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After a whirlwind courtship and the joyous months of happy romance, Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie's relationship has fallen into a rut. 
With Dash's busy lifestyle as a Wonderbolt making it hard for the couple to spend time together and Pinkie's flirtatious ways, the couple's love is put to the test like never before. Not yet ready to thrown in the towel, the girls are determined not to let the fire of their relationship burn out. 
With the odds stacked against them, will they be able to stand through the trials and tribulations of a love frowned upon by society, or will the world manage to break them down? 
A tale of two lovers struggling against an uncaring world, set place over the year following the events of "Change Your Mind".
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Try, Try, Try
The Autumn moon peered out from behind a curtain of clouds, as a lone Pegasus pony sped through the night sky. The Pegasus was Rainbow Dash, recent inductee into the Wonderbolts and Ponyville's 'favorite flier'. She didn't have any set direction in mind as she flew, she was simply letting her wings think for themselves. Eventually, Dash grew tired of the cool, November air, and decided to seek a temporary shelter. 
She soon found herself on the streets of Cloudsdale, her breath lightly fogging up the air ahead of her as she walked. Rainbow followed the familiar streets until she at last reached her destination: a next to empty tavern, by the name of The Tipsy Equine, a spot Dash used to visit often in her younger years.
Dash pushed through the ancient, wooden double doors and looked around. Everything was exactly as she had remembered it. The same decaying wooden furniture, the same powerful scent of body odor and stale beer, the same aging drunks, and the same aging bar tender who, from what Rainbow remembered, had never once asked to see a customer's ID. 
As Rainbow walked into the quaint pub, all activity seemed to freeze; suddenly everypony's eyes were on her. With a nervous nod, Dash quickly made her way up to the bar. The bar tender was too busy talking to a regular to get her order, so Dash waited in nervous silence until he could attend to her. However, before she could be served, she was addressed by one of the bar's patrons. 
"Rainbow Dash? Is that you?"
Dash whipped around to get a look at the pony that had approached her. He was a light blue coated Pegasus, he had a loose fitting cowboy hat pressed down against his head and wore a pair of dark lensed, aviator shades.
"Uh, do I know you?" Dash asked, tilting her head at the stranger.
"Dude," he whispered, leaning in close and pulling his shades down, his eyes peeking out from over the top. 
"It's me!"
Rainbow's eyes widened. Beneath the poorly crafted disguise, was the Wonderbolt's very own Soarin. 
"Hey Soarin! What ar-"
He quickly pushed a hoof against her lips, stopping her mid sentence.
"Shh! Ixnay on the amenay," he whispered through gritted teeth.
"Sorry," Dash whispered back, leaning away from his fore hoof.
After quickly glancing around the room to make sure his cover hadn't been blown, Soarin took the empty seat at the bar next to Rainbow Dash.
"So, what's a pretty young mare like you doing in a shithole like this?" Soarin asked, giving a playful grin towards the glaring bar tender.
"Hm, you're one to talk," Dash began, feeling herself relax a bit. "Why are you here?"
"Eh, I'm waiting for a friend... Hey, whatcha drinking? I'll buy you a round!"
Rainbow smiled, looking up at the Senior Wonderbolt. Because of the difference in status, Dash didn't get to see a lot of her higher ranking peers, much less hang out with them. Soarin had always been one of her favorite fliers, she had even had a bit of a crush on him when she was younger. Of course, that was all in the past now, though she couldn't help but to feel a little starstruck in his company. 
"I don't know... I was just gonna get a beer, I guess..."
"A beer? Here?! Not on my watch! Old man, get us a couple shots of Wild Turkey, chop chop!"
With a nod, the bar tender turned away from his conversation and went to grab a bottle and a pair of dusty shot glasses from behind the counter.
"You can thank me for saving you from the watered down, piss water that passes for a beer here later."
The bar tender slammed the glasses down onto the counter top so suddenly it caused Soarin to jump, Dash couldn't help but giggle.
"Better watch it, keep talking like that and he's gonna throw you outta here!"
"Who, Thunder Breath?" Soarin asked, throwing an arm around the old bar tender's shoulder as he was trying to pour their drinks.
"Naw, he's a pushover! Old friend, ya know? Besides, he knows it's true!" 
Soarin gave him a playful punch to the arm before handing him a mouthful of bits. 
"His booze is always good though. Leave the bottle."
Dash looked down at her glass before looking back up at Soarin, she didn't know what to make of the situation.
"I wish I had known that back when I used to come here... I bet I've seen you in here before and didn't even know it!"
Soarin shrugged as he picked up his glass, he threw his head back and finished it in a single, quick gulp.
"Maybe. Believe it or not, ole Thunder is actually Spit's pops."
Dash gasped, taking another long look at their server. Sure enough, he shared Spitfire's golden coat.
"No way..." Dash replied, cautiously sniffing at the liquid in her shot glass.
"Mhm! Now drink up, it's good for you!"
Soarin was filling up his glass again, as Dash brought her glass up to her lips and took a quick sip. As she swallowed, she broke into a fit of harsh coughing.
"Good God! It's like drinking peroxide!" She cried, before succumbing to another series of coughs.
"Correction," Soarin said, taking down his second shot in another quick gulp.
"Smooth peroxide!"
Rainbow groaned, sticking her tongue out in the hopes of cooling down her burning throat. 
"Man, I never pictured you as much of a drinker, Soarin. I always pictured you as more of a, 'loves to eat pie', guy..."
Dash pushed her still full glass over to Soarin, not willing to take another drink of the vile stuff. 
Soarin groaned, throwing his head back and rolling his eyes as he did so.
"Not this again! Seriously, where did that even start!? I swear to God, you get excited over one pie after a show and suddenly it's all anypony can talk about!" 
Rainbow couldn't help but laugh. Soarin may have forgotten, but she remembered exactly how that little rumor had started. After all, that night had only been the second time that she had gotten to hang out with any of the members from the team. And even though it had turned out to be kind of a shitty evening, it had still been pretty cool at the time.
Soarin shrugged, shaking his head as he put the comment out of his mind. 
"So, where's Pinkie Pie? I'm surprised to see you out and about without her."
Rainbow's eyes widened. She began to spout off excuses as fast as her mind could make them, trying to cover for her friend's absence.
"What, is she gone? I didn't notice! I mean, c'mon, it's not like she's always around or anything like that! She's just a friend! I have other friends too ya know?! What, is it a crime to go out unaccompanied or something? Me and Pinkie don't even hang out that much, I mean really!" 
Dash continued on with more clumsy reasons as to why her and Pinkie weren't together, but Soarin just smiled, placing a hoof on her shoulder.
"Hey, Dash, calm down. You can drop the act, I know."
Dash blinked, caught off guard by Soarin's response.
"You-you do?"
He nodded, picking up Rainbow's unfinished drink and taking a small sip from it.
"I do."
It was early November, and Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie were coming up on their three month anniversary. Even after all this time, only their closest friends knew about their relationship. Towards the beginning, they had decided that it would be best to hold off on going public with their romance. They wanted to do everything they could to enjoy their love, without it affecting their careers or public image. 
Homosexual relationships were still pretty taboo, after all. Not as taboo as they once were, but it was still a touchy subject and one had to be careful who they were talking to. Pinkie and Rainbow were also both getting to be very well known ponies around their hometown and beyond, and neither one of them wanted anypony thinking any different of them just because they were together.
"Man," Dash groaned, sinking down in her stool. "How did you figure it out? We both worked so hard to keep it under wraps..."
Soarin chuckled, gently patting Rainbow on the back.
"I just happened to notice you guys at the events and stuff. You can try as hard as you want to keep it a secret, but I can spot a relationship from a mile away! Besides... I've been around the block a few times. I may have been in a same sex relationship myself once or twice," he added with an understanding nod.
"R-really?" Dash asked in disbelief.
"Maaaaybe," he winked.
"I respect you guy's efforts to keep it a secret though, and I understand where you're coming from. Rest assured, your secret is safe with me."
Dash gave Soarin a halfhearted grin before looking down at the bar. 
"So, where is she, Dash?" 
Rainbow Dash was still staring at the bar's counter top, dragging her hoof apprehensively across the surface.
"We-we kinda had a fight, so I went out to get some fresh air..."
