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"If you can make it in Fillydelphia, you can make it anywhere," or so the saying goes. When a young mare comes to the big city with dreams of being a reporter, she is instead thrust into a world of corruption and squalor where she will need the strength of friends to survive.
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		Episode 1: Arrival



I had to push my way past two young ponies to get a better look from the train’s window as we came into Fillydelphia. The flat grassland had given away to hills and valleys earlier, and it was into one of those gaps that the train descended into; the hills rose into mountains and the valley floor came to meet us. Fillydelphia was close.
I was practically shaking in my horseshoes in excitement over my first look at the city. It had only been a week ago that I had received a letter telling me that my job application to the Fillydelphia Chronicler had been accepted; I was going to be a reporter! I mean, the Chronicler wasn’t anything like the Manehattan Times or the Stalliongrad Gazette (and Celestia knows the actual city of Fillydelphia pales in comparison to Canterlot and Manehattan), but it was definitely better than working in my hometown’s small newspaper or, I shuddered, working on my parents’s farm.  
Country ponies gathered at the numerous glass windows on either side of me, snapping me from my reverie. Uninterested, the city ponies continued to relax in their seats. The car was crowded with ponies who had been forced out of the Pullmare cars by some bigwig who rented them to herself. I felt myself being pressed against the nearest window by the gathering crowd as the train snaked around the last hill. There!  
The hills turned to wind-swept plains as we neared the city. “It’s so big!” I heard a young pony to my left say, accompanied by murmurs of agreement from the country pony crowd around me. Like most of them, I had never seen a big city either, and Fillydelphia held over a million ponies!  
As the train passed into the city, I managed to squeeze my way through the crowd and back to my unoccupied seat. I slung my bag over my neck and let it hang down in front of me, where it almost touched my hooves. My parents had made me pack way too much; it felt like I was carrying bricks around my neck! It didn’t help that the “city dress” my parents made me wear kept from wearing a proper saddlebag.  
The train switched tracks and sped between rowhouses and over streets, allowing fleeting glimpses of glass-and-steel towers rising above the streets. Somepony was shouting about arriving at the station over the now-vocal crowd’s noise, so I slinked over to the car’s exit door, intending to be the first one out. I sighed when I saw that I wasn’t the only pony to have that idea.
*        *        *

The train hissed to a stop in the crowded station, and the conductor shouted, “Everypony out!” I fought my way onto the platform and looked around to find my bearings. Unfortunately, I couldn’t make head or tail of the numerous signs lining the platforms. All around me, ponies walked to and fro like they had somewhere to be, leaving me stuck in the middle.  
“Oh, what the hay,” I muttered under my breath, turning and following the nearest ponies out of the train station. 
I emerged out of the station under a sign saying, “Equestria Railroad Suburban Station,” blinking in confusion at the crowded streets. The letter confirming my employment had contained an address for the Chronicler, but I suddenly realized I had no way to get there. My hoof met my face in frustration when I remembered that the map Mother had given me was at the bottom of the bag around my neck.  
“Need a ride miss?” a scruffy-looking stallion with a wheel cutie mark asked, seeing my look of confusion. There was a small, yellow-painted carriage parked next to him, the reigns resting around his shoulders.  
“Can you take me to...the corner of Chestnut Street and South 40th Street?” I asked. I knew the address by heart but tried to act nonchalant about it. He gave me a funny look, but nodded his head anyways.  
“Standard fare is a bit per mile; hop in.” A whole bit? I didn’t have much money with me, so I hoped the Chronicler building wouldn’t be far.  
Stomping his hoof in frustration, he said, “Get in or let me find other customers miss, I don’t have all day.”  
“Oh, right,” I said sheepishly, climbing into the carriage. The inside wasn’t very big. It contained a floor and two wooden benches; one of which was facing across from me. He started moving before I could set my bag beside me on the bench I was sitting on, causing me to crash into the seat in front of me from the weight around my neck.  
“Careful!” he shouted, trotting along the roadway. I rolled my eyes and dropped the carpet bag to the floor of the carriage, before sticking my head out of the front window of the carriage for a good look of my ride.  
Other carriages streamed past us on each side in seemingly random directions; a few of the carriages didn’t even have a driver, something I hadn’t seen before. The horseless-carriages all had smokestacks in the front like the train, and smoke billowed out. The cobblestone streets gave way to a bridge over a river, and on the other side was a part of town with less towers and more factories.  
“What part of town is that?” I called to him, hoping he could hear me over the noise on the road.  
He seemed to have heard me because he answered, “This here river we’re passing over is the Scullyhoof River, and over it is West Fillydelphia.” He held onto the last couple of words like releasing them would physically hurt him.  
“Is something wrong with West Fillydelphia?” I asked.  
“Oh, nothing that a pony like yourself can’t handle,” he answered, nickering. I restrained from returning his remark.  
Instead, I reached up under my dress and massaged my sore wings. They sat folded and unused under my clothes most of the time, but even they weren’t used to the tight confines of a fancy dress. It would have been nice to have a Pegasus dress, but being born into a family of poor earth ponies left my options a little bit limited. Even now, the dress I was wearing was a hoof-me-down cute-ceañera dress.   
The ride grew less smooth as we moved into West Fillydelphia. The streets here looked like they hadn’t been serviced since the return of Night Mare Moon. The bouncy road reminded me of going to the market back home, and gave me a little comfort in its familiarity.  
*        *        *

The driver pony stopped the carriage in front of a group of shabby building and checked a strange-looking device on his front hoof. “We’re here; fare’s two bits, miss.”  
I barely heard, still staring at the buildings in front of me; they were old and run-down, sagging wood and cracked bricks were numerous.  
“This must be the wrong street, I need to go to the headquarters of the Fillydelphia Chronicler,” I said, practically pleading. He turned his head around, curious if I was joking. Seeing that I wasn’t, he pointed to the most run-down building of the group.  
“Miss, that is the headquarters of the Chronicler.” Still shaking my head in disbelief, I stepped down out of the carriage and hoofed him the coins, leaving me with almost no spending money.  
Tipping his head, he told me, “Much obliged miss,” and trotted away, carriage rattling empty behind him.  
I looked up at the ratty building the carriage pony had pointed out and, sure enough, a faded sign said, “Fillydelphia Chronicler: We Don’t Just Report Stories, We Make Them!”  
Not much like what I had pictured the headquarters of a big city newspaper would look like. Still, my reporting would soon turn this paper’s reputation around anyway, they would see. I walked in the front door of the building, still trying to figure out who “they” were. A buzzing sound came from above my head and a bored-looking earth pony at a secretary’s desk gave a furtive glance in my direction. 
The inside of the building wasn’t much better than the outside; the waiting room was little more than the desk and a few old chairs shoved in a corner. I walked up to the secretary’s desk and carefully tapped a hoof on the top of the desk. The pony sitting there reluctantly glanced up from her quarter-bit novel, but didn’t offer any words.  
“I’m, uh, I’m here to see Ornate Vision,” I managed to get out, the nervousness in my brain finally spilling onto my tongue.  
The pony across from me lazily flipped through some sheets of paper on a clipboard before asking, “Are you...Minty Flower?” I nodded my head enthusiastically, my once-straightened hair beginning to flop around. “It says here you have a meeting with Mr. Vision, but not for another hour,” the secretary pony said. 
I couldn’t help but be shocked. “An hour?”  
She rolled her eyes and picked up the book again, ignoring my question. I didn’t move, just hanging my head in silence; resigning myself to quietly waiting for another sixty minutes. For a few minutes, the secretary filly said nothing, only occasionally stealing glances over the top of her quarter-bit novel. I stood stock still, afraid to move an inch. A couple minutes later, she lay her book down with a huff and motioned to the door behind her.  
“Well, Mr. Vision has always appreciated enthusiasm anyways: go ahead and go in early.” I swore I could feel the edges of my smile touch my ears as I thanked her. I was so close!
Stopping right before entering the newsroom, I barely remembered to re-straighten my orange hair (or Gamboge, as my art teacher always reminded me) and azure coat. Inwardly I groaned: I was not having a good coat-day. I could feel the secretary’s eyes burning holes in the back of my head while I fought to adjust my dress to cover as much of my coat as possible. The fifth time the dress fell back to covering only my back and flank, I gave up and pushed open the heavy, wooden double doors of the Chronicler newsroom.  
As disappointing as the outside facade had been, the newsroom was everything I expected it to be. The air hummed with the electricity of frantic ponies working amid flying papers and galloping hooves. My mouth was constantly running with apologies as I shoved my way through a crowd gathered around a clapboard with news stories hanging off of it. Standing defiantly in the middle of the chaos was a large, green-orange stallion with a pair of crossed pencils for a cutie mark. He was talking rapidly with a violet unicorn, his back turned to me.
I cleared my throat rather loudly--maybe a bit too loudly--in an attempt to get him to turn around. Much to my surprise, he did.  
“And just who the hay are you?” Ornate Vision asked in a deep voice, draining all the confidence I had managed to gather up so far.  
“I’m, uh, your new employee...um, sir,” I stammered, wincing as I heard my voice crack.  
“Right, you’re that new pony, Moldy Dandelion or something,” he said, an eyebrow raised.  
My voice still squeaking I tried my best to sound assertive, “Minty Flower actuall-”  
“Did you bring your camera like you were asked in the letter?” he interrupted. I felt better almost instantly: I had actually remembered to bring it for once.  
“Yes, sir, it’s right here and I would just like to say-” He already had his back turned and was talking to the violet mare from before.  
“Alright Grapevine, I got you a new photographer. Now for the love of Luna get out there and get me a new story!” 
A new what?! 
I tried to tell him how there must be some mistake and how I was supposed to be a reporter, but Mr. Vision was already on the other side of the room, talking with a couple of confused ponies at a hoof-cranked copy machine. That left the purple mare, Grapevine, standing in front of me.  
An intense bout of staring followed as she appeared to size me up. Not one to be left out, I looked her over, too. Her violet coat and a roughly-cut mane colored an even darker purple were offset by a trio of white question marks on her flank.
“So what kind of a name is Minty Flower, anyway?” she asked. I felt myself blush with the same embarrassment I’d had the first day of school.  
“Well, my parents are from Germaneigh, but wanted my name to be an authentic Equestrian name, but they didn’t know a lot of the Equestrian language, so...” She nodded slowly, accepting my explanation.  
“That would explain the accent.” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes inwardly; saying that as if she didn’t speak with an accent too. At least my voice didn’t sound like a Canterlot accent ground up with a Ponyville inflection. I was still frozen in place when she turned and began to trot toward the waiting room, back from where I’d come.  
“Come on,” Grapevine said, “We don’t have all day.” Wearily I followed her, still clinging to the hope that my assignment as a photographer was a mistake.
*        *        *

Grapevine didn’t get any friendlier out on the streets, giving me one word commands to follow or answers to my questions.  
“So why is one side of the city so much shinier than the rest?” I asked, still trying to coax her to talk to me.  
“Parasprites,” she answered coldly. 
See what I mean? 
I sighed and resigned myself to silence for the duration of our trip, assuming Grapevine knew where she was going. The air in the factory districts stuck in my throat and stained my dress gray. I very nearly ran into Grapevine’s rear when she stopped in front of yet another dingy building, this one a pub.  
“We’re here,” Grapevine said evenly, walking inside. I followed, and was trying to make my way to the bar when a violet hoof appeared in front of me.  
“Not on assignment,” Grapevine hissed, “And get out that camera of yours, we need to look like we belong here.” There were other reporters in the pub, mostly just sipping drinks around the center tables. They all watched as Grapevine walked past, their expressions ranging from confusion to laughter.  
“She decided to show up after all, and with a greenhorn no less!” a light red mare called, laughing. Some of the gathered reporters and photographers joined in. I tried to keep my head low on the long walk to Grapevine’s table, but smiled when I saw some eyes widen at the sight of my camera. Fillydelphia being an earth pony town, most of the reporters haven’t seen a magical, compact camera before-so different from the bulky and inefficient models I had during my days as Derbyshire Schoolhouse’s number one (and only) reporter. I sat down at the far corner booth across from Grapevine, who still refused to talk.
A light gray mare cantered up to our table. “You’re Grapevine, right?” she asked. I wished I could tell her not to bother with being nice to Grapevine.  
Much to my surprise, Grapevine almost giddily spoke, “That’s me, and you must be Gray Girder?”  
“Call me Girdy, please,” she said. “Girdy” sat down and looked expectantly at the bar in the center of the room. 
Grapevine nudged me. “Minty, be a dear and get a drink for our guest.”  
I sighed and got up out of the booth.  
“I’d just like a sarsaparilla,” Girdy said.  
“Make that two,” Grapevine told me as she placed some bits in my hoof. While the bartender was getting the drinks, the pony who had shouted earlier sidled up next to me.  
“You the new camera pony for Old Stallion Ornate?” she asked.
I nodded. Keep it cool, Minty. 
“You do know what happened to Grapevine’s last photographer, right?” the mare asked. I shook my head in what I hoped was a noncommittal way, but I couldn’t help but be interested. “Well,” the red earth pony said, “Grapevine was chasing down somepony out in Cloudsdale when she and her camera pony got a little too close to the edge.”  
She used her hoof to indicated somepony falling from a great height. “Woooooo, splat!” She laughed. “The paper hasn’t been able to hire anypony since, and Grapevine can barely get a story.” Despite the cold welcome from Grapevine, I felt I had to defend her.  
“Maybe she just finds stories where you can’t,” I said.
The mare reared herself to her full height, which was half a head taller than me. “Those are big words for a greenhorn. Rookies with big mouths tend to have accidents.”  
I stood on my tiphooves and stuck my nose in her face. “Just what are you implying?”  
Before the confrontation could escalate, the bartender coughed and tossed his head toward the shotgun leaning against the side of the bar. The red mare slowly backed down and walked back to her table.  
“We’re not done,” she hissed. I rolled my eyes and retrieved the drinks after paying the barkeep. Grapevine and Girdy were deep in conversation when I came back to the table.  
“What took you so long?” Grapevine asked. I declined to comment and instead set her drink in front of her. Frankly, I didn’t listen to the rest of the conversation, my mind still caught up with that mare. What little I heard from the two of them made little sense anyways, all about “Unions,” and “Scabs,” and “Bosses.”  
After polishing my lens for the fiftieth time--not easy without magic--Girdy got up and bumped hooves with Grapevine.  
“You’ll be there?” she asked. Grapevine smiled and nodded.  
“You can count on it.” With that, the gray pony left, leaving me alone with Grapevine. She didn’t wait around long.
“Come on, time to get some real food,” she said. Famished after foregoing the expensive meals on the train, I happily agreed. Finally, a chance to visit a real Fillydelphia restaurant!
*        *        *

What. 
Grapevine had halted--once again, abruptly--in front of the concrete steps leading up to a library. The building was much nicer than the rest of the district’s architecture, being done up in ancient Pegasopolis architecture and everything.  
“This is where we’re eating?” I asked.  
“Yep,” Grapevine replied, trotting up the steps. I sighed and followed her up the steep steps. I was so hungry, I was seriously considering finally finding out what paper tastes like.  
Inside, the library was quiet; only a few ponies milled about the massive shelves. My neck popped as my head tilted all the way back to look at the ceiling. The worn carpet felt good under my hooves, a welcome change from concrete and wood. Behind an oaken desk sat a stark white mare, concentrating intently on the book in front of her. She yelped as Grapevine smashed a hoof on the bell on the desk.  
“G-Grapevine, I didn’t see you there,” she said in a soft voice, peeking out behind her golden mane.  
“Sorry about that Marshmallow, I figured I’d drop by with the new kid for some food- if you didn’t mind, that is.” Marshmallow noticed me for the first time and smiled timidly at me.  
“Hi, I’m Marshmallow. What’s your name?” All I could think was: This is the kind of friend Grapevine makes?
“Oh, uh, I’m Minty Flower,” I stuttered out, trying to put a friendly smile on my face. With the look she gave me, I probably landed somewhere between stalker and clown.  
“She does that a lot,” Grapevine commented, ignoring my glare. “So, food?” she asked, turning back to Marshmallow.
“Ah, yes, right. I made some just a little while ago,” Marshmallow said, getting up from the cushion she had been lying on. “I could heat it up, if you would like.”  
“That would be great,” Grapevine replied, taking her by the hoof through some doors behind the library desk. “Marsh, you would not believe the day I’ve had...”  
Figuring I was being left out, again, I looked around at the gargantuan wooden shelves. I’d never seen so many books in my life, and I was almost excited. My excitement quickly died when I started looking at some of the titles. An Unabridged History of Equestria? Practical Studies in Earth Pony Magic? Booooooring!
I was trying to see if the library had any good adventure books when I heard Marshmallow’s voice calling me.  
“What are you doing out there? You can come inside- if you want.” Surprised, I wordlessly walked back to the door behind the front desk and followed Marshmallow to the interior of the building. The inside looked like a kitchen and an office smooshed together; pots and pans were strewn around with papers and cards from the card catalogue.  
“Sorry for the mess. Feel free to look around, though,” she said, grinning nervously. I returned the smile and walked over toward the kitchen side of the room. There was an iron oven-slash-stove thingy pressed against one wall, and makeshift counters around it. A sink held a large pot of still-boiling food. What amazed me the most was what sat in the corner, however.  
“What is that?” I asked. It looked like an icebox with a parasitic machine attached to its back. Sure, I had seen magical refrigerators before, but nothing like this.  
“Uh, something a friend made for me,” Marshmallow replied, opening the door. Cool air blew out from the inside, despite having no visible magic source.  
“That’s amazing!” I gasped, awestruck. Marshmallow looked like she was going to say more when Grapevine walked back into the kitchen from a stairwell near the back of the room.  
“I got those parsnips you wanted from the upstairs freezer,” she said. Her eyes passed quickly over me as she handed the odd vegetables to Marshmallow. Grapevine sniffed the air. “Mmm, smells good! Is it nearly done?”  
“It should be ready by now,” Marshmallow replied, meekly accepting the compliment. Grapevine happily filled her plate with...whatever was in the pot and beckoned to Marshmallow.  
“Want to join me on the second floor? I need to get some reading done while I eat.”  
“I was, uh, actually thinking about introducing your new friend to the library,” Marshmallow replied, wincing. “Would you like to join us, Grapevine?” To her credit, Grapevine hid her shock fairly well.  
“Nah, I’ll let you get her up to speed; like I said, I have some reading to do.” With that, she was off.  
“You don’t have to-” I began, but Marshmallow stopped me. 
“I’m sorry about Grapevine, she not usually like this, honest.” I nodded my head, though I didn’t really believe her; I’d never met a more grumpy pony in my life. “Poor Spotlight was a good friend of her’s, and well...since the accident...things haven’t been the same,” Marshmallow explained. “And now that Ornate hired you...”  
“Oh,” I muttered, not quite understanding, but accepting the explanation anyways. “So that’s why she’s like...?”  
“Yeah,” Marshmallow confirmed. Silence.  
“Could I try some of that...food?” I asked, trying to break through the newly-gathered tension. Marshmallow’s face brightened as she walked over to the pot. Her horn glowed gold and two plates floated up next to her, which she magically filled with food before floating it over to me.  
“It’s called Eggplant Parmesan,” she said.
“I think I’ve heard of that before,” I lied. I looked at the glob in front of me. Gingerly, I lowered my head to the plate’s level and took a bite. My taste buds exploded with pleasure, and I began to inhale the rest of the food.
“‘s good,” I said, my mouth full. Marshmallow let out a sigh of relief and dug into her serving. I was tempted to go for seconds once I’d finished, but decided against it. “You’re a chef and a librarian?” I asked once Marshmallow had cleaned her plate. She blushed.  
“I wouldn’t say chef, but I do love to cook.” She pointed a hoof to the skillet and crown cutie mark on her flank. “It’s just, after I left the castle, it was hard to find a cooking job here in Fillydelphia.” Her eyes glanced through the doorway to the ponies milling around in the library. “Or, at least, where I could cook for real ponies.” I was nodding when I almost felt a light go off in my head.  
“Wait a minute, back up,” I said. “When you say castle, do you mean Canterlot Castle?” Her eyes went as wide as saucers.  
“Well, um, yes I did say that.” She started to get up and gather the dirty dishes, obviously hoping I wouldn’t say anymore.  
“Sooo?” I asked, holding my hoof out in front of me. Just because I wasn’t officially a reporter didn’t mean that part of me was dead.  
“I’m, uh...well, it’s nothing big really,” she stammered.
“No really, you can tell me,” I said, saddling up closer to her.  
“I-I’m just, uh,” she looked at me and gulped. “M-My full name is Marshmallow Bauble...Blueblood.” She gasped for air.  
“Blueblood as in the Royal Family Blueblood?” I asked, incredulous. Even in Derbyshire, everypony knew about the royal families, and the Bluebloods were closest in relation to the Princesses. And to think, I’m actually meeting one, right here in Fillydelphia!  
“Please don’t get mad,” Marshmallow squeaked, close to tears after I hadn’t said anything for a good thirty seconds.  
“No, no, I’m not mad, not in the slightest!” I said quickly, putting a hoof on her shoulder. “It’s just not everyday I meet royalty, you know.” Marshmallow grinned a little, her tears stopping.  
“So what’s a Blueblood doing here in West Fillydelphia?” I continued, trying to act nonchalant, like I met royalty everyday.  
“I hated it there,” Marshmallow said quickly. “I mean, I liked the castle, but the uptight ponies and the rules and etiquette and grammar and not even caring or helping anypony...”
I laughed. “Doesn't sound like my kind of place either.”
“Oh, so where are you from, then?” she said, quick to change the subject away from her.
“Derbyshire,” I replied, a small swell in my chest. Funnily enough, it had only been a few days ago that I had told mother I couldn’t wait to be out of that “dinky, rundown town.” Marshmallow’s eyebrows shot up.  
“So far away! What are you doing this far south?”  
“Well,” I said sheepishly, “I was under the impression that I was coming to accept a job as a reporter for the Fillydelphia Chronicler, but, you see...” My gaze traveled to the camera still around my neck. Marshmallow giggled a little.  
“That does sound like Ornate.”  
“Yeah, a nice stallion, there,” I muttered.  
“He doesn’t like doing that kind of stuff,” Marshmallow said. “He’s just a stallion in a mare’s position; he has to cut corners sometimes.” I glanced at her inquisitively.  
“You sound as if you know him,” I said.  
“Let’s just say he’s a little bit of an avid reader. And drinker. And talker.” She giggled. “At the same time.”  
“Oh.” Awkward.  
“Maybe we should go check on Grapevine?” Marshmallow suggested eagerly.  
“Might as well.” We hurried out of the room and into the library, passing under a sign that proudly announced, “Exposition!”
We found her with her nose buried in an architectural book, her food untouched. My stomach grumbled at seeing more of Marshmallow’s cooking. Grapevine apparently read my mind and wordlessly slid the plate over to me, not even looking up from the book.  
“Grapevine?” Marshmallow asked. “Are you okay?”  
“Yeah, yeah, sure, whatever,” Grapevine replied, waving her hoof in the general direction of Marshmallow.  
“Do you need any help?” I asked. I figured that if I could provide some assistance to Grapevine’s work, she might warm up to me a little bit. Grapevine’s answer was to roll her eyes and grunt. So much for that plan.  
I sat down on a cushion across from Grapevine, laying my head in my hooves. When I looked up, Marshmallow seemed to be rapidly looking back and forth between Grapevine and me.  
Once she saw me looking, she asked, “So Minty, do you have somewhere to stay tonight?”  
“Well, no, actually,” I replied bashfully. I knew I had forgotten something.  
“Well,” she said, having gotten the answer she wanted, “Why don’t you have Grapevine take you over to Joya’s place? She’s always looking for renters, and I believe she has a room open.”  
“Say what?” Grapevine asked, looking up from her work at the now-grinning Marshmallow. “I have too much work to do; I don’t have time to find a place for anypony, let alone...her,” Grapevine said, continuing. Her words only seemed to increase Marshmallow’s resolve, who slammed shut the architectural book with a spark from her horn.  
“You have plenty of time to study later, Grapevine,” she said, floating the book away from the stretched hooves of a shocked, violet reporter. “Honestly, you could show a little hospitality.”  
“You can’t be serious,” Grapevine said, incredulous.  
“I can and I will be, Grapevine,” Marshmallow countered. “Now get going, the factory shifts end soon and there will be a lot of hungry ponies to feed.” I could almost hear the sound of teeth scraping together as Grapevine got up from her cushion and started walking down the stairs to the main floor, not even looking at me.  
“Thanks,” I told Marshmallow. “For everything.”  
“Don’t mention it,” she said, her smile genuine. “Oh, and see if Joya can fix up that pretty dress of yours, she’s a tailor, you know.” I thanked her again and had to gallop down the stairs to catch up to Grapevine. “Come back anytime!” I heard her shout, but by then I was already out the door and back onto the streets of Fillydelphia.
*        *        *

Joya’s place was even farther into the factory district; as a side-effect, the gunk in the air covered the buildings too. The building before us had a tailor shop on the bottom and normal rooms on the top. A sign over the building proudly proclaimed the store to be “JOYA’S.” A little bell jingled overhead as Grapevine and I walked in, eliciting a call of, “Just a minute!”  
Her voice sounded funny; it was a different accent than most the one most ponies had in Fillydelphia. Grapevine ambled off to the back room where, presumably, Joya was working, leaving me behind. I took the time to look around the shop.  
The tailor’s was nothing like the clothing store in Derbyshire; all the clothes on display were utilitarian in nature. Subdued colors and rough material were the most common, though here and there more ornate dresses and suits stood out. At least with all the drab colors my grime-covered dress fit right in, now looking more gray than white. Still, I couldn’t deny the simple style in the utilitarian; whoever Joya was, she was good.  
“This is her,” I heard Grapevine say. I turned around to say hello, but the words were lost somewhere in my throat as my eyes set on Joya. Standing in front of me was a tall, brown...donkey.  
“Um, uh,” I stammered, brains going to mush. To my relief, Joya didn’t take my reaction as an insult; in fact, she hardly seemed to notice. Faster than it seemed possible, she was in front of me, shaking my hoof.  
“It’s so nice to meet you Minty! Grapevine’s told me sooooo much about you!”  
“Really?” I asked, smiling weakly. Joya laughed.  
“Well, not really, but I feel like she did!” Her smile didn’t seem to fit her head properly, being almost too big for the face it resided upon. 
She’s friends with Grapevine?!  
“Ooh, what a pretty dress you’ve got,” Joya enthused, running a hoof along the edge. Some of the gunk had come off the dress onto her hoof, and she looked at it curiously before wiping it on the pink-polka-dotted vest she was wearing. Speaking between measuring tape she had grabbed from a side pocket with her mouth, she asked, “Why are you wearing your dress anyways? Is it your birthday?”  
She looked mournfully at Grapevine. “Don’t tell me you didn’t bring me some birthday cake!”
“No, no, it’s not my birthday,” I said quickly, putting a hoof on her shoulder.  
“It’s not?” she asked. “Well then, why are you wearing it? Nopony around here likes to wear any clothes except for work or special occasions.” That would explain the designs displayed in the shop. Joya dropped the measuring tape from her mouth and ran over to a precariously-stacked pile of fabric bolts.
“I actually wore this for my job interview,” I explained. “My nonexistent interview for my nonexistent job,” I muttered under my breath.  
“Did you get the job?” she called from atop the pile of fabric, comparing two samples of white cloth that looked almost exactly alike. Satisfied, she tossed one behind her and slid down the pile to the floor, causing the stack to teeter dangerously. I was about to gesture to my camera again for explanation, when I realized it wasn’t there. Inwardly, I groaned: I must have left it at the library, along with the carpet bag full of my stuff.  
Grapevine answered for me anyways. “She’s my new camerapony, just started today.” Recognition seemed to light up the donkey’s eyes.  
“Ohhhhh, so that’s why you’re being such a grumpy pony.” I’d always thought donkeys would be heavier on their hooves than ponies, but Joya seemed to have no trouble weaving around us as she gathered material in the shop. “Well, Miss New-In-Town,” Joya said, dragging one of those new ‘mechanical sewing machines’ out into the middle of the shop, “Do you have a place to stay?”  
Grapevine harrumphed. “That’s what Marshmallow sent us over here for.”  
“You’ve met Marshmallow?” Joya asked me. “I didn’t know her until Grapevine introduced us, but now she’s one of my best friends.” Joya stood next to the sewing machine looking at all the materials she’d gathered.  
“Looks like I’ve got everything,” she thought aloud.  
“For what?” Grapevine and I asked at the same time, eliciting a glare from the purple reporter pony. Joya looked at the both of us like we were foals asking who Princess Celestia is.  
“For fixing Minty’s dress, sillies. Or did you come in here just to rent out a room?” I remembered Marshmallow’s advice.  
“Well, if it’s not too much trouble,” I muttered, looking down at my worn attire. Before I knew what was happening, Joya had my dress over my head and on her sewing machine. It felt good to be out of the dress; it looked nice, but constricted way too much. As I sighed and shook my blue coat, Grapevine had her chance to stare open-mouthed at me.  
“What?” I asked.  
“You-you have wings?!” she half asked, half yelled. I grinned sheepishly and fanned the sore appendages out from body, glad to have them free.
“Well, I’ve had them as long as I can remember,” I replied lamely.  
“You didn’t know that, Grapevine?” Joya called. “All Pegasi walk differently than other ponies. Sheesh, for a reporter you don’t pick up on these things very well.” Grapevine’s amber eyes remained locked on my wings for a few seconds more, until she noticed me returning the stare. Quickly, she averted her eyes and walked over to Joya.  
“So it is alright for Minty to rent a room, then?”  
Joya’s voice was practically muted over the clatter of the sewing machine, on which my dress now rested. “Oh yeah, it’s noooo problem at all! She can stay here as long as she wants; as long as she pays rent, of course.”  
Rent?  
“Then if she’s all set, I’ll go ahead and leave,” Grapevine continued, walking toward the door.  
“Alright, see you later,” Joya replied offhandedly, her lips bunched in concentration as she worked rapidly to repair the tears my dress had gathered on the streets. I grimaced at seeing so many holes; it looked I would need to re-learn how to walk in this city. With one last look at me, Grapevine walked out the door. What startled me was that her look hadn’t been anger like earlier but...what? Sadness?  
“Well, that didn’t go very well,” I said to myself once the door had shut. I sighed and turned back to Joya, still busily hunched over her machine. “I think I’m going to go up to my room,” I said.
She took her foot off the machine pedal and turned to me, peering over glasses that had appeared on her face sometime between our conversations. “You should go talk to her, you know,” she said. The cheerful tone in her voice was still there, but a little bit of force had been added to it, like a grenade in a wedding cake.  
Joya didn’t wait for me to answer, and instead turned back to diligently sewing my dress back into something presentable. I looked up the stairs toward an enticing hallway that almost certainly contained a soft bed, and back at the wooden front door. Someday, I thought while carefully shutting the shop’s door behind me, I was going to learn how to ignore my conscience.   
*        *        *

My hooves clopped on cobblestones as I cantered back through the streets of West Fillydelphia. It was weird walking around without a dress. I felt so...exposed. It’s not like, you know, everypony besides you doesn’t wear clothes.  
The sun was only barely peeking over the distant mountains now, and the moon was beginning to slide into the night sky. A bright orange pony with a candle cutie mark was lighting the street lamps by hoof; electricity didn’t come out this far from the city.  
I almost gave up my search for Grapevine when I found her on a street corner under a “Trolley Stop” sign.  
“It’s a light bulb, like in a camera,” she said when she saw me trotting up.  
“Wha-?” I asked, once again confused. If everyday was going to be like today, I was probably going to be saying that a lot around her.  
“Your cutie mark,” she said, pointing. “It looks like a light bulb in the earth pony cameras.” I looked back at the picture of a glowing bulb on my flank. I’d always thought it symbolized that my special talent was thinking of lots of ideas, which would help me be an amazing reporter. After today’s events, I guess that was another thing I had been wrong about.  
Sighing, I said, “Yeah, I guess that’s what it is.”  
“Spotlight had one just like it,” Grapevine whispered, probably meant to only be heard by herself.  
“I-I’m sorry about...whatever happened,” I said, acting as concerned as I possibly could. At this point, I wasn’t sure how sorry I should feel for the mare who had spent the better part of our day belittling and ignoring me. Sure enough, my tentative question was ignored.
“Is there a reason you followed?” she asked. “Or did you have nothing better to do?” Any sadness in her voice was gone, replaced with a tone better fitting an interrogator than a reporter.  
I sighed. “I just wanted to know if you still, uh, wanted me to be partners...you know, if you don’t hate me or anything.” My voice hadn’t been so shaky since the time I was picked to narrate our school’s Hearth’s Warming Eve play.
My eyes clamped shut, ready for the inevitable speech about how we were too different to work together when I felt a hoof on my shoulder. Cracking open one lid revealed a purple face not too far from mine, and golden eyes filled with what resembled genuine concern.  
“Look,” she said gently. “Ornate put us together, and like it or not, that makes us partners. I don’t abandon my partners.” A trolley unceremoniously shuddered to a stop behind Grapevine, the seats packed with ponies on their way back from the factories. Grapevine quickly removed her hoof from my shoulder and walked toward the awaiting trolley.  
“So I’ll see you tomorrow?” I called. Grapevine turned back, but didn’t say anything; she just smiled. I decided to assume that meant yes as I walked back toward Joya’s through the coal smoke the trolley car had left behind.

