you want me to do your math homework for a week or something.”
Apple Bloom moved closer as well, flanking Sunset from the left. “Not at all. We’ve got someone on that already,” she said. “You’ve got a car, right?”
Sunset’s eyes grew wide. “You want my car? Forget it.”
“Not forever, of course, and not at the moment,” Sweetie Belle said, checking her nail polish in the most evil way possible. “We may need one for our special project by the end of the school year. We may also need a driver. You do have a license, don’t you?” she asked, to which Sunset nodded, albeit with reluctance. Sweetie took a step forward, joining her friends and environing the girl further. “So how will it be? A favor for a favor?”
Sunset looked down at the human fence the height of her chest. She knew, she was certain they had some hidden agenda on this one. The Crusaders were as crafty and deceptive as the changelings, but they were also highly efficient in their doings. The only difference was that the changelings had a figure of authority over them, while these girls had none. Yet.
“Is that a guarantee?” Sunset asked. “I need a guarantee, guys.”
As if on an unspoken command, the trio stepped back into the line. They put their hands on their waists and raised their heads, chins high and proud.
“Have the Crusaders ever failed you?” Sweetie Belle asked with sublime confidence.
“Well, I’m sure I could think of something,” Sunset replied. “Alright. Deal.”
When the Crusaders scurried down the hallway, Sunset realized how much she enjoyed driving her car. It was a fine car. She’d hate to see it gone up in flames. Nonetheless, that would be a problem for future Sunset to deal with.
Assuming the inspector was true to her words, Sunset had about forty-five minutes to tidy up. Plus some time between the arrival and Celestia taking her to the basement. By then she had to mop the floor, dust the chairs, furnish the place, hang the curtains, cloth the tables, unpack the supplies, prepare the cups, boil the water–
First she had to take a deep breath, though. She wasn’t alone on this one. Sonata will be here soon, and she’ll be helping, right?
Somehow that didn’t make her feel any easier.
* * *