"Bummer dude," Soarin began, looking down at the watch on his wrist. "You wanna tell me about it? I've got some time before the pony I'm waiting for gets here."
"I guess..." 
Dash was still staring down at the imaginary patterns she was tracing, her pride not allowing her to face Soarin as she recounted the events of the evening.
"It used to be so much easier... Back when we first started dating..."
*****

Of course, when we first started dating, things didn't start out all rainbows and sun-showers. No, initially it took me quite some time before I could convince her to even go out with me! But, that's a story for another time... Long story short, she agreed to go out on a date with me, just as long as I won that race and became a Wonderbolt. Simple right? At least it was for me. I mean, any other time that race probably would have been a bitch, but being head over hooves in love with somepony can be some pretty effective fuel. Hell, you remember, don't you?
The day of the race, there were fifteen of us there, each gunning for that open spot on the team. Some of our nerves were completely shot, some of us were using the pressure to help us win. Me, I couldn't stop thinking about how awesome me and Pinkie's date would be! I couldn't have been less worried about that race, and it couldn't have worked out better for me! It all happened so fast though, the significance of the moment was kinda lost on me. I can't remember just how badly I beat the rest of them, but I know it was pretty damn bad! How many did I lap again? Seven, or nine? That part doesn't really matter anyway, what does matter is that I had earned my chance to be with the mare of my dreams...
All the time I didn't spend stressing over the race, was spent instead freaking out over the date. That date was my chance to make Pinkie fall for me, and I knew everything had to be perfect! You see, neither one of us had ever actually felt attracted to another mare before. I was the first one of us to realize that we had something, this special connection. She was so reluctant at first... That's why our first date had to be perfect! That's why there couldn't be any mistakes! I knew that if I screwed up at all, even the tiniest bit, our first date would become our last...
It wasn't easy either. After all, I'd been on plenty of dates before, but I'd never been the one taking someone out! I had to be the stallion on the date, and then some. If I repeated the same mistakes of her past bad boyfriends, then I too would wind up out in the cold with them. Luckily, I was Pinkie's best gal pal, and I had the advantage of knowing all the things that Pinkie had disliked about those guys. Anyways, after I had cleaned myself up from the race, I went over to Sugar Cube Corner and asked Pinkie out properly. 
She was still reluctant to the idea, but she wasn't about to go back on her promise. She did have a condition though, she didn't want anypony else to know that it was an actual date. Pinkie wanted our date to look like a simple evening out with a friend, which was fine with me. Seeing as how I hadn't actually been fully inducted into the team, and didn't know how you guys felt about that sort of thing, I figured it was better to play it safe. 
It was only about noon when I asked Pinkie out, which meant that I had another seven hours to wait before she got off work. So, I had time to pick out a fancy place for us to eat at. Now normally it would have been impossible to get reservations to anywhere good on such short notice, but when you've just become a Wonderbolt and you know both Princess Celestia and her favorite student personally, you find yourself faced with certain opportunities most other ponies don't have. I managed to book a table at the most exclusive eating establish in all of Canterlot; the world famous, Une Soiree sur le Vert! They were even gonna let us eat free of charge!
Yep, the day had started out good and was getting even better. I still had time to kill though, so I decided to talk to a few of my other friends and see what ideas they had. Twilight had already helped me book the reservation at the restaurant, so I went to Applejack's place. She was the only one of us that actually had a boyfriend at the time, so I asked her what kind of things her guy, Lavender, did to make her feel special. AJ gave me the rundown and I picked up quite a few tips and junk to help me with Pinkie Pie! One of the things AJ said I should do was give Pinkie a gift. The best sweet shop in Ponyville is Sugar Cube, so that ruled candy out... I had no idea what to get her, until I remembered my friend Fluttershy!
When I first arrived, she was ecstatic! Well... Fluttershy ecstatic anyway, if you knew her than you'd know exactly what I'm talking about. She was so happy that I'd won the race, and even happier that I had stopped by. She wanted me to stay for awhile, so I did. We ended up having a pretty nice afternoon together, but then I told her why I had come and she seemed kinda bummed. I may have just been imagining it though, because she still helped me put together the most bad-ass bouquet of flowers ever! Course, that may have just been her being nice... The point is, I had my gift, and I was almost ready for my date!
My final stop that day was Carousel Boutique, my friend Rarity's dress shop. If I was gonna make a lasting impression, I had to look good! Rarity was just the pony for the job. Even though I explained to her that I was pressed for time, she still took forever; we actually cut it pretty close! But in the end, it proved to be worth it. She hadn't had enough time to whip together an amazing, original dress or anything, but she did still manage to find me some killer duds. She even hooked me up with some pretty sweet perfume. 
At last, I was ready for my date. I showed up at Sugar Cube around eight. Pinkie Pie wasn't quite yet ready, so I passed the time with the Cakes and their kids. Pinkie coming down those steps is a sight I'll never forget. I'd seen her all dolled up before, but this time was different. This time I wasn't just looking at her, I was checking her out! She was gorgeous alright... I don't know if Pinkie had said anything to Mr. and Mrs. Cake about the true reason I was there, all I know is that they didn't say anything when I gave her the bouquet. Of course, she thought it was to die for! Already, the evening was off to a good start. 
After I picked her up, I walked her to my friend Twilight's house, where we had a personal chariot waiting for us! Like I said, knowing the Princesses personally does have its benefits. So there we were, heading off to one of the most fancy eating establishments in all the land, being chauffeured by Princess Luna's personal guards. Did I say the evening was going pretty well? More like, best night ever! The flight there was pretty great too. Pinkie was so psyched to be in the air! She was even more eager to find out where it was I was taking her, but I was not about to ruin the surprise. 
Of course, once we arrived she was so nervous, so worried that she was under dressed and under prepared. I assured her that she looked absolutely stunning, which she did, and we proceeded hoof in hoof past the long line at Une Soiree sur le Vert's entrance and to our table. 
Now, I've never been a shy pony or anything, and me and Pinkie have always been on... How do I put it? Similar wave lengths? But that night, I was really on my game! I was witty, I was charming, I was sweet, I was the whole God damn package and then some! I knew that I needed to knock Pinkie dead that night, and that's exactly what I did! I killed! I could go on, but I really can't explain just how amazing that first date was!
Finally, the evening began to draw to a close. At about... I don't know, a quarter to one, Pinkie and I decided to call it a night. I left a generous tip and walked her out to the chariot. It was an unusually cool night for mid August, and we were speeding through the air, so Pinkie stayed pretty close to me on the ride back. As if that wasn't enough, the sky was cloudless and the moon was absolutely breath taking! Luna had really out done herself. 
That night, as we stood outside her home, Pinkie thanking me for the wonderful evening, she did something that I never expected her to do; she kissed me! It wasn't anything big, just a peck on the cheek, but coming from somepony who had been so reluctant before hand, it meant the world. After that, she disappeared inside, leaving me alone in the moonlit streets with a goofy grin on my face and a hoof resting against my cheek. I had set out to create the perfect date, and honestly, I couldn't have done a better job, not in a million years!
Hell, I did such a good job, that it didn't even bother me when Pinkie didn't seek me out to make plans again. Even when I saw her, she didn't bring the date up. That was alright with me though, I was busy learning the ropes back at headquarters, and like I said, I had nothing but confidence that our date had been perfect. 
I knew that all Pinkie Pie needed was some time to process the whole experience, to really let the evening sink in. So I played it cool, backed off for a couple weeks. I stopped by to visit her occasionally, without being too overbearing, but also doing what I could to let her know that there was a whole lot more fun where that had come from! I waited until two weeks had passed, then I asked her out that Sunday. 
Sunday, August thirtieth was the day. I remember because... Well, I remember every single one of our dates! I went kind of the opposite direction for that one though, not as much extravagance and a lot more simplicity. It could have almost not been considered a date at all, but it totally was! We went on a walk around Ponyville, went through the park and stuff. It was simple, and it was beautiful... It only lasted a couple hours, and we didn't kiss or anything like on our first date, but it was exactly the follow up I had been shooting for. 
As August came to a close and September began, our courtship was at last beginning to bloom. We saw each other a total of four times in between September and October, I even got a few more kisses... Quite a few more actually! Yet, Pinkie was still reluctant to accept what was happening... The thought of her loving another mare was just something that her mind would not allow her to accept. She just didn't know what to think of it! 