	
		Episode 1: Serenity



“Good morning, sleepy head!”  
I woke up to a smiling, light brown donkey laying on top of me, her face less than a hoof away from my own. Lesson learned: look into buying an alarm clock.  
“Uh, good morning to you too, Joya,” I slurred. She seemed to accept that as a sign I was getting up and rolled off of me. I sat up and realized I was somewhere that definitely wasn't my old room.  
“Where am I?” I asked groggily.  
“Why, you’re in your new room, silly!” Joya replied while walking over to the nearby window. “You practically collapsed after you came in last night; I had to put you to bed myself!”  
“Ugh, I barely remember last night,” I said. “What time is it?”  
“Almost ten!” Joya said giddily as she let up the blinds. I screamed and fell back onto the floor while desperately trying to shield my eyes from the bright sunlight.  
“Warn a pony when you’re going to do that,” I moaned. Joya didn’t seem to hear me and instead hopped out of the room. The searing pain in my eyes gone, I slowly picked myself off the floor and looked around the room. There wasn’t much to see, the interior being decidedly bare; the only other furniture being a side table by the bed, a mirrored dresser opposite the bed, and a bookshelf shoved in the corner away from the window.  
By far the best part of the room was the bed; white, hoof-stitched sheets and pillows with what felt like real down inside. To my dismay, yesterday’s collected grime had managed to turn the white sheets into a light gray color; I’d need to do something about that. Stretching, I trotted off to find a bathroom.
*        *        *

Joya was making her bed when I passed by her room, stopping to ask her about a bath. “Hey Joya, is there any place I could-”  
“Shh,” she said, holding out a hoof in front of my face. She had gathered all the sheets and pillows into a big pile and rolled them into a ball. Before I could ask her what exactly she thought she was doing, Joya tossed the ball up into the air. Instead of coming down everywhere, the laundry somehow managed to come down on the bed in perfect order, making the bed.
“How did you-?” I began, but stopped myself. Better not to ask.  
“Did you need something?” Joya asked, putting a few finishing touches on the bed.  
“Oh, well, yes...do you have a place where somepony can take a bath?” She looked at me curiously, her head tilted to one side.  
“You’ve only been in the city for one day, what do you need a bath for?”  
“You mean- the ponies here don’t take a bath every day?” I asked, recoiling in horror. Joya laughed like it was the funniest thing ever.  
“Of course not, silly! Water isn’t cheap, and we don’t get that dirty; most ponies only wash once a week.” My dusty coat would beg to differ, but I held my tongue. “I guess you could use some of the leftover water if you wanted,” Joya continued.  
“Th-That would be great, thanks,” I stuttered, trying to smile.  
“Bathroom’s second door on your right,” Joya told me as I walked out of the room. I was almost at the end of the rather large hallway when she called back, “Be careful, the water might be a little cold!”
*        *        *

One freezing bath later, I was downstairs in the kitchen area behind the store’s main floor. Walking in, I saw Joya hunched over the room’s small, wood-burning stove, eyes fixed on two eggs in a skillet.  
“You know watching the eggs won’t make them cook faster?” I said. She looked curiously at me before going back to the one-sided staring contest. Rolling my eyes, I explored the rest of the kitchen. It wasn’t very big, but was nice in a simple way; it contained a stove, an oven, a big sink in the middle of a long counter, and another one of those weird, self-cooling iceboxes. The best part of the kitchen at the moment, however, was the large basket of freshly-baked muffins sitting on the counter.  
“Did you make these?” I asked, sniffing them. My stomach rumbled at their smell.  
Not taking her eyes off the eggs, Joya replied, “Marshmallow brought them by earlier along with the stuff you left at her library.” My eyes snapped to a familiar carpet bag leaning against the kitchen’s far wall. I trotted over happily to make sure everything was still intact. 
They were, and inside was a note that said, “Try not to forget this next time! -Marshmallow.” A crash behind me made me jump and turn around, and then I couldn’t stop giggling.  
“Eggs are, uh, ready,” Joya said sheepishly, her coat covered in egg white.  
Still laughing, I suggested, “Let’s just have some of those muffins.” Joya nodded enthusiastically at the notion.
*        *        *

“Have you heard from Grapevine today?” I asked over a plate filled with crumbs, the only remains of a once-mighty tower of muffins.  
“Marshmallow said something about her going to meet Ornate,” Joya said, her plate equally empty. I sighed and got up from the cushion I had lounging on; we had decided to eat in the corner nook of the kitchen, despite the lack of a table.  
“I don’t suppose she said anything about me?”  
Joya grinned and patted me on the head. “Don’t worry, she said that Grapevine was stopping by after she got done with the boss.” I pushed her hoof away and smiled her same infectious grin. I was going to ask her how she knew Grapevine anyhow when the bell over her front door tinkled.  
“Wait here, customers!” Joya hissed before trotting into the front room. The smile that had been plastered on her face just seconds ago slipped away like snow on the first day of spring.  
My old reporter instincts got the better of me and I peeked from the kitchen doorway. Inside the shop were two donkeys, one in a miner’s hat and the other in the uniform of a butler. They were checking some of the more practical “work wear.” Once Joya realized who they were, her usual giddyness returned and she hopped over to where they stood.
The three of them began chatting rapidly in a language I didn’t understand, other than that it wasn’t Equestrian or Germane. Something certainly seemed to light up in Joya’s eyes as she showed them around the shop, still chatting in that language. She expertly led them around the confusing twists and turns of the shop, stopping every few seconds to show off another ensemble. I thought I caught her looking in my direction a few times, but I wasn’t sure.
After buying a few utility uniforms, the couple left, and Joya deposited her newly-acquired bits into a shiny, silver cash register on the back counter. She sighed and gazed longingly at the front door. “Would you mind joining me in my work room?” she said without turning around.
No point in hiding now. I sheepishly followed her to a door under the stairs, and into a small room within. The walls inside were adorned not only with the usual fashion samples, but with other posters as well. One showed a brave-looking donkey diving out the way of an enraged manticore, red cape clutched in his mouth. Another was a picture of a dashing donkey dressed from head to toe in black, and standing in front of a wall with a large Z carved into it. A couple showed pictures of Fillydelphia, accompanied by urgent messages written in a different language.
“Well, what do you think?” Joya asked, turning my attention back to her. On a work bench sat my dress from yesterday, only not. The garment she showed me resembled my old dress in the same way a tree log resembled a carved table. 
“It looks amazing, Joya,” I said. I ran my hooves over the soft fabric, newly-adorned with a few sprinkles of pearls. Wearing it, I wouldn’t have looked out of place at the Grand Galloping Gala. Not counting my actual looks, of course. 
Joya sighed in relief and plopped down on a velvety cushion beside her sewing machine. “I started with just trying to fix it up, but well...” she said. 
Clutching the farbric to my chest, I asked, “Can I put it on?”
Joya thought for a moment. “Well, it’s not really done yet,” she said. She paused and tapped her chin with one of her hooves. “Come to think of it, though, I could use a model.”
*        *        *

“So what were you and those donkeys talking about?” I said. Joya stopped circling around me for a second and shifted the pins in her mouth so she could speak. 
“I don’t know, just stuff about home.” She tugged at the hem near my right leg. “Turn a little,” she said. I was standing on my hind legs so Joya could get a better look at the underside of the dress, so turning took some difficulty.
“You’re not from around here?” I said.
She used some scissors to cut off a section of loose fabric and pinned the rest back in place. “Nope; Maneican, born and raised,” she said.
“Then that language you were speaking was Maneican?” I said. I’d grown up speaking Equestrian and Germane, but I hadn’t heard anything like she had been speaking before.
Joya laughed. “Of course not, silly! Back in Maneico, we spoke Caballian.”
Right. 
“Well, uh, why did you move to Equestria, and Fillydelphia of all places?” I asked. Not that I was one to talk, given the circumstances.
Joya gave a sort of noncommittal shrug as she fastened a few more pearls to my dress. “Not a lot of jobs for mares back in Maneico City, and it’s cheaper to get a business license in Fillydelphia.” She smiled. “Besides, Fillydelphia is super-duper fun, and back home is so boring!” The part about home I could sympathize with: if I never had to look at another crop of oats again, it would be too soon.
My back knees had started to wobble from prolonged standing, and I had to struggle to keep balance as Joya began to tug at the dress’s hemline. I recalled that my mother had once tried to enroll me in an etiquette class that taught this sort of thing, but I had refused on the grounds that being proper is boring. I straightened my spine and stopped pin-wheeling about like a rodeo clown if only to prove that she was still wrong.
“H-How much longer?” I asked.  
“Just one more second, dear,” Joya said. She made a couple more snips and cuts before stepping back to admire her work. I couldn’t help but blush a little, having so little experience as the center of attention. She was interrupted by a knock on the door.
A voice came from the other side, “Joya, you in there? The sign outside said gone to lunch, but you never go to lunch so I thought-,” Joya threw the door open to reveal a startled Grapevine on the other side.  
“Oh, so you're in,” she began, before her eyes got to me. “I see you found a new model?” Grapevine asked, smirking.  
“She’s been so helpful!” Joya gushed while I did my best to not catch Grapevine’s eye. She looked like she was trying hard not to laugh as Joya showed off the ensemble she had trapped me in. She’d called it “Pega-chic,” or something like that. Whatever it was, it felt good to wear something that let my wings breathe a little.
“...and I used extra-light fabrics so she could move normally; Pegasi bones are hollow and extra light, don’t ya know?” Joya was saying, seemingly never stopping to breathe. Finally, thankfully, Grapevine held up a hoof in Joya’s face to stop the stream of chatter.  
“This is great Joya, really great, but Ornate gave me and Minty a new assignment and we can’t be late!” Joya’s odd, pink eyes lit up.  
“Mr. Ornate finally gave you another assignment? Don’t let me keep you here, you need to go!” As agonizingly slowly as it was put on, Joya had no trouble pulling the dress back off me and scooting us out the door. I remembered to grab my camera before Grapevine and I were deposited outside the bouncy mare’s store.
*        *        *

I blinked harshly in the daylight and tried to look away; the sun hadn’t gotten any darker since I woke up. Grapevine eyebrows rose when I turned away and looked at her.
“What’s with you?” I asked.  
“Your mane, it’s, uh-” She stopped and just giggled a little. I tentatively reached a hoof and felt my hair. My eyes widened when I realized I must look like I’d just jumped off the ugly tree and hit my hair on every branch on the way down. I shook my head back and forth, but it only helped a little. It almost made me envy her short-cropped, dark magenta mane. Almost.
“Satisfied?” I said.
Grapevine snorted and started walking toward the middle of the city. “C’mon,” she said. “We have an airship to catch.”  
Hurrying to catch up, I panted, “Airship? Where are we going?” Grapevine gave me that funny look, again, and pointed a hoof at the sky over downtown Fillydelphia.  
It was hard to see through the haze and smoke of the factories, but there was indeed something up there. My heart skipped a beat when the clouds parted and revealed what Grapevine was pointing at. High above the cement and glass towers of the steel barons and railroad kings was an airship. Not just an airship, though, more like a flying city.  
Sure I’d seen Cloudsdale on holiday in Canterlot before (Derbyshire being too small to warrant a Pegasus city above it to manage weather), but this was nothing like the famous Pegasi city. Instead of riding on captured clouds, the metropolis sat atop numerous gasbags from dirigibles, all strapped and welded together. That wasn’t the only difference, either: the thing was big, easily a couple times larger than Cloudsdale. All around it, I could make out the tiny shapes of transport balloons, cargo airships, and passenger dirigibles flitting around the city like bees around a hive.  
Taking my eyes off it, I asked, “Any reason why that wasn’t there yesterday?” 
“Serenity stays above cloud level most of the time,” Grapevine said. “They only come down on days like today to suck up some pollution from the financial and business districts.”
“Serenity? What kind of a name is that?” I said.
Grapevine shrugged. “It was just the name of the first airship they started building on.”
“Oh,” I said, looking up at the city one more time. “And we’re going to go up there today?” Grapevine nodded.
*        *        *

We made it to the airport without incident; well, other than Grapevine telling a loud-mouthed street vendor exactly where she could put her boiled carrots. The airfield was set close to downtown, and the skyscrapers of the center city towered above us as we walked into the main terminal. Ornate had already given her tickets, so we skipped the lines and headed onto the concrete airfield. It seemed so strange to me to have such a wide open space in the middle of a city, though the field certainly wasn’t empty: airships of all sizes, from balloons to dirigibles, were moored at docking towers or sitting on the tarmac.  
“Whoa,” I said, gazing up at the nearest dirigible; a big, gray monster with a crimson stripe running its length, under which was written, “Wind Chaser.”  
“Never seen one of the big ones?” Grapevine asked. 
I shook my head. “I took a balloon ride, once, when I was little. Derbyshire never had anything like this.” 
Grapevine shook her head and led me over to a waiting airship sitting on the concrete causeway. To my untrained eye, the ship looked like a smaller version of the dirigibles moored all around us, though Grapevine informed me that our airship was a blimp, not a zeppelin. Apparently since zeppelins were invented in Germaneigh, I was supposed to know all about them.  
At any rate, our blimp was called the Jenny Haviner, whatever that meant. The cabin of the Jenny was small, with two rows of seats designed to fit twelve ponies. Somehow, the airship had managed to take on twenty. Grapevine and I sat at the back, squeezed into our seats by two, er, hefty mares standing in the aisle. The ship groaned from the added weight it took, though it didn’t break, thank Celestia.  
“So,” Grapevine said, eyeing my wings, “Why don’t you just fly up to Serenity?”  
“I thought that we should, um, stay together,” I lied. Currently, I was focused on trying to keep my camera from being crushed between the seat in front of me and my chest.  
“Just how are we supposed to sit in these chairs?” I grumbled, shifting myself, again. The chairs seemed to want us to sit on our hindquarters, with our backs straight against the seat. “Who invented these things anyway?”  
Grapevine, comfortably settled back in hers, answered, “Somepony in Ponyville invented them; they’re supposed to be space-saving.” I muttered a very sarcastic thanks to that pony and tried to stop my fidgeting. Grapevine rolled her eyes and looked out the window to her right, her saddlebag safe on her lap.
We both kept quiet for a few minutes, despite being squeezed practically nose-to-nose. It looked like she was almost afraid to say anything.
I decided to speak first. “Grapevine, about last night…”
She held up a hoof before I could say anything else. “Look, we’re partners: you’re the camerapony and I’m the reporter. Let’s just keep it that way.”  
I don’t know if I was expecting an apology or for her to break down and tell me her whole life story right then and there, but her quick dismissal stung. “That’s just what I was thinking,” I said with a huff. We didn’t talk for the rest of the trip.
*        *        *

“Oh, there’s the city!” shouted somepony a few minutes later. I strained my neck to look past Grapevine out the window. At first I couldn’t see anything, but gradually the entirety of Serenity revealed itself from behind cloud cover. A far larger number of airships buzzed around it than were visible from the ground.  
“Is it always this busy?” I asked, finally breaking the ongoing silence.  
“Only around this time of year, due to the Summer Sun Celebration and all,” Grapevine replied. Either she didn’t know I had been giving her the silent treatment, or didn’t care. I also didn’t bother to tell her I’d completely forget about the Celebration, and opted instead to watch the city all the way in until the Jenny clamped onto a mooring jutting from the side of the floating city.  
“Everypony out!” came the call, sounding strangely similar to yesterday’s. Being in the last row, Grapevine and I were the final ponies out, and we watched as the Jenny unclasped from the mooring tower and dropped back below the cloud cover, presumably to look for more customers. The tower wasn’t very large, and Grapevine and I quickly descended the ramp and were down into the city proper.
*        *        *

Serenity City spread out before us, a strange mishmash of businesses and homes squeezed between docking areas for the heavier-than-air ships constantly coming and going.  
“Where are we going again?” I asked Grapevine. Her horn emitting a fuchsia glow, Grapevine levitated a note out of her saddlebag and stared at the words written on the page.  
“It says we’re to meet Lightning Sprint at the offices of the Fillydelphia Weather Corps.”  
“I’m guessing it’s that building,” I said, pointing to the half-steel, half-cloud tower in the middle of the city.  
“I think you may be on to something, Minty,” Grapevine snarked. While Serenity City wasn’t even a quarter as big as Fillydelphia’s downtown, its size was nothing to sneeze at either. It took Grapevine and I a good fifteen minutes to walk all the way to the center tower. Along the way, the only ponies we passed were earth ponies.
“If this city is a Pegasi city, where exactly are all the Pegasuses?” I asked as we passed yet another group of non-flying ponies. They were crowding around a brightly-painted sign advertising tickets to the Summer Sun Festival Ball.  
“What makes you think this is a Pegasi city?” Grapevine asked, not bothering to stop walking. Our hooves made a strange sound walking on the city’s streets, a mixture of metal and wood themselves. Here and there, I could see flashes of canvas peeking through a few worryingly-large holes in the walkway.
“The fact that we’re on a floating city?” I suggested helpfully. Grapevine laughed and shook her head, reminding me of my old schoolteacher.
“Just because it’s a floating city doesn’t mean the Pegasi own it. Sure, most of the city’s flying citizens live here, but there just aren’t many of them.” She swept her hoof around, indicating the many candy-colored earth ponies walking around. “This city isn’t for weather control like Cloudsdale; what you’re standing on is the largest airborne trading outpost in all of Equestria.”
“Oh,” I said. Looking around, I could see she was right. The constant stream of airships going to and fro were all helmed by earth ponies and unicorns, and the crews they let out were the same. Not for the first time that day, I felt a little bit more alone among these ponies.
*        *        *

The sign above the door to the tower read, “Fillydelphia Weather Corps - Serenity City Offices.” The “tower” itself wasn’t very tall, maybe three stories at the most. In fact, presumably due to wind, all the buildings in the city were at most two stories tall. The mooring stations were a bit taller, but were made purely from steel, allowing them to stand tall without fear of toppling over.  
The interior of the Weather Corps offices was conservatively decorated; containing only a wooden secretary’s desk and a couple maple chairs. A stallion was idly flipping through reports at the desk, and didn’t bother to look up when we walked in.  
“Do you have an appointment?” he asked. Grapevine levitated a press pass from her saddlebag and held it out in front of him.  
“We’re here to see Lightning Sprint,” she said, her journalist’s tone returning. The secretary gave the pass a quick glance and then pointed to a door marked “Stairs.”  
“Ms. Sprint’s office is on the third floor, you won’t miss it,” he mumbled, eyes returning to the papers in front of him. Grapevine quickly trekked to the stairs while I gave a hurried thanks.
*        *        *

Out of breath from the stair climb, we emerged into Ms. Sprint’s office to find a griffin poring over a massive overhead map of Fillydelphia.  
“Hello, we're from-” I began,trying to act professional. As usual, Grapevine balled up those pretenses and threw them out the nearest window.  
“You’re Lightning Sprint?” she asked. The female griffin turned and walked across the office to where we were standing, her eagle eyes never straying from us. Razor-sharp talons clattered on the stone tile as she strode up to us.  
“I am she,” she answered. I gulped; I never realized quite how big griffins could get.  
“They let a griffin be in charge of the Weather Corps?” Grapevine asked, incredulous. I had to restrain myself from kneeing her in the ribs. Lightning Sprint hunched down until her eyes were level with Grapevine’s. Her accent was like a guttural version of Grapevine’s, but her tone was icy.  
“They don’t let anyone be in charge.” Grapevine didn’t seem much fazed by the griffin, or at least didn’t show it. I, however, had never quite forgotten the stories about griffons descending from the mountains to snatch away bad little colts and fillies in the middle of the night.  
Lightning turned to me, her voice a warmer tone. “It has been a while since I’ve seen a new Pegasus in town. Tell me, what is your name, flier?”  
“Oh, uh, Minty Flower, ma’am,” I hastily answered.  
“Minty,” she said, letting the words roll around on her tongue. “Have you registered with the Corps yet, Minty?”  
“I have to register?” I asked.
“She doesn’t know,” Grapevine called from across the room, where she was hastily copying notes from the Fillydelphia sky map on the wall. Notes were tacked to seemingly-random locations all across the map. Pictures of different types of clouds were similarly attached to the wall above.  
“Every Pegasus in Fillydelphia is required to register with the Weather Corps so that they may be called upon to serve the city in times of distress,” Lightning recited, rising to her full height.  
“Why?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me. The griffin sighed and shifted her wings, a movement I knew to be annoyance; mostly because I did the same thing.  
“There aren’t enough Pegasi in the city to support a fully-staffed Weather Corps, and few of them even want to work in the Corps full time. So instead, our staff keeps watch on the clouds, and only controls them for big storms.”  
“You mean, the clouds are wild?!” I asked, flustered. Even in Derbyshire the clouds were kept tightly controlled: this was practically barbarism.  
“Why do you think the air’s only clean down Broad Street?” Grapevine snarked, her hooves scrounging inside Lightning’s desk. The elder griffin glared at her before reaching over and slamming the desk drawer shut; Grapevine barely getting her hooves out in time.  
“As I said, we don’t have the resources to control the weather over the entire city; we keep watch over all Fillydelphia and control the essential areas.” Lightning turned back to me. “You will need an escort to show you how we operate in Serenity City?” 
It wasn’t really much of a question.  
“Yes, ma’am,” I squeaked.  
Lightning, with something on her beak that passed for a smile, reached over and grabbed a blue card from her desk. “It’s unwise to go alone, take this and present it to the stallion at the front desk, he will call someone to escort you,” she said, handing the pass to me. The little card had a string to loop around my neck, and it hung down with my camera.
“What about Grapevine?” I asked. Grapevine gave me an odd look.  
“What did you think we’re here for? I’m here to interview Miss Sprint-y here,” she said, ignoring the griffin’s death glare. She levitated her notebook in front of my nose, rolling her eyes. “This story’s not all about you, you know.”  
*        *        *

I walked out of the office, retracing my steps back to the secretary on the bottom floor. When I reached his desk, I used a hoof to hold out my pass, which seemed to finally get his attention. He walked back into a hallway behind his desk and spoke on a shiny new telephone. I’d seen a few of them around Fillydelphia, but hadn’t actually seen anypony use the monsters, so much bigger than the magical counterparts in Canterlot. The stallion finished his call and walked back to his desk, resuming his shunning of me. 
What is it with secretaries in this town, anyways?  
Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long, as after a few minutes another green pony came down the stairs. Except, unlike the secretary stallion, this mare’s coat was less green and more a deep teal. In contrast, her short-cut mane was a bright pink; an accented, winged horseshoe cutie mark completed the look. My eyes, however, remained transfixed on one particular area of the new mare.  
She was definitely Pegasi, if about a hoof shorter than me, but her wings were far from normal. The base of her wings was the same as mine, but everything else was mechanical. A metal frame supported overly-large feathers. Pieces of machinery and what looked like wires ran from her mechanical appendages down into her body.  
“Hiya, I’m Starshine Scamper,” she said. “I see you noticed the wings.”  
“Oh, uh, what wings?” I stammered, flushing. She kept right on smiling, and I couldn’t help but do so too. It was almost off-putting, in a way.  
“I’m supposed to help you until you can pass evaluation into the Weather Corps,” she said.
“What if I don’t pass?” Her wings made a very distinct metal-on-flesh sound when she laughed.
“Then you’ll be kicked off Serenity. Now follow me, I need to take you to the main area of operations.” I couldn’t decide how serious her last answer was.
*        *        *

We’d trekked through the bustling city to a wide open area at the northern edge of Serenity City. Most ponies on the street gave us odd looks until they noticed Starshine’s bright orange Weather Corps vest, after which they would return to their business. It was a nice enough trip, though Starshine seemed to think that silence was a mortal enemy that needed to be destroyed. That is, she didn’t stop talking. Her wings clanked when she moved, too, forcing her to talk louder to be heard over the noise. Lucky me.  
“...and then I banked so low I almost hit a cabbage stand and all the ponies were like, ‘oooooh,’ and I was like, ‘yeah, that’s right,’ and then...” She paused when we reached the edge of the clearing. The clearing happened to be a grassy field, upon which various Pegasi milled about. Odd, considering the city’s base was made of metal, but I was rapidly learning not to question some things. Most of the gathered ponies had on similar bright orange vests. Unlike Starshine’s blank outfit, though, their vests had badges of rank or office sewn onto them.
“This is the staging area,” Starshine said, sweeping a hoof across my field of vision. “It’s where all the Weather Corps ponies gather to train and group for missions. Today we’ll use it for your training.”  
“Training?” I asked, looking nervously at the bigger, tougher Pegasi scattered across the field.  
“Well, I’m assuming you’ve never made weather before?” Starshine asked. I shook my head. Having two earth pony parents and living in a unicorn town will do that to a filly.  
“Then today’s your first day,” she said. With that, she leaped into the air and beat her wings to gain altitude, and she was soon at cloud level. The unnatural wings didn’t seem to affect her flying, from what I could tell. I was still standing on the ground when she flew back, a puffy, white cloud in each forehoof.  
“Come on, Minty! You have to be in the air to do this,” she called, eliciting looks from the other weather ponies around me. I laughed nervously and considered just running back to Grapevine. Under Starshine’s expectant stare, however, I reluctantly began to flap my wings.  
I realized it probably would have been good to mention to her back in the city that I’m not all that great at flying. By not great, I mean I’m not sure I even know 100% how to fly. I just kind of get lucky sometimes and make it off the ground.  
Somehow, my untrained wings managed to keep me aloft and I flew at a snail’s pace to the clouds on which Starshine now stood.  
“You’re not much of a flier, are you?” she asked, pointing out the obvious once I was finally standing on the cloud next to her. I kept expecting the fluffy surface to break underneath me at any moment, but somehow it held.  
“Not really...” I answered, shaking a little from exertion. Starshine shook her head.  
“Well, it doesn’t matter; today you’re going to learn to make weather!” There was a conviction in her voice that frightened me, but I figured I had no choice in the matter anyway.  
“Now, do as I do,” she said. I watched as she gathered herself and began to bounce up and down on the cloud. First one bounce, and then two. On her third she used her wings to gain altitude before snapping them shut and coming down hard on the cloud. Sure enough, the darkened puff let loose a torrent of rain onto the field below.
“Your turn.”  
I gulped and checked to make sure the cloud still held my weight. Tentatively, I bounced once, then twice, then three times. Trying to emulate her, I used my wings a little to bring more weight down on my third try. Unlike Starshine, however, when I came down as hard as I could, the cloud remained fixed and rain-less.  
“O-oops,” I said. “How was that?” Starshine smiled tenderly at me before answering.  
“That was great, honey...” Suddenly, and unexpectedly, her voice picked up. “...if you were a little baby foal! You call yourself a Pegasus?!” I could only watch as the little mare with the mechanical wings screamed in my face louder than any stallion ever could.  
“Now, you’re going to do it AGAIN. And you will keep doing it until you get it right! Do I make myself clear?!”  
“Yes ma’am!” I shouted, already bouncing. Somehow, all the shouting had finally kicked my brain into gear. I kept bouncing, and Starshine kept hurling insults against me, my mental health, and my hygiene, but no rain came out of the cloud.  
I wanted to take my camera off my neck, but Starshine had told me only little foals would let a camera stop them.
“Alright, here’s how it’s going to go this time,” she shouted after I failed yet again. “You are going to get it right on the next try, or I’m going to start practicing my lightning-making a few hooves above your head! Do I make myself clear?” She rattled her metal wings on her last sentence, for emphasis.
Images of trying to dodge bolts of electricity while bouncing on a cloud danced in front of my vision. “Crystal, ma’am!”  
I steeled myself and once again tried to feel the Pegasus magic inside me. The same magic that let us walk on clouds would let me make rain: I just had to focus it. Naturally, it had seemed easier when I read about it than now that I was actually trying it.  
“Now bounce!” Starshine shouted. I did.
“ONE!” Maybe it was fear, but this time I could feel a flicker of...something.  
“TWO!” That feeling grew; I could feel a tingling coursing through my body, strongest in my hooves.  
“THREE!” I flapped my wings with all my might to gain a little bit more height, desperation fueling my efforts. I strained until I felt something pop, and then snapped them shut. Plummeting straight toward the cloud, I kept my hooves outstretched, trying to concentrate the magic within. As my hooves touched the puffy surface, I felt something kick in, and flow through me and into the cloud.  
Rain poured from the cloud in rapid, small drops. Unfortunately, it seemed I had let out a little too much magic, as I poured through the cloud along with the downpour.  
I screamed as I fell, my brain shutting off and forgetting the whole me-being-a-Pegasus thing. The ground grew rapidly to meet my flailing body. Suddenly, a green and pink streak blew by me and positioned itself below. I landed on my right side with a sickening thump on Starshine’s metal back. The force of my landing and me being a bit larger and heavier than her sent us both tumbling the last ten feet to the ground.
Coughing, Starshine stood up. “You okay?” she asked. Besides a few scratches, she looked fine. Her wings were dented in a couple places, but looked workable.
Looking across the grass field, I saw my camera hadn’t been so lucky. Sometime during my hundred-foot fall, the beautiful ebony-cased machine had slipped off and now lay on the ground, smashed into a thousand tiny pieces, with not a single picture of Fillydelphia on its film. If I hadn’t just been so close to death, I would have felt much worse. As it was, I lay curled up on the ground where I’d fallen. When Starshine addressed me this time, her angry demeanor from earlier was gone, replaced with authentic kindness.
“Are you alright?” she asked. “Can you move?” I looked down at myself. I was bruised in a couple places, but otherwise felt fine. Great even.
“Yeah, I’m okay,” I said. Feeling a little light headed, I got to my feet. “Just a little woozy, that’s all.” When I turned around to show her that I was alright, she gasped.
“Minty, your right wing...I think it’s broken.”
“What? No it’s not,” I said quickly. Just to show her how wrong she was, I proudly spread both my wings. Oddly, her expression didn’t change. I looked back at my wings, and they were still folded up at odd angles. I tried again. Nothing.
“I think you’re going to need a doctor,” Starshine said.
Indignant, I said, “What are you talking about? I’m fine!” I took a few steps forward to get my bearings back. The first couple of steps were fine, but by the third my head was cloudy. I collapsed somewhere between the fourth and fifth.
*        *        *