The classroom looked nothing like a chemistry lab it once was, devoid of desks and lab glassware, as all had been taken away by the janitor. He claimed that he could make a good use of old pin boards and chemistry-themed posters, but the truth was he would say that to anything which was in need of immediate utilization. Students saw him bring all kinds of stuff to his storage, but he rarely carried anything out. Rumor has it he had a gateway to another dimension in there, and while Sunset found little credence in such claim, she was from a different world herself, so who was she to judge? Besides, she never had any problems with Good Ol’ Janitor Discord.
In place of typical school desks and chairs, five sofas were placed around the room. These came as a donation from a parent who ran a business specializing in ballpoint pens and sofas, and happened to be overstocked. For a long time Principal Celestia couldn’t find a proper place for them, as the hallways were too narrow, the library already had some, and the cafeteria didn’t need them. In the end, they were also taken away from the foyer after some more romantic couples made them their place for showing affection. Seriously, they were cuddling in the foyer, for all to see.
Each sofa had a table to match, though each and every one had a different shape. Small, wide, high or bizarre, they were all covered with elegant tablecloth so you couldn’t tell these were actually old school desks with various amounts of legs underneath. All thanks to the janitor who cut, stuck, and welded them that way. As long as they weren’t falling apart, everything was fine.
Finally, for those who didn’t want to relax at those avant-garde makeshift tables, but were rather keen on conducting business, several classical square tables stood in the middle of the room. At one of them, on the far side from an improvised counter, Principal Celestia and her guest were having a tea.
Mrs. Harshwhinny was a strict lady in her mid-forties, or so she looked. She was wearing a purple jacket and a matching velvet scarf, with round earrings complementing her elegant, but not too extravagant look. There was something in her stare telling she’d notice everything you could possibly do wrong, but at the same time she beamed with cold professionalism which suggested she wasn’t going to use that knowledge against you without a good reason.
If she found one, however, she would indubitably discriminate you and toss into a hole of eternal infamy from which there was no escape.
Celestia smiled. “Would you like some sugar?”
“No, thank you,” Mrs. Harshwhinny said, then took another sip. “I see why you wanted to end our tour with this place. Their tea is… quite acceptable, I admit. I see the cups are unique, too.”
There was no porcelain cups at the Icebreaker. Mrs. Harshwhinny had her tea in a white ceramic mug hand-painted with even indigo streaks, and a blue diamond pattern along the edge. Celestia, in turn, got a yellow one with delicate pink butterflies flying just over the base of the cup.
Celestia raised hers, wondering how did Sunset Shimmer find a mysteriously missing crate of mugs lost during the last renovation of the eastern wing. “We’ve asked our students to make them as part of a schoolwide arts and crafts project some time ago. They were to choose the color of their liking, and ornate the mug with symbols meaningful to them,” she said. “I believe they express that the café is a place for each and every student, not just older ones.”
“So it would seem.”
Mrs. Harshwhinny took another large sip. It appeared she had her insides covered in titanium or some such material, because the hotness of the beverage was nothing for her throat. “Canterlot High indeed seems to be a place for young people to learn and grow.” She put the cup away and glanced into her notepad. “However, as I’ve mentioned in our call, there have been certain incidents which needs to be cleared up. Let me see,” she flipped the pages, “Ah, here. Misses Shimmer, Dazzle, Blaze, and Dusk? They have been reported as problematic, to say the least. Some parents issued a number of official letters of complaint demanding the immediate removal of those girls.”
“Ah, these incidents.” Celestia looked up as if she had just remembered some meaningless event from the past which in no way threatened her school now. She turned in her chair and beckoned at Sunset and Sonata. “Girls, would you mind coming up?” she said. “Mrs. Harshwhinny, I’d like you to meet Sunset Shimmer and Sonata Dusk, the two students who proposed the idea of the school café and arranged this place.”
As she was speaking the school bell rang, muffled by a layer of concrete over their heads. Sunset and Sonata exchanged nervous glances, smoothed their shirts and approached the table. They smiled at the inspector who responded with utmost professional indifference, tinged with a dose of disbelief.
“Is that so?” she asked. “Aren’t they too young to bear such responsibility?”
Celestia brought her own professional demeanor to the table. “I assure you they are bright girls with outstanding potential which one can see once she gets to know them better,” she said. “They are under the supervision of one of our most experienced educators, Mrs. Zecora. Who knows, perhaps in the future they’ll be running a lovely café in the city center?”
Sonata leaned over the table. “We really appreciate what Principal Celestia and CHS are doing for us, students. Without her support, we wouldn’t be able to be who we are today, and we are who we are thanks to what she’s doing for us. Today, and every day,” she added. “We hope to make this café a place for our friends to meet and have fun together.”
As if on cue, a group of students entered the room. These were mostly Sunset’s friends, or the people she had dared to text at the last minute, who were desperately seeking for a place to unwind after an hour of deciphering the scribbles of Professor Sombra. Applejack was chatting with Pinkie Pie bouncing by her side, while Rarity and Fluttershy set a course for the nearest sofa where they continued to flip through a magazine about foreign fashion. Flash Sentry was teasing Rainbow Dash, to which she seemed to respond with her usual brashness.
The intensity of Sonata’s smile did not falter as she crossed eyes with the unmoved inspector. Sunset dragged her away. “Excuse us, Mrs. Inspector, we have to attend the café.” She nodded at Celestia. “Ma’am principal.”
As they went away, Mrs. Harshwhinny smiled in approval, which in her case meant the corners of her mouth rising insignificantly. “Is it always that crowded in here?“
“So far there hasn’t been a day with lesser attendance,” Celestia replied.
“I’ve seen instances where a school club consisted of three students, and still applied for our support program. Here I see a valid initiative, and I’m inclined to believe the government funds won’t be put in vain.” She took the last sip. “Principal Celestia, I think I saw all I needed to see. The official decision regarding the funding will be made by the end of this month, but the odds are in your favor.”
She was about to get up, but Celestia reached out and stopped her. She lowered her voice to a quiet talk. “What about the other reason you’ve come here? The letters of complaint you mentioned?”
Mrs. Harshwhinny glanced at Sunset and Sonata, then matched Celestia’s conspiratorial tone without losing an inch of her professionalism. “As far as I’m concerned, and despite some parents’ demanding tone, my department has no interest in imposing any authority over your students, and we will not attempt to have them removed,” she said. “As long as your office maintains the current level of expertise you’ll see no problems from us.”
“I am glad to hear that.”
Mrs. Harshwhinny and Principal Celestia left the Icebreaker, with the latter turning in the doors and smiling at the two girls. Sunset wondered what the two of them had been talking about. The way the inspector looked at her was a bit disturbing, to say the least. Still, she wasn’t allowed to ponder on it for too long, because she found herself clenched in Sonata’s tight embrace.
“We did it!” Sonata exclaimed. “We saved the school! Woo-hoo!”
“We did– wait, what?” Sunset deadpanned. “You do realize it wasn’t about saving the school, right? If anything, we only helped Principal Celestia get additional funds, that’s all.”
Sonata grinned, the fakeness of her surprise as clear as the sky on a cloudless day. “So you’re saying nothing bad would have happened if we messed up?”
“You’re doing your thing again.”
“Wha–what did I say?”
Dealing with Sonata mornings and evenings, Sunset could see through her deception with ease. “You’re pretending to be sillier than you actually are,” she replied, hugging her once more. “Never change, Sonata. I’m glad you’ve stayed with us,” she added. “Now come on, we can’t leave our first guests hanging!”
“Oh, so I’ll put the kettle on, and unpack the biscuits!” Sonata said and retreated to the storage. She peeked from behind a doorjamb, waiting for Sunset to be sufficiently far away. She smiled. “Also, thanks for believing in me, Sunny.”
* * *

Dear Princess Twilight,
We’ve successfully set up a café at CHS and called it the Icebreaker. This may be a way of keeping the students together, because while spectacular events like the Fall Formal or the Musical Showcase seem to be bringing us together (in the end), I feel that we can’t wait for them to happen. I’m not an expert, obviously, but I think the magic of friendship can manifest itself in small things as well. A smile, a helpful gesture, a good word said from one to another (and “another to one”).
Fun fact. The above is an excerpt from a brain puzzle Princess Celestia used to tease me with when I was her student. She said that solving it held the key to the magic of friendship. I couldn’t figure it out back then, but today I think there’s too much emphasis on “one” along these lines. I think I’d rewrite it into something more like “from all of us together” or something like that. Would you mind asking the Princess if I’m on the right track?
Feel free to drop by CHS if you’re in for a warming cup of tea! In other words: see you all later at the Icebreaker!
Your friend,
Sunset Shimmer
PS: Sonata says hi!

			Author's Notes: 
Thanks for reading!
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