I didn't put any pressure on her though, I just continued to let her know that I loved her, and waited for her to work it out in her own sweet time. Finally, on one unforgettable Saturday night in early October, she at last accepted it and officially acknowledged me as her mare-friend. That evening, with the Cakes gone and the twins fast asleep, we made love for the very first time. Well, tried anyways... I won't go into detail or anything, but let's just say that it was our first time and we were still trying to figure out how it worked with just two mares, why did I say that?!
*****

Soarin began to laugh, causing the blushing Dash to stop her story. 
"Oh God... I'm sorry, I didn't mean to tell you all that! C-could you just go ahead and forget I ever said that last part!? I-I just got carried away...
Soarin wiped a jolly tear away from the corner of his eye, his other hoof gently grasped on his shot glass. 
"It's cool, it's cool. After all, I have seen Pinkie with you on a few occasions, and the thought of you two together isn't exactly what I'd call an unflattering image!"
He broke off into another fit of laughter and Dash sank down lower, resting her head against the bar.
"Oh man, if Pinkie knew I was telling you all this, she'd never forgive me..."
Soarin gave Rainbow a friendly slap on the back.
"There's nothing to worry about, Dash, my lips are sealed!"
Soarin took another sip from the Wild Turkey bottle (having finished Rainbow's drink during her story), and glanced down at his watch.
"Not that I don't enjoy hearing you guy's story, but I don't have a whole lotta time left. Do you mind speeding it up a little? Skip to whatever it is you guys were arguing about?"
Dash straightened herself back up, nodding to him.
"Oh yeah... I guess I got a little sidetracked there, didn't I? Okay... Where was I?"
*****

Alright, so October rolls around and Pinkie and I are finally a full fledged item. After that first night together, we suddenly start spending all this time with each other. We practically see each other every day! Whenever one of us isn't busy with work or something, we're hanging out. At first, I thought it was the greatest thing ever! But then... Well, I started to notice something I've never noticed about Pinkie before...
She's kind of a flirt... Maybe not a flirt, but she's really... Oblivious? See, she's the type of pony that knows no strangers, and very rarely looks at her actions for anything more than face value. For instance, when she's talking to a group of stallions that are eyeing her like she's a God damn piece of meat, and I try and tell her that their thoughts aren't exactly pure, and she just doesn't get it! 
I tried not to be a dick about it and just ignore it, but after awhile it's gotten tough... Like, when we go to the club or something and I turn my back for half a second and she's dancing with some baseball cap wearing prick... Or when I take her as my plus one to the Wonderbolt events, and she starts talking to some horny asshole who's trying to get her to go back to his hotel room with him! And it's not like it's a one time thing, no, that I could deal with! This shit happens, every. Single. Fucking. Time. We got out! A girl can only take so much!
When I try to tell her how much it bothers me, she starts to tell me that she's just trying to be friendly, or that she can't help it, it's in her nature to be outgoing, or, my favorite, that she's just acting like she always has. And it doesn't help that she's not saying anything about us being a couple. I can't even be mad at the guys hitting on her, because they have no idea that she's taken!
I'm sure that she's telling the truth and that she's always been so, uh... Friendly towards the boys, but I've never noticed it until now... Anyways, today we were out and some douche bag was hitting on her like no other. I tried to give him the hint that we didn't want him around, but as usual, Pinkie wasn't saying anything and just talking to the guy. I watched him hit on my woman for nearly an hour, and then just couldn't take it anymore! I exploded on the poor bastard and told him to scram. I may have made a bit of a scene...
Once we got home, I tried to explain myself to Pinkie, but there's just no reasoning with her! I don't know... Maybe it's just me... But I'm getting pretty sick and tired of fighting off suitors, while she giggles and bats her eyelashes at them. We had our first fight today, and now I'm worried... Maybe I was wrong about us... Maybe I made a mistake... I just don't know anymore...
*****

At last, Rainbow had finished her story. For awhile, neither she nor Soarin said a word. Finally, Soarin spoke up.
"Rainbow... It's obvious that you guys have some issues, but it also sounds like you two do care about each other a lot."
Dash shrugged, gazing off into the distance.
"Yeah, it seems like I'm putting out a lot more effort to show it though..."
Soarin pondered this a moment, scratching his chin as he thought. Finally, he offered another bit of wisdom.
"I'm sure it seems that way, but you gotta think, Dash. Pinkie Pie did choose to love you, even though she wasn't born with the desire to be with mares. That's not something she had to do, and that's not something most ponies would do. Best friend or not, switching teams is a huge leap. Don't take that for granted."
Rainbow nodded, reflecting on what Soarin had said.
"No relationship is perfect, they all take work. How long did you say you guys have been going out, three months? See, that's no time at all! It's way too early to think about throwing in the towel. I think you should go home, sit Pinkie down, and really talk to her about what's upsetting you. You also may wanna check on your jealously too, Dash. I'm sure it's not all Pinkie."
Dash rolled her eyes, scoffing at Soarin's remark.
"Me? Have you even heard a word I've said?! I'm not doing anything!"
"Hey, do you want my help, or not?"
Dash nodded, sinking back down in her seat.
"I do... But, just how good is your advice? Do you even have a special somepony right now? Since I've been in the Wonderbolts, I haven't seen you with anypony..."
Soarin simply smiled, shaking his head.
"The less you know, Dash, the less you know... Seriously though, listen to what I'm saying, I wouldn't steer you wrong! Go home, Rainbow Dash. Go home and talk to your girl. Don't just talk though, listen. I promise you it'll work. Think about it, you worked so hard to be with her, why give it up over something stupid like this? You guys have too bright of a future ahead of you to just let it fall apart and die."
Rainbow Dash smiled, her eyes not leaving Soarin's.
"You're right... You're right! Our relationship's only just begun, there's no way I'm gonna let it end now! I'm gonna go home, and I'm gonna make this better!"
Dash sprung up from the bar stool, looking over her shoulder to face Soarin one last time.
"Thanks, Soarin! You're a real pal, you know that?"
Soarin nodded and raised his glass to Dash as she sped out of the bar.
"God speed, my friend."
As Dash zoomed out of The Tipsy Equine, she nearly knocked over a peculiarly dressed mare who was walking through the door. 
After the mare dodged Rainbow Dash, she walked over to the bar. She took the now empty seat next to Soarin, the one Dash had been sitting at. She looked back at the door again before turning towards Soarin.
"Sundress huh? Never thought I'd seen you in one of those. It doesn't match the glasses, by the way," Soarin said to her.
"You're one to talk, a cowboy hat? Really? You look ridiculous! Was that Rainbow Dash I saw leaving?"
"It certainly was."
"Huh... What was she doing here? Hey daddy," The mare smiled at the bartender as he passed them by. 
"Oh, you know, trouble at the ole homestead. It's all good though, I helped get her through it." 
Soarin went to take another swig from his whiskey bottle, but his mare-friend put her hoof on his arm.
"That's quite enough of that. I'm gonna need you sober for what I've got planned tonight," She winked at him.
"Ohhhh really?" He smirked, putting down the bottle.
"Please, lead the way, madame."
He extended his hoof to her and she rolled her eyes. Chuckling as she left her seat.
"You're a dork. I love you."
"I love you too, babe."
Together, they left the bar and walked hoof in hoof into the moonlit streets.

	
		Once Upon a Time



*BUZZ BUZZ BUZZ*
*CLICK*
"Good morning, Equestria! This is Paper Weight, comin' at ya live from our studios at the center of Equestria's heartland itself, Ponyville! Well, the holidays are just around the corner, and it's shaping up to be a white, WHITE, Hearth's Warming Eve! According to our Weather Team correspondent, Medley, a light snow is scheduled to-" 
Through half-closed eyes, Rainbow Dash switched off her alarm clock. She rolled back over and curled up underneath the blankets of her bed, seeking out the familiar presence that she shared the comforter's warmth with. Dash opened her eyes, unable to find the soft fur she had been looking for. Her eyes grew wider, reacting to the shock as her brain began to process what was going on. Slowly, her mind made her aware of the situation. The familiar touch she had been seeking, Pinkie Pie, was long gone. She had left early that morning, heading out just before dawn to finish her last day of work before the holiday break. Rainbow frowned, scooting over closer to her friend's cooling spot on the mattress. Taking in what the morning had left of her warmth and scent.