I cracked one eye open to reveal a plain hospital room. The room was bare of any sort of magic-powered machinery, and only contained my bed and a chair. In said chair sat Grapevine, who had evidently nodded off. She snored softly and shifted her head a bit, giving me a good look at fresh worry lines.
The door swung open with a crash, revealing a tan mare dressed in a doctor’s coat.
“Oh good, you’re awake,” she said as she cantered to my bedside. She magicked a clipboard from the front of my bed and looked at it.
“Am I better now?” I slurred. My tongue hadn’t quite yet caught up to my brain, and seemed to be doing a dance of its own. 
The doctor shook her head and pointed to my backside. Looking over my shoulder, I could see my entire midsection covered in one large bandage. Clearing her throat, the doctor said, “Our head physician is away, and we don’t have the facilities to treat a Pegasus in your, er, condition.”
“A flying city can’t fix a broken wing?” I asked.
“We can repair a wing,” the doctor said, “But we can’t restructure one that’s been shattered: that’s a job for a unicorn.”
“Where can I find one of those?” I said. She shrugged, and then quickly excused herself from the room. I figured she was afraid of my reaction, though I didn’t feel mad. To be honest, it felt like just another weary step on my journey since I’d gotten here.
Once she was sure the doctor was gone, Grapevine spoke up, having woken up sometime during the previous conversation. “I know somepony who can fix your wing right up,” she said.
“And you didn’t mention this before because…?” I said.
“He’s not exactly popular with the MedCorp hospitals: he does work for free,” she explained. 
More information to store away, but I couldn’t focus at that moment. My stomach was rumbling, and when I looked out the window, it was night. “How long was I out?” I asked.
Grapevine looked up from a magazine that she had presumably procured from nowhere. “Oh, only 4 or 5 hours,” she said. My eyes felt like they were ready to bugger out of my head; the longest I had ever been unconscious was a few minutes after an incident involving a scooter and three barrels of molasses. My stomach growled again, louder this time.
“Does this place have anything to eat?” I asked.   
“Actually, Lightning Sprint brought over some food just a little while ago,” Grapevine said, pointing to a bedside table I hadn’t seen behind her. On it were a couple bowls of noodles, both of them full. I eyed the food suspiciously, but my hungry tummy didn’t care whether they were from a crazy griffin or not.
*        *        *

Over dinner, I had Grapevine catch me up to speed on what had happened since I’d been out. She rambled on like usual, but at least seemed to lose more of her usual gruff tone with a little food in her.  
She was saying, “Starshine brought you here on her back by herself; you should have seen it, it was quite a sight.”
“Is she okay?” I asked once my mouth was empty.  
Grapevine nodded. “She’s fine, she’s actually in the next room; the doctor wanted her to sleep here overnight too.”  
“I didn’t hurt her, did I?” I said.
Grapevine shook her head. “Nothing more than her pride at letting one of her trainees get hurt.” I couldn’t help but grin a little at that. A question formed in my mind as I looked longingly at my now-empty bowl.  
“So how come Lightning brought us food? I thought she hated us.” Grapevine laughed a little and rolled her eyes.  
“It’s Lightning and I that have issues. As far as I know, she’s probably happy to have a new Pegasus in town.”  
“Sounds like you two know each other,” I observed. If Grapevine was always as snoopy as she acted, then I wouldn’t be surprised.
“We’ve met before,” Grapevine said. She got up and stretched a little bit, and placed the empty noodle bowls back onto their tray. I watched enviously from my hospital bed, suddenly aware of the bonds keeping me from moving my wings.  
“What did you and her talk about anyway?” I asked.  
She sighed and said, “I guess you should know what we’re doing at some point.” Grapevine walked over to her bag and pulled out a piece of stationary with the Fillydelphia Chronicler’s logo at the top.
“Ornate got a tip a few days ago about some dealings in Serenity City; apparently somepony has been paying the Weather Corps to keep certain areas of the city clear, and this pony recently increased their payments by quite a bit.” She raised a hoof to her chin. “I tried to talk to Lightning about it, but she denied knowing of any such thing.”
“Sounds suspicious,” I said. I handed the piece of paper back to her. It was a hastily-written report of amounts paid and when: the kind of dreary stuff only a reporter could appreciate. 
Grapevine nodded. “It is, but I don’t really have anything to go on right now. It could be her, or she could be covering for a friend.”
“Or, you know, Lightning’s actually innocent,” I suggested.  
“An investigative journalist never assumes anypony is telling the truth, Minty,” Grapevine said as she rolled her eyes.
“Wait, but aren’t we reporters?” I asked, confused. I had thought we were doing a story on the Summer Sun Celebration or something, not politics and corruption.  
Grapevine sighed and placed a reassuring hoof on the side of my bed. “We are not here as reporters, because a report only tells an event as it happened. No, we are here to investigate, and to find out why a story happened.” 
She used her magic to float the magazine she had been reading over to me. Grapevine pointed a hoof to the story printed on the front page. “Preparations Underway For Summer Sun Celebration,” it read. 
“See, this is reporting,” Grapevine said. She snapped the magazine up, and looked at it briefly before tossing it away. “But we’re on assignment to find out why things don’t quite match up in the mayor’s office, not just give another boring story about how many cakes will be at the reception this year.”
“So that’s what we’re going around Fillydelphia for?” I asked. The whole business seemed dreadfully confusing to me, but I was determined to prove that I could handle real journalism just as well as Grapevine could.
Grapevine returned to her seat and casually leaned back, indifferent tone returning. “That’s about the size of it.”
I wanted to say more, but a yawn cleared all the words from my throat. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I figured it must have been whatever medicine they had given me doing its job. I tried to fight it. A second, longer yawn confirmed the inevitable.
“I can see you’re tired,” Grapevine said. I could only wearily nod, my eyelids starting to flutter. “We’ll talk more in the morning,” she promised, walking toward the door.  
Maybe it was the medicine or the fright of my first injury away from home, but before I could stop myself, I asked, “Grapevine do you think you would- I mean- would you mind staying in here tonight?” I winced and felt like a little foal again for saying it, but I’d never slept in a hospital before, and these places gave me the creeps.  
I was afraid she was going to say no, or worse, laugh; but instead she silently walked back to her chair and sat down without protest. I wanted to thank her, or at least say something, but instead I yawned again and let my eyelids slide down as I drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

	
		Episode 1: New Toys



“I appreciate you coming along and all, Starshine,” Grapevine said, “But did we have to take the Corps’s cloud scouting balloon?”  
The little basket underneath the bright-orange balloon swayed for the millionth time, and I continued to keep a death grip on my side of the wicker gondola. “Oh, it was no problem at all,” Starshine was saying. “I just felt so bad about yesterday; the least I could do was give the two of you a lift.”  
“Yeah, thanks,” I said sourly. Maybe it was all the potions the doctor had given me before we left the clinic or the fact my entire backside was wrapped in new, tighter bandages, but I was feeling a little snappy.  
“You can fly, why are you afraid of heights anyways?” Starshine asked, incredulous. Of course she would ask, the pink-maned Pegasus hadn’t stayed in the balloon’s basket for more than five minutes consecutively.  
“Plus, you didn’t seem to have a problem on the airship,” Grapevine chirped in. I just grumbled under my breath and tried to concentrate on the woven timber beneath my hooves. The truth was, I didn’t really know why I was suddenly so afraid; ever since I had woken up from my accident, I had been terrified by the very idea of flying. I tried to shake off a feeling of dread at not being able to fly again. As soon as my wing was fixed up, I would be good as new, or so I hoped.  
I had to admit, using the Weather Corps balloon did have its advantages: instead of having to wait to land at the Fillydelphia Airfield, we got to moor at the Corps’s downtown headquarters. As Starshine maneuvered the airship into position, we scraped the side of a nearby skyscraper.  
“Heh, oops,” she said. The ground-based office of the weather control had a much older look than the buildings around it. Instead of smooth glass and concrete, the building resembled the design of Canterlot Castle.  
Grapevine saw my look of befuddlement and explained, “The Weather Corps office is one of the few old downtown buildings still standing after the parasprite infestation a few years back.” I whistled in awe; that would explain the feeling of ‘new-ness’ I got from a look at the center city. Back home, we had had a couple parasprite problems ourselves, but nothing so severe as this. What, did nopony own a tuba or something?  
Our balloon was secured to the building easily enough, and we disembarked without trouble. Grapevine looked around the buzzing offices, ripe for stories, with a look of longing, but insisted we head straight to the doctor.  
The interior of the building was much more modern than the outside, and we were given access to the newly-installed lift (or elevator, as they called it) by a pink Pegasus in charge of the building.  
“Try not to break it,” she told us.  
I’d never ridden a non-magical lift before, and I couldn’t recommend the experience after trying it out. After coming to a bumpy, gear-grinding stop in the building’s lobby, the lift doors slid open and we all stepped out.  
All of us, that was, except Starshine. She pawed the ground awkwardly, looking like she was lost. “Well, are you coming?” I asked, beckoning to the building’s front doors. A smile brightening her face, Starshine galloped to where we stood and resumed walking beside us. Despite my misgivings, I figured befriending the only other Pegasus pony I knew was a better idea than leaving her all by herself. We tried walking out the front doors side-by-side, but opted for single-file after we all got stuck in the doorway.
*        *        *

“Are you sure we’re not lost?” I asked. Grapevine sighed and rolled her eyes.  
“Yes, I’m sure. I told you, the pony we’re looking for is working uptown today, and it takes a long time to walk there from downtown.”  
“Who exactly are we looking for, again?” Starshine asked from above us. She’d taken to the skies about ten minutes earlier due to “boredom.” It didn’t make a difference, however, as the sidewalks were surprisingly empty, presumably a side effect of walking around at 10 in the morning. The buildings uptown, on the outskirts of the business district, looked more like the Weather Corps downtown offices, but a bit less utilitarian. Grapevine called it, “Neo-Magicka architecture.” To me, that meant the buildings had a lot of pointy spires.  
“We’re going to see an old acquaintance of mine. He specializes in medicine and owes me a favor,” she said.  
“Are you sure we can’t go to a hospital?” I asked. The bandages around my wings had started to get itchy, and I was certain the potions were starting to wear off, despite the assurances the Serenity City doctor had given us.  
“Do you have the money for a hospital bill?” Grapevine asked glumly.  
“No...” After the cab ride two days ago and paying a deposit on the room I was renting from Joya, I had less than 10 bits to my name.  
Grapevine, walking in front of me as usual, turned her head back and assured me, “Don’t worry, he’s a really good doctor; he’ll fix you up just like new.”  
“If that’s the case, then maybe I should ask him when you can start training again,” Starshine called down in a tone that I hoped was teasing.
“Not funny,” I said. After my last bout of training, I was perfectly prepared to keep my hooves away from clouds for the rest of my natural life. It wasn’t like I needed to make weather anyways.  
“We’re here,” Grapevine announced, derailing my train of thought. She had stopped in front of a rather large and fancy apartment building. I figured only the richest mares in the city could afford to live within.  
“He lives here?” Starshine asked incredulously, before I could get the chance.  
Grapevine chuckled and shook her head. “He makes house calls.”
*        *        *

Grapevine’s “acquaintance” turned out to be a bright red unicorn with a strikingly rainbow mane, which Grapevine assured me afterwards was relatively common in some areas of southern Equestria. The stallion’s cutie mark, a stethoscope, was clearly visible as he patched up a butler who worked in the building’s penthouse.  
“Ah Grapevine, I’ve been expecting you; just give me one more second,” he said when he saw us walking into the servants's quarters. The doctor turned back to the unfortunate butler; the silver mare had a large bandage on her right, front hoof.  
“Now just hold still,” he said. “This probably won’t hurt a bit.” The stallion’s horn began to glow an odd color, a sort of greenish-yellow-purple, and enveloped the butler. With a bright flash, the glow disappeared, along with the bandage. Tentatively, his violet-maned patient stood on her previously-damaged hoof. “See, good as new!” The doctor exclaimed.  
The profusely-thankful butler quickly agreed to let the doctor use the servant quarters to work on me. As she galloped away, the doctor called out after her, “Hoof swelling and/or glowing in the dark is perfectly normal: do not be alarmed!”  
Turning back to Grapevine, he spoke in his strangely out-of-place Trottingham accent. “Well now, what seems to be the problem? You don’t seem hurt, but I can see what I can do; at the least, I might be able to conjure up a rousing speech or two.”  
Grapevine huffed and rolled her eyes as Starshine forcibly pushed me to the front of our little party, and said, “Actually we’re her for Minty: I, er, she hurt her wing pretty badly yesterday.” He turned to look at me, his eyes drifting toward my bandaged side.  
“I see, I see...” He looked back at Grapevine one more time before setting himself directly in front of me, a hoof raised in greeting. “It’s good to meet you Minty; the name’s Rainbow Remedy, Doctor of Arcane Medicine from Concealed College.” I smiled weakly and timidly shook his hoof, a little humbled before him. It might not be as famous around Fillydelphia, but everypony in northern Equestria knew only the best ponies were allowed entry into the Concealed College, let alone were able to make it to graduation.  
Resuming his doctoral tone, Remedy asked, “Could I take a look at your damaged wing?” I nodded and turned my bandaged side toward him. His horn glowed again and the wrappings fell away, revealing the broken limb beneath. To me, it didn’t look all that bad, but concern showed on Remedy’s face.  
“I’m impressed,” he said. “A broken ulna and fractures along your radius and carpus bones; what have you been up to?”  
“Making weather,” I replied lamely. I felt my wing lift up, but not the usually-accompanying pain: side effects from the magic presumably.  
“Well you certainly get an A for effort if you managed this jumping on clouds,” he said idly, his eyes focused intently on the structure of my wing. My wings stretched out and retracted under his magic gaze. Starshine remained uncharacteristically silent, standing in the corner with her face pointed at the ground.  
“Here, you may want to lay on this,” Remedy said, pushing one of the servants’s sparse beds into the middle of the small dorm room. I looked at him quizzically, but complied. He’s a doctor, he knows what he’s doing, right?  
“Now,” Remedy said, clearing his throat “Grapevine, you and your Pegasus friend will need to vacate the room, things are about to get science-y.”  
“That means we need to get out now,” Grapevine half-whispered, pulling Starshine out the door with her. As the door shut, Remedy turned back to me.  
“Now, let’s see what we can do with you,” he said, clopping his forehooves together. I gulped.  
“Y-You mean you don’t know what you’re going to do?”  
“Well, I’ve never worked on an actual Pegasus before, but I’ve seen a lot of pictures,” Remedy replied giddily. With the room already crowded, and the extra bed added to the middle, he had to back up against the wall to give himself room for “science.”  
“So what’s going to happen when you cast your spell?” I asked, getting the distinct feeling that maybe coming to a doctor who only Grapevine knew was a bad idea.  
Remedy laughed, a little too maniacally, “I have no idea!”  
Before I could object further, his horn glowed the same weird color as before and enveloped my entire body. The magic felt warm and soft, like being rubbed all over with goose down. A bright flash consumed my vision, much larger than the one I had witnessed earlier.  
When my eyesight returned, I carefully checked myself over, making sure I didn’t have any extra or missing limbs as a byproduct of his spell. To my great relief, all I found was my injured wing was now encased within a magical field. I couldn’t feel the appendage, but I could actually hear the bones moving around. Gross.  
“See, that wasn’t so bad,” Remedy said, a cheeky grin on his face. I glared at him, but he shrugged it off. “Come on then, you really didn’t think I would do something on purpose, did you?” he asked.  
“It crossed my mind.”  
Remedy laughed. “Maybe you should learn to do a little less of that.”  
“Trusting?” I asked.  
“No, thinking!”  
No amount of rolled eyes could express what I felt. Sighing, I asked, “So, am I going to owe you anything?”
“Owe me?” Remedy asked, feigning hurt. “A friend of Grapevine’s is a friend of mine; think of it as a favor.” When he saw me looking at him strangely, he sniffed and said, “It’s not like you could afford it anyways.”  
Remedy walked over to where I lay on the bed and examined my wing. “Anyway, I had your friends leave the room so I could talk to you.”  
“Why?” I asked, wincing as my wing was tugged around. His formally idle demeanor grew serious as he looked me in the eyes.  
“I know you didn’t break your wing by yourself.”  
“Whu- what are you talking about,” I stammered. My lying could stand some practice, I decided. Remedy continued to glare at me, thoroughly unconvinced. “It was an accident, I swear,” I continued. “I was just trying to learn how to make weather, and I might have tried a little too hard.”  
“Did she put you up to it?” Remedy’s voice was startlingly low and monotone; the accent was gone like snow after Winter Wrap-Up.  
“Oh, well yeah, but don’t get mad; it’s not like-” I began, but was cut off.  
“I knew it,” Remedy said. “I think she’s doing okay, I stop visiting, and she’s at it again, and-” This time, it was my turn to interrupt.  
“Wait, I thought you said you had never met Starshine before?”  
“Star who?” Remedy asked. I could almost see the realization hit him like a hammer. “You’re telling me it was Miss Machine Wings that caused this, not Grapevine?”  
“Well, she didn’t exactly cause my accident, and she seems like she wants to make it up to me...” I paused and got up off the bed. Remedy gave no protest. “Why would you think Grapevine did it?”  
“Oh, just forget I said anything,” he said, hurriedly walking toward the door. “Speaking of Grapevine, why don’t we see what she and the Pegasus are up to.”  
I stepped in front of him and tried to look as intimidating as I could. In ferocity, I may have rated at field mouse. “Tell me,” I said.  
“Tell you what?” Remedy said, chuckling badly. With my gaze unwavering, he reluctantly answered, “Alright, alright.”  
Remedy let out an exaggerated sigh before continuing. “You’ve heard of her, um, falling out with the Chronicler, correct?” I nodded. “Things...weren’t very good for her after that. She got into fights; pushed her friends away.” Trying to imagine Grapevine, only marginally taller than Starshine, picking fights made my head hurt.  
“For a few weeks, I was the only contact with the outside world she had; I came by as often as I could to check up on her. A week ago, the last time I saw Grapevine, her boss told her that if she didn’t have another story by the end of the Summer Sun Celebration, then she would be fired permanently from the paper.”  
He walked over to where a black doctor’s bag sat and dug through it, producing two small pills. Before I could ask if they were for me, he popped them in his mouth and continued, “I didn’t actually think she would pull it off, the way she was. I was preparing for a repeat of the cider incident.” Remedy turned to look back at me, his rainbow mane fluttering as he moved. I briefly wondered how he managed to keep it floppy but out of his eyes no matter which way he turned: I had to use enough pomade to grease a pig just to get my hair to keep in place.
“Now, she walks into my work and started acting like her old self again,” he said. “You wouldn’t have anything to do with that, would you?”  
It was my turn to speak, but the right words wouldn’t come to my mouth, instead issuing some sort of grunt to the negative. I didn’t understand why he seemed to think I calmed Grapevine down; she seemed to only tolerate my presence, at best. A specter of a smile graced the doctor’s face as he watched the gears turning in my head. He didn’t follow up on the question, but instead turned to the door.  
“Well, then, glad that’s settled,” Remedy said. “Now, let’s go see if we can’t find your friends.”  
“Shouldn’t they be right outside?” I asked, trotting up alongside him. It surprised me how tall he was: easily a head taller, if not more.  
Opening the door, he said, “If Grapevine’s old self is starting to come back, then the answer would be...” The door swung open to reveal an empty hallway.
*        *        *

“...and then we took one of those ele-lift things up to servants’s quarters, and there you were,” I finished. Maybe it was the giddiness of the feeling finally returning to my mended wing or the side effects of “searching” for Grapevine in the fancy penthouse’s wine cabinet, but my tongue had loosened enough to tell Remedy most of what had happened over the last few days.  
For being so talkative, Remedy was a pretty good listener. That, or I didn't notice if he was talking.
We peeked our heads cautiously into another one of the penthouse’s rooms, knocking before entering. We’d learned that lesson the hard way when we walked in on two mares, er, taking full advantage of an empty janitorial closet.  
The room I looked into was a plushly-decorated writing room. A lush, maroon couch dominated the room, and on it sat a shiny typewriter. The fireplace, and subsequently the room, were dark; no Grapevine in here, either.  
Shutting the door, Remedy spoke up for the first time since I had started my story; his Trottingham accent had returned, to my joy. He sounded much too serious and down when his voice took the flat inflection of a Fillydelphian.  
“So, if I understood your story correctly, you are currently traveling around with a pony with more baggage than a Pullmare car and a Pegasus who nearly managed to end your life the first time you met her.”  
Well, when you put it that way...  
Before I could defend myself, he laughed and said, “Minty, I think you’re going to fit in around here just fine.” I had to admit, his smile was almost as infectious as Joya’s. Then again, so was Starshine’s. Maybe I just smiled too easily. 
We stopped in front of two large, oak doors. Their frames were inlaid with gold, and the door handles were fashioned from fire rubies.  
“Oh, well, of course she would be in there,” Remedy said. I looked at him quizzically.  
“This is Ms. Spoon’s room; she owns the building,” he explained. I could feel my eyes widen; Grapevine hadn’t been kidding when she gave her spiel about investigative journalism.  
Remedy gingerly opened one of the opulent doors and peered in. I tried to see around him, but the room was too dark. I almost let out a sigh of relief, and figured Starshine and Grapevine had gone down to another floor.  
No such luck, however, as we heard a quiet shuffling and a muffled, “Shush!” that sounded distinctly like a certain reporter. With a flicker of Remedy’s horn, the room’s electric lights lit up. They were magic lights, I noticed: expensive to get so far south of the big unicorn cities.  
“You can come out now,” he said. Starshine sheepishly walked out from behind a nearby wardrobe, and Grapevine from underneath the large wooden desk in the center of the room. Clutched in her mouth were several important-looking papers.  
“Grapevine,” Remedy said with a sigh. “Please, please, please tell me that you’re not stealing from Ms. Spoon, one of the richest ponies in the city and the mare who’s paying me to look after her servants.”  
“I’m not,” Grapevine said adamantly between the papers. She spat out the papers and pointed a hoof to Starshine. “But she was.”  
“Wha-? Are you serious?” Starshine cried.  
Before the argument could continue, however, we all heard a sound that made us freeze in our tracks. Outside the door was the voice of the coal baroness herself, Silver Spoon.  
Though muffled by the massive doors, we could hear her say, “Now Copper, I am going to go lay down and I am not to be disturbed, is that understood?”  
I couldn’t hear the response, but I guessed it was to the affirmative. Feeling suddenly exposed, I looked around the room for a good hiding place, but didn’t see one.  
“In here,” Remedy hissed from across the room, holding open a small linen closet. I doubted we could all fit comfortably, but I didn’t care. I galloped over to the closet and sprang inside, followed quickly by Starshine and Grapevine. Remedy, however, didn’t join us.  
“Get in,” I whispered, looking anxiously at the door. He shook his head as the fire-ruby door knobs began to turn and mouthed the word, “Distraction.”
As Silver Spoon’s doors opened, ours was slammed shut in our faces. The linen closet’s doors and walls were thin, allowing us to hear everything that was said. It was too bad the closet was smaller than my carpet bag, forcing all three of us to get to know each other much better than anypony should.  
“Oh, Rainbow Remedy, I didn’t expect to find you in here,” Silver Spoon said. Remedy laughed nervously.  
“Really? Well, I finished checking out the servants early, so I thought that I would come see if you were well.”  
“Oh, are you sure that’s the only reason you came to see me?” Silver Spoon replied, her voice silky. I was thinking of what other reason he could possibly have when it hit me. Oh...OH! Oh, Sweet Celestia, no! I shuddered; Remedy was around my age, but Silver Spoon was, like, 40.  
To my stomach’s great relief, Remedy quickly refused, saying, “Quite certain, actually.” Silver Spoon huffed, and I could almost see her eyes roll.  
“I was only having a little fun, dear; try to loosen up. Celestia knows I try, what after all those meetings on the Celebration lately. They can really zap the energy out of a pony.”
“Do tell,” Remedy said. I could hear the conversation begin to drift away as he led Silver Spoon away from our hiding place.
“Oh, you wouldn’t believe it dear, it’s always shutting out the unions this, and good impressions on the government that. Not to mention Miss Grace Pullmare going on and on about investors.” She sighed. “Maybe I am getting too old for this; I haven’t seen Tia’ in nearly a month.”  
I glared at Grapevine to stay quiet when I heard the faint scratch of pencil on paper. Luckily, neither pony outside seemed to notice.  
“Oh, well I wouldn’t say that; you’re just stressed, is all,” Remedy was saying. “If you would allow me a little check up, I’m sure I could find something to have you on your hooves in no time.” Silver Spoon laughed.  
“I hope you’re right, doctor. I hope you’re right.”
“Right then, let’s take a look at you over here in the bathroom, because the bathroom has much better lighting than this dreary bedroom,” Remedy said, nothing suspicious about his voice at all.  
“Well, you don’t have to shout; I’m not that old, dear,” Silver Spoon said. The pair’s voices grew fainter and I could hear the sound of hooves on tile. When I could hear the, presumably, bathroom door slam shut, I quickly opened the closet doors, letting us all pile out.  
“I can breathe again!” Grapevine said. Starshine shook out her metal wings with a satisfied look on her face. I took the chance to similarly stretch my wings, though they didn’t make nearly the noise. My newly-healed wing felt great, so the experience was even better.  
Grapevine regained her composure, and told us, “Alright, time to go; we need to get out of here before those two come back.”  
As we trotted out of the room I asked, “What about Remedy?”  
“Don’t worry, you’ll see him again,” Starshine ensured me. I wanted to know how she would know, but we were already focused on making our escape.
*        *        *

I coughed at the smoke that snaked its way back from the trolley’s steam engine. We’d decided to use a couple bits and take the nice ride home. Or, at least, I thought we were headed home until the trolley changed tracks and headed toward Zebratown, all the way out in the Northeast Fillydelphia, a nearby map told me.  
“Can you please tell me why we just passed West Fillydelphia?” I asked Grapevine, having to yell to be heard over the engine noise despite being right next to her.  
“Ask Starshine!” she yelled back. Starshine had been the one to suggest the trolley ride, but had kept to herself the whole ride. Mostly, she just sat and adjusted her wings under the stares of curious onlookers.  
Pushing my way across the car to where she sat, I asked, “Starshine, where are we going?” She looked up in surprise to see me so close.  
“We fixed your wing, but there’s one more thing that still needs to be replaced,” she said. She kept her tone at a normal level, meaning I had to strain to hear her in the noisy car.  
“If you don’t mind refreshing my memory, what else is broken?” I asked. The tilt of her head told me that she thought I was crazy. By now, I was getting used to that look. 
“I broke your camera, if you remember.” Now that I thought about it, my neck did seem lighter. Thinking about it more made me feel the loss even worse than before; I’d forgotten all about my former prized possession.  
“Alright, so we’re fixing my camera,” I said. “Then why do we need to go to Zebratown? There’s plenty of shops all over city.” She shook her head.  
“We’re not going to buy one, I know a friend who might be willing to give us one.”  
“And just who might that be?” Grapevine asked, joining our conversation. I almost jumped when I heard her voice; she moved so quietly it was almost scary.  
“Sterling,” Starshine answered.  
Grapevine’s eyes flashed. “Sterling, as in Sterling Bristle? The inventor?”  
“The very same,” Starshine answered, grinning slyly. I wanted to ask who exactly this colt was, but the two didn’t give me time to interject. “How in Celestia’s name do you know him? I heard he barely talks to anyone!” Starshine shrugged her shoulders, eliciting a groaning of metal upon metal from her wings.  
“Who do you think made these?”  
Taking the break in the conversation as an opportunity, I quickly asked, “So who exactly is this, ‘Sterling?’” To them, I might as well have asked who Celestia is.  
“He’s one of the best inventors in the city,” Starshine answered. “Bit of a recluse, though; the only time he leaves his house is for the Zebratown market days.”  
“And that would be...when?” I asked. Before Starshine could answer, the trolley car hit a bump and for a sickening second I was airborne, and ponies around me were screaming and shouting. Once the event was over however, everypony went back to what they were doing like it was nothing out of the ordinary. It was up to me, then, to look like the idiot with her hooves covered over her head. I gathered myself up in time to hear announcement that we had arrived in Zebratown.
*        *        *