Winter had fallen upon Equestria and with it, the holiday season. Only a handful of Wonderbolts would be performing on Hearth's Warming Eve, so Dash was already on her holiday vacation. Pinkie Pie, on the other hand, wasn't as lucky. After all, it was one of the busiest times of the year for Sugar Cube, and the Cakes couldn't get all of the orders done on their own. Fortunately, the couple's business was a bit bigger now, and therefore had a few more employees to help out. This meant that today would be Pinkie's last day of work, until after New Year's had passed. 
Rainbow sighed. She tried to ignore the absence of her lover and go back to sleep. It wasn't like she had anywhere to be today, and Pinkie Pie wouldn't be home until evening. There wasn't any reason at all for her to wake up early, and she deserved to be able to sleep in on her vacation. Dash tossed and turned for another half hour, still having no luck getting back to sleep. Finally, she gave up and sat up in her bed. 
She gave her limps a good stretch and yawned, a grin upon her face as she thought back to the old Rainbow Dash. That Dash had had no problems napping at any part of the day. That Dash had lost some of her laziness through her training at Pegasus Hell, and the rest of it through her relationship with Pinkie.
"Oh, how the mighty have fallen." She laughed to herself, reflecting on the impact dating Pinkie had made on her life.
This was just one example of many. Since her and Pinkie had gotten together, she had changed in a lot of ways. They weren't changes that had been forced on her, or anything like that, they were all choices that Dash had made willingly, on her own. Dash didn't even think too much into it, she just accepted that when you have a very special somepony in your life, you start trying to better yourself. For them, as well as yourself.
Rainbow stretched again, brushing her messy mane away from her face before hopping out of the bed her and Pinkie Pie shared. The floor was like ice underneath her hooves as she made her way over to their bedroom window. There hadn't been any snow yet, but the clouded, gray day outside told her that it would be falling soon. Dash rubbed her eyes and walked back over to her bed. She yanked the blanket off of its mattress and draped it over herself before leaving the room. 
Rainbow Dash made her way through the hallway and into the home's petite kitchen. Without much thought, she opened up the pantry, acting solely on instinct. To her dismay, she found the pantry empty. Dash had been preparing to make Tank his breakfast, but had somehow forgotten to stock up on food. With a sigh, she turned around to apologize to her friend, only to be met with an unfamiliar room. Finally, her morning drowsiness began to lose its edge and she was at last able to recover her thoughts.
"Oh yeah... No Tank..."
Rainbow Dash was no longer in her home or in Pinkie's room at Sugar Cube Corner. This was her new apartment. Well, in reality, it was their new apartment, her and Pinkie's. They hadn't been there for long, the previous evening had only been their second night sleeping there. In her waking daze, Dash had completely forgotten about her new surroundings.
"Jeez, I hope I'm not always this robotic when I wake up." Dash chuckled to herself.
Rainbow slowly walked from the tiny half room kitchen and into the den, carefully making her way through the boxes and packages that cluttered the floor all around her. She picked out a spot in the center of the room and sat down, taking a moment to look around at all of their boxed up possessions. 
Our own place... Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash's home...
The thought brought a smile to her lips. She took a few more minutes to let the feeling soak in, before beginning to unpack some of the boxes. 
The apartment was located in Ponyville's upper east side. Closer to Carousel Boutique than Sugar Cube Corner, though it was still quite a few rows of businesses away from their friend's dress shop. In reality, the spot had actually been one helluva bargain. It may have only been a single story, three room apartment (seeing as how they didn't actually have any neighbors, Dash supposed that it was more of a condo than an apartment), but it was surprisingly roomy. A large living room made up the majority of their home. On the living room's east wall was a small, chimney-stacked fire place, and enough space to clear out a spot for a large, dining room table, making it a half-dining, half-living room.
A narrow counter top separated the living room from the kitchen, taking up the majority of the apartment's west half. The apartment had come with a few pre-installed appliances: a dish washer, an oven, and a refrigerator. They hadn't cooked a meal in their new home yet, but Dash predicted that she and Pinkie would be spending a good deal of time in here. Whether they be baking up a tasty, sweet concoction of Pinkie's, or trying to replicate one of the hearty, home cooked meals that Mrs. Cake would make them.
In the northern end of the living room was a narrow hallway. On the right side of the hallway was the house's single bathroom, and on the left side was the guest closet. At the end of the hall was the master bedroom. Pinkie and Dash had already managed to move their bed in, and their large dresser was out here, in the living room, waiting to be pushed inside.
Dash smiled, taking another look around as she drug more items out of their cardboard confinements. Yes, it was a great little start-up home, and most importantly, it was theirs.
However, not every thing about the apartment had been a dream come true. For instance, their landlord, Ebony Blues, didn't allow pets in his buildings. That meant no Tank, and no Gummy. Fortunately, Fluttershy had more than enough room at her cottage to welcome two more animals into her family of critters, and Rainbow and Pinkie would always be able to visit them. It was still sad to see them go, but Tank (having started out living with Fluttershy) took the news pretty well. Gummy did too, as a matter of fact. Pinkie had been more upset than anyone about the situation, but according to her, Gummy's strong encouragement of their decision to get a place together had eventually swayed her attitude towards going through with it. 
The other downside was the cost of staying there. Times were tough and the housing market was feeling the full effect of Equestria's weak economy. So of course, every thing was too damn expensive. The apartment was expensive, but it had a lot better size to cost ratio than any of the other places Dash and Pinkie had looked at. The real kicker was that Ebony had wanted the first two months of rent paid up-front, plus a five hundred bit deposit. 
Wonderbolt salary was mostly determined by how much you were performing. Since Rainbow Dash was still fairly new, she hadn't actually been given the opportunity to do any shows yet. That meant that her current income was the low pay, government standard, so her and Pinkie were having to dig pretty deep into their funds to make ends meet. It also meant that there wouldn't be many Hearth's Warming gifts exchanged at the Pinkie-Dash household that year. A harsh bit of reality that hadn't impacted them in the slightest. 
Pound for pound, their new apartment may not have amounted to much, but the meaning behind it was much greater than the sum of its parts. It wasn't just a little shithole pad on the upper east side, it was their home. The first place either of them had ever shared with another companion. Ideally, it would go on to be just that. Their first home of many. The thought was almost enough to bring a tear to Rainbow's eye.
Rainbow Dash began to whistle as she continued to unpack their things and straighten the place up, unable to keep the smile off her face. Eventually, she reached a small box containing a number of framed photographs. Most of them were old pictures of her and Pinkie Pie's families, some were taken more recently and chronicled their short relationship, and of course there was the treasured snapshot of the two of them with their four best friends. Each of the girls had a copy of it, so there were two in the box for Dash to pull out. She paused a moment, looking it over. Examining the picture made her remember that her and Pinkie's home, wasn't the only first that was happening this year.
This Hearth's Warming Eve, would also be the first one that the girls had spent apart since Twilight Sparkle had moved to Ponyville. Dash gently ran a hoof over the glass frame encasing the photo, pausing over each of her friends. 
Twilight Sparkle and her assistant, Spike, were in Canterlot. They would be spending the holiday season with Twilight's parents, as would her brother, Shining Armor, and his wife, Cadance, as well as their two foals. Rainbow Dash spent a moment trying remember their names before giving up, turning her thoughts instead to the mystery of why Spike wasn't in the photo. She soon remembered that he had been the photographer that day, and frowned. It was a shame that he hadn't been included. 
Well, it's still a nice picture of the Holders of the Elements of Harmony.
Fluttershy was also out of town visiting her family. The Shy family had always stayed in touch, but they very rarely had big get-togethers because one thing or another always managed to fluster most of her kin. Dash laughed, thinking back fondly to her and Fluttershy's youth in Cloudsdale. For the longest time, she had always thought that Fluttershy and her parents were crazy for being the soft-spoken trio they were. Then, one summer when they had managed to put together a family reunion, Dash had gotten to see first hand that the whole family shared the same timid traits! Rainbow Dash still got a kick out of remembering that day.