Conveniently, the monthly market day was today. Zebratown’s cobblestone square was packed wall to wall with colorful merchandise and even more colorful earth ponies. Grapevine said something, but I couldn’t hear her over the din of ponies shouting why I should spend my precious few bits on some of their wares.  
Luckily, Starshine seemed to know which way she was going and led us through the crowds, which were packed so thick that I could only follow her by looking for the metal wings. I had to dodge an overly-enthusiastic mare trying to sell me pocket watches, and very nearly got in the middle of a fight between two earth ponies arguing over whose apples were better quality. A small-mustachioed stallion even tried to get me to buy one of his hoof-drawn postcards, but I managed to push past all of them and reach Sterling’s stall.  
The tent was near the back of the square, but for good reason: the maroon tent was easily twice as large as any other stall in the event. Over the entrance was a crude sign that simply read, “Sterling.” Woodwind music warbled from a shiny, new-looking phonograph right inside the tent’s entrance. Scattered technology lay across the interior in a seemingly random order, with a large, model steam engine laying right next to a display of typewriters. Astoundingly, in one corner he even had a broken steam engine on display, its too many pistons stuck out in an awkward v-shape. It was no wonder, then, that the tent was almost completely void of customers.
Starshine shushed us, and advised, “Be careful, he startles easily.”
Grapevine promptly ignored her and ran to the back of the tent, calling, “Mr. Sterling, are you in here?” An olive-brown earth pony, who had been organizing a music shelf while standing on a stool, yelped and fell down in surprise. The ebony-colored records he had been holding fell to the ground with the green-maned stallion, shattering into dozens of pieces.  
“Oh, my; oh, dear,” the pony, Sterling, said. The lanky colt picked himself up from the ground and dusted off his frizzy, unkempt mane. The awkward smile he gave us when he realized he was being watched was certainly not cute, nor was his appearance. Not at all.  
“Minty, your wings are doing that stand up thing again,” Grapevine helpfully pointed out.  
“Yeah, you might want to get that checked out,” Starshine chimed in, giggling. I realized suddenly, stupidly, that she was a Pegasus too. Oh Celestia, she knows.  
“Must be a, uh, side effect from Remedy’s magic,” I stammered, racking my brain for an excuse.  
“But this isn’t the first time-” Grapevine began, confused, until Sterling cut her off.  
“Oh, um, excuse me, but, can I help you with anything?” Still chuckling, Starshine walked over to where Sterling stood and carelessly put a leg around his neck and introduced us.  
“Sterling, this is Grapevine, and the Pegasus is Minty Flower. Minty, Grapevine, this is Sterling Bristle.” Grapevine coolly nodded hello while I stumbled through a greeting, my tongue falling all over itself.  
“Now that we’re all friends,” Starshine continued, patting Sterling with her hoof, “We need you to do us a favor.”  
“Well, o- of course I could help you, maybe,” Sterling said with a nervous chuckle. “Wha- what do you need?”  
“A camera,” Grapevine explained. She looked around at the interior of the stall. “You wouldn’t happen to have one lying around, would you?” Seeking his chance to get out of Starshine’s grasp, Sterling walked over to where a large worktable stood.  
“I don’t have one with me today...b- but I could maybe make you one, if you wanted.” He sighed and turned back to Starshine, who was playing with some stacked light bulbs. “I- I guess you’ll want this for free?”  
“Well of cou-” she began, before being cut off by Grapevine, who said, “If you wanted, I’m sure Starshine and I could help drum up some business for this place.”  
“Hey!” Starshine protested, “Don’t I get a say in this?” Grapevine shook her head. 
“No, but it will give us a chance to help out, and for Minty to talk to Sterling.”  
Reversing her arguing, Starshine clopped her hooves together giddily and said, “Oh yes, Minty and Sterling can stay in here all alone.” I tried my best to stare the Pegasus down, but she just looked smug.  
Sterling, seemingly none the wiser, was trying to say, “I don’t really care if anypony even comes in here...” Unfortunately for him, nopony seemed to be listening. Grapevine and Starshine were out the tent flap before he could say anything else. Sterling sighed wearily and turned to me.  
“I-I suppose the camera is for you?”
“Oh, uh, yeah, it is,” I answered, startled. To my knowledge, Starshine hadn’t told him what happened back on Serenity. “How did you know?” He pointed to my cutie mark.  
“That’s a GL1138 model lightbulb: they’re made only in Northern Equestria and only for unicorn cameras.” He seemed more comfortable talking in facts, and I was admittedly floored that he knew more about my cutie mark than I did. I always figured lightbulbs were mostly the same. “I figured with the accent and cutie mark...” I smiled and nodded politely, though my mind was still preoccupied on that he had actually noticed my cutie mark.  
Sterling dragged the stool from where it had tipped over earlier and set it in front of his worktable before starting to gather supplies. “Y- You wouldn’t happen to, um, know anything about steam engines, would you?” I shook my head to the negative as I watched him work, bent over the table and with a screwdriver in his mouth. His voice muffled, he asked, “Do you k- know how to use a wrench?”
*        *        *

I amused myself by listening to Grapevine and Starshine trying to draw customers to Sterling’s shop while I tightened bolts on a pile of model steam engines. I had been assured that they weren’t the real thing, but they certainly felt heavy enough.  
Sterling himself was currently grunting over his workstation, trying to shove too-large parts inside a too-small case. To me, it looked like he was doing his best to break my new camera before it was even built.  
Outside, Grapevine was trying to coax ponies away from their bits, saying, “It doesn’t matter if your record player is only a year old, this new model has blast receptors; it gives you twice the sound!”  
It was easy to make out Starshine’s voice, coming from just a little further away. Suffice to say, she took a different approach. “You think your steam engine is good enough? Think again! You’re not even worthy to use these engines, but we’re giving you the special privilege of buying one!” The pony she was shouting at apparently mumbled something.  
Through the canvas I heard, “What do you mean your carriage doesn’t need an engine? If you ever want to pick up a stallion, you’re going to have to look like a real mare, mare.” The pitching went on for a good half hour, yielding exactly zero customers for each. As I moved on to patching up the older record players in the tent, Grapevine and Starshine devolved into bickering with each other.  
“It’s your yelling that’s driving away the customers, you’re too loud!”  
“Yeah, well, you’re not loud enough!”  
“You’re too bossy!”  
“You’re too smart!”  
“Pegasus!”
“Unicorn!”
I was afraid I was going to have to break them up when some hapless pony showed up, and was immediately bombarded with sales pitches.
*        *        *

An hour later, I was done fixing up most everything in the shop. Strangely, Sterling insisted that the steam engine I had seen earlier wasn’t broken at all, so I tacked it up to him being one of the eccentric inventors the newspapers always raved about.
Bored, I walked over to where he sat with my camera, now starting to look more like something that could actually take pictures. Currently, he was vigorously polishing the case with an rag.  
“Anything else I can do to help?” I asked, startling him. The cloth slipped from his hooves and onto the floor.  
“Here, I’ll get it,” I said, reaching for it at the same time as him, our hooves briefly touching. I quickly yanked my hoof away.  
“No, nothing that I can think of,” Sterling finally answered as restarted his work.  
“So, what do you do around here?” I asked, trying to make conversation.  
He didn’t look up, but answered, “I invent things; s- sometimes I sell them.”  
“All by yourself?” I asked, idly playing with a small, metal gear. Sterling shrugged.  
“Usually; Starshine comes by every once in a while so I can maintain her wings.” I got up and walked just a little bit closer to him.  
“Must get lonely,” I oh-so-unsubtly observed. I was just glad Sterling’s cluelessness saved me from my big mouth. At any rate, he sighed and squirted some strange liquid onto a new oilcloth and began polishing the camera lens.  
“It does, sometimes,” he said, then smiled. “N- Not that you would know, of course.”  
“Huh?” I asked, dropping the shiny, new record I’d been holding, which luckily landed on a display pillow.  
His ears drooped as he answered, “Oh, uh, sorry, are you and the unicorn keeping it a secret? I’m sorry- I won’t tell anypony, I swear.”  
Wait, he thinks me and Grapevine are...oh no. “No, no, it’s not like that,” I began, stuttering nervously. Of course, now it sounded like I was denying the truth. “We’re just friends...”  
Sterling went back to his work with a knowing nod. I groaned and walked over to the farthest corner of the shop to sulk.  
*        *        *

Some time afterward, Sterling let out a deep sigh of relief and announced he was done. The declaration caught me by surprise, not least of which because I had nodded off to sleep on a pile of mattresses with fancy, steel springs.  
“Already?” I asked. He excitedly shook his head, clumsiness replaced with pride. I trotted over to his worktable to get a view of the completed product, and I was impressed. It wasn’t nearly as glamorous as my magic camera, but was a step above the other earth pony models I had seen around Fillydelphia.  
The case was an ebony metal, and was taller than it was long. A large lens occupied the front, and an even larger light bulb was positioned on a sort of crane on top.  
“It’s based on a newer model I received from an associate in Stalliongrad,” he explained. “This camera can take three shots without needing to be reloaded, as opposed to one.”  
I didn’t feel the need to mention the unicorn models could take fifteen. “Ca- Can I touch it?” I asked.  
“Go ahead.” I pulled it closer to me to get a better look at it, and was happy to see my face on the cover of the case.  
“I don’t know how I can ever thank you,” I said. He looked startled.  
“Oh, well, it was nothing really...”  
“Hey, your camera’s done!” Grapevine exclaimed as she and Starshine barged back into the tent. Thanks to her, I nearly dropped my brand new camera in surprise.  
“Not too bad,” Starshine commented. Shaking her wings, she continued, “Not as good as your other handiwork, of course.”  
I would have cared, but I was trying to fit a leather strap around the camera so it could hang around my neck. Sterling, still awkwardly proud, was explaining to an uninterested crowd of Grapevine and Starshine how the camera worked.  
Finally managing to get the strap on, I slipped the camera over my head. The leather taught and the camera hanging at just the right height, it felt perfect.
*        *        *

We left Starshine back at the tent, where she said she needed some work done on her wings. She promised to get in touch later for more “lessons” once my wing had healed. Oh, and she’d winked when she mentioned having Sterling work on her. Of course she winked: I’d never be able to live that one down. Also, that wasn’t jealousy I felt in my stomach, I was obviously just hungry.  
It didn’t help that Grapevine didn’t stray more than a hoof or two from my side the entire time, giving Sterling’s theory more and more credence. I almost wished that she would return to her grumpier self.  
The journey back to Joya’s shop was a long one, even with the trolley ride; it was around midnight when I finally made it back. The final leg of the journey had been the worst, too, as Grapevine had to ride a different streetcar back to her house. She left me with a promise of more excitement tomorrow, and finally something to do with reporting.
*        *        *

The shop was dark when I entered, remembering Grapevine’s advice to get the key from under the welcome mat. The clothes hanging on racks and folded on shelves were as neat as ever, almost reminding me of home.  
As my eyes adjusted, I saw that there was a light coming from beneath the door to Joya’s work room. Quietly, I made my way over to the door and slowly peaked inside. A single candle burned on a wooden desk next to the sewing machine, casting long shadow’s across Joya’s sleeping face.  
She lay sprawled out across the tabletop, snoring softly. I tiphoofed over to her, but decided not to wake her. Under Joya’s prone form lay my dress, though I could hardly call it that anymore. She’d woven patterns on the dress inlaid with gold, including an outline of my cutie mark for each flank.  
It was something that was best suited for the Grand Galloping Gala, and my heart caught a little when I realized that she must have not stopped working since we left yesterday. All this for me, a pony she barely even knew: it was enough to make me tear up a little.  
Doing what I could for her, I managed to sling the sleeping donkey across my back, ignoring her weight. Slowly, steadily, I carried her up the stairs and into her room, much messier than I’d seen it last. I’d meant to lower her onto the bed and then go to my room, but the day’s built-up exhaustion finally hit me, and I collapsed onto the bed, donkey and all.  By the time my head hit the sheets, I was asleep.

	
		Episode 1: The Meeting



When you hear somepony knocking rapidly at the door, it’s always a gamble if you choose to answer it. It might be a policepony to ask you about outstanding parking tickets, a salesmare who just wants to assault you with a living version of annoying newspaper ads, or sometimes it’s just somepony who’s plain old crazy. Standing on Joya’s front step was a smiling Grapevine holding up a butler’s uniform.  
“So the third one, then,” I said, shutting the door. She got her proverbial hoof in the door by putting her actual leg in the in the path of the swinging door.  
“You said you wanted to do some real investigative reporting,” she said, eyebrows rising and falling.  
“I don’t seem to recall,” I began, but was pushed back into the house/store by a determined Grapevine.  
“Look, just put the uniform on, we need to hurry,” she said. The “uniform” was little more than a tuxedo vest with sleeves for my fore hooves.  
“Fine, fine,” I muttered, walking to the changing rooms at the back of Joya’s store. I admit, I was grumpy: a cold shower and burnt breakfast can do that to a pony. I sighed. At least I’d been able to re-straighten my coat and mane, though my tail refused to do anything but flow everywhere, as usual.  
I carefully peeked through the door to the small, carpeted changing room to make sure no one was watching before getting dressed. The tuxedo vest was itchy, and a little tight around the waist, but I guessed it would be alright. At least it felt good to be wearing something again.  
“It’s a little snug around the middle,” I said as I walked into the main room. Joya, hyperactive as ever, was trying to put out new designs for the Summer Sun Celebration.
“So it is,” Grapevine observed. 
Was she blushing? I pushed the thought away. I was still just feeling sour about Sterling’s “conclusion” about Grapevine and I. In my absence, she had changed into a gray-blue deliverypony’s uniform; a very loose, comfortable-looking uniform in contrast to my own.  
Trotting between clothes racks to the front register, I asked, “Is there any reason I’m wearing the tux?” Grapevine stood at the front counter, pen floating in a magical cloud next to her, marking up prices on Joya’s older lines.  
She looked me up and down and replied, “Because it would look suspicious if two butlers walked in at the same time.”  
“Because you’re the only pony she knows that doesn’t look like she sleeps on the street,” Joya clarified, calling from her perch on top of a large display cabinet. Grapevine huffed and rolled her eyes before setting the pen down.  
“Let’s go,” she said. 
I followed her out the store, and told Joya, “I’ll try to be back tonight.”  
“Just try not to break anything else!” Joya yelled back, waving.
*        *        *

Walking toward Fillydelphia City Hall up Broad Street at noon was like swimming through a tsunami. Businessmares, street vendors, and tourists filled the sidewalks like massive waves, and caught anypony foolish enough to go the opposite direction in their wake. At least I didn’t have to worry about looking out of place anymore; strangers didn’t seem to give anypony besides themselves any attention.  
“Can you tell me exactly why we have to sneak into this meeting or whatever?” I asked, squeezing around a scruffy-looking stallion pushing a shopping cart. “It’s not like we’re spies.” Whereas I tried to move around and dodge the oncoming ponies in my way, Grapevine chose to keep to a single path: forcing everypony to move around her.  
When I caught up to her, she replied, “The Summer Sun Celebration meeting is always off-limits to the press.” She smirked. “So we’re going to have to cheat a little.” I struggled to keep up with her through the street; not helped by the midday sun beating down on me and my wool tuxedo.  
“Isn’t that, you know, wrong?” I asked, panting. She chuckled and turned around to look at me.  
“From a certain point of view,” she said.
*        *        *

The city hall was what Canterlot would have been if it was designed by earth ponies. Fillydelphia was renowned for being an earth pony city, so I assumed I wasn’t far from the mark. A tall, concrete spire rose up from a massive stone base, itself several stories tall. We stood in front of the flat, undecorated facade and looked around like two foals on their first day of primary school.  
“Hey, you two, you coming or what?” a voice called out to us, breaking the stupor. It belonged to a harsh, aged mare, her uniform a flashy version of mine. We trotted over to where she stood: the top of a flight of marble stairs, her back to a massive set of wooden doors. “You’re late,” she said sourly.  
“I’m sorry,” I stammered, trying to keep a control on myself. Since I was a foal, I had always been terrible at disguising myself; nopony had ever been fooled by my Nightmare Night costume. Instead of accusing us of spying or seeing right through our flimsy facades, the silver-maned mare opened the door and reprimanded us for taking up her time.
“Alright, time to ditch,” Grapevine announced as soon as we were out of earshot. The interior was ornate in an earth-pony way; which was to say lots of high ceilings, chandeliers, and tile. I admit to being a little intimidated, walking across the big rugs under the watchful, stony gaze of Fillydelphia’s past mayors; though I don’t admit to my knees knocking so loudly Grapevine had to tell me to be quiet.  
“Do you even know we’re going?” I whispered. We took a right turn in the front atrium, our hooves clacking on the tile.  
“Like the fall of my fetlock,” she whispered back as she opened a new door. Walking into the next room was like stepping into a different world. White-clothed tables were piled high with serving trays, and every few seconds a pony dressed identically to me would swoop in and carry one off through a set of double doors at the far end of the room. Cooks and supervisors bustled through the hastily-constructed kitchen, sweat pouring from their brows.  
“Oh thank Celestia you’re here!” a tuxedo-clad stallion cried as we walked in. He galloped up to me and threw a clean apron to my feet. “They moved the meeting at the last minute to the Caucus Room, and we’re having a nightmare of a time trying to serve all the delegates...” he carried on, not looking my direction anymore. “Oh, if only the cakes would arrive,” he said as he cleared a path back to the serving table. I sat back, stunned.
“You, get those hay fries in there at once!” a nearby chef snapped at me, breaking through my pause.  
“But I’m not...” I began, looking back at Grapevine for support. The only thing behind me was a wooden door slowly swinging shut.  
“Now!” the white-coated stallion yelled. I got my hooves moving and ran over to the comically-large tray, struggling to balance it on my nose.  
“No mother, only stallions take etiquette lessons; what would I ever need those for?” I muttered under my breath as I somehow made it out of the room and into a nearby hallway. No luck slipping away, though; the causeway was lined by waiting, well, waiters. The tray I was carrying kept wavering worryingly, and for a minute-long second, I thought I had almost dropped it.  
“Hey!” a fellow server cried, trotting up to me. A sense of dread swept through me, and I already started making an excuse.
Well, no, you see I just like wearing tuxedos everywhere I go, and was a big mix up... 
My fears were assuaged when the mare reached over fastened my apron. “You want to look your best for the delegates,” she said with a smile. I returned the gesture, but it quickly faded when I got a good luck at her. The “server” I was talking to was a very distinctive, light-red mare.  
“You,” she whispered, her eyes wide in shock, but her face in the same mean sneer she had shown in the bar on my first day in Fillydelphia. “You’re that greenhorn,” she growled.  
“And you’re that bit-” I began, but was cut off.  
“It’s against the rules for the press to be in here,” she sneered in a sing-song voice.  
“And you’re just in here to serve tables?” I shot back. If looks could kill...I’d probably be in a coma; she honestly looked like she thought I was going to turn her in.  
“Just stay out of my way,” she said. She bumped my shoulder and moved on, while I managed to not drop the sterling-silver tray balanced precariously on my nose. I gave a quick thanks to Luna and her lucky stars that my wings let me keep my balance as I delved further into the City Hall.
*        *        *

The Caucus Room held little more than a giant, polished table with chairs all around it. A couple marble busts looked down on the gathered delegates, and it was easy to tell who was whom. The scruffy, worn-looking mares and stallions were there to represent the unions, and the corporations had sent their best-dressed, foal-facediest representatives that they could find. At the head of the table sat the mayor, and the richest mare in the city, herself, Grace Pullmare.  
A sigh of relief escaped my mouth when nopony so much as glanced my way when I walked through the wooden double doors.  
“You can’t just start charging for the festival! Not only is it unfair, but it goes against tradition,” an age-worn mare shouted; her indigo flank bore the mark of a hammer and anvil.  
“That may be so,” Ms. Pullmare began, “But a Summer Sun Celebration hosted by Princess Celestia herself is not a tradition.” She huffed, having to squint her eyes from atop her high-and-mighty pedestal. “It goes without saying that we can’t let the common ruffians into such a historic event.”  
“But at 50 bits per ticket?” another union representative questioned, this one an orange stallion with three green apples on his flank.  
“A small price to pay for the event we put on,” Ms. Pullmare said dismissively. Maybe it was something in her eyes, or a slight flicker of her horn, but that vile mare pulled everpony’s attention toward her. I’d grown up with a healthy distrust for anypony who made more than what my town was worth, and even I couldn’t help but gaze into those big, blue, crazy-looking eyes.
“But we haven’t done anything,” the indigo mare, apparently the union reps’s leader, said. “You and your committee are the only ones who have done anything to organize this event, and the unions haven’t had a part in anything.” Like a trance broken, the old delegates around the table returned to a combination of shouting and making rash accusations about each others’s loyalties. Bedlam almost ensued when one of the reps challenged a glorified accountant to a brawl. The encouraging shouting was only ended by a direct, Mayoral intervention.  
Banging the judge’s gavel with one hoof, Ms. Pullmare brought the room to order and, frighteningly, turned right toward me.  
“Well, Violet Mallet,” she sneered, “It looks like your group’s h’orderves are here.” I was desperately hoping at that moment that Grapevine would burst in, or I would have a heart attack, or, while I was thinking about it, Celestia herself would come down from on high and grant me a thousand wishes; just anything to take the eyes of three dozen ponies off of me. All smiles, I politely shoved the food tray off my head and sent it skidding across the polished table towards Violet Mallet.  
Opened, the simple dish of deep-fried hay covered in salt looked fallow next to the opulent salads in front of Ms. Pullmare and company. The silver-coated mayor didn’t even try to hide her contempt when the union reps grabbed for the food. My heart’s rhythm had returned to normal with the return of disinterest towards me. Trying to make myself scarce, I crept along the edge of the room, heading toward the door, and then hopefully to a bathroom to get out of the stupid, scratchy vest.  
It was that time that Grapevine chose to finally intervene, knocking my heart back out of sync. Without a care for subtlety, she ambled up to the windows around the Caucus Rooms and pretended to clean them, her eyes locking onto mine. I gestured toward the door, and she adamantly shook her head no. She pantomimed writing and thinking: I was supposed to stay there and study what was being heard, of course.  
I was trying to signal that if she wanted to so badly then she could do it herself when a lime-green mare in a suit asked if I needed to use the little mare’s room. When I answered that I didn’t, she shoved an empty food platter at me, ordering me to fetch more.
*        *        *

A brief trip back to the kitchen, and I was emerging into an entirely different world, again. If Fillydelphia was a zoo, then the city hall’s Caucus Room was the reptile house, and I’d just brought them a platter of alcohol. I made myself scarce and tucked into a corner near the bust of Mayor Hollytree, watching the spectacle before me. If there was one thing the two parties had in common, it was their dedication to defending their side of the argument. A few sharp strikes of the gavel brought the crowd to a silence as the wine was passed around.   
“You all know the city’s coffers aren’t as bursting as they used to be,” Ms. Pullmare continued once drinks were served. “Why not let the corporations hoof the bill, and we use the taxes for the city?” Sharp tones of agreement were heard from the side with the suits and spectacles. I noticed a significantly larger number of the officefillies were unicorns than on the union side. From the anger I had seen poured on their kind by the earth ponies at the table, I remembered why I kept my wings tucked away so much of the time.  
“What, does ‘the city’ need another skyscraper, or is Broad Street getting too narrow again?” Violet Mallet shot back. She placed her hooves on the table and rose in her chair to face above the gathered delegates. “The Summer Sun Celebration is a tradition, and so is cooperation between the unions and the corporations; surely we can work something out.” She turned and glared right into Ms. Pullmare’s eyes. “Nopony ever had any trouble remembering that until you took office, Ms. Mayor.”  
“Nonsense,” the mayor rebuffed casually, through the beginnings of sweat were formed on her brow, “I only want what’s best for my city, our city.” Addressing the entire table, she said, “A Celebration to impress our great Princess is what we all strive for, isn’t it?” In private, I had heard the earth ponies casually dismissing Celestia and her sister, but if any of the delegates did, none dared to do so in public. This time, the nodding heads weren’t all from the prim and proper side.  
Ms. Pullmare sat down as the arguments began again, a satisfied smile on her voice. It looked like Violet Mallet was doing her best to contain herself from giving the mayor what she had coming. One of the corporate delegates raised an empty glass, reminding me that I was supposed to be doing a job.  
“Coming,” I said, hastily grabbing a wine jug with my mouth. The mare didn’t look at me as I arrived at her side; which was a good thing, because I almost dropped the bottle when I saw who she was. Marshmallow Bauble slumped forward in her chair, her head resting boredly on one hoof. She turned around, glass in hand. Her eyes widened briefly before returning to normal; she shook the wine glass toward the bottle.  
I poured her drink, feeling like somepony had bucked me in the gut. For some reason, I thought she’d recognize me, though we’d only met for ten minutes a few days ago. Foolish thinking on my part.  
“Thanks,” she said, smiling sweetly. I moved on around the table, serving the gathered ponies. The meeting was still going, but it was really only a formality: the major arguments were long since past and anything now was just going to be stalemate. Grace Pullmare herself looked positively bored, her eyes fluttering open and closed. I moved back toward one of the room’s windows, but Grapevine was gone. I hoped she hadn’t gotten herself into more trouble; the last thing I needed at that time was a trip to the city jail.  
Ms. Pullmare announced that she was going to take a private recess from the meeting, and the others seemed happy to let her leave. Just having the Fillydelphia Mayor in the room was enough to turn all attention toward her; I imagine the junior officials wanted their own shots at the spotlight.
*        *        *

Conveniently, the union reps had finished off the platter of hay fries, so I excused myself out the door, hot on the heels of the mayor, or so I thought. By the time I ditched the heavy, silver tray, she was gone.  
Grumbling to myself the whole time, I wandered around in search of a bathroom. The place was definitely bigger on the inside, I decided after spending ten minutes getting lost further and further into the city hall. There was plenty to look at, at least: whoever built this place hadn’t spared any expense on the interior design. The many paintings and pottery adorned throughout the building turned my attention gradually from finding...something; I couldn’t remember what.  
I was stopped on my quest by being dragged roughly into a small hallway. My instinctive scream was cut off by a violet hoof over my mouth.
“Shh, stop squirming” Grapevine said. She removed her hoof and I spat out a few tiny hairs.  
“Was that really necessary?” I hissed. She shrugged and wiped her leg off on her maintenance outfit. “What are you doing here anyways?" I asked.  
“Looking for Pullmare’s office, duh,” she said. “Why, were you doing something else?”  
“What, no, of course not,” I stammered. Had I forgotten about looking for her? No, just a little distracted, I assured myself.  
“Actually,” Grapevine said, “Her office should be close.”  
“How can you tell?” I questioned, suspicious. With a spark of her horn, a sign behind me that said, “Mayor’s Office,” lit up; it had an arrow pointing to the left. “I knew that,” I said. She led me down twisting hallways until we came to a rather large door. She pushed it open before I could protest and plunged inside.
*        *        *

Our dumb luck hadn’t run out yet, and the room was empty.  
“I thought we were looking for Ms. Pullmare,” I whispered, still afraid of being heard by somepony.  
“And do what, ask her if she has any secrets she has? Maybe get her to tell us the real reason she’s accepting the union tax money without telling anypony?” Grapevine laughed when she saw my expression. “You don't think I got this job because of my good looks do you?"  
She whistled a three-note tune as she started to root through the mayor's big desk in the middle of the room. I tried to keep myself from looking at the doorway every three seconds to see if somepony was coming. Drawer after drawer was opened, flipped upside down, then put back in place; all with apparently no avail.  
“Ugh, nothing,” Grapevine mumbled as the final desk in the room proved as unfruitful as the last. She slammed the drawer shut.  
“Is that it?” I asked.
She nodded and plopped down on her rear. “Back to square one," she said. I walked over to where she sat, shoving papers back into desks.  
“It sounds like you already know what she's doing,” I said. “Why do you need more?”
“What's she doing isn't technically illegal; it's not even much of a story," Grapevine said, sighing. “Besides, without anything else to go on, her lawyers could sue the paper.” I tried to smile for her, but she turned away.  
I considered trying to hug Grapevine when my worst fears came true- voices could be heard outside in the hall. I turned to Grapevine, who was already scrambling toward a bookcase in the corner; she'd heard it too. I looked every which way, but didn't see anywhere that yelled, “Hiding place.” Of course, the richest mare in Fillydelphia had to have the most boring and plain office in the entire city. The voices grew closer and the doors started to open. No other choice, I dove beneath the Mayor's desk.  
The doors creaked open and two sets of hooves walked across the room. One set stopped in front of the desk, and the other eased into the creaking leather chair only a hoof or two from my face. I made myself as small as I could in the crawlspace beneath the desk, trying my best to keep out of reach.  
Though panic gripped my heart, my brain acknowledged that I, a lowly daughter of Germane immigrants, was a short distance away from one of Equestria's richest mares's...special bits.  
Crossing her legs, she said, "I would like to thank you for joining me, Ms. Peece."  
"No, no, it is my pleasure, Madame Pullmare," a familiar voice answered. My blood boiled when I heard her voice: of course it was the same mare from earlier, the same as at the bar. I should've known something was up from the start; there was no way somepony like her came up with the same plan as Grapevine.  
"What do you have to report?" the Mayor asked.  
"Nothing important," Peece said, then her voice soured. "Though that Grapevine and her new photographer were seen sneaking around."  
"Yes, that reporter you told me about," Ms. Pullmare said. "She's not a threat; she couldn't report her way out of a paper bag."  
"But-" Peece began, but sharply was cut off.  
"But nothing, Ms. Orange Pinyin Peece, we have to focus on the real threat: Violet Mallet." Ms. Pullmare growled and leaned back in her chair. "She knows something’s going on, and won't stop until she gets to the bottom of it. Worse, those union heathens follow her every command, and hang onto every word; if she turns against me, so will they."  
No argument from Peece, and certainly not from me.  
"Do you need her to be...'dealt' with," the mayor’s stooge asked. Ms. Pullmare laughed like a friend had told her a bad joke.
"No, I'll take care of her myself." She paused and leaned forward in her chair, and I could hear her hooves rest atop the desk. I had to tuck myself into the right corner to keep away from her prying legs. "There is one thing I need you to do, however. Go up to Serenity and make sure our contact within the Corps is still with us; it is imperative the skies be clear where we want them on the night of the Summer Sun Celebration.”  
"Yes ma'am," Orange Peece answered. My stomach sank. I didn't want to believe it, but could Lightning Sprint really be a traitor? I wanted to smack myself for thinking it, but it made sense: no wonder she had gotten to be commander of the Weather Corps so quickly. My head was reeling so much that I couldn't control myself when I coughed.  
"Did you hear that?" Ms. Pullmare said, sitting up suddenly.  
"What?" Peece asked.  
"It sounded like...somepony coughing." The Mayor got out of her chair and stood up. "It almost sounded like it came from under here..." she said, getting close to my hiding place. I cringed; the jig was up.  
Just before she could check, a loud banging noise rang out from outside the room. "Now I know I heard that," Peece said. The two of them trotted out the door for a brief moment, giving me a much-needed respite. I peeked my head out of the crawlspace, looking for Grapevine. I didn't see her until I noticed one of the bookshelves was swinging open.  
Grapevine stood in the entrance to a dark tunnel, hoof on a lever. Her horn was still glowing, presumably controlling whatever had made a noise outside. "Come on," she hissed. I looked back at the office door and took my chances, galloping to the passageway. I made it just in time for the returning Mayor and stooge to see the bookshelf closing, but couldn't spot either me or Grapevine personally.  
"I knew somepony was in here!" she shouted. "After them!"  
*        *        *

Grapevine and I galloped down the stone passageway, taking hairpin turns around corners into more hallways. Where they led, I didn't know.  
"Where are we going?" I shouted as we took yet another corner.  
"Just follow me!" Grapevine yelled back. I could hear hoofsteps getting closer behind us, and tried to increase my speed. With my shoulders and flanks burning, we finally came to a door, and promptly barreled through.  
I blinked my eyes in the harsh, contrasting light of the room we were in. Looking around, we were on the second floor of a large library. A few ponies milled about, but mostly it was deserted.  
"Great, now they'll have no problem finding us," I said.  
"Not if I know a certain somepony couldn't resist coming in here," Grapevine replied. She galloped toward a stack of bookshelves on the first floor, flying down the stairs. I followed her as closely as I could. We heard the secret door slam open behind us as two very angry mares came through. From the railing above, they spotted us.  
"Stop!" Mayor Pullmare cried. Reflexively, I froze in my tracks. We were caught. Galloping up to us, I had never seen somepony as angry as Orange Peece was.  
"What are you doing here?" she growled.  
Marshmallow stepped out from behind a nearby bookcase, Grapevine in tow. "Ms. Grapevine and her associate were just helping me locate a very rare book," she explained.  
"Daring Do and the Keepers of the Philosopher's Stone?" Ms. Pullmare asked, reading the cover of the only book Marshmallow had in her saddlebag.  
"It's a collector's item," she replied with a straight face.  
"Well," the Mayor said, "I will still need your two...cohorts to come with me; I must speak with them in private."  
Marshmallow shook her head. "No, you will not. We were just leaving."  
"But-" Ms. Pullmare protested, but was met with a death glare by our librarian friend.  
"Is a simple mayor trying to defy the orders of a Princess?" she intoned. Mayor Pullmare and Peece grew very silent, and only stared menacingly at us as we walked out.  
*        *        *

"That was amazing!" I exclaimed once we were out of earshot. Marshmallow blushed. "How did you know she was going to be in there?" I asked Grapevine.  
"Educated guess," she answered. She had been leading us back from the library to, presumably, the front entrance. I didn't know how she did it; to me every other hallway looked exactly the same. Even all the paintings and sculptures started to blend together after a while.  
"Well, then, how did you know about the secret passageway anyways?" I asked. Grapevine laughed.  
"They should really put a lock on the records door: somepony might want to take a nice, long look at the blueprints." Marshmallow and I both giggled a little.  
We emerged into the front lobby of the city hall, and a few delegates were still standing around. The corporate types nodded to her. The union representatives ignored her, but looked curiously at Grapevine and I. I realized Grapevine and I still had our disguises on; it must have been quite a sight.  
A stallion in a chauffeur's uniform pulled a carriage up to us when we got to the outside sidewalk. "Hop in," Marshmallow said sweetly. The interior was opulent in the only way unicorns knew how; lots and lots of pretty stuff.  
"Where to?" Marshmallow asked once we had taken our seats.  
"Oh you don't have to-" I started, but she cut me off.  
"I only take this thing out once a year, you know," Marshmallow said.  
"Then do you mind swinging by the Chronicler?" Grapevine asked. Marshmallow told the driver the address and he set off with a grunt. Grapevine seemed to be having trouble adjusting to the plushness of the seats, but I had no such hindrances. I sank into the comforting cloth with a contented sigh.  
"Sorry about in the conference," Marshmallow said once we were on our way. "Grapevine is...known for getting into the meeting every year, and I didn't want to blow your or her cover."  
"You didn't even know where I was this year," Grapevine sniffed. Marshmallow laughed.  
"Maintenance worker washing the windows for the, what, 3rd time?" Grapevine rolled her eyes. I looked outside, through the coal smoke of the steamcarriages, and was amazed to see that it looked like it was only sometime around noon. Had we only been in there for an hour or so? It felt much longer.
“So what now?” Marshmallow asked. I shrugged.  
It was Grapevine who answered, “I’m going to try and see if Ornate will let us get this story out.” She sighed. “The only problem is our lack of facts; he hates editorials, and won’t let this story through if we don’t have at least something to back it up.”
Marshmallow thought for a moment, then said, “You could interview me...if you wanted to.”  
“No, no, you don’t have to,” Grapevine replied quickly. I was puzzled; it seemed like a pretty good deal to me. Not to mention, word from a Princess was probably worth more than interviews from a hundred ponies.
“Oh, that’s fine, it would probably cause trouble anyways,” Marshmallow said quietly, eyes fixed on the floor of the carriage. Grapevine looked sad, but said nothing. As for myself, I watched as we crossed the Scullyhoof River back into West Fillydelphia and headed for the newspaper office.  
*        *        *

"Rubbish and superstitions!" Ornate Vision exclaimed as he threw Grapevine's notes down on the table. The meeting was going about as well as we had hoped. "We need facts, not guesswork!" Grapvine stood indignantly against our excitable boss while I bravely backed her up from the corner. We were in his corner office, separated from the newsroom by only a thin layer of glass and wood.
"Look, with just the word of you and photographer, it's not enough for something on Page D, let alone a headline," Ornate explained.  
"What about Marshmallow?" I asked. She'd dropped us off a few minutes earlier and said her goodbyes, as well as promising to help in any way she could. I hoped she knew what she was getting into.  
"An interview with Fillydelphia's infamous, exiled Princess?" Ornate huffed. "Give me a break."  
"Hey, don't talk about her like that," Grapevine said.  
"Exile?" I asked at the same time. Grapevine turned to answer me, but Ornate clopped a hoof on the table.  
"Enough!" he shouted. We both shut our traps as fast as we could. "I'm going to be straight with the two of you," he said. "I know it's not easy working with a new partner, but if you want the front page you're going to need a real story. Get me some proof: a solid interview, some hoof-written notes, something." He turned to me. "And you, little missy, get me a picture for Celestia's sake! What do you think I’m paying you for?”  
I tried to back further into the corner, my face turning red. It was only now I remembered my camera was safely tucked away inside Grapevine's saddlebag, still unused.  
Grapevine snorted. "Pay? Since when have you paid us?" Ornate turned back to her.  
"I will pay you when I have a story that's worthy of the front page! Don't forget, this is a trial period; if you don't start giving me good stories again, you're off the paper, by order of the CEO." He kicked open the door. "Now get out, we have a Sunday edition to finish by tomorrow, and you're not in it." We left unceremoniously, dragging our feet the whole way.
*        *        *  

I kicked a pebble off the sidewalk and it went, bouncing, into the street. We were standing outside the office, nothing better to do.  
"So what now?" I asked.  
"Hold on, I'm thinking," Grapevine said. She tapped her head several times before raising a hoof. "What about her house?"  
"You want us to infiltrate the Pullmare Mansion, the most heavily-fortified home outside of Canterlot?" I asked.  
"You're right, she probably wouldn't keep anything good there anyways." Grapevine mused while I kept down the urge to slap myself in the face. "I got it!" she said suddenly. "Her office over at the Pullmare Factory; there's bound to be something there!"  
I snorted. "Okay, even if there is, how are we going to get in?"  
"Leave that to me," Grapevine said. She stood up and reached out to hail a cab. "Do you feel like a drink?" she asked.

	
		Episode 1: Caught



The bar was just as dingy as the last time we had visited, if a little more empty. It was just past the lunch hour, so only the drunks and castoffs were left; it was our kind of place.  
Grapevine passed me a few bits and ordered, "Get me some rum." I grumbled a little, but complied with the request. The bartender eyed me with concern while I ordered, his eyes flicking to the shotgun behind the counter a couple times. Apparently, I had already made a little reputation for myself. At least Peece wasn't here this time, or things could have really gotten messy.  
My throat was dry, but alcohol didn't seem very appealing at only an hour past noon, so I only got a drink for Grapevine. Walking back to the table, I saw that Grapevine had already found somepony to talk to.  
"Minty, you remember Girdy, don't you?" she asked as I walked up. I nodded cordially to the gunmetal-gray mare. More than a few empty glasses were in front of the steelworker.
"Girdy here was recently classified as expendable by the Pullmare Company," Grapevine explained.  
Girdy slammed at hoof down on the table, almost tipping over Grapevine's rum. "Those motherbuckers fired off my entire crew!" she slurred. "We were the best, and now we have to compete with those Germanes and Zebras for new jobs!"  
Grapevine placed a comforting hoof on the drunk mare's shoulder. "I was just about to tell her how she can get revenge about her old boss," she said to me.  
Girdy's head shot up at the mention of revenge. "You can help me get back at Buckmare?" she asked.  
"Why sure," Grapevine said. "But it's actually your help that we're going to need."  
Girdy stopped slumping across the table and sat up. "My help? How can I do anything?"  
"Well," Grapevine said, "You still have your shift key, right?"  
"Yes..." Girdy unsteadily replied.
"And they haven't changed the locks yet, right?" Grapevine continued. Girdy, in her stupor, couldn't see where the violet reporter was going, but I certainly could.  
"We're going inside!" I exclaimed, a little too loudly.  
Grapevine winced. "Yes, Minty, that's exactly what we're going to do."
"Oh hay yes," Girdy said uproariously. "This'll be easier than...well, something that's really easy!"  
"So you'll tell us how to get in?" Grapevine asked.  
Girdy nodded, but looked mournfully at the empty pitchers in front of her. "Could I get another drink first?"
*        *        *

A couple drinks later, and she would've given us the factory keys if we were complete strangers. As it was, Grapevine and I walked into the Pullmare Company's main facility virtually unopposed. The half-asleep guard didn't question us when we unlocked the gated worker's entrance and stepped into the main facility.  
Unlike some of the more refutable factory owners, Grace Pullmare liked to keep everything about her employees under control. For the workers who were new to the country or just plain poor, their only option was to live on the factory site in small housing units, and were paid in script that could only be exchanged in on-site businesses. Girdy and her crew had been the lucky skilled labor who averted the system.  
Of course, the only reason I knew anything about the subject was Grapevine deciding to give me an earful while we snuck around to one of the laundry houses.  
"...and all the stores make sure to keep everypony in debt," she was saying. Continuing her rant, Grapevine casually walked up to the front door of the laundry hut and knocked.  
"What do you want?" a grumpy mare answered, peering through a flap in the door.  
"We need new uniforms," Grapevine said. She began to ramble, "We lost ours when we were searching for my cat, Sheila, who was born not 3 months ago, and whose poor, dear mother-“
The pony equinning the laundry house shut the flap and came back with two crisp uniforms as quickly as possible. She shoved them through a slot near the bottom of the door without a word.
"Thank you kindly," Grapevine said, smiling sweetly.
We put on our uniforms in some bushes.  
“Do you mind?” I asked when Grapevine decided to change right next to me.  
“Stop being such a baby,” Grapevine whispered.  
The pale-blue outfit draped over me like a burlap sack, but it would do. “Don’t we need employee badges to get into the factory?” I asked.  
“Badges?” she began, “We don’t need no-,” she paused and looked at the trio of burly guards in front of the brick warehouse. “On second thought, maybe we do.”
*        *        *

We walked openly through the dusty lot surrounding the Pullmare factory, looking among the tattered employee huts for one that looked unoccupied. Grapevine spotted one such house off in the corner of the fenced-in lot.
We galloped over and knocked on the door. No answer.  
Tenderly, Grapevine pushed open the termite-infested door to reveal a dark interior. Electricity was rare in that part of West Fillydelphia, and employee housing was last on the list for most of the companies. The inside of the housing unit was simple: two cots in separate corners, a simple kitchen, and a potbellied coal stove. The stove’s chimney snaked through the room, letting out hisses of steam from holes in the pipes, before exiting through the roof.  
“Alright, let’s just grab a couple badges and go,” Grapevine whispered.  
“Why are we whispering?” I asked, though my voice, too, was kept low. She ignored me and walked over to a battered wardrobe, pushing open the creaking door. I looked hungrily at the meager kitchen; a couple burnt pieces of toast weren’t nearly enough to tide over anypony for a full day, much less a Pegasus.  
I weighed the options of leaving an IOU on the counter when a timid voice cried out from behind me, “P-Please take whatever you want, just don’t hurt me!” I thought that maybe if I didn’t turn around, I could pretend I hadn’t heard anything; for all anypony knew, I could be deaf. Even better, maybe I was deaf and mute, so I couldn’t respond, either.  
“Oh, no, no, it’s nothing like that,” Grapevine said quickly. I sighed and turned around. The mare who’d spoken was lying on one of the dirty cots; we hadn’t seen her because her coat blended in with the bedding. She slowly raised herself to laying on one knee, and coughed; her young face looked sickly.  
When she spoke, it was not quite what I was expecting. “Please don’t tell the overmares I’m here,” she said, her eyes full of desperation. “I-I lost my job, but I don’t have anywhere else to go, and if it wasn’t for Iron Trolley letting me stay here...”  
“Don’t worry, we’re not here to hurt you,” Grapevine assured her.  
“Promise you won’t tell,” the brown-maned mare pleaded.  
“We promise,” I said.  
She visibly grew less tense and straightened up further from her position on the bed. “Who are you?” she asked slowly.  
“Friends,” Grapevine said.  
“We’re here to stop Ms. Pullmare,” I explained. That certainly caught the ex-steel worker’s interest, but elicited a sharp look from Grapevine that practically screamed, “Nice job blowing our cover!” I shrugged.  
“Well, uh, how can I help?” the now less-timid mare asked, scrambling out of bed.  
“Well, Ms...,” Grapevine began.  
“Brassity,” she offered.  
“Right...Ms. Brassity,” Grapevine continued. “We could both really use an employee badge.”  
“You know, if you’re not using one or anything,” I said.  
Brassity sighed and shook her head. “Not anymore.” She swung herself out of the bed and reached into a nearby dresser drawer. Inside, there had to have been at least 10 badges. “It’s 8 bits to buy a replacement if you forgot your badge; it’s just easier to make copies,” Brassity explained.  
She brought out two of them, and gave them to us. Brassity was shorter than both of us, so the badges on their lanyards rode a little high against our fronts, but looked official enough.  
“Thanks so much,” Grapevine said once we were done putting them on.  
“Hey, anything to get back at Pullmare,” Brassity said with a weak smile. “Just make sure the guards don’t get too good of a look at you; the badges still have my name on them.”  
“Will do,” Grapevine said. We turned and showed ourselves to the door.  
I waited until Grapevine left and said, “If there’s anything we can do to help after this...just let me know.” I hastily wrote the Chronicler address on a stray piece of paper and hoofed it to her.  
Brassity’s eyes widened. “T-Thank you,” she said. I left her looking at the ground, and met Grapevine outside.  
“You’re a big softie, you know that, right?” she said.  
I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”
*        *        *

The strong, serious-looking facade the guards put up melted under the view of official employee badges, and we were let into the factory without a problem. We followed a group of similarly-dressed ponies through a side door and into some sort of employee lounge. The room stank of sweat and oil, and the walls were covered in grime. None of the ponies milling around gave us a second look as we made our way to a big set of double doors marked, “Factory Floor.”  
The mares in the room looked just as ragged as Brassity had, and their uniforms looked tattered to the point of hanging on by individual stitches.
“One problem at a time, Minty,” Grapevine whispered as she turned around to face me and the look on my face. “Now, can I trust you to be a big mare and not ruin our cover while I look around for a map?” I nodded, and she smiled. “Good, be back in a few.”  
I was left in the middle of the room as she hurried through a side door, and I could hear her hooves clopping down a hallway. That left me, alone, in a room filled with unfamiliar earth ponies. Great.  
“You’re new here,” a voice said. I turned around, but didn’t see anypony. “Down here,” it said. Standing in front of me, barely reaching my chest, was a young, cyan mare. 
“Uh, yeah, this is my first day,” I lied. “How can you tell?”  
She wiped off a grease-stained hoof on my uniform. "You don’t have many of those,” she said matter-of-factly.  
“Yes...that’s right,” I offered. I waited to see if she would move; she didn’t.  
“Where are you working?” she asked.  
“Oh, over in the, you know, on the main line, place, thing,” I said.  
The maroon-maned pony before me raised her eyebrow. “You don’t look like a line worker.”  
“Well, uh, neither do you,” I said quickly. A flicker of a smile crossed her face. Before we could say anything more, a large stallion poked his head in and barked that break time was over. Dutifully, the ponies around the room filed out of the break room and back onto the factory floor.  
“You coming, Pegasus?” the short mare asked.  
I looked back at the door Grapevine had went through, but there was no telling if she would be back soon. “Uh, right,” I said, jogging to catch up with her. “The name’s Minty, by the way.”  
“I don’t remember asking,” she said. Her voice softened and she offered a hoof. “Herald.” We bumped hooves and walked out onto the factory floor.  
*        *        *

The main floor of the Pullmare Factory wasn’t anything like I had imagined; it was worse. Conveyor belts ran from wall to wall in the massive room, and ponies were packed on each side of them. Hunks of metal and precisely-cut parts rolled down the lines, shaped and molded by the mares working them. The room was oppressively hot, and stank of ozone.  
Herald led me to the end of one of the lines, and instructed me that we were to pick random parts coming down the conveyor belt for quality. Small nuts and bolts were carried down the belt toward us, and Herald deftly grabbed part after part for inspection.  
Mistaking my glances around the factory floor for exits as nervousness, she said, “Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it. You remind me of myself on my first day, and I can tell we're a lot alike.”  
“How exactly are we alike?” I asked, picking up a bolt with a crack down the center.  
“In case you haven’t noticed,” she said, “Neither of us exactly fit in.” I looked around and saw that our end of the line was deserted but for the two of us. “We’re outcasts; I haven’t grown since I got my cutie mark, and you’re a Germane Pegasus.”  
I looked around quickly. “Is it really that noticeable?”  
Herald laughed. “You walk like you’re about to take flight at any second, and your accent is thick enough to cut with a knife.” I sighed and shuffled my hooves on the conveyor belt, causing some machine parts to shift and tumble.  
The conveyor belt began to speed up, and I could barely keep up with Herald’s pace. “You sure you’ve done this before?” she asked. “I know Pullmare hasn’t hired greenhorns in a while.”  
Was that suspicion in her voice: did she know? I couldn’t tell. “Oh, well, I’m just a little rusty,” I said. I chuckled a little in hopes she would think I was joking. At least I didn’t have to disguise my heavy breathing; the humid air on the main floor kept everypony taking huge, gulping breaths.  
We worked for a few more minutes in silence. I was still trying to work up what to say next when I felt a tap on my shoulder. I tensed and turned around, ready for whoever had managed to see my disguise.  
“You, worker, come with me,” a deep voice said. I turned around, wincing, only to behold...Grapevine. She’d managed to change into an overseer’s uniform, and even wore the official cap low over her eyes.  
“Oh, I get it now,” Herald said.  
“No, no, this isn’t what it looks like,” I stammered, trying to explain myself.
Instead, she looked past me, and said, “Long time no see, Grapevine.”  
“Likewise,” the Grapevine said.  
“Wait, what, huh?” I sputtered.  
“You didn’t really think somepony named Herald would be a factory worker, did you?” she asked. “I’m here for a story on working conditions for the Times.” She turned to Grapevine. “What about the two of you?”  
“Oh, just a little piece on Pullmare,” Grapevine said dismissively. “Nothing big.”  
Herald smirked. “You never were one for the easy stories.”  
I stuck myself between them and interjected, “Wait a second, you two know each other?”  
“Grapevine and I were partners on the Saturday Evening Tribune for a couple of years,” Herald explained. “Good times.”
Grapevine nodded her head in agreement, but her eyes were on the guards positioned around the room at all exits. “As much as I’d love to catch up...” she began.  
Herald held up a hoof. “Say no more; you’ve got your story and I’ve got mine.” She returned to her work, but not before looking up and telling me, “You watch out for your partner, you hear?” I hastily agreed and hurried to catch up to a rapidly-walking Grapevine.  
She carved a path through the factory workers lining the conveyor belts, her “official” status keeping her from being questioned. I did my best impression of a foal on the way to the Principal's office, following close behind her.  
*        *        *

Another guard checkpoint later, we climbed a flight of stairs to reach the factory’s second level. There, the the walls were lined with offices, all of them empty. Most of the overhead lights weren’t even working.
“Where is everypony?” I asked.  
Grapevine walked on the beaten path through the room’s gathered dust. “This room is just for show during the semiannual inspections; Pullmare does all the office work outside the company grounds.”  
“You know this how?” I asked, stepping around a fallen ceiling tile.  
Grapevine snorted. “Honestly Minty, it’s like you’ve never heard of research.” We reached a wooden door, and she gently opened it. No guards waited for us on the other side, just a catwalk stretching over the factory floor to where Ms. Pullmare’s office lay.  
“Careful not to let the guards see you,” Grapevine warned. Through the metal grating of the suspended walkway, I could see some directly below us. Grapevine and I slowly snuck across the catwalk, careful to keep it from swaying.  
We were almost across when my foot slipped, causing the walkway to swing back and forth. I clutched the railing for dear life and silently prayed the guards hadn’t heard anything. None of them looked up, though I thought I saw some ears perk up at the sound of the catwalk swaying.  
With Grapevine’s insistence, I slid the rest of the way on my belly. “That was too close,” she chided. I got up to see Grapevine levitating a keyring in front of her, and started inserting random keys into the lock.  
“Can’t we go anywhere without you stealing something?” I asked. She didn’t respond. Eventually, one of the keys fit the door, and Grapevine pushed it open. 
Inside was a small, dark office. Grapevine switched on the lights to reveal a room that looked like a paper tornado had hit it. Overflowing paper cabinets abounded, and the only furniture was a large, messy office table pressed against one wall and some filing cabinets.  
“Jackpot,” Grapevine said. She got to work digging through the papers while I stood back, feeling awkward again. “Here,” she said, tossing me my camera. “We can’t take any of these papers with us.”  
I tried to act cool, but on the inside I was giddy; I was finally getting to do my job! We set up a little assembly line of our own: Grapevine would sort through a pile of papers, pick up one that looked usable, and pass it to me where it would be photographed. Luckily, she had filled her saddlebag with plenty of spare film, so I wouldn’t run out anytime soon.  
“So you were getting chummy with Herald, eh?” she asked once we had settled into a rhythm.  
“Oh, no, nothing like that,” I said. Flash went the camera, and another sloppily-written note was recorded.  
Grapevine laughed. “I’m just joking Minty, lighten up a little.” 
I took another picture and asked, "Where do you know her from, anyway?"
I didn't expect her to answer, but she sighed and looked somewhere far away. “Herald and I used to be close, but she got an offer from the Fillydelphia Times, and I got one from the Chronicler back when times were good.” Grapevine paused. “You know the rest.”  
I recorded a supply ledger, then nodded my head in agreement. I remembered watching many of the mares in my class catch the first train out of Derbyshire after graduation, heading for places like Manehattan and Canterlot. We continued our documenting routine until Grapevine stopped to hold up one of the notes. That one, unlike the others, seemed to be very recent, and written in the hoofwriting of somepony besides Pullmare.  
“Now let’s see what we have here,” Grapevine said, holding it up to the light.  
“What’s it say?” I asked.  
“It says shut up and let me read for a second,” she said. Her eyes scanned the page, and her brow furrowed. Grapevine finished reading and levitated the paper over to me. “It’s a list of steel and coal companies, and next to their names is written whether they agree or not.” She tapped her chin with one of her hooves. “Too bad we don’t know what they’re agreeing to.”  
I took the offered paper and looked at it for myself. Sure enough, Grapevine was right. Most of the companies on the list were so small I didn’t recognize them, but some were pretty big; I saw both Bridlehem Steel and Cantersol Coal mentioned on the list, and both “confirmed,” whatever that meant. It looked like EK and Trottingham Steel were not only out, but their names were sloppily circled. I took my camera out again, and with a flash the piece of paper was documented.  
I handed over the camera to Grapevine. “That was the last of the film,” I said. She took the camera and rolls of pictures and placed them in her saddlebags.  
“See, that wasn’t so bad at all,” she said. We were just re-messing up the room and about to leave when Grapevine spotted something else. “What’s this?” she asked aloud. Pushing aside a large filing cabinet, she revealed a small door.  
Practically giggling, Grapevine said, “Now we’re getting somewhere!” She pushed the door open, revealing a very small closet.  
“Do you really need to look inside?” I asked. “We’ve already been here a while as it is...”  
Fumbling for the light switch, Grapevine said, “Don’t worry so much; if it makes you feel better, go stand watch at the door.” I sighed and walked back to the center desk; I didn’t particularly feel like poking my head out every time I heard the slightest noise. I opened the desk drawers to look for something to occupy the time while Grapevine rooted inside the closet.  
Unfortunately, what was inside the desk wasn’t nearly as interesting as the papers lying around; the ones I couldn’t touch if we wanted it to look like nopony had been here. I started picking through the old newspaper reports about the return of Princess Luna, but couldn’t concentrate when the racket of hoof on metal started.  
“Would you mind keeping it down?” I yelled toward the closet door.  
“I’m not doing anything,” came the muffled reply. I shook my head, but stopped and looked toward the office door, my paranoia getting the better of me.  
Peering cautiously from behind the desk, I looked out across the catwalk. At first, I didn’t see anything, and felt relieved. Then, one guard pony emerged onto the walkway, and another followed. I even saw Ms. Pullmare join them. Hurriedly getting away from the window, I yelled to Grapevine, “It’s Ms. Pullmare; she’s coming!” but didn’t get any reply. Hopefully, she would know enough to hide.  
No better option, I jumped under Ms. Pullmare’s desk. I muttered under my breath about being interrupted twice in one day. That day just wasn’t our luck day, I decided. The door clicked open, and two sets of hooves came in, followed by somepony with a lighter step. I tucked myself into the crawlspace beneath the desk once again. If I was lucky, today I would be a two-trick pony.  
“Are you sure they were coming here?” I heard Ms. Pullmare ask.  
Instead of the gravelly voice of a guard, the reply was soft. “Positive.” My ears shot up: I knew that voice.  
“If the two are really in here, then I would gamble that one of them is hiding right here,” Pullmare said. Astoundingly, frighteningly, the desk above lifted up several hooves off the floor, leaving me sitting in the middle of papers cascading off the table. My heart was caught in my throat, and I desperately tried to back away from Ms. Pullmare’s party.  
“Oh, there will be none of that, now,” she said. A steel-gray field of magic enveloped my body and dragged me across the floor. “Well well well,” she said. “If it isn’t Grapevine’s stooge.” Pullmare pulled me in close until our faces were almost touching. “Now tell me, crony, where is she?”  
“W-who?” I stammered. My hooves left the ground as Ms. Pullmare lifted me in the air and shook. Her voice was cold.  
“Tell me, or things will get...messy.”  
My legs hopelessly scrambled for purchase, but I found none in the magic field. “I-I don’t know,” I said. “She left me here.”  
Pullmare growled and turned back to the mare who betrayed us. “Is she lying?”  
Brassity looked pleadingly at me, like she was asking for forgiveness, then turned back to Ms. Pullmare. “No,” she said. “Grapevine must have left her here to explore somewhere else.” I nodded my head enthusiastically, using all my willpower to not look at the half-hidden wooden door.  
“I see,” Pullmare said. Her eyes narrowed. “Well, this one will do.” She released me and I dropped to the ground. “Take her away.”  
She handed Brassity a small bag. “Here’s your payment, traitor,” she scoffed. “Thirty pieces of gold.” I had never seen anypony so ashamed to take money in my life, but the bits exchanged hooves anyways. The guards picked me up and dragged me out the door.
*        *        *