Applejack was still in Ponyville, but her household was pretty busy. AJ's boyfriend, Lavender, and his kid, were spending the holidays at the Apple residence, and Applejack and her siblings were doing everything they could to make them feel welcome. The two of them had first started seeing each other just before Rainbow Dash had went into training for the Wonderbolts, but it had only been recently that Dash had found out that Lavender had been married before and had a kid. His foal was about the same age as Applebloom, so it must have been a very short-lived engagement from his youth. Dash still didn't know too much about him, but she figured that if he was good enough for the Element of Honesty, he must have been quite the catch.
Last but not least, was Rarity. She was also remaining in Ponyville, but the high demand for her dresses that year had left her utterly exhausted. Rarity had actually sent Pinkie and Rainbow a Hearth's Warming card, and said that she would catch them on New Year's. She had even promised to throw them a proper house warming party, but for the time being she wasn't leaving the comfort of her home for anything. 
Rainbow Dash spent a few more quiet moments reflecting over the picture, before deciding to continue with her work. However, instead of setting the framed portrait down into the accumulating pile of photos, she grabbed it and Pinkie's copy and took them over to the fireplace. She sat them up on the center of the mantle, adjusting them until they looked perfect. She was about to resume unpacking, when a sudden chill ran through her, reminding her that the temperature outside was steadily dropping.
Since she was already at the fireplace, Dash decided to get a fire going. There was a box of lumber that sat to the right of the mantle that contained unused firewood from a prior year. Dash set up a base of smaller logs and placed kindling and dried leaves underneath it. Rainbow then grabbed the matchbook that had been left on top of the mantle and took out a match, striking it along the side of the book. Once lit, she placed the burning match on the kindling and waited for it to catch. She then repeated the process a few more times, before beginning to stoke the fire with more twigs and dried leaves. 
Soon, Dash had a cozy little fire burning brightly away in the fireplace. For a few minutes she just gazed at her work, watching the flames as they danced along and popped the wood they consumed. Her father had been the one that had taught her how to make a fire, but she couldn't remember when or how. They hadn't had a fireplace in their home when she was growing up, and Dash didn't recall the two ever going camping or anything. Still, he obviously must have found the time somewhere along the way to show her.
Rainbow Dash stared on for a long time, lost within the confines of her mind. Thoughts of her father reminded her that she had something she wanted to get done before relaxing for the holiday. Something that she did every year around Hearth's Warming time. It was an old tradition for her, one that she normally did solo. However, she was beginning to think that maybe this year would see it fit for a change. Maybe this year, she'd find herself inviting Pinkie Pie to come along.
Rainbow smiled, eventually turning away from the fireplace and returning to work on the unpacked boxes. Morning was beginning to give way to afternoon and Pinkie Pie wouldn't be home for another five or six hours at least. Dash had a good pace going and with any luck she was going to have their home completely straightened up by the time her lover returned. Rainbow Dash's smile brightened a bit more. In just a matter of hours, Dash would be enjoying a fully furnished home with a nice warm fire and the love of her life. She couldn't have been happier.
*****

"Daaaaaashie, I'm home! Oooooh, wow! The place looks amazing!"
Rainbow Dash walked over to greet her lover. She wrapped her arms around Pinkie and pulled her forward, pressing her lips firmly against Pinkie's and taking her partner's breath away with a long, passionate kiss. After a few moments, they drifted apart. Pinkie Pie gazed dreamily into Dash's eyes before breaking the silence.
"Mmm... I missed you too, beautiful." Pinkie replied with a playful wink.
"You're home late, babe." Dash noted.
Pinkie Pie nodded, pulling off her scarf and tossing it aside.
"Yeah, well we were supposed to get a big batch of ingredients delivered today so we could finish our orders, but there was a problem at the post office or something."
Rainbow Dash nodded to her partner as she walked into the kitchen. Pinkie Pie followed behind her, continuing her story. Dash opened up one of the kitchen cabinets and pulled out a pair of porcelain cups, preparing to make Pinkie's favorite after work snack: a glass of hot cocoa.
"We ended up running out of what we did have and everything pretty much stopped 'til five."
Dash was standing at the refrigerator's open door, looking in dismay at the emptiness inside.
"That sucks... Dammit, why are we still out of milk?"
Pinkie Pie giggled. She poured a package of cocoa powder into each of the cups before walking over to join Rainbow. 
"Because we don't have any money, pop tart. It's alright, we can use water instead."
Dash sighed, letting the fridge door swing close with a dull thud. 
"It's not the same... Man, we don't have any food at all do we?"
"We still have that leftover spinach casserole Mrs. Cake made us."
Dash wrinkled her nose, rapidly shaking her head.
"Good God no! We still have that? That shit was garbage last week when it was fresh!"
"Oh Dashie, be nice!" Pinkie scolded. 
"What? It's not like she's around or anything." Dash joked.
"So suddenly it's okay to say mean things about someone as long as they're not around to hear you?" 
"It's not?"
Pinkie couldn't help but to laugh. Though she preferred slapstick or a good pun over her partner's peculiar, dry sense of humor, it was always so impeccably timed that she couldn't stay upset at Rainbow even if she tried.
"Well what do you wanna do, Dashie? I'm pretty sure all the stores in town are closed by now, and since tomorrow is Hearth's Warming..." Pinkie trailed off.
"Not everything's closed." Dash replied. She had been filling a pot with water and was now placing it on one of the stove's burners. 
"Oh?" Pinkie inquired. "You know where we can get some groceries?"
"Not exactly. I mean, I know a place that's open, and I do need to stop by there, but not for food. Besides, even if there was food there, it's not like we have any money..." Dash lit the stove and waited for the water to come to a boil.
"Tonight? Pop tart, it's about to start snowing!" Pinkie protested. "You might catch a cold, and- And then you could get bronchitis! And if you get bronchitis you won't be able to work, and if you're not able to work then we won't have enough money to pay our rent, and if we don't have enough money to pay rent we'll get evicted, and if we get evicted-" 
Dash put a hoof against Pinkie's lips, stopping her before she could go on.
"Okay, first of all, pop tart? Can't you go back to calling me 'Dashie'?" Dash asked. 
She paused a moment. Dash was still debating whether or not she should invite Pinkie Pie along. Of course she loved Pinkie more than anything else in the world, but her Hearth's Warming tradition was a private affair. She wondered if having Pinkie join her would take the sentimentality out of it.
"You're colorful like a Pop Tart. Ooh, I could can call you both names! At the same time! Dashie-Tart, or Pop-Dashie, or Rainbow Tartie Da-"
"Pop tart's fine." Dash interrupted. The water on the stove was finally starting to come to a soft boil.
"Do you really have to go tonight?" Pinkie asked.
"Yeah... It's like, an old tradition, ya know?" Dash replied. She was curious as to why Pinkie hadn't asked more about what she was doing yet. Maybe on some level Pinkie understood how important this was to her.
"Well if you absolutely have to, Dash, you should probably go soon." Pinkie stated, moving the cocoa powder filled cups next to the counter top beside the stove. "Wait too long and you may not make it back before morning."
"Yeah, yeah, I'll be going soon..." Dash opened the top counter drawer and pulled out a couple of spoons. "So, uh... Pinkie, do you wanna.. I don't know, go with me?"
Pinkie smiled, a bright beam of a smile that warmed Dash's heart. 
"Of course I do! I've just been dying to know what your tradition is since the very first moment you mentioned it!"
Dash laughed, switching off the stove and pouring a bit of the hot water into each of the cups. She poured the excess down the drain while Pinkie mixed the drinks. 
"You mean since two minutes ago?" Dash snorted back. "If you were so damn curious, why didn't you ask me what it was?" Rainbow took her cup and gently clanged it against the side of Pinkie's.
"Because, silly, I knew you were going to invite me, and I don't wanna ruin the surprise!" Pinkie enthusiastically answered back.
Dash eyed Pinkie, taking a quick sip of her cocoa. 
"Oh, and what made you so sure of that?"
"You waited for me till I got home, didn't you? You've had hours to leave and return, without me even knowing that you had gone anywhere." Pinkie Pie smirked back, taking a deep drink from her cup.
"Well, yeah..." Dash blushed. 
Dash pushed her cup against her lips and drank, attempting to hide her rosy cheeks.
*****

Outside, walking along the dark streets, the icy, December wind cut through Rainbow and Pinkie's hides like a knife. With a quick shake of her shivering coat, Pinkie advanced her pace to a sudden gallop to catch up with Rainbow Dash. Pinkie pressed herself against the Pegasus pony's side in a desperate attempt to keep the cold at bay as they continued to trot on. The snow still hadn't fallen yet, but the bright ring of light around the moon told that it was coming. 