The jail cell I had been shoved into stank of urine and mold. I’d been given a cell to myself, but that was the largest hospitality I was offered. The guards had dragged me outside, where policeponies had been waiting to haul me off to jail for breaking and entering.  
I sat inside the cell and tried not to think about a life in prison. Grapevine was still free, at least. She would know what to do, or at least I hoped.  
My wing of the jailhouse was empty, so the echo of a door opening was almost deafening. An overweight policemare led Ms. Pullmare to my cell, and unlocked the door.  
“You have thirty minutes,” she whispered.  
Pullmare stepped into my cell with a triumphant look on her face. The guard took one last glance at me and left. Once she was gone, I felt myself being lifted up in the air again.  
“It’s good to see you again, Minty,” Pullmare said. She flung me against the back wall of the cell, and stars exploded in my vision. “Two times in one day you invade a private office of mine,” she said, stepping toward where I lay crumpled on the ground. “Did you really think you would get away with it?”  
“I’m not going to tell you anything,” I said, sounding more brave than I felt. My head was slammed against the wall again.  
Ms. Pullmare laughed. “Oh Minty Flower, I’m not here to find out whatever idiotic ‘plan’ you and that reporter came up with.” She gingerly picked up my head in one of her hooves, forcing me to look her in the eyes. “No, no, I’m here to punish you; to make sure you never set foot in my town again.” She slapped me across the face, though this time I had at least been expecting it. Ms. Pullmare backed up and let me pull myself from the ground. She laughed. “Do you know what they say about chains, Minty?”  
I coughed and tried not to put undue pressure on my head. “Does it matter?” I asked wearily. This time when she levitated me in the air, it was only by my throat.  
“It would be wise to play along,” she growled. Pullmare let me drop to the ground, gasping for air. 
“I don’t know, what do they say?” I coughed. She slapped me, though from the look in her eyes, this time it was just for fun.  
“There is a chain stretching from you all the way up to Marshmallow and Grapevine.” She smiled gleefully and said in dark voice, “They say a chain is only as strong as its weakest link, and intend to break that link.” 
Before I could say anything else, a rope of Pullmare’s magic extended from her horn and wrapped itself around my midsection. My mind began to panic as I lost the ability to move, or to breathe.
“And so, the weakest link breaks,” Pullmare said. The magic tightened harder and harder, like a vice clamping around my stomach. The scream I’d been holding in erupted out of my mouth as I felt a rib break with a resounding crack, and then another and another. Tears streamed from my eyes even as her hold on me broke, depositing me into a crumpled mess on the floor.
I wanted to look strong, to be strong for my friends, but I all I could do was lie there, crying. I coughed, and only blood came out. “W-Why?” I whispered in shuddering gasps.
“Because somepony needs to be taught a lesson,” she said, “And what better pony than you: the weak, spineless follower?” I couldn’t talk, but she must have seen the message in my eyes.
“Oh, don’t delude yourself into thinking you have friends,” Ms. Pullmare said. She sighed. “Ponies like you have an annoying tendency to latch themselves onto the first mare that gives them the time of day.” Pullmare laughed. “Do you know why Grapevine continues to hang around an insipid twat like you?” she asked. 
If I hadn’t been lying in a small pool of my own blood, I would have sarcastically told her that I couldn’t answer while lying in a small pool of my own blood. Not that she needed input from me, anyway: she continued right along as if I wasn’t even there.
“You’re not her friend,” Pullmare said. “You’re her surrogate! Her photographer and lover nearly dies, he leaves her when she ignores him for her job, and only now she’s back to normal when she finds his replacement!” Her accent had begun to slip from an educated, Canterlot mare to somepony fresh off the streets of Trottingham.
“She doesn’t see you as an equine being, Minty,” Pullmare continued, talking to me like I was a child. “To her, you’re just a stand in: a reminder of her good, old days.” She laughed. “Not that things are any better with the ‘Princess.’ Do you really think she’d risk what’s left of her royal reputation to help a reporter and photographer if she wasn’t hoping for a story to get her back into good graces with the Royal Court?”
My brain was so cloudy at that point, that I didn’t even know what to believe. I didn’t care. I figured, no, knew I was going to die in that cell at the feet of a monster. I closed my eyes and gasped, “Why are you telling me this? Just end it.” I tried to look brave.
Instead, Pullmare pulled me across the slick floor. My head was raised so I could look her in the face through my blurry eyes. “Oh no, I’m not going to kill you, Minty,” she said. “I’m not that bad. Instead, I’ll give you one chance.” Under the effects of her magic, my head twisted around until I was looking out the cell’s window.
“Go home, Minty,” Pullmare said soothingly. “Leave this city and never come back. We can both forget this little mess ever happened, and everypony can return to their normal lives.” My head rotated back to face hers. “How does that sound?”
Before leaving Derbyshire, I don’t think I’d ever made any decision that put me in actual danger. I’d spent most of my days indoors, playing out my fantasies through writing about them. My parents called me “timid.” They told me they were so proud that I never got in trouble, never put myself in danger.
“No,” I croaked.
“What was that?” Pullmare asked. She cocked her ear toward me, like she already knew my answer.
I coughed up another spittle of blood and managed to growl, “No.”  
Ms. Pullmare’s brow darkened, and her eyes danced with fury. “I didn’t want to do this, Minty, but you’re not leaving me another choice,” she said coldly. “It’ll only cost a little extra to cover up your disappearance: fire doesn’t leave much evidence.” Somewhere, my brain registered that it looked like her eyes had caught on fire. A tongue of flame extended from her horn, and began to tickle the edges of my coat, singing it black. “Just close your eyes, dear,” she cooed. “It’ll all be over in a moment.”  
The heat and pain grew, and I started devoting my final thoughts to hoping the afterlife was somewhere cool. Then, just as suddenly as it had come, the heat was taken away. When I peeked from between the hooves crossed in front of my face, I saw Fillydelphia’s mayor pressed spread-eagle against the iron bars of my cell.
“There will be quite enough of that, sister,” a voice growled. Rainbow Remedy stepped from behind the figure of Ms. Pullmare. She tried to struggle against the magic field, but it didn’t budge. Remedy gasped when his gaze swept over me. I must have been quite the sight: a broken and bruised Pegasus lying in her own blood. Springing to action, his horn glowed that greenish-yellow-purple color again and my body was enveloped by a soothing, rainbow-colored, magic bubble.
From inside the magic field, I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but Remedy looked like he was giving his sister an earful. The bubble began to glow brighter and I could feel my body start to heal, again. Ribs snapped into place and scars closed themselves. When the bubble popped with a burst of seven colors, I was still in bad shape, but unlikely to die anytime soon.
Remedy looked at me before turning back to Pullmare. “You’re lucky we’re in a police station,” he growled. “If you come near me or Minty again, you’ll regret it.” His sister stared defiantly at him, unable to speak. Remedy shook his head and walked away, head held high. I, having no ideas of taking the high road after being mercilessly beaten, settled for quickly giving Pullmare a swift kick to the babymaker and hurrying out of the cell before the magic field could wear off. 
“You’re bond’s been paid,” Remedy explained when I caught up. “You’re free to go.” 
The policeponies in the station refused to look at me, still covered in bruises and slowly-healing scars, as we walked out.
*        *        *

Down the front steps, a battered steamcarriage waited for us. Once we were both strapped into the worn-carpeted seats, a flash from Remedy’s horn set us off with coal smoke pouring from the front smokestack. 
“Grapevine told me what happened,” Remedy said once the police station was out of sight. “She wanted to come, but I persuaded her to allow me instead.”
I grunted a thanks. With the adrenaline flow gone, I just felt...tired. I didn’t want to think anymore, or try to figure out what happened: I just wanted to sleep. Outside, the city was dark save the fancier houses around the financial districts. When I had last looked at a clock, it had been sometime early in the morning.
I could sense that Remedy wanted to talk, but I kept my back turned to him and preoccupied myself with looking out the carriage’s window. Boredly, I traced a hoof around the edges of my scars.
Remedy noticed. “She wasn’t always like that, you know,” he said.
I snorted. “I find that hard to believe.”  
He winced and I felt bad, but I wasn’t going to just forgive his sister because she wasn’t always an evil monster. 
“We used to call her Golden,” Remedy whispered. He didn’t say more. Looking at his slumped-over form, I could hardly believe he could possibly be related to my tormentor. Worse, it looked like he was blaming himself for what happened. I wanted to reach out, to say something, but I couldn’t find the words. 
We rode quietly over the cobblestone streets, Remedy letting his magic guide the carriage.
*        *        *

My head must have still been messed up, because I didn’t notice where we were until the steamcarriage stopped in front of Broad Street Station. “Why’d we come here?” I said.  
“You heard my sister, didn’t you?” Remedy said. He pointed to the station. “If you don’t get out the city, she’ll just come back for you again.”
“What about you threatening her?” I asked. If he had looked at me the same way he had his sister, I wouldn’t have wanted to even see him again, let alone make him even more angry.
Remedy shook his head. “I’m just one pony, Minty. My sister controls half the city: as long as she’s in power, there isn’t anywhere you can go in Fillydelphia that she can’t follow.”
“So what, that’s it: your sister wins and I leave without a word” I said. “Aren’t you going to tell me to stay, tell me that my friends need me?”  
Remedy shrugged and opened my door with a flash of magic. “There’s only one pony who can decide what you should do.” He handed me a ticket. “Your things will be shipped to you.”
I looked down at the golden ticket. It was my trip out of here: my escape. I could go home and forget all about Fillydelphia and Grapevine and Pullmare and Sterling. Back home, I would be safe. If I was lucky, I could land a job as a photographer for the Derbyshire Gazette.
I peered through the open door of the steamcarriage at the massive entrance to the train station. Looking down at the ticket again, though, I couldn’t shake the feeling of emptiness. For all its golden promises, the idea of leaving the city behind felt sickeningly wrong. I’d worked my whole life to become a reporter, and I had even made it onto the staff of a big city newspaper. Sure, I was a photographer, but I could work my way up. If I turned back now, then what was the point to everything I’d ever done? 
Resolutely, I hoofed the ticket back to Rainbow Remedy. “I’m staying,” I said.
“Are you sure?” he asked. “Pullmare won’t likely show any leniencey next time.”
I slammed the door of the carriage and pointed out across the city, over dirty rooftops and under skyscrapers gleaming in the moonlight, to West Fillydelphia. “Let’s go.”
*        *        *

We rode back over the midnight-blue Scullyhoof River and back into the factory district. Most of the houses was dark, but Joya’s shop shined like a diamond in a cave.  
“Seems they’re waiting for you,” he said. The steam-car pulled to the curb near the shop, and he let me out.  
“Will I see you again?” I said. He kept the engine running, and I had to shout to be heard over the noise.  
“Find me if you need me; Grapevine will know where,” Remedy said. He took off with a stutter from his steamcarriage's engine, leaving me alone on the sidewalk.
I looked through windows discolored with smog into Joya’s shop, and saw Grapevine curled up on a chair, asleep. I couldn’t see Joya around, but assumed she must have been somewhere inside. 
I reached out a shaking hoof to the doorknob, but when I tried to open the door, it refused. I wanted to ignore everything Pullmare had said and rush inside, forelegs open wide for a great big hug. I tried to open the door again, but something in my mind stopped me. What if Pullmare was right? What if I was only being used?
No, I decided. I couldn’t do this tonight. My hoof lowered from the doorknob to the ground. Everything had gone so wrong...I needed time to think. I needed time to decide what to do. Profiled in front of the moon, I could spot Serenity floating serenely in the sky. Something clicked inside my head, and I knew what I was going to do.  
I started walking back to the center city, back to the airport. It was just about time I had another talk with Lightning Sprint.
*        O        *

End: Episode 1: Mare of Steel - Part 1
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		Episode 2: Overkill



I stepped off the airship on to Serenity’s dockyard. The docks reeked of coal and oil, and the walls were stained with grime, so far from the more luxurious docking stations for passenger ships. I looked around, blinking in the light of high-powered work lamps; it was still early in the morning and the sun hadn’t quite yet made its way up to the city.
“Last stop, kid,” the blimp’s captain said with an Appleoosan drawl. His brown duster, a few shades darker than he was, flapped in the wind as he stepped off his ship. “You got the bits?”
“Not exactly...” I said. Before he could object, I added, “But I do have them, just not on me.” I’d convinced the captain to let me ride in his cargo bay up to Serenity in return for a generous sum of money; which I now had to convince him would be given to him on the Chronicler’s account. I hadn’t really had much of a choice at the time: his ship had been the last one in dock and the passenger blimps didn’t start running for hours.
“Is that so?” he said. “Then just how am I supposed to get paid if I let you off my ship?”
I looked around before grabbing a clipboard that was hanging from a nearby wooden post. On it was the schedule for incoming and outgoing cargo dirigibles. I held a grubby pencil attached to the clipboard in my mouth and quickly scribbled down the Chronicler’s address.
I spat out the pencil. “Here,” I said, hoofing the clipboard to him. “Go to that address and ask to speak to Mr. Vision: he’ll have your money.”
A burly, gray stallion ambled up beside the captain. “We’re not getting paid?”. He stepped forward menacingly. “Do you need me to ‘persuade’ her, Mal?”
Mal shoved the stallion with one hoof and said, “We’re not having any of that, not on my ship.” The blue-maned stallion just rolled his eyes and walked off. “And call me Captain around the passengers!” Mal shouted after him.
He turned back to me. “Here’s how it is,” he said, tucking the slip of paper into one of many pockets on his duster. “I don’t want to cause any trouble, so I’ll hold you to your word.” Mal turned around and walked back into his ship. “Don’t make me regret it,” he called back.
*        *        *

I looked back one last time at the rickety airship before walking into the dockyard proper. At such an early hour, most of the ships coming and going from Serenity were the smaller, private boats. The crews, with nothing better to do while the dockworkers unloaded their cargo, concentrated around a group of buildings haphazardly built in the middle of the landing platforms.
The perimeter of the larger buildings were clogged with ponies hawking their goods from a variety of stalls. I hadn’t spotted any signs that could point me in the direction I needed to go, so I tried asking some of the vendors. The ones with customers brushed me off when it was clear I wasn’t going to buy anything.
I groaned and rubbed my head in frustration: my plan wasn’t going to work if I couldn’t find where I was supposed to go. I looked around the shops one more time, and spotted a carrot stand that was empty except for its owner. I trotted over, hoping that I could get directions without her being distracted with customers.
“Hi,” I said.
The bright-orange mare running the stand had been laying her head on one hoof, but sat up quickly as I approached. “Why hello there,” she said brightly. “Would you like to buy anything?”
I coughed and shook my head. “Well, uh, no,” I said. “I was actually wondering if you could give me directions?”
Her face fell, and she sighed wearily. “Where to?” she said.
“The Weather Corps Barracks,” I said.
While riding in the damp, dark cargo bay of an airship on my way to Serenity, I had realized that I had no idea what I was going to do. My plan up to that point had consisted of confronting Lightning, a griffin twice my size, alone, and over charges of bribery and treason: not the best idea in the world. So, I had decided to recruit Starshine to my cause.
The mare with the carrot stand turned around and pointed across the marketplace square, down one of the larger side streets. “The Barracks are near the end of that street; it’s the building with the clouds around it, you can’t miss it.”
“Thanks,” I said. I turned and started to walk off, but she stopped me.
“Wait!” she said. “Would you like a carrot for the road?” She held up one of the vegetables to my face.
I looked down at the carrot in her hoof, and recoiled at the sight. The vegetables were obviously past their prime, and already starting to rot. “Where did you get these?” I asked.
“A deliverypony comes by every morning,” she said. “Why? Is something wrong?”
For once, it was my turn to look at somepony else funny. “They’re too ripe,” I said. To prove my point, I took the carrot and dropped it onto the stand’s counter, where it splattered into orange goo across the wooden surface. “Whoever is selling you these is ripping you off.”
The mare looked darkly at the bins of vegetables stacked behind her. “Well business has been slow...” she said. She poked at the remains of the carrot I dropped. “But how do you know for sure?”
I shrugged. “I grew up on a farm; we mostly grew oats, but we planted carrots from time to time.” I looked back at her. “Why does somepony selling carrots know so little about them?”
She blushed and rubbed the back of her neck. “I used to work in downtown Serenity, but the last owner was selling this stand for so cheap...” The mare chuckled. “I guess I know why, now.”
I smiled. I remembered days back home spent trotting around Derbyshire’s marketplace, learning how to sell our farm’s goods. “Well if you want the best produce, go to the deliverers instead of waiting for them to come to you,” I said. “We used to do the same thing all the time.”
“Thank you,” she said enthusiastically. “I’ll make sure to remember that.”
“No problem,” I said. I trotted off, leaving the carrot seller looking curiously at her unsold stock.
*        *        *

I picked up my pace as I entered Serenity City to make up for lost time. Despite her distracting me, it had felt good to talk to somepony about vegetables; for a second I had almost felt at home.
The further away from the dockyards I got, the darker the city became. I gulped. The unlit windows of the houses and businesses lining the street made the buildings look like skeletons: just empty husks.
I shook my head and increased my speed once again. Don’t think about dark, about death, or about Pullmare. I had just one goal: find Lightning Sprint and expose her for taking bribes. Then, everypony would know I wasn’t the weakest link.
A shuddering moan derailed my train of thought. I started and looked around me, up and down the empty street. Another moan, louder this time, brought my attention to a small, dark alleyway. I was afraid to investigate, but my own curiosity won me over and I cautiously approached the source of the noise.
The shadows spread across the alley kept me from seeing anything. Well, almost anything; I could see a faint metallic sheen coming from one side. My stomach sank as I drew closer; I had seen the way light hit that special kind of metal before.
I increased my speed as the details began to grow sharper. A teal body, spiky, pink mane, and big metal wings materialized out of the darkness. “Starshine!” I cried as I reached where she lay. She wasn’t moving. “Starshine, Starshine, are you okay?” I said, shaking her. Her eyes fluttered open, and she coughed.
“Yeah, I’m okay,” she said hoarsely. She tried to raise herself up on one hoof, but her leg gave out and she collapsed back to the ground. She coughed and sputtered again. “Okay, maybe not.”
“What happened?” I asked, but before she could answer I shook my head. “No, never mind, we need to get you out of here.” Starshine didn’t protest. Her eyes were closed again, and her breathing was raspy.
With no better option, I marehandled Starshine onto my back and slowly made my way out of the alley and back onto the street. It was slow-going through the city. Not only was I already trying to go slow so I wouldn’t drop or jostle her, but with the weight of her wings Starshine had to be at least as heavy as I was, despite being so much smaller.
I had wanted to take her back to her house, but she had lapsed out of consciousness almost as soon as she was on my back. Not that it mattered; I had realized that with her injuries, there was only one place on Serenity to go. I looked down the road in front of me to the building at the very center of the city: the Weather Corps building.
*        *        *

The sun was just starting to peek over the clouds by the time we reached the front door to the Weather Corps tower. Around the city square, some of the more colorful shops and galleries were starting to come alive. Still, there weren’t many ponies out on the streets.
The interior of the tower was lit, and the doors were unlocked. I shoved open one glass-paned door and spilled myself inside, almost falling to the ground. On my back, Starshine remained quiet except for her faint breathing. I pressed a hoof to her chest to make sure she wasn’t in danger of falling off before looking around.
The secretary’s desk was empty, and the doors leading to the upper levels were closed and, presumably, locked. I breathed a sigh of relief; Lightning Sprint must have still been at home.
I continued to look around, and saw that the back hallway was brightly-lit and very much open. A sign on the wall with an arrow pointing in that direction read, “Clinic.” Not that I needed directions; I clearly remembered my stay in the ward just a couple days before.
“Come on,” I said to Starshine, who couldn’t hear me. “We’re going to get you to a doctor.”
I plodded down the stark-white hallway and through a large pair of swinging doors into the hospital area of the Weather Corps building. The front desk in the waiting room was as empty as the other, save for a shiny, silver bell on top.
I mashed my hoof down on the bell as Starshine’s breathing become more and more labored. “Hello, is there anypony here?” I called.
“Hold on a second,” a familiar, gruff voice called. Doors marked with a red sun symbol swung open as the owner of the voice stepped into the room. My heart almost stopped when I realized why the voice had sounded so familiar; out into the room stepped Lightning Sprint.
“Wha- ?” I sputtered. Lightning, however, didn’t pay any attention to me for the moment. Her focus was solely on Starshine.
“What happened?” she asked in a low voice. She walked over to where I stood and used one of her claws to lift Starshine off my back.
“I found her that way,” I said. Once she was off of me, I got a better look at Starshine in the light. When I saw the condition she was in, I almost wish I hadn’t. Huge purple welts covered her face and the forelegs that she must have tried to defend herself with. One of her eyes was swollen shut.
Lightning didn’t say anything more, and instead gingerly scooped Starshine up in one arm and walked back into the room she had come from. With no better choice, I followed her.
*        *        *

The interior of the Intensive Care Unit looked exactly as I had last seen it: clean, white, and lined with empty hospital beds. I guess I was supposed to be creeped out by how sterile it was, but hospitals had never really bothered me; maybe because a place so clean was nice after growing up in a dirty farmhouse.
Lightning gently laid Starshine on a vacant bed before springing up and running over to a nearby cabinet.
“What are you doing?” I asked. I trotted over to Starshine’s side. 
In response, Lightning began pulling out beakers with different-colored liquids inside. She held several of them up to the light before deciding on one with a purple liquid inside, and another that was green.
She arrived at Starshine’s bedside and ordered, “Hold her mouth open.” I complied out of necessity, deciding that my dispute with her could wait until Starshine was better.
Lightning took care to pour the entirety of both beakers down Starshine’s throat, and made sure she swallowed every last drop. The effect of the medicine was immediate: the areas around Starshine’s injuries began to glow with healing light.
“What were in those?” I asked.
“Healing potions, stronger than most,” Lightning answered. “It’s only a temporary measure, though. She will require real healing magic once the doctor returns.” She touched one of the glowing spots and sighed.
“Is your doctor ever in?” I asked. First he couldn’t help me, and now he was gone when Starshine needed him most: it was getting kind of ridiculous, really.
“There was a large fire in the union headquarters earlier this morning,” Lightning said. “Every available doctor in Fillydelphia and Serenity was called in to treat the victims.”
“Okay...” I said. “So why are you here?”
“I fill in for the doctor sometimes,” Lightning said. “If somebody gets hurt during a major storm, there isn’t always time to get them to a professional doctor.” She looked away. “I’ve had to learn how to fix many injuries.”
Lightning reached over me and grabbed a clipboard that was attached to the bed. Her eyes flicked back and forth between the form on the clipboard and Starshine as she began to write with a pencil taken from a nearby table.
“So tell me, Minty Flower,” she said, carefully examining one of Starshine’s hooves and scribbling down what she saw. “What brought you to Serenity?” She looked at me. “Judging from your condition, you were neither in the fight that did this to her, nor do you seem to have known what happened before arriving.”
I paused. Could I risk saying anything? With Starshine in her condition, she was vulnerable to whatever Lightning could do if the mood struck her. Then again, she might not even know what had happened between me and her boss; she’d seemed nice enough, but it could be just an act.
“Well...?” Lightning said.
“I know you’re working for Ms. Pullmare,” I said slowly. I decided that I might as well tell her; if she didn’t have orders from Pullmare about me already, she would soon enough. I closed my eyes and waited for what she would say.
To my surprise, she answered with a flat, “Yes, I know, but what does that have to do with why you’re up here?”
I blinked. “You mean, you don’t see anything wrong with that?”
Lightning tilted her head to the side like she was speaking to a particularly dense student. “Why would I? The mayor of Fillydelphia is in charge of the Weather Corps: you’ll be working for her too if you pass flight training.”
I smacked my forehead with one hoof. “No, no, I didn’t mean it like that.”
Lightning’s eyes narrowed. “So how did you mean it?”
“Uh, well-” I stuttered. “I meant like help her out with extra jobs...and stuff,” I said shakily. For some unexplainable reason, I found it difficult to talk to a griffin whose forelegs ended in razor sharp talons that could tear me in half.
“You mean, you meant to ask me if I sold my dignity and respect for extra bits on the side,” she said icily. While she spoke, her gaze didn’t waver from my eyes.
I gulped. “Maybe...”
Lightning sighed. “I would have thought Grapevine would teach you better.” She held up a claw to my face before I could speak. “Tell me, Minty,” she said. “If Pullmare needed someone to, presumably, do her her bidding in the Corps, who would she choose? Would she choose the non-equine leader whose every action is scrutinized, and has to periodically report to the City Council and hold meetings with the Corps officers...or would she choose a pony who holds no rank other than trainer, a position which allows them to go as they please inside this building with impunity, and requires frequent trips from Serenity down to Fillydelphia?”
“Wait, are you trying to tell me Starshine is working for Ms. Pullmare?” I growled. I expected her to be angry from my accusations, but not for her to insult me and my friends.
Lightning shrugged and reattached the clipboard to front of the bed. “Ask her yourself.”
I looked down in time to see Starshine peaking at me through one half-open eye. “Oh, look, I’m awake,” she said weakly. She tried to smile, but ended up coughing instead.
“Is it true?” I said evenly. I wanted so badly for her to say no and denounce Lightning Sprint as a liar, but I could see her answer telegraphed across her face before she opened her mouth.
When she answered  as expected, I didn’t hear her. Instead, all I heard was Pullmare’s voice in my head, repeating over and over, “...don’t delude yourself into thinking you have friends.”
Starshine gave a hoarse cough, and looked away. “Don’t look at me like that,” she grumbled.
“I just want to know why,” I said slowly.
Starshine tried to sit up, but had to settle for leaning on her forelegs after a gentle push back from Lightning. “For the money,” she answered simply. She rolled her eyes when she saw me staring at her, open mouthed. “What? Not everypony has a deep, dark reason behind everything they do; I just wanted extra cash without having to put in the extra effort.”
I turned to Lightning. “And did you know about this?”
“I’d started to suspect something was going on,” Lightning said her face as blank and unreadable as a concrete slab, “But I wasn’t sure until yesterday.”
“So you saw nothing wrong with working for Pullmare?” I said, turning back to Starshine.
She shrugged. “She told me to keep the skies clear where she wanted, and I made it happen. No big deal.” Starshine met Lightning’s death glare. “Oh like downtown needs so much rain; what are we watering, concrete?”
“That’s not the point!” I said. That got her attention. “Pullmare’s doing something big and terrible and...and you helped her!”
“Geez, Minty, you make it sound like I’m the bad guy here,” Starshine said. “Sure, maybe it was ‘illegal’ and ‘immoral’, but all I did was move some clouds; it’s not like anypony got hurt.”
Oh, she did not just say that. “You think nopony got hurt?” I yelled. I rose on my hindlegs so she could get a full view of the area around my ribs that was still covered in slowly-healing bruises and scars. “While you were doing whatever idiotic thing it was that got yourself hurt so bad, I was sharing a cell with Pullmare, who was trying to finish off the job that you started!” I even surprised myself with the amount of venom in my voice.
Starshine’s eyes widened in surprise, then moved through betrayal and hurt before settling on indignation. Without another word, she rolled over on her side until she was facing away from me. I saw her wince when she had to balance herself with one of her injured hooves, but she didn’t complain.
I sighed. “Did you want to add anything?” I asked Lightning bitterly.
“No,” Lightning said, “I think you did a fine job stepping into that mess all by yourself.”
I huffed in her general direction and walked out of the ICU and back into the waiting room. I sat down on a hard-backed, wooden chair to think. Well, to mope, really. Moping was easy. I’d been through enough in the past twenty-four hours to give me enough supply to open up my very own angst shop.
I growled and rubbed my temples. Focus, I told myself. What would Grapevine do? I tried to put myself in her horseshoes. My plan to confront Lightning had backfired horribly, and I hadn’t really thought of any backups. Grapevine would probably go talk to her friends, a nagging voice in my head told me. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t disagree. Instead of listening to the voice, though, I just tuned it out.
*        *        *

Morning started at some point, and the clinic’s doctor returned. He looked calm, despite the fact that his doctor’s coat was covered in burn marks. The doctor didn’t say a word to me, and instead walked straight into the ICU. Nurses and orderlies trickled in while I stayed glued to my seat. A few patients arrived later in the morning as well.
I passed the time by coming up with ever-more ridiculous plans on how to get at Pullmare. My latest plan was to commandeer the entire city of Serenity and ram it into her mansion; that would certainly get her attention.
“I thought you could use this,” Lightning said, startling me out of my reverie. I looked up to see her holding out a steaming cup of tea.
“Thanks,” I said, taking the drink. Now that I noticed it, my stomach was whining for me to put something in it. I took a sip before asking, “Is Starshine going to-?”
Lightning nodded. “She’s going to be fine.”
“Oh,” I said. I looked down at the cup in my hooves. “That’s good. Great, really.”
“You look worried.” Lightning observed. I didn’t answer. She opened her mouth to speak, but stopped as two giggling nurses, just arriving for their shifts, walked past us. She looked around and asked, “Perhaps you would like to talk somewhere else?” I nodded and gulped down the tea before throwing it in the general direction of the trash can.
*        *        *

Lightning led me out of the clinic and up through the Corps tower, unlocking doors as we went with a large, gold key. The office workers hadn’t arrived yet, so we had the rest of the building to ourselves. I was led up, past the third floor and her office, and out through a plain door onto the building’s roof.
I gasped when I emerged onto the top of the tower. The Weather Corps building was the tallest in the city, giving me a striking view of the entirety of Serenity and beyond. The floating city had just broken through a cloud bank, and I could see the whole of Fillydelphia, just starting to come alive in the mid-morning light, spread out below me.
“That’s...amazing,” I said. With my hooves still firmly on the roof, I forgot that I was supposed to be scared of heights, if only for a moment.
Lightning chucked. “I thought you would enjoy the view,” she said. She closed and locked the access door behind us. “I also believed it might be more comfortable to talk up here, away from prying ears.”
“Right, that,” I said. I tore my eyes away from the view and focused on Lightning.
“What Starshine said still troubles you?” she asked, though she was really just framing her statement as a question.
I shrugged. “I guess it shouldn’t,” I said, “But I just thought of her as a...you know...”
“A friend,” Lightning finished.
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“And who said that she isn’t?” Lightning said. “Certainly not myself, and I don’t believe Starshine ever said anything on that topic.”
I tried to tell if Lightning was joking or not, but I didn’t know enough about griffin expressions to figure it out. “Did you not hear her in there?” I asked, incredulous. “Not only was she working for the mayor, the mare who used me as her own personal bucking bag last night, but she didn’t even feel bad about it!”
“Was working for,” Lightning corrected.
“Huh?” I said.
“Why do you think Starshine’s down in the clinic, laying unconscious on a hospital bed? She told the mayor’s henchmares she was quitting, and they wanted to make sure she would regret her decision,” Lightning said, a mix of regret and venom in her voice.
“Why’d she quit?” I asked. “She sure didn’t seem too shaken up about taking the money.”
Lightning began to pace near the edge of the roof, but kept her eyes trained on me as she spoke. “Did it ever occur to you that she was lying?”
“Well...no,” I said. “But why would she? She didn’t really have a reason to.”
“Pride,” Lightning answered simply. “She’s far too proud to admit she was ashamed of what she was doing.”
“Oh, and how would you know?” I asked. “Maybe she’s lying to you, too.” My words came out bitter, but only because I felt insulted that Lightning could so easily judge me and somepony who was supposed to be my friend.
Lightning turned away and looked out over Serenity. “I only know because it was that same pride that kept her from telling me what had happened until yesterday.” She sighed. “And again, it was why she refused to let me accompany her to meet with Pullmare’s contact.”
“Oh,” I said. I joined Lightning where she stood, leaning on the brass rail that ran around the perimeter of the roof. “So is she still in the Weather Corps?”
“No,” Lightning said. “She quit the Corps as well.”
“How come?” I asked. A commotion down by the docks drew my attention; a massive zeppelin painted in the official black, white, and red of the Germane Empire was coming into port.
When Lightning didn’t answer for a few seconds, I thought she was watching the docking as well, but when I looked up at her, her eyes were instead focused beyond the city: somewhere on the horizon. Just when I was about to ask my question again, she spoke up. “That question is one that you will need to ask Starshine for yourself,” she said.
I sighed. “Alright.” I wanted to press the issue, but from the look in her eyes it wouldn’t have been a good idea.
Instead, I stood next to her in silence, for how long I didn’t know. I looked over the edge and tried to see what Lightning saw. Puffy, white clouds floated lazily above and below us, and a light breeze blew through my mane. From up high, Serenity and Fillydelphia looked so...peaceful. It was easy to forget about the conspiracies, the hurt, and the loss from the top of the Weather Corps tower. The only noise between us was the gentle thrum of the city’s engines from far below.
*        *        *