"How much further do we have to go, pop tart? We're almost at the outskirts of town!" Pinkie croaked through chattering teeth.
"Again with the pop tart." Dash said with a sigh. "Never mind, we're here."
Rainbow Dash stopped walking and pointed ahead at a spot in the darkness, just outside the glow of Ponyville's last street lamp. Pinkie Pie squinted, and eventually her eyes adjusted to the darkness enough that she could make out a small, unadorned building. Even in the day time it would have been an easy one to miss, which Pinkie supposed was why she didn't recognize the place. 
"And where exactly is 'here'? Are you sure it's open, Dashie? It doesn't look like any lights are on." 
Pinkie walked past Dash and squinted again, trying to get a view of the building from its side. She discovered that the building's design was peculiar. While the front end was very wide, only a portion of the middle jutted out from behind. It stretched out about 30 or 40 yards in a long, single walkway-like passage before expanding out into another wide tail end. After getting a good look at it, Pinkie thought the building strongly resembled a capital i that had toppled onto its front side.
"My friend, what you're looking at is Ponyville's one and only Wonderbolts Hall of Fame. Whether or not it's open doesn't really matter because it's never locked anyway." Dash motioned for Pinkie to follow her and walked towards the entrance.
"Ponyville has a Wonderbolts Hall of Fame? Wait, just because it's unlocked doesn't mean we can go in there! What if they think were thieves?" Pinkie trotted over to Rainbow, trying to figure out what her partner was thinking.
"Sure it does! I've know everypony that's looked after the place for nearly a decade now! And it's not like anyone's gonna steal from our piss poor excuse for a hall of fame! They'd have to be like, the biggest asshole in Equestria to do something like that. Not to mention, the number of ponies that even know about this place, is in the single digits..." Dash replied, making her way up the short flight of stairs that led up to the building's entrance.
Once Rainbow Dash reached the front door, she paused a moment and waited for Pinkie Pie to catch up.
"Okie dokie, I guess that makes sense..." 
As Pinkie walked towards the Hall of Fame's easily missable door, she thought about what Dash had told her, and went over what she knew about this place in her head. What she came up with was this: 1. Rainbow must have visited this place ever since she had lived in Ponyville. 2. She most likely visits it every year on, or near, Hearth's Warming, arguably the most important holiday for spending time with loved ones. 3. Dash's father was a member of the Wonderbolts for many years until he passed away. After putting all of this information together, Pinkie felt that she had a good idea of what Dash was here to do.
Once Pinkie Pie was back at her side, Rainbow Dash prepared to grab the front door's handle, only to have it suddenly burst open in front of her. Dash took a few quick steps back, almost taking a tumble off the stairs as she did so. From out of the door emerged a red maned Pegasus pony. He had a light yellow coat (fairly similar to Fluttershy's) with a five-pointed blue star adorning each of his flanks. He gasped, taking a quick, surprised look at Pinkie Pie before rushing over to help Rainbow Dash up.
"Evening, Dash. I was starting to think you wouldn't make it this year." He extended his hoof and Dash took it.
"Shows what you know, Star, I wouldn't skip this for all the bits in the world!"
Starburst smiled, taking a few steps backwards as Dash regained her footing. He turned his gaze to Pinkie Pie, looking her over for a few moments.
"Hiya!" Pinkie greeted with a wave. 
"Well hello there! Who's your friend, Dash?" 
Dash glared at the stallion, walking forward and nudging his head to the side with her own. 
"Her name's Pinkie Pie and she's not interested." She continued to glare at him, trying to put herself in between his line of sight and Pinkie. "Pinkie, meet Starburst. Starburst, meet Pinkie."
Pinkie shook his hoof and they stood outside a moment longer. The trio's breath fogging up the air around them.
"Well, I better be going." Star finally stated, turning away from Pinkie and Dash. "You know where the keys at, just lock it up when you're done and leave em in the usual spot. Hey, before I go, word on the street is they're already preparing you a place in here, bro!"
Dash smirked, her pride allowing her to quickly forget the previous tension.
"Well it's about damn time, isn't it?" She shouted, opening the door for Pinkie Pie.
"Hell yeah it is!" He called back.
As Starburst trotted away into the chilly darkness, Rainbow Dash walked through the doorway behind Pinkie. As soon as she locked the door behind them, Dash sighed and shook her head. 
"Fucking horn dog, I swear to God..."
"Oh, Dashie, he was just saying hi."
Rainbow starred at her, bewildered. 
"Pink, I don't know what hi means on your planet, but here on Equestria what that little conversation translated into was given the opportunity, he would take you back to his place, maybe get some drinks in you, and hopefully get you bent over the coffee ta-"
"That's enough! Dashie please! I can take care of myself just fine!"
Dash rolled her eyes. She felt her way to the reception desk and picked up the bronze, tri-candle holder that sat there and lit the candles with a match from the nearby matchbook. 
"When I see that, I'll let you know..." Dash muttered under her breath.
"Excuse me?" Pinkie asked, annoyed, still following close behind her.
Thinking quickly, Dash swung herself around and faced Pinkie Pie. She sat the candle holder down on the tile floor and leaned forward, pressing her lips against Pinkie's for a short, sweet kiss.
"Why don't we fight tomorrow or something, babe? I'd really rather not spoil the evening."
Pinkie Pie giggled, the cheery mood returning as fast as it had left. 
"Okie dokie lokie, pop tart!"
They duo resumed walking. Dash lit the way more for Pinkie's sake than her own, having traversed Ponyville's Wonderbolt Hall of Fame enough times to practically be able to find her way through it in the dark. They walked down the long corridor that connected the lobby to the rest of the building, ignoring whatever tributes decorated the walls at their sides. Once they reached the other end of the capitol i shaped building, Dash took a left, continuing on down to the western end of the corridor. Finally, when they had reached the exhibit at the wall's end, Dash put down the candle holder and moved to the right so Pinkie could join her.
In the dim light, Pinkie's adjusting eyes could make out a glass case, with various photographs and newspaper clippings resting on the red velvet inside. Hanging on the wall above the glass case, was an older Wonderbolts uniform. Next to it, was a blown up photograph of a massive, baby blue stallion with a chestnut colored mane accepting a winged trophy of some sort at what appeared to be a massive ceremony from a older looking Pegasus Pony dressed in traditional, Wonderbolt formal attire. A bronze plaque was nailed to the wall underneath the two items. The name on the plaque read: Thunder Hooves
After a few moments of silent gazing, Pinkie finally spoke.
"Is that him?"
"Mhm..." Dash replied solemnly.
"You have his features... But, well he's not colorful at all is he? He's so- so-"
"Dull?" Dash asked.
Pinkie nodded and turned her head to face Dash.
"Yeah, I've never seen any pony's coat look like that before! What's wrong with it? Was he sick?"
Rainbow Dash shook her head.
"Nope. He said that that's just how the ponies are where he came from. He told me that they don't have the luxuries that the ponies that are born in Equestria do. That their lives aren't quite as, how'd he put it? Vibrant, as the ponies that are born here, and it's reflected in everything about them. From their manes and coats to the way they speak and move."
"Where was he from?"
"North."
"Crystal Empire?"
"Far north."
Pinkie tilted her head and Dash took a second to think before continuing her explanation further.
"You remember the three ancient tribes that everypony lived in, before the founding of Equestria, right? And how their fighting eventually made the land that they lived in uninhabitable, causing them to move here to Equestria?"
Pinkie nodded and Dash continued.
"Not everypony was able to leave that land. In fact, the majority of them were left behind to die in the tundra that the Windigos had created. Well, most of them did die, but a portion of the pony tribes survived by coming together and sharing what little resources they had left. Eventually, their numbers began to grow, and they were slowly able to make life sustainable again. Hard, but sustainable."
"So you're telling me that there's an entire nation of ponies in the land before Equestria?"
Dash nodded, and Pinkie began with more questions.
"Are there a lot of them? Why doesn't Celestia go back for the rest of them? Why don't they come here? How come we never learned about them in school?"
"From what I understand, they outnumber our population three to one, but they're spread out over a massive area! Like, there's no telling how far that land goes! And as for Celestia, it's out of her jurisdiction, I guess. Plus, the ponies of that land are a proud, strong race. They've survived there for unnumbered centuries, they're not leaving now. Even if they wanted to, the distance between our lands is enormous! It's only very lightly brushed over in the Hearth's Warming Pageant, but in reality, the journey from there to here is out of this world dangerous! A lot of exploration teams died trying to reach something better, before Chancellor Puddinghead, Princess Platinum, and Commander Hurricane courageously set out on their own. Not only that, but the ponies that were left behind over there, didn't exactly celebrate their achievement of discovering a new land like we did over here. I think that eventually, it just kinda faded from their history. Just like the fact that they're still over there, faded from ours..."
Pinkie Pie nodded again, beginning to get a better grasp on the information. 
"So, we don't know about them, and they don't know about us... Then how did your dad make it here?"
Dash smiled, looking up at the picture on the wall. Pinkie could see the pride reflected in her eyes.
"Here's the thing, dad was a terrific flyer. One of the best the Wonderbolts ever had. He was fast, had more control and better maneuvers than anyone else, and he never, ever broke a sweat! Oh yeah, he was great... By Equestria standards. Apparently, back where he was from, he was one of the weakest Pegasi around! I still think he was exaggerating, but he claims that compared to the beasts back home, he flew like a one winged sparrow. The only thing that he had going for him, was that he had endurance. Even over there it was something to behold! He may not have been a great flyer by their standards, but he could still keep going for ages after their best had used up all of their energy."
Just as she always did, Dash told the story in her excited manner. Using her arms and expressions to emphasize the important details and give weight to her words. It was a habit Pinkie found absolutely adorable, and was one of the things that she cherished most about her partner.
"Anyways, like I said, life over in Pre-Equestria is tough, tough as it gets. One day, my dad finally decided that he'd had enough of struggling away in some meaningless existence. He figured that he might as well try to find a better life for himself, or die trying. So he did a little research, found out that his ancestors had traveled south in times long since passed, took a little supplies, and headed out into the unknown, not stopping until his wings refused to carry him anymore! Eventually, he found Equestria, became a Wonderbolt, met my mama, and they made me!"
Dash beamed, pointing to one of the items that sat in the case. Pinkie followed Dash's hoof and found what she was gesturing to. It was black and white newspaper clipping. The picture at the top of the clipping, showed Thunder Hooves with a beautiful, young mare at his side. Pinkie had never seen Rainbow's mother before, and even though she couldn't see what color her coat and mane were, she knew that it must have been her in the photograph for Rainbow and her shared the same eyes. One of Thunder's arms was wrapped around the mare, while in the other he cradled a tiny, newborn infant. The headline read: 'Wonderbolt champion and wife welcome daughter'. It was the only picture Pinkie would ever see of Rainbow Dash's parents together or of Dash as a baby.
"Awwww! Look at my little Dashie! So cute!"
Dash scoffed, turning away from Pinkie.
"Pinkie! I wasn't cute, I was just... Smaller. Ponies tend to get those words confused."
Pinkie turned over to face Dash, playfully sticking her tongue out.
"So I take it that you're not ready for kids then eh?"
"Pinkie, c'mon!"
Pinkie Pie giggled and Dash rolled her eyes, turning her gaze back towards her father's memorial. Eventually Pinkie joined Rainbow and looked over the exhibits behind the glass again, taking her time to truly appreciate Thunder Hooves legacy. They stared on in silence for awhile. Every few minutes, Pinkie would look over at Dash to find her completely immersed in thought. What was going through the multicolored pony's head she could only guess, but Pinkie began to wonder just how long Dash would want to hang around. As grateful as she was that Dash had chosen to share this evening with her, she began to wonder if it would have been better just to let her go alone. Finally, as was her nature, Pinkie Pie had to break the silence.
"So, you guys were pretty close, huh?"
It snapped Dash out of her trance. She bit her lip before answering Pinkie's question, mulling it around in her head.
"Well, not really... I mean, it's complicated..."
The phrase hung in Pinkie's brain, bringing up a mental picture of her own family. If there was one thing Pinkie knew, it was 'complicated'.
"I have time, pop tart. If you wanna talk about it, I mean." Pinkie replied with a soft smile.
"I love him, I'm not saying that I don't, and I know that he loved me, but sometimes he had a strange way of showing it..."
Pinkie Pie nodded. Showing love in a strange way was another thing she could identify with.
"We fought... A lot. Mostly after mama passed away."
The words came out slow and clumsy, Dash reflecting upon every aspect of the sentence as she spoke it. Pinkie could see it wasn't easy for her, but Pinkie also knew enough about her friend to know that it was probably something that she had held onto for years. It was probably something that she needed to get off her chest. She decided to try and keep the conversation going.
"What did you guys fight about?"
"Everything... Dad was a hard ass, he always had been, but mom used to even him out. She had this way of calming him down. She used to tell me that it wasn't his fault... She used to tell me that I had know idea just how good I had it. Hell, she used to say that no pony in Equestria had any idea just how good they had it! Used to say that we have no idea how hard the ponies in the land where the pony tribes lived have it. How hard they have to struggle... Said that we couldn't even imagine it! She used to say that dad would talk in his sleep, talk about things he would never dream about talking about when he was conscious... That little bit that I was able to tell you earlier, it took me years to piece all that together! Mom said that dad had to endure a lot of horrible things in his youth... Unimaginable things! Said he had a lot of nightmares... "
Dash's words were coming out in sort of string of conscious blur, falling out of her mouth as fast as they formed in her head. She starred at the ground as she spoke.
"Were they close, your mom and dad?" Pinkie asked, not ready to let up yet. "I was looking at some of the dates on your dad's clippings. It looks like he was in the Wonderbolts for a long time, but in all of those pictures he looks the same age."
"He didn't really age. Not until the end... He said that the cold air from his homelands freeze the features, makes them forever young... To answer your question though, yeah, they were real close. I'm pretty sure it was dad's second marriage, but they loved each other. More than anything else in the world... They really were a great couple..."
Rainbow Dash was beginning to speak slower now, her words more pained. Pinkie Pie put an arm over her lover, lightly running her hoof through Rainbow's mane.
"It must have been hard when she died..."
"It was... God, it was! You have no idea how hard it was! Mom passed away when I was thirteen, and after that me and dad's relationship died too. I wasn't good enough... I was never good enough for him, ever! We fought every day for four years. Every. Single. Day. Then, when I was seventeen, I finally told him to fuck off and he threw my sorry ass out on the street. I never looked back. I eventually made my way here, to Ponyville, and two years later I got a letter saying dad was dead."
Pinkie continued to stroke Rainbow's mane and cheeks. She noticed her arm had become damp with Dash's silent tears.
"Oh baby, I'm so sorry... Did he get sick?"
"No, that was mom... Dad was just old. Mom was like thirty years younger than him. I think he was like sixty four or five when they had me..."
Dash shook her head, trying to prevent more tears from falling.
"I don't know... Maybe I'm being dramatic... I mean, me and him had our moments... I think he wanted a son or something, because I certainly could't ever live up to his God damn expectations! Like I said, I was never good enough... Then again, I was a dumb teenager, and we had both lost someone very important to us... I- I don't know... I just... Don't know..."
Dash took a deep breath, getting in one last grab of air before making her final confession.
"I wish I had been there... When he died... I think it's my fault he's dead..."
Dash began to weep, Pinkie holding her tight through every sob. Pinkie didn't bother trying to say anything to comfort her. She had the feeling that if she did, it wouldn't do anything more than upset her partner further. All Pinkie Pie could do was hold her through her tears, which if she had to guess, was probably the first time anyone had done so in a long, long time. Eventually Rainbow's tears began to subside. 
"Oh, man..."
Dash chuckled, wiping her tear stained cheeks. 
"You know, I've never told that to anyone before." Dash exhaled, taking another moment to catch her breath. "By the way, I didn't intend to bring you along just so you could make me cry," she joked.
Pinkie frowned, her ears drooping. She felt guilty about what she had done.
"Do you feel better?" Pinkie asked.
Dash shrugged, not quite sure how she felt.
"I suppose so. Maybe it was for the best, getting that shit off my chest."