“So, what are you going to do now?” Lightning asked finally. The little quiet time had softened her expression a bit, and her voice had lost some of its edge. I realized that I was seeing for the first time what she looked like when she was in a good mood.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I thought I was coming up here to confront you about working for Pullmare, but, well, that didn’t turn out like I expected.”
Lightning, still in her jovial mood, snorted. “Grapevine must have taught you her legendary skills of deduction.” She drummed her talons against the tower’s railing, making a loud clinking sound. “I don’t suppose you’ve told her of your meeting with the mayor yet?”
I kicked a pebble off the roof, and watched it tumble down to the street below, narrowly missing an oblivious businessmare. “Maybe...” I said.
Lightning laughed. “If you had told her, there wouldn’t be a chance in a thousand years that she would have let you come up here alone.” I nodded; she was right, of course. “So, why?” Lightning said.
“Why what?” I said.
“Why haven’t you told her yet?” Lightning asked. “You’re partners, are you not?”
I shrugged. “After my meeting with Pullmare last night, I don’t know any more.”
“Got under your skin, did she?” Lightning said. She smiled. “Did she use the ‘weakest link’ speech again?”
I stared at her. “How did you know?”
Lightning puffed up her chest and said proudly, “Because you are talking to the weakest link in the chain between Serenity and Fillydelphia.” She chuckled. “Pullmare uses that speech on everyone she doesn’t like; the trick is to not let it affect you.”
“But what if she’s right?” I blurted out. I wanted so bad to believe Lightning, but part of me still held on to Pullmare’s arguments like they were a lifeboat from the Hindentanic. “What if I’m just being used?”
“So what if she is right?” Lightning said, throwing her hands up in exasperation. “It doesn’t change the fact that you need to talk to Grapevine about it, instead of running away to Serenity to tell me about it.” Lightning leaned in close to me. “Pullmare only wins if you and your friends stay divided.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I know; friendship is magic and all that. I’ve listened to Trixie’s seminars too, you know.”
“Well if you do know,” Lightning said, “Then you also know what you need to do next.”
I looked down one last time at Fillydelphia; my eyes found the Scullyhoof River and traced their way to the road on which Joya’s shop lay. “Yeah, I do,” I said.
“Good,” Lightning said with a smile. She walked over to the roof’s access door and took out her golden key. “I’ll phone one of our airship captains; they’ll be able to take you back to Fillydelphia.”
She unlocked the door and stepped inside. I wanted to let her go, but something still nagged at me. “Wait,” I said. The door stopped closing and Lightning poked her head out. “What if it ends up like last time and I lose my nerve?” It only occured to me after I’d spoken that Lightning had no idea what I was talking about.
She walked back onto the roof, deep in thought. She kept looking between me and the clouds below, which was a bit disconcerting, to say the least.
“I have an idea,” she said at last.
“Uh, good...what is it?” I said.
Rather than give me a straightforward answer, she instead cryptically asked, “Do you trust me?”
I tilted my head to the side. “Yeah, I guess-” I never got a chance to finish my sentence.
Before I knew what was happening, Lightning had tucked me under one arm and leapt off the roof. She unfurled her wings, caught an updraft from the streets below, and soared above the city.
“What are you doing?!” I screamed. I held onto her for dear life as I watched Serenity fly by beneath us.
“Taking the direct route,” Lighting called back, having to yell to be heard above the wind. She dropped lower and glided between some of Serenity’s buildings before reaching the edge of the city platform. She buzzed the Germane zeppelin, and soared away from the floating city.
“Why are you doing this?” I yelled, refusing to open my eyes.
“You said that you weren’t sure if you could work up the nerve to talk to Grapevine,” Lightning said calmly. “So I figured it would be best to accompany you.”
“You could have accompanied me on an airship!” I shouted.
“Why use an airship when you have wings?” Lightning said, laughing. “Besides, it’s fun.” I had to admit, peaking through one half-closed eyelid, Lightning did look the best she had since I had first seen her; almost like some heavy burden had been lifted off of her, and now she was free.
“So unprofessional,” I muttered, though only half-heartedly. With no better choice, I clung to Lightning as hard as I could and opened my eyes. Hanging below her, all I could see were clouds in every direction. Off in the distance, a few Pegasi were guiding a few darker-looking ones into a set position.
“Hey, this isn’t so bad,” I said. In fact, I thought, I could get used to this.
Lightning clutched me tighter to her barrel chest. “Hang on!” she said, and dove through the cloud layer, me screaming the whole way.
*        *        *

We emerged over West Fillydelphia, the view somewhat obscured by the pollution in the air. Even the air smelled like oil and steel, which didn’t help my stomach that was already doing flip-flops from seeing how high up we were. I closed my eyes again and tried to bury my face in Lightning’s chest.
“Oh come on, it’s not that bad,” she said. “You’re a Pegasus, heights come natural to you.”
“Not if you grow up around earth ponies and unicorns,” I said, my voice muffled by her feathers.
We soared on for a few minutes before Lightning tapped me on the head. “I know you don’t want to, but I’m going to need you to look down and give me directions; I don’t actually know where we’re going.” She laughed, while I growled in return.
Still, I complied and hesitantly leaned my head down to try to spot Joya’s shop. My eyes scanned the city for a minute before finding the familiar landmarks. Focusing all my attention on the task also helped my stomach. “The street’s about two blocks north of the road we’re over!” I called up to Lightning.
She nodded and began to glide down at a sickening speed while I tried not to lose my lunch. Gradually, the vague shapes of buildings became more detailed and I could make out figures of ponies on the sidewalks, which helped my fear somewhat. By the time I had guided her to Joya’s street, I didn’t have as much of a problem watching the city fly by.
“That’s the shop,” I said, pointing at the building. Lightning didn’t say anything in reply, but instead eased up on her descent until we were gliding smoothly towards the building, finally landing on the sidewalk with a loud thump. Bewildered ponies gathering around looked from us to the sky and back again.
I jumped from Lightning’s grip and hugged the ground. “Land!” I cried.
She rolled her eyes and walked across the sidewalk to Joya’s front door. I picked myself off the ground and followed her, if a bit reluctantly. Then, moving too quickly for me to protest or have second thoughts, she reached out and knocked on the door.
“Yeeeees?” Joya said, swinging open the door. My heart leapt a little in my chest; it felt like it had been forever since I had seen her last. As usual, she had measuring tape strung around her neck and a random piece of ribbon stuck in her hair; she must have been working on a project.
The sight of Lightning towering above her gave her pause, but only for a second. “Oh, I don’t get many griffins,” she chirped. “But I bet I could find something just perfect for you!”
Lightning coughed and stepped aside so Joya could see me.
I waved and smiled sheepishly. “Hey.”
“Minty!” Joya yelled, galloping up to me. She wrapped me in a hug so tight, I had to fight to breathe. “You’re okay!”
“Yes, yes, I’m okay!” I gasped. “But I won’t be if you keep squeezing!”
Joya let go, though she didn’t start smiling. “Wait right here!” she said, before galloping back inside. A few seconds later, she emerged with Marshmallow and Grapevine in tow.
Marshmallow, a batter-stained apron tied around her neck, smiled and waved to me. “We were getting worried!” she said. “Grapevine told us how you left her at the factory to visit Serenity.” My eyes widened at the statement; apparently Grapevine had decided to keep everypony but Rainbow Remedy out of the loop.
When Grapevine moved out from behind the significantly-taller Marshmallow, I almost gasped. Her mane was matted and clumped to her head, and there were heavy bags under her eyes. If I didn’t know her better, I would say she had been crying. “You’re okay?” she asked wearily.
I smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.” Then, she did the last thing I would have expected her to do; she ran up to me before I could say another word and gave me a tight hug.
“You’re back,” she whispered into my mane, though it sounded like it was more for her benefit than mine. After a second of hesitation, I returned the hug.
“I’m back,” I said.

	
		Episode 2: Come As You Are



When I opened my eyes, the world around me was dark and blurry. My head swam, and I could hear someone muttering something unintelligible. I shook my head to clear my thoughts and found that the bright red object almost right in front of me was a face belonging to none other than Pullmare’s personal stooge, Orange Peece. On each side of her stood a burly, blue unicorn.
“Rise and shine, sweetheart!” Peece sang when she saw my eyes fly open. “You’ve got a big day ahead of you!”
I yelped in surprise and tried to jump back, but found that I couldn’t. Looking down, I saw that my hind legs, forelegs, and wings were all tied to a wooden chair, forcing me to sit perfectly upright. I had to struggle to keep my breathing down as the Pegasi instinct to panic if my wings weren’t functioning started to rise up.
Still not quite sure that I wasn’t stuck in some sort of bad trip, I asked, “What, uh...what happened?” I looked around the dirty room, filled with piles of trash and discarded machine parts. “And where am I?”
Peece hit one of the guards on the back of his head, though it didn’t really have much of an effect. “I told you not to use so much chloroform! Ms. Pullmare will be very angry if her subject isn’t fully awake when she gets here...” She turned to me and sneered. “We caught you looking for your little inventor friend; you’re in his house right now.”
The memories of walking into Sterling’s house, only to find it dark and occupied with a very large pony holding a white rag came flooding back. They were pushed aside quickly, however, at the mention of the mayor’s name.
“P- Pullmare is coming?” I asked, suddenly fully awake and alert.
Peece giggled. “That’s right,” she said. “She was mad; even fired the entire police staff that let her brother save you. The only reason I have a job still is because I agreed to mess up the Weather Corps contact and you.” She used one forehoof to gently brush away some of my mane that had fallen over my eyes, and I shivered in revulsion at her touch. “I even have me special orders not to harm you.” She winked. “Ms. Pullmare wants you for herself.”
My thoughts straying to my recent “session” with mayor, I looked up at her pleadingly and begged, “C- could you just let me go? I’ll do anything...just please don’t let her near me!”
If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought the expression on her face was sincere. “Don’t worry,” she whispered, leaning in close to me. “I’m sure she’ll be very gentle.”
No more to say, Peece turned and walked out of the tiny room, the guards staying behind briefly before following. One of them shut the door shut with a dreadful sense of finality.
*        *        *

Once I’d calmed down a little bit, I turned as far around in my seat as I could and asked, “Sterling, are you awake?”
He took so long to answer that I had started to assume that the chloro-whatever was still working on him. Eventually, though, he replied with a simple, “Yeah.”
“Good,” I said. I paused. “Did you, uh, hear all of what Peece said, just now?”
“Yeah,” he said. I felt my face flush; of course he had had to witness me whimpering like a little foal. After a second, he sighed and asked, “She’s going to hurt us, isn’t she?”
I did my best to inject the same confidence in my voice that Grapevine would have in our situation; we couldn’t afford having both of us act scared. “No, Pullmare’s not even going to get a chance to hurt us,” I said confidently. “Because we’re going to escape before she even gets here.”
“Um, how?”
Thinking fast, I said, “Well, Peece didn’t tie my wings very tightly...” I pushed my wings against the ropes, slacker than the rest, for effect. “...so if I can get those free, I can grab something sharp and cut us out.”
“Okay,” he said quietly, though with a little less fear in his voice.
I got to work, trying to slip my wings up and over the bonds around my midsection. In theory, I could tuck one wing under the other and use the top one to push the ropes out far enough to get the bottom one out. Of course, the idea was harder to do in practice.
“Uh, Minty,” Sterling said, after several minutes of silently listening to me struggle against my bonds and get absolutely nowhere.
“It’s all a process,” I said, answering his perceived question. “We’ll be close to escaping before you know it, just wait and see.”
He coughed. “Well, uh, that’s good,” he said, “But I was just going to ask why you came here in the first place.”
I briefly stopped trying to escape to consider my answer. One one hoof, I didn’t want to tell a story that might make me look weak to him; on the other, I didn’t have much of a chance of getting him to like me if I wasn’t very truthful. “It’s a long story,” I said eventually, hoping he would take the bait.
He didn’t. “It’s not like we don’t have the time...” he said. “Besides, Peece already told me what, uh, happened between you and the mayor.”
I sighed. Of course she had told him, and almost certainly in the most unflattering way towards me. “Well, the story really starts when I got back to my friend Joya’s house, and I had no idea what I was going to do...”
*        *        *

It was truth, too; even on the flight down from Serenity I hadn’t had a clue of what I was going to do or say once we arrived at the shop.
Grapevine’s hug ended as suddenly as it had come, with her nervously brushing it off as elation that she didn’t have to find a new photographer. I rolled my eyes and let Joya lead us inside. I followed Grapevine and Marshmallow toward the kitchen, while Lightning stood awkwardly in the doorway until Joya led her in by her claw, chattering about flight harnesses the whole way.
The heat coming from Joya’s kitchen was as sweltering as plowing the fields on a summer’s day. Tins of brownies and cupcakes were set out on the crowded, wooden counters. Grapevine and I walked over to a table shoved in one corner while Marshmallow turned to tend the cooking food.
“Sorry about the temperature,” Marshmallow said. She looked sheepishly at the wood-burning stove, and the fire raging inside. “It’s been awhile since I’ve cooked on one of these, and I may have gotten carried away.” Large banks of ashes were spread in a rough semicircle around the front of the stove, further proving her point.
“Who are you making these for, anyway?” I asked, looking enviously at a pan of brownies. “I don’t think even I could eat all of these.” Most of the baked goods were too hot to eat, but I was thinking about taking the risk.
Marshmallow shook her head. “Oh no, these are for the library’s annual baking giveaway: we give away sweets to the less fortunate.” I sighed and kept my hooves off the food.
*        *        *

“So you came over here because of brownies?” Sterling asked, cutting off my nostalgia trip.
I groaned inwardly and mumbled, “No.” I needed him to understand, but how could the story make sense if he didn’t know the context first? I don’t know, maybe I was getting too off-task.
Before I could start again, however, my left wing suddenly freed itself from the ropes. I’d almost given up on my previous plan to get them out, so it came as quite a surprise to me. With one wing free, the bonds fell away from the other, being too loose to hold in just one.
“Alright, now we’re back in business!” I cried. “My wings are out,” I explained before Sterling could ask just what in the hay I was shouting about.
With them free, I could move on to the second part of my plan: cutting  the ropes. I looked around the room until I spotted a pile of sharp-looking machine parts relatively close to the left my chair. If I could just tip myself over, I could reach them.
I took a deep breath, counted to three, and shoved myself to the side as hard as I could. I closed my eyes and waited for an impact on the wooden floor. Nothing. I looked down, only to see that the legs of my chair had been hastily melded into the floor with magic. I groaned inwardly: back to step one.
“You okay?” Sterling asked after I didn’t say anything for a moment.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m just going to have to find a new way to cut these ropes...” An idea popped into my head. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have any tools on you, would you?”
Sterling, mumbling as he tried to think, said, “Not anything sharp, no...” My heart sank until he resumed, “...but I still have a screwdriver in the pocket of my uniform, I believe.”
I scrunched my eyebrows together. “Please, please, please tell me your uniform isn’t outside with Peece,” I said. If I couldn’t free both of us soon, the situation was going to get nasty when Pullmare showed up. My best chance of defending myself at that current time was to ineffectually flail my wings in her general direction; at best, I could make her have a heart attack from an extra-strong fit of laughter.
“I’m actually, uh, wearing my uniform right now,” Sterling said.
“What?” I half-yelled, trying to turn around in my chair. “Why didn’t you try to escape earlier?!”
“T- Those guards-” he said. I stopped him and shook my head.
“Which pocket is the screwdriver in?”
“Back right,” he said, then added, “My right.”
“Alright, just give me a second,” I said. I concentrated on stretching out the wingtips on my left wing and moving them along the chair to the edges of Sterling’s uniform. It was always a weird sensation when I tried to use them like a dragon with his claws; I had to focus on feeling each feather as its own appendage, instead of a larger part of my wing.
I tentatively reached down and felt around to find the right area. Sterling coughed. “That’s, um, not a pocket,” he said when I missed my mark by going a little too low. Totally by accident, of course.
“Oh, right,” I said, trying to force a laugh. I refocused my efforts and reached into the uniform until I felt the wooden head of the screwdriver.
“I got it,” I said. I pulled the tool out and dragged it back to my chair before dropping it into my outstretched hooves, still tied behind me. “See, I’ll have us out of here in no time,” I said, starting to saw away at the rope with the metal end of the screwdriver.
*        *        *

Marshmallow eventually extinguished the stove with a little help from Grapevine’s magic, and we all settled around Joya’s kitchen table. The donkey herself escorted Lightning into the room, who was now sporting a very frilly hat topped with a large, black feather.
“Not. One. Word,” Lightning growled when she saw Grapevine and I struggling to control our laughter.
Once everyone was seated at the table, the attention turned to me. I wasn’t quite sure why, but I was picking up some bad vibrations. I knew that, by then, Marshmallow and Joya weren’t buying the story they had been fed: they’d seen the scars. Grapevine, too, knew that I had done more than simply come back to Joya’s. Of course, Lightning stayed silent through the whole affair.
“So we were, um, wondering about last night,” Marshmallow began quietly.
Taking the reins as usual, Grapevine blurted, “What the hay happened to you?” Lightning cringed for me, but I shook it off. I’d made up my mind: if I wanted Pullmare’s voice to stop nagging at me from the inside, I’d have to tell my friends what happened. Once and for all, I would know where they stood; or, that was my plan anyway.
So, I took a deep breath and told them. I told them everything, from my capture in the factory to my arrival at Joya’s. Their faces showed the proper reactions--anger in Pullmare, elation at my rescue by Rainbow Remedy, sadness from the breaking of Starshine--but they all remained uncharacteristically silent the entire time. Not the peaceful, harmonious kind of silence, mind, but the kind of silence that comes when laying in bed late at night with the realization that something important was forgotten, but you can’t remember what.
Of course, my less-than-enthusiastic response may have been due to the fact that I glossed over Pullmare’s insults to my friends like Princess Luna when asked about her past. Indeed, the first words out of Marshmallow’s mouth, once the period of silence had finally passed, were, “Did Pullmare say anything about us?”
I grinned, badly, and said, “Uh, what do you mean?”
Marshmallow smiled sweetly. “Ms. Pullmare has let Grapevine and I know several times how much she, um...really, really doesn’t like us.”
When I didn’t answer for a few seconds, I saw, from the corner of my eye, Lightning take a step toward the doorway. It was a subtle move, barely noticeable, but it sent a clear message: I was going to have to tell them, or I wouldn’t be going anywhere.
I sighed. “Okay, yeah, she said some...things.”
“Like what?” she asked. Though she still spoke gently, her tone was rough; more forceful. It was like a queen giving kind orders to her subject; or, in this case, a princess.
“Well, like, uh...” I said. I bit my lip. “Like you were, kind of, using me to get back into Canterlot...” I winced, and braced myself for the worst; that nagging doubt was practically ringing in my ears.
Instead of either quietly denouncing Pullmare’s claims or brazenly accepting them as fact, Marshmallow began to giggle; softly at first, then rising in volume. Briefly, my eyes flicked between Joya and Grapevine to try to tell if I had missed out on the joke. When she had calmed down a little, Marshmallow explained, “I’m sorry Minty, but Ms. Pullmare has been saying the same thing about me since I arrived in the city.” She scratched the top of her head. “She seems to be under the impression that I never wanted to come here in the first place, and that I’ve been trying to go back.”
“But...weren’t you actually banned from going back?” I asked.
Marshmallow smiled. “Technically; though, that was mostly my doing.” She puffed out her chest a little. “I was the one who gave the speech about Canterlot’s homeless at the Princess’s Ball.” She tapped Grapevine on one shoulder. “Don’t you remember? You were there, after all.”
For the first time since I had stopped talking, I really noticed Grapevine. Her face had grown hard, showing even less emotion than usual. Her hooves kept a tight grip on the wooden table, which she stared down at with such intensity that I was afraid the entire thing was going to catch fire. When her head snapped up so she could look at me, I jerked back so hard in my chair I almost fell over.
“What did Ms. Pullmare say about me?” she said evenly. Her face and tone remained neutral, and I almost answered the same as I had with Marshmallow, until I looked into her eyes. Something in them told me that she already knew exactly what the mayor had said, and was pleading with me to lie to everyone else so they wouldn’t know what had been said--because they couldn’t know.
“Oh, she just said that you wanted to use Marshmallow and I to get your position on the Chronicler back,” I said as convincingly as I could. “Pretty silly, huh?”
A smile finally fought its way to Grapevine’s face as she said, “Yeah, pretty ridiculous.” The tension in the room almost visibly eased as everyone began talking at once, while Lightning stepped away from the doorway and back to the kitchen table.
Lightning smiled. “It seems our mayor is not as clever as she thinks she is,” she said, putting one taloned-claw on my shoulder.
Briefly, my gaze met Grapevine’s. “Right,” I said. “Far from it.”
*        *        *

“So it was Grapevine that brought you here,” Sterling said. “Correct?”
I sighed. “No, I haven’t gotten to the reason why yet.” I was able to speak easier, as my forehooves had finally been let loose, and I had begun work on the heavier ropes around my back legs. Once they were undone, I would be free.
“Shouldn’t you just skip ahead?” he said.
“Well, I could,” I said. “But then you wouldn’t know the context.” I had to keep switching between hooves for sawing the ropes so neither would cramp up.
“Seems like a silly way to tell a story,” he mumbled.
I rolled my eyes and began talking again. With any luck, I could free myself before I was done.
*        *        *

Though a more jovial mood had settled in the kitchen, there was still one question that hung in the air, begging to be asked: What were we going to do about Pullmare? From Starshine’s condition, it was obvious that something had to be done about the mayor sooner or later, lest she find a way to strike at all of us.
The others seemed happy to ignore the question, but I eventually forced myself to ask it. I, after all, had a vested interest at getting the mayor before she could get me. For some reason, thinking of that almost had me feeling courageous.
“So, how are we going to take down Pullmare?” I finally asked. The current conversation, a debate between Marshmallow and Grapevine about the merits of living in Canterlot, ceased while all eyes turned to me once more.
“You’re planning on taking down the mayor? Are you crazy?” Joya said with an exaggerated surprise. She knew it had been coming; I guessed she was just surprised I had been the one to suggest it.
Marshmallow nodded. “You’re right,” she said, “But Joya does have a point. How are we going to kick out the most powerful mare in the city?”
Silence reigned as everyone fought to come up with a good answer, but found they didn’t have one. After my period in the jail cell, I didn’t want to even think about confronting her head on.
It was Grapevine who was the first to speak, asking, “Why don’t we set a trap?”
“What do you mean, a trap?” I asked, quick to latch on to any new idea.
Grapevine leaned back and crossed her forelegs. Just talking about bringing an end to Pullmare had put her in a better mood. “There’s no way we could ever remove her in the usual way: with elections, lawsuits, or just plain threats,” she said. “But, if we could get her to confess how bad she is in front of, say, the Princesses, then maybe we could force her out of power.”
“And exactly how are we supposed to do that?” I asked.
Marshmallow answered for her. “The Summer Sun Festival!” she said. “It’s being held in City Hall: she has to show up.”
Grapevine smiled. “Bingo.”
I scratched my head. Technically, that could work; if we did it right, anyway. There was one problem, though. “How do we get her to admit she’s doing something wrong?” I asked. “We don’t even know what exactly it is that she’s doing that’s so bad.”
Grapevine smiled. “We use you.”
“M- Me?” I said. I gulped. “Uh, why, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“You’re good at making Pullmare mad,” Grapevine said simply. Lightning, who had up to that point been stoically listening in, nodded. “We get her talking to you, ask the right questions, and we can get her to say anything,” Grapevine finished. I started to get the feeling that it might have been better to have kept my mouth shut about the whole affair.
Marshmallow, idly tracing one hoof through her blonde mane, asked Grapevine, “Have you ever been to one of Fillydelphia’s Summer Sun Festivals? They’re so loud it’s hard to hear the pony next to you, let alone get everypony, the Princesses included, to hear one mare.”
The statement gave Grapevine pause, and from the look on her face, she didn’t know how to respond. I had just assumed that we would get her to confess near the Princesses, but I when I thought about it, I knew Pullmare wasn’t that dumb.
Lightning picked up the slack when she suggested, “What about that inventor-friend of Starshine’s: the one who made her wings?” She tapped one talon on the wooden floor, letting the sound echo through the room. “Can he not come up with something to amplify her voice?”
Grapevine and I looked at each other. We both shrugged. “Yeah, probably,” I said. “We can always ask him.”
“Then it’s settled,” Lightning said with what passed for a smile.
“Yay, we have a plan!” Joya cried, flying out of her chair and hoofpumping the air. Suddenly, she looked around and her lower lip quivered. “But what’s my part?”
Marshmallow put one hoof on her shoulder and gently lowered Joya back into her chair. “You can make the dresses,” she said brightly. She turned to the rest of us. “And I’ll get the tickets to the festival; I’m sure I still have some of my father’s money lying around somewhere.”
I nodded. “What about you, Lightning?” I asked.
She stretched her wings a little before answering, “I will do exactly as Pullmare expects me to do: keep the skies clear over City Hall. We don’t want her to expect anything is unusual,” I agreed with her, but I wished that she could come with us; it would have been nice to have a griffin backing me up when confronting Pullmare.
One by one, everyone broke off from the table, promising to get started on their separate jobs. Eventually, only Grapevine and I were left alone in the kitchen. I had been waiting for her to move, but she didn’t budge.
Eventually, once everyone was out of ear range, she said, “Thanks...back there.” She twiddled her hooves. “I just, uh, didn’t want everypony to know.”
“You act like you know what I was going to say,” I said. I briefly wondered if unicorns could read minds.
Grapevine sighed. “She told you I was using you as a replacement for Spotlight, right?” I blinked. I started to think that maybe mind-reading wasn’t that far-fetched.
When she saw the look on my face, she said, “Rainbow Remedy talked to me for a while before he went to find you.” She looked away. “He told me what she would say.”
“Well then what’s the problem?” I said. I tapped one hoof on my skull, which made a worrying, hollow sound. “She was just trying to get into my head; you saw, she even lied about Marshmallow.” I tried to smile, but it didn’t have much of an effect on her.
I must have developed mind-reading powers, too, because I could tell what Grapevine was going to say before the words came out of her mouth. “Not everything Ms. Pullmare says is a lie, Minty,” she said.
When the conflict raging between my brain and my tongue--whether I should try to comfort her or yell at her--kept me from speaking, Grapevine looked down and said. “I’ll go find Rainbow Remedy and tell him what we decided: he’ll want to know.” I didn’t act to stop her while she walked out of the kitchen.
I waited until she had left before walking into the shop’s main room. Joya herself was nowhere to be found, though I could hear the whirring of her hoof-powered sewing machine coming from behind her work room’s door.
Lightning Sprint was waiting for me, standing on her hind legs and leaning against the sales counter with her arms crossed. “Good job,” she said, half-sarcastically. “You managed to skip having a confrontation with Grapevine...again.”
I shook my head. “I’ll get around to it; we just need time to talk, and we don’t have that right now.” I started walking toward the front door.
“You’re going already?” Lightning asked, though she didn’t try to stop me.
Without looking back, I nodded. “The Festival’s the day after tomorrow, I might as well let him know as soon as I can.” I think Lightning might have tried to say something else, but the door shut behind me before I could here.
*        *        *

“And that...” I said, finishing cutting the last length of rope keeping my tied to the chair, “Is how Equestria was made.”
“What?” Sterling asked, confused.
“Sorry,” I said. “It’s an old joke; I don’t think anypony’s found it funny in a long time.” I kicked away the cut ropes and heaved myself off the chair and onto the floor. To describe how it felt to be free after being tied up for hours would have been foolish. Simply said, it was amazing.
“Alright, time to get out of here,” I said. I walked around the room until I was face-to-face with the young inventor. Besides his green mane looking disheveled, though not much different from the last time I saw him, he looked fine.
He blinked when he saw me, before using his head to indicate the binds that still held him. “I’m, uh, still a little tied up here...”
Instead of trying to use the screwdriver again, I rooted around in a pile of scrap metal in one corner of the room until I found a suitably sharp piece. Taking care not to cut myself, I grabbed the shard and sliced through Sterling’s ropes like a plow through wet earth.
He shook himself off and stood up. “Thanks,” he said. He looked around the little room. “So what now?”
I crept toward the door and smiled. “Now, we escape.”
Slowly, carefully, I creaked open the wooden door. Mercifully, Sterling had kept the hinges cleaner than the room the door guarded. Outside, I couldn’t see any sign of Peece. The only thing in front of me was a wide hallway that stopped just a few feet ahead.
“You want to show me where to go in, you know, your house?” I whispered when Sterling lined up behind me. His face reddened as he took the lead and led me down the unlit hall. We reached the end and, together, peaked around the corner.
The hall opened up into a large, central room lit by a half-dozen loose lightbulbs hanging on chains from the ceiling. In the middle was a smattering of mismatched furniture amid more piles of trash and old machine parts; it seemed his spare closet was just a microcosm of his entire house. Even the paint on the walls, a once-calming blue, was chipping and peeling all over the place. In the middle of the wall farthest away from us was the front door: our ticket out.
“Follow me,” Sterling whispered. He crept softly into the room, keeping as low to the ground as possible. I followed, keeping an eye out for Pullmare. We stuck close to the far left wall until we reached one of the room’s many trash piles and hid behind it. I kept myself continuously on the lookout for one of the guards. Though I didn’t spot them, I gradually realized that I could hear a faint snoring coming from one of the thread-worn loveseats. I stuck my head slightly above the top of our cover, and could barely make out Peece, sprawled across one couch with a magazine resting on top of her face.
“She’s asleep,” I whispered to Sterling, sticking my head back down. “If we keep quiet, we’re home free.”
“Do you see any of the guards?” he asked, his voice so low that even sitting next to him I had to strain my ears to hear.
I took a quick look above the trash before saying, “No, but they’re probably close by; we need to hurry.”
Sterling nodded in agreement and we both snuck around the trash pile and moved along the wall until reaching our next cover. We used the same pattern to move low across the wooden floors of the main room until, finally, we had passed by the furniture with the sleeping Peece and reached the front door.
We hid behind a stack of unread newspapers, sneaking glances at the still-snoring mare on the couch. “She’s probably going to wake up when we open the door,” I said. “So we’re going to have to run for it.”
Sterling looked down at his hooves then nodded. “Alright, let’s do it.”
Glancing back one last time for any sign of guards, tiphoofed to the door and slowly opened it, gently pulling on the brass handle. I breathed a sigh of relief as the hinges on this door, too, made no sound as they swung open. I almost thought we would make it.
Unfortunately, our opportunity to escape was as short-lived as clean clothes on a farmer; when I opened the door, I found the two unicorn guards standing watch on the front porch. Before I could get out of the way, or at least slam the door shut in their faces, they turned to face me. Instantly, I was lifted off my feet and shoved across the empty space of the living room as the two walked inside.
“Boss, we got ‘em,” one of the unicorns said in a thick Manehattan accent.
Peece awoke with a start, throwing the magazine across the floor. “What do you want?” she growled. Her expression changed when she saw Sterling and I floating in the air. Her face didn’t fill with anger, though; it was consumed with absolute glee. Suddenly, I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.
“Well, well, well, what do you have here?” she said, casually cantering over to her guards. “Minty and her little inventor friend trying to escape from me? On my watch?” She pretended to act surprised. “I guess it’s more likely than I thought.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I know the whole spiel; just put us back in the room and we promise to play nice.” Betting on the idea that Peece wouldn’t hurt us as long as Pullmare told her not to was dangerous, but I was willing to chance it just to make her mad. Unsurprisingly, the plan backfired almost immediately.
“Boys?” Peece said, turning to the guards. “Fry them.”
I hadn’t noticed before, but each guard now wore a small machine on their back, almost hidden by their manes. The little, black boxes sputtered to life, and the aura around the guards’s horns changed. The usual, soothing colour of magic was replaced by sparks of lightning.
The sparks spread to the magical fields Sterling and I were trapped in. When the reached us, I prepared for the worst. Instead of hurting, however, I just felt a sort of tingling sensation; like I was a lightbulb being screwed into a socket. Though it didn’t hurt, I lost most of the feeling in my body.
After a few long seconds, Peece ordered them to stop. We were unceremoniously dropped to the ground, where we laid like rag dolls. I couldn’t move anything more than my head from the neck up.
“You like these?” Peece asked me, patting the mechanical contraption on one guard’s back. “It’s a new magic amplifier, shipped straight from Canterlot.” She smiled: a very frightening affair with her face lit up by the steady glow of small lights on the metal boxes. “It creates a magic field to allow a unicorn to use their horn as an amplifier for electricity, which they can use against anything, or anypony.” She sighed. “It’s too bad Ms. Pullmare is only letting me use them on the stun setting until she gets here...” Peece winked. “We could have so much fun.”
“So, what, you’re just going to use that...thing on us until Pullmare gets here?” I spat. Slowly, feeling had started to return to me, though I still couldn’t move my extremities. I shuddered at the thought of the machines being turned to full power.
Peece shook her head. “Stunning you with electricity is only fun for a little while, and Ms. Pullmare wouldn’t be very happy if she arrived to find damaged goods.” She waved to the guards. “Throw them in the basement and guard the door; if anything tries to come through, zap it.” The burly unicorns nodded and one flung me across his back.
*        *        *

They carried us down a side hall I hadn’t seen before, not stopping until we reached an out-of-place metal door. The guard carrying Sterling’s limp form kicked open the door and tossed him inside, and I followed soon after.
Still numb, I tumbled down the wooden stairs, powerless to stop myself. Once I slid to a stop at the bottom of the steps, the door above us shut with a clang, and the room went dark.
“That’s going to hurt,” Sterling moaned.
The effects of the electricity eventually wore off; just in time for the feeling of being tossed into a basement to take hold. Slowly, I stumbled to my feet and tried to look around. There wasn’t much to see; the entire room invisible past the end of my nose. Standing as still as I could to avoid bumping into anything, I called, “Sterling, where are you?”
“Over here,” he answered, his voice carrying from somewhere closer to the stairs. I was going to ask if feeling had returned to him, too, but dozens of lights mounted on the ceiling turned on simultaneously, bathing the entire basement in a harsh, white light.
When I took away the hoof shielding my eyes, I could see Sterling standing by the stairs, next to a large, red lever. Glancing around the now-lit room, I realized just how large the basement was; it was almost like a small cavern. Though it was just as crowded as the house above, the mess consisted of scattered, unfinished projects rather than trash. Steam engines without pistons, half-done wing contraptions like the ones on Starshine’s back were the only ones familiar to me; I couldn’t even begin to guess at the purpose of the rest.
“Sorry, I’ve been meaning to clean up in here for a while now,” Sterling said sheepishly. He walked over to a nearby table and sat down on a bench beside it after clearing away a pile of rusty tools. “I could try to clean up, if you wanted I mean...”
I sighed and shook my head. “It’s not like it matters; Pullmare’s going to be here any time now to take us away.” I growled and kicked the blackened concrete beneath my hooves. “It’s not fair; we were so close!” I looked up to the door at the top of the stairs. “How did I let her beat me?”
“Maybe it was the huge unicorns with the magitek devices?” Sterling suggested helpfully.
“Not helping.” I absentmindedly traced a hoof in a figure-eight pattern on the floor. “There just has to be some way out...this can’t be how it ends between me and Pullmare,” I said.
Sterling used a wrench to fiddle with some strange machine on his worktable. “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” he said brightly.
“Yeah, sure,” I said. I continued to idly trace patterns on the floor while I tried to think of a plan, until I coughed when something gritty entered my mouth. Confused, I looked down to see black dust rising from where my hoof scratched the dark spot on the floor. When I inhaled again, the powder smelled familiar; almost like Derbyshire when they cleared land for a dam...
“Hey, uh, Sterling?” I said. “Where did this black mark come from?”
He looked up from his work. “Oh, that?” he said. “That was just from trying to test out some new types of explosives, but I never got the formula quite right.” He shrugged. “I scrapped the project a while back and handed it off to a contact in Stalliongrad.”
“Well do you still have the materials?” I yelled, running over to his worktable.
Startled, he replied, “Um, well, yeah; I’m sure they’re around here somewhere...why do you ask?”
I stared at him. “You have explosives. In this basement. That you’re trapped in.” I waved my hoof around. “That could help us escape...”
The proverbial light turned on in Sterling’s head, and his eyes widened. “Ohhh, I get it!” he said. He scrambled up from the wooden bench and ran over to a group of metal cabinets in one corner of the basement.
I followed Sterling across the room and watched as he began to root through one of the metal lockers, pulling out various boxes and vials. When he kicked the door to the cabinet shut, his forehooves were piled high with the stuff.
“Don’t you have any, like, sticks of dynamite?” I asked.
He shook his head and set the supplies down on the ground. “I never got around to placing them into wrappings; I only tested the mixed powder.” He opened one vial and sniffed the contents before putting it to one side. “Besides, this isn’t dynamite.”
I looked at a beaker that appeared to, for all intents and purposes, be glowing. “Then what is it?”
He smiled. “The client, a construction team from Canterlot, ordered them specifically.” He shook the glowing vial. “Magically-activated high explosives.”
*        *        *

The few minutes I’d thought Sterling would need to create the explosive had turned into an hour, and my neck was growing sore from constantly switching between watching the basement door and watching him work.
“Are you close to finishing?” I asked. He was biting his lips in concentration, and I had to shake him and ask the question again before I got a response.
“Yeah, pretty close,” he said. “I think...”
“You think?” I asked nervously.
Sterling scratched his head. “Remember, I never quite got the formula right; the explosion was always too large or too small, and it depended on the unicorn I got to try it...”
I looked at the, now glowing, pile of powder spread on a mat at his feet. “Well, I’m sure this will cause at least enough of a distraction for us to get out of here and back to Joya’s.”
He went back to work, carefully mixing ingredients. Not looking up, he asked, “Speaking of your friends, didn’t they have something for you to ask me?”
I gulped as I remembered the supposed reason for coming to see Sterling. “Oh, uh, we wanted to know if you could help us build something.”
“Like what?” he asked.
“A machine to amplify somepony’s voice,” I said. “Could you build us one that’s small enough to be carried around, but powerful for an entire crowd to hear?”
He looked up and gave his familiar, awkward smile. “Once we clear the henchmares out, I’ll see what I can do.” He began to wrap the gray-ish explosives powder into a paper tube. “Though, I’ll probably need to teach somepony how to use it before you all go to the festival,” he said.
I coughed as I remembered the other reason I had wanted to see Sterling. “Or, you could accompany me, I mean us, to the Summer Sun Festival and teach, um, somepony how to use it while we’re there.” I flicked a hoof in the air. “You know, so nopony forgets how to use it.”
“Alright,” he said with a nonchalant shrug, while I tried to contain myself from shouting for joy. Sure, he hadn’t agreed to go with me specifically, but he hadn’t not agreed to go with me.
He finished wrapping the powder and inserted some little piece of metal into the top, which he referred to as a “blasting cap.” He assured me it was magically activated, and wouldn’t go off in my hooves unless I spontaneously grew a horn.
I took the offered the explosive into my hooves and smiled. “Let’s do it.”
*        *        *

“Okay, you ready for this?” he asked nervously as we stood at the bottom of the stairs. I nodded as I peered up at the metal door. According to him, it only locked from the inside, so we would be able to open it, if only for a moment.
“Remember,” he said, “Open the door, toss the stick, and quickly close it again; that should be enough to shield you from the blast. Though you probably won’t have to worry too much; I made sure that magical stimulant was only enough for a small, stunning explosion.”
I turned to him. “And once it’s over, be ready to run.” Our general plan hinged on the fact that the guards would be too bewildered by the blast, and Peece too surprised by our plan, to stop us from bursting out the front door that we hoped was unlocked. It was a reckless plan, but we couldn’t afford to wait any longer with Pullmare almost surely close to the house.
Taking a big gulp to try to calm my beating heart, I began to climb the wooden staircase. Slats groaned under the weight of my hooves, and I was glad for the heavy, metal door to block sound to the outside.
Finally, I was gripping the cold, steel door handle. “Okay, just like Sterling said,” I whispered to myself, “Open and toss, open and toss...” I let out a deep breath that I hoped wouldn’t be my last and opened the door. Quickly as I could, I threw the stick of explosives through the crack and slammed it shut again.
Pullmare had ordered her guards to zap anything that came out of the basement with their magical electricity, and they dutifully followed their orders to the last. Waiting at the top of the stairs for the sound of the small explosion proved unwise, however, as I was blown back down into the basement as the house erupted.
Instead of a small blast to stun the guards, Sterling had created an explosion so massive it seemed like Celestia herself was bringing the sun down on our heads. I had barely managed to avoid being hit by the metal door as it went flying past me, imbedding itself into a concrete wall. Somehow, my Pegasi instincts had taken over and I had used my wings to slow my rapid acceleration towards the basement floor. Even with slowing down, I still felt like I was going to bruise at the base of my tail.
Parts of the house had fallen into what was once the basement but was now a hole in the ground, but most of Sterling’s home had been blown out. When the roar from the explosion subsided, I stuck my head out from beneath a piece of plaster that I had been hiding under.
“Sterling?” I called across the wreckage. A full moon shone down on the remains of his house, showering the basement in natural light for the first time. Luckily, Sterling lived relatively secluded from the rest of Fillydelphia, so no houses were destroyed in the blast, though I could see lights begin to flicker on all around the now-vacant lot.
To my relief, the young inventor popped his head out from underneath one of his work tables not far from me. “Minty, are you okay?” he asked.
I made my way over to him, mindful of the wreckage, and helped him out from beneath the wooden furniture. We crawled out of the remains of the basement together, using a pile of what used to be furniture as a ramp.
Standing on the lip of the hole, looking out across the wreckage, Sterling said in a dazed way, “M- My house...it’s gone!”
“Well, um, yeah...it is,” I said, trying to steer him away from the smoldering crater. “But hey, we beat Pullmare’s stooges, right?”
I expected an answer, but not the one I received. Instead of Sterling acknowledging my brilliant tactic of using my own achievements to take his mind off the destruction of his home, a regal voice answered, “And you did such a wonderful job!”
My eyes widened: I knew that voice. I spun around to behold Pullmare standing no more than two feet away from us. She stood tall, like my worst nightmare come to life. The effect was helped by the small tongue of flame that she kept lit at the end of her horn, making her silver coat sparkle. An idling steamcar was parked a dozen or so paces behind her, painted all in black.
“Y- You?!” I sputtered. I was already too surprised to move, but if I wouldn’t have been able to if I had wanted to. The glow of Pullmare’s magic surrounded mine and Sterling’s feet, keeping us rooted in place.
“Well of course me,” she said, pouting. “What, did you think because you dispatched a few of my henchmares that I would suddenly back off?” She gritted her teeth and concentrated on something before laughing. “Though it appears you didn’t quite finish the job.” With a pop, the limp, but still breathing, body of Peece appeared beside her. She glared down at the unconscious mare before turning to us. “I’ll deal with her later...but first, the two of you.”
No matter how hard I pulled, I couldn’t break the magic that kept my legs from moving. “What, uh, are you going to do to us?” I asked nervously. “I mean, maybe we could just call this one even?”
Pullmare saddled up next to me and patted me on the head. “I’m sorry, Minty,” she cooed, “I would really like to; and if this was the first time we had met, that is.” Her magic clenched around my neck and brought my face so close that it was touching hers. “But you, you didn’t take my advice to leave town: you listened to my brother.” Her eyes started to glow like a burning inferno was lit from within. “And now you will pay.”
Struggling to speak, I asked, “W- What are you g- going to do?” I glanced over at Sterling, but it looked like his entire body was held in place by her magic.
Pullmare grinned in a gleeful, maniacal way at me. “Oh, I don’t know...” she said, “How about we see how hot it can get before your brain starts to boil? She lightly kissed me on the forehead, an act I didn’t even notice while I tried to register what she had just said. “I’d like to see how long before you stop screaming,” she whispered.
My body was shoved to the ground as Pullmare stood over me, triumphant. She laughed as her horn began to glow, and a magical field started to encase my head. I tried to beg and plead for my life, but my tongue refused to make words as my brain reacting in terror and fear.
“I wish all of your friends could see this,” Pullmare crowed. “Minty: the mare on fire!”
A fiery pain started at my temples, and began to slowly make its way inward. The pain continued as I tried to think colder thoughts, and struggled not to give her the satisfaction of screaming for mercy, which I just barely held back. Any longer, though, and there wouldn’t have been any willpower in me left to resist.
However, Luna must have been looking out for me that night, because I could vaguely hear a voice calling out from somewhere, “Hey, I think somepony over here survived!”
The pain stopped and the magical field died away as a colorful group of ponies came running up the hill, lanterns swaying in their hooves. “Are you folks okay?” one of them asked. “We saw the explosion and just thought...”
Pullmare, stepping into the light, replied with an official-looking smile, “These two are going to be perfectly okay; I pulled them out of the fires just in time.” Sadness and regret passed over her face with such realism that even I would have had a hard time doubting it. She pointed to Peece. “Alas, I wasn’t able to reach her until the flames had already reached her.”
“Oh no, Miss Mayor, I’m sure you did the best you could,” a stallion said quickly. “We can find sompony to take her to the hospital for you.”
“No, no,” Pullmare said, holding out one hoof. “I consider this my responsibility; this is what you elected me for, after all.” She indicated to where her new-looking steamcar sat. “I’ll take her to the hospital personally in the official car: we’ll get there faster that way.”
Compassion for their duly elected official shone on the faces of the ever-increasing crowd of onlookers as Pullmare gently gathered Orange Peece on her back. Murmurs of encouragement followed her until she reached the car, where she looked back at us.
To the ponies in the crowd, it would have looked like a gaze of joy, happy for us to be alive. I knew better, though. When she looked at me, her eyes told me that now no matter how I spun it, she was the hero of the day; no one would believe me if I said she was a psychotic monster. She knew that, despite every setback Sterling and I had given her, she had still managed to come out victorious.
I sighed and walked over to where Sterling stood as the mayor’s car pulled away. He watched it disappear into the sea of rowhouses before whispering, “Should we tell them?”
To avoid anypony listening in, I only very slightly shook my head. He gave a slight nod, so I hoped he had gotten the message.
A chuckling stallion walked up to us. “Boy, you two sure are lucky the mayor got to you in time,” he said. “Our mayor’s a real hero, she is.”
“Yeah,” I said, looking out over the dark suburbs to the glowing city center. The building that stood out as the brightest-lit of them all was the city hall, its massive, ivory tower visible from all over Fillydelphia. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I hadn’t been spared from Pullmare’s wrath because of luck, but because the burning remains of Sterling’s house wasn’t the place our final confrontation was supposed to be; if we were to have a last battle, it was going to be in Fillydelphia City Hall on the night of the Summer Sun Festival.
“The mayor is a hero,” I continued for the waiting stallion. “The exact kind of hero this city deserves.”

	
		Episode 2: Learn to Fly



I woke up the next day sometime around ten, just as the blinds over the window that had been shielding me from the land of the living finally failed as the sun rose high enough for light to stream through. It wasn’t just my room getting brighter that woke me up, though. Joya had worked through the night on dresses for the Celebration; I’d spent most of my sleep listening to the gentle, steady hum of her sewing machine as, stitch by stitch, she turned bundles of fabric into her own little works of art. For the past half-hour, unfortunately, she’d switched off the machine and turned to some sort of tool that made a loud click every few seconds. It was maddening; every time my brain managed to pick out a pattern, the rhythm would change and I would stay awake a minute longer. The symphony of mechanical noise rose louder and louder until it reach a cresendo...and then it was silent again. 
It felt like as good time as any to get up, so I yawned, swung myself out of the silky sheets of my bed, and set my hooves on the cold, wooden floor. My back popped as I stretched it and my mouth, as usual, tasted like I’d spent the night licking the side of a mining cart. I fumbled, blurry-eyed, for the hairbrush on top of my dresser before giving up and giving my mane one good shake and stumbling out of my room. Marshmallow was gone, but the house still smelled like a bakery; probably helped by the fact that neither Joya nor I were any good at cooking and, since we had been left with a good supply of leftovers, had no desire to give it a try. 
Across the hall, the door to Sterling’s new bedroom was open, and the bed was empty. When we had arrived at Joya’s around midnight in the back of a police carriage, Sterling had been in some sort of muttering stupor that had left him all but dead to the world as we pulled him inside and assured the policemares that we were going to be fine. When they’d taken us into custody I’d been worried that we were going to be put into jail, but Sterling had made something of a name for himself in that area for causing accidents, and to them the explosion had been nothing more than a steady escalation of his previous failures. Nopony was hurt, and with his house gone, they let us go free.
I shut Sterling’s door and walked to the bathroom. What was supposed to be a quick once-over of my coat with a washrag and maybe a short dunk in a washbasin for my mane turned into a long soak in the tin bathtub. The city had turned the hot water back on, and I decided to take full advantage of their act of generosity--even if they had only been motivated to do so in the first place because of the prestigious guests arriving from all over Equestria for Princess Celestia’s presentation of the Summer Sun Celebration. Pullmare couldn’t have any part of Fillydelphia not looking its best, even the slummier ones. 
I plunged as much of my body as I could underwater, and kept only the parts of my nose necessary for breathing in the air above. With any luck, my mind would drift back to the times before I had to worry about a maniacal mayor trying to off me.
*        *        *

An hour later I stepped out of the tub, refreshed and looking like an overly-large prune. I toweled off as best as I could and headed downstairs, unsure of what to do with myself. Everypony else was busy with the preparations while I, so far, didn’t have much to do besides make sure my camera was working--an experience only rivaled in stimulation by watching paint dry. The floor of the store was covered entirely in pieces of fabric and discarded sheets of paper with designs drawn haphazardly on them. “Joya?” I called, trying to find her in the mess.
“Over here!” her voice answered from the back workroom. Inside, Joya worked at the center of a circle of ponnequins; dresses and a couple suits hung loosely from them. She had resumed the use of her clicking machine, and somehow managed to hum along with the unsteady beat. She looked up as I came in. “Well, what do you think?” she asked. 
I recognized my own dress, of course. It looked much the same as it had before: white satin gown with little jewels that weren’t quite diamonds sewn onto the hemline. The other dresses, though, I hadn’t seen before. “Did you do all this in one day?” I asked.
“Sure did,” Joya chirped happily.
Puzzled, I ran one hoof over the neat, uniform stitches and ordered lines of jewels on one of the gowns. If we were going to impress the high-class junkies from Canterlot and Manehattan, these were our best bet. “So...how?” I asked.
“Did I do them all so fast?” Joya said, appearing at my side. She smiled and turned to me. “Why, by staying up all night, of course!”
I recoiled at her sudden appearance. Her mane, normally in a neat bun, had fallen into a tangle of split ends and snarled curls. The eyes perched behind her sewing glasses were bloodshot, and bags hung heavy beneath them. “Are you, uh, sure that was a good idea?” I said. “The Celebration isn’t until tomorrow...”
“Well of course it is, sweetie,” she said, “that’s why I’ve stayed up so long; this isn’t my first Summer Sun Celebration.”
“But shouldn’t you be making outfits for, you know, customers, instead of a group of ponies you’ve only just met?” I said.
“Most customers order their dresses or suits weeks in advance,” she said, “so I have no problem taking a little time off to make a dress for you.”
“I didn’t say it was for me.”
“You didn’t have to.”
I rubbed the back of my head and mumbled a thank you while Joya sat down at her sewing machine. One hoof pumped the machine’s pedal at a steady beat, and two others guided a piece of satin through the electric needle. I looked around for something to do, and spotted a large box underneath a half-finished skirt.
“What’s in here?” I said. I walked over to the box, but resisted the urge to shake it.
“Oh, Sterling brought that up earlier,” Joya said. “I think it’s for you.”
“For me? Really?” I said. I tore open the top and found my camera lying inside. It looked better than when I had last seen it at the factory: the case was more shiny and sleek, and the flash guard was larger--something I had meant to ask him about after the last stint of photography left me seeing spots for hours.
There was a note attached. It read: Minty, replaced the film, cleaned the viewfinder, and found a new, better light bulb. Should work better now. His name was signed in a quick, scratching way as if he had been unsure of whether the letter was supposed to be formal.
“What’s in the package?” Joya asked over the din of her machine.
“It’s my camera--Sterling fixed it up just for me,” I said. 
“Awe, well that was awfully sweet of him,” she said.
I clutched the note to my chest and sighed. “Yeah, it really was.”
She tilted her head to the side. “Are you okay?” she said. “You look like you’re trying to inhale that letter.”
I snapped the note away from my face as quickly as I could, crumpled it up, and through it on the ground. “I don’t know what you’re talk about.”
“You know, Minty,” she said, waggling her eyebrows, “if I didn’t know better, I’d say you had a little crush on Sterling.”
“I do not,” I snapped. “How could I? He’s weird and awkward and only knows how to talk about machines...” My sentence petered out when I looked up and saw Joya still grinning at me. “What?”
“You’re face is so red that it’s turning your coat purple,” she said. She laughed. “And your voice keeps squeaking...”
“It does not!” I said, intending to sound forceful. Instead, my vocal chords chose that moment to betray me, and my voice pitched so high I could have broken glass.
“Dear, there’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Joya said. “It’s perfectly fine if you’re crushing on Sterling. Though I never really imagined he’d be your type.”
“Alright, alright, so I might like Sterling--a little,” I grumbled. I looked down at my hooves and sighed. “Doesn’t really change the fact that he doesn’t return the feeling.”
“Oh, and how would you know?” she said. “He fixed  the camera just for you, didn’t he?”
I snorted. “So now if someone does something friendly for another pony, that means they like them?” I carefully picked up the discarded note and smoothed it out before placing it beside my camera. “If that’s the case, then he might just be right about there being something between me and Grapevine.”
Joya gave me a look, but didn’t follow up on it. She wiped her brow and fed another piece of cloth into her machine. It whirred into motion as she spoke, “Well, that’s not the only thing he’s done.”
“Oh yeah, what else?” I said. “Did he offer to pick up my mail? I’ve heard that’s a sure sign a guy’s madly in love with you.”
Instead of answering, she tossed a suit at my head. I missed the catch and had to pick it up off the floor. The outfit was silky-white and had gemstones for buttons and cufflinks. In fact, when I looked closely, it almost looked a lot...like...mine. Oh no.
“Joya,” I said, “please, please, please tell me that you didn’t make him a matching outfit without asking.”
“What do you mean, without asking?” she said. “He requested it himself; he seemed to be under the idea that you asked him to the Summer Sun Celebration.”
The tops of my ears burned. “He- he said that?”
“Sure did,” Joya said.
Suddenly, everything I had thought about Sterling and the Celebration was different, and for once in a good way. It was a dizzying sensation, to say the least; the most I’d hoped for was to ask him to dance. Now, it went without saying that I could afford to get into the freakier aspects of our suddenly-elevated relationship.
“Maybe I should, uh, go talk to him,” I said.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Joya said. She didn’t look up from sewing machine, but I could still feel her eyes--somehow--boring into me.
“Why not?”
“I tried to take him one of Marshmallow’s leftover brownies,” she said, “and, well, he’s not exactly in the greatest mood to talk. Kept yelling about needing to finish some project.” She smiled and rubbed the back of her head. “Plus, Grapevine may have, uh, wanted me to tell you something.”
“Is it about what happened yesterday?” I said.
“No, nothing like that,” Joya said. “She just wanted you to come down to the Chronicler office, is all.”
Right, I still had a job. Probably. I snatched my camera up and threw it around my neck, where it hung on a brand new strap. “Then I better get going,” I said. “If Grapevine still wants me with her, it’s probably important.”
Joya nodded. “She did look a little frazzled, come to think of it.”
I gathered myself up and walked out of her work room, mindful of the mess spread across the store. A couple muffins sitting uneaten on a nearby plate were claimed, and I made my way to the front door.
“Do you need money for the ride to the paper building?” Joya called before I had a chance to get out the door.
“No, I should have plenty,” I said.
*        *        *

Plenty, as it turned out, was one and a half bits, which was only good enough to get me a few blocks closer to the Chronicler building, despite making sure to pick out the cheapest cab I could find. The driver had muttered obscenities the whole ride, which were directed at me once he realized how little cash I had.
The rest of the trip turned into an endurance test as I marched on a sun-beaten West Fillydelphia sidewalk with ponies who had caught the Summer Sun fever. They were already wearing some of their best clothing, and even in the worst parts of town colorful posters advertising this great city of Progress covered entire walls.
In my younger and more vulnerable years, I would have been caught in the romance of such a big event, and a few weeks ago would have spent every day leading up to the Celebration in a hurried frenzy of preparation to make sure everything was just right. Now walking down West Fillydelphia with a few days’ education in city life, I found myself far more interested in the amount of dust wafting up from the streets with the massive influx of traffic from outside the city.
In fact, I was so caught up in surveying the traffic that I didn’t take notice at first when a black steamcarriage pulled up beside me. It wasn’t until it’s side door opened that I started to grow nervous and consider backing away. When a voice from the interior hissed, “Minty!” I was ready to make a run for it.
I would have run, if it hadn’t been for Rainbow Remedy stepping out of the car at the last second. He smiled and walked over to me, his rainbow mane thrown every which way from the wind whipped up by passing cars.
“Minty,” he said, “it’s good to see you again!”
I smiled back. “Same here,” I said. “But what are you doing in this part of town?”
“Oh, just got done making a house call over at the Factory,” he said. “Saved my patient’s life, no big deal.” He looked at me, then up and down the sidewalk. “Though I may be asking, what’s a pony like yourself doing walking in this neighborhood? Unless you’re just the kind who likes long walks on the dirty city streets...”
“I was heading to the Chronicler building,” I said. I coughed. “Though I may not have, uh, brought enough money for the cab.”
He laughed and put a hoof on my shoulder. “How would you like for me to give you a ride?” he said. “We can get there faster than you can say acetylsalicylic acid.”
“I don’t think I could ever say that.”
“Exactly!”
I placed a hoof on the bridge of my nose and shook my head before climbing up into his car and scooting into the passenger seat. Rainbow Remedy climbed in and slammed the door shut behind him. I got a good look at the interior that I hadn’t been afforded the last time I had ridden with him. Though from the outside his car resembled the one his sister drove, the interior was a different story. The ceiling was too short--so much that he had to crouch a little to avoid hitting his head--and the carpet on the seats was tattered and frayed. The dashboard was cracked in several places, and the steam engine rattled and sputtered when he turned it on and pulled away from the curb.
I hacked and spat at the dust that flew in through the open windows when we pulled into the main traffic. If I finished the trip without becoming half sand monster, I would count myself lucky.
“So tell me, Minty,” Remedy said, interrupting my thoughts on what sand monsters used for food, “how was it being saved by our wonderful mayor from that explosion yesterday?”
“Oh, so you saw that?” I yelled over the engine noise. “Let’s just say it was less than pleasant.”
“Really? I never would have guessed,” he said. He grew serious. “This puts her at an advantage, you know.”
“How do you figure?”
“She now has the trust and thanks of thousands of ponies in the city who see her as somepony who defends her citizens, even at the risk of personal harm.”
“Okay,” I said, “how does that make a difference to our previous situation?”
“Look at you, using the big words,” he said. He coughed. “Right, anyway. Our plan before was to get her to confess to the Princess, yes? Yes.” He ran a hoof through his mane. “But, now it’s not so simple.”
“Why not?” I said. “Make her sing like a canary to the Princess and our job is done.”
“In theory,” he said. “The only problem, however, is that before we could just call a surprise audience and get her to talk right