Pinkie Pie nodded and gazed into Rainbow's red, puffy eyes. After a moment, Dash leaned forward and Pinkie followed suit. Their lips met and the couple shared a silent kiss in the soft candle glow. As the kiss came to an end, Dash opened an eye, peeking at her father's uniform. She slowly leaned back, turning her head to look at the uniform again. 
"I wonder what they'd think about this."
"What's that baby?" Pinkie asked, a dreamy smile taking the place of her partner's lips.
"Us. I wonder what mom and dad would think of it."
Pinkie looked back at the picture of infant Dash and her parents. She tilted her head, not knowing enough about either of the ponies to even make a guess. Pinkie decided to make one anyway.
"I'm sure they'd be happy for us."
"Life's not that easy, sweetheart!" Dash laughed back.
More time began to crawl by, whether it was seconds or minutes, they couldn't tell. Finally, a thought occurred to Dash and she gave Pinkie a playful nudge.
"So, when am I gonna meet the ole in-laws, huh? When ya gonna introduce me to your folks?"
The question brought an instant change in Pinkie Pie's mood.
"Oh, well... Never."
Her response wasn't just shocking, but offensive as well. Dash's first thoughts were that maybe Pinkie was too ashamed of her to have her around her folks.
"Huh? Why? What, am I not good enough for them?!"
Pinkie was appalled by Rainbow's accusation
"Dashie, no! If anything they're not good enough for you!"
"Then what the hell's the problem?"
"Dash..." Pinkie began, her speech slowing to a crawl. "I haven't seen or talked to my parents in, how long has it been? Eight years now... I'd take you to meet my sisters, Inky and Blinky, but I'm not quite sure where either of them are living at the moment..."
"W-what happened that was so terrible? Why haven't you kept in touch with your family?"
Pinkie answered back in a tone of bitterness Dash had only ever heard once. A few years back, when Pinkie had forgotten about her birthday, and thought that her friends were trying to ditch her.
"Well for starters, father thought'd it was a great idea to keep his daughters completely separated from the outside world, doing hard, manual labor. Maybe we should get some workers to help out around here, I mean, it's not like we can't afford it or anything. Oh no, oh no no no, why bother? That'd be silly! I've got my little princesses right here! Free labor, that's what that is! Just hitch em up to the cart and watch them go! Don't ask their opinion on it, they love it! 
Day in and day out, for years, breaking rocks! Moving rocks! Digging rocks out of the ground! You know who has to do stuff like that, Dashie? Prisoners, that's who! And that's exactly what it was, Dashie, it was prison. It was hell... That's why when I turned seventeen, I left home and never looked back. I ran. We all did. When Inky and Blinky came of age they followed my example. We all went our separate ways. Eventually, I found the Cakes and settled down here, but last I heard they're still running... I always was the stronger one, better at coping with what happened than they were... We still write to each other on occasion, to make sure we're still alive, but I worry about them... I worry that they may always be running... In some ways, I'm still running..."
Dash didn't know what to say, she was completely unprepared for this. This was so unlike the care free, happy-go-lucky Pinkie she was used to. 
"I-I'm so confused, Pinkie. I mean, you've stood up for your family before, you've stood up for his profession before! Why did you do that if you hated him so much?"
Pinkie shrugged, a dull look in her eyes as she spoke. Just like Dash, she was sharing something that she had never shared with anyone before. Just minutes ago, she had made Dash relive painful childhood memories. She felt that it was only fair that she should now have to bare her own naked feelings.
"Dash, if I wanted to, I could choose to live every day in bitterness, reflecting on the childhood that was stolen from me. I could be dark, and depressed, and be like a rain cloud, pouring down on everyone's good mood. But, I'd much rather bring a smile to ponies instead. Making them happy, makes me happy. It's easier to do that if I pretend my formative years weren't as bad as they were... Dashie, my father is a bastard who's spent the majority of his life taking out his frustrations and insecurities on anyone and anything that's gotten close enough for him to vent at, and I choose not to be a reflection of his anger..."
Dash flinched at Pinkie's words, she wasn't used to hearing her curse. Overall though, her words made sense. Not for the first time, Dash found herself in awe of Pinkie's resolve. It never ceased to amaze her just how deep the silly, party pony could be when she wanted. Dash wondered to herself just how intelligent Pinkie Pie truly was.
"I still don't understand, Pinkie. I thought you said that the day you got your Cutie Mark, your folks really lightened up."
"Well, pop tart, there's two different versions to that story..."
"Oh no..." Dash braced herself.
"There's the version you guys know, where the little girl's party melts the hardened hearts of her mother and father and the whole family celebrates. Then there's the other version, where the father drags the little girl up to her room and beats her, all the while screaming about how she's trying to ruin the family by bringing in mindless distractions they take away from their work..."
"Oh my God..."
Dash couldn't believe what she was hearing, it made her sick to her stomach. Never in her life had she hated any pony as much as she hated the scumbag that had the nerve to call himself Pinkie's 'father'. 
"Wh-which version of the story is true?"
"Whichever one you choose to believe." 
"Which version do you choose to believe, Pinkie?"
"The one where the little girl and her family celebrate like a loving, happy family..." Pinkie replied in a shaking whisper.
Dash took a moment to reflect over Pinkie's words. That statement said a lot more about Pinkie than it appeared to on the surface. It may have very well been the most profound insight to her inner thoughts that Dash had ever heard her give. Really, it said everything. Everything that needed to be said, anyway.
"What about your, who was it? Granny Pie? Or your mother, why didn't they do anything to stop him?"
Pinkie Pie looked up at Dash and smiled. A bittersweet, forlorn smile that broke Rainbow Dash's heart.
"Sweetie, there never was a Granny Pie... I made her up. I made up a lot of imaginary friends when I lived at home. I took the days one at a time, doing what I needed to cope... She was just the one that hung around the longest... And as for my mother..." Pinkie sighed, shaking her head. "She just stood there. And I don't mean that that phrase just applies to the Cutie Mark incident. I could say that about every situation my mother was ever in. She just stood there. Her husband is treating her babies like dirt, she just stood there. He screams and hollers and makes everyone around him afraid, she just stood there. I'm bawling my eyes out, pouring everything I've got into my words, begging to know why she stays with the monster, she. Just. Stood there..."
As Pinkie's words began to fade into the blackness, she fell silent. Dash tilted her head, trying to get a look at her face. It didn't appear that Pinkie was crying, or had been. Rainbow Dash admired her courage. After all that, she was still dry eyed. Dash supposed that she must have been more emotional than Pinkie. Maybe Pinkie had even had more time to prepare herself as well. Who knew? Rainbow Dash certainly didn't. 
Once she was sure that Pinkie Pie's story was over, Dash leaned over and nuzzled her mare-friend, planting a few well place, delicate kisses as she did so. Pinkie cooed a soft response, leaned over, resting her head against Dash's side, and closed her eyes.
"Certainly has been one hell of an evening..." Dash remarked.
"Hell of an evening..." Pinkie agreed with a nod.
"Hey... You said that you left home when you were seventeen too, didn't you?"
"Oh yeah, I guess I did." Pinkie replied.
"Funny how things work out, isn't it? Seventeen years old. Young, dumb, no where in the world to go, but the whole land of Equestria laid out beneath our hooves. We could have went anywhere, but somehow we both ended up in Ponyville. The small town where we met the best friends a gal could ask for. The small town where we got to become protectors of Equestria. The small town that changed our lives forever." Rainbow paused, taking a moment to laugh. "And here I was this close to going off to Manehattan!"
Pinkie smiled, lifting her head off of Rainbow so she could turn to face her.
"I'm glad I met you, pop tart."
Rainbow smiled back. The candles must have been reaching the end of their lifespan, because Pinkie was becoming harder to see. 
"And I'm glad I met you."
They leaned forward and shared one more passionate kiss, Thunder Hooves' jersey casting a shadow in the dim light. Outside, far from their location, the Ponyville clock tower began to chime, signaling midnight. 
*DING... DING... DING... DING...*
The couple leaned back once more, and Pinkie Pie rested her head back against Rainbow Dash's side. Dash draped an arm around her and pulled Pinkie closer.
"Happy Hearth's Warming, Pinkie Pie. I love you..."
"Happy Hearth's Warming. I love you too, Rainbow Dash..."
*ING... DING... DING...*
As the last chimes of the clock came to an end, the first snowflakes of the season began to fall from the night sky, ready to blanket the land in a sea of purifying, white fluff.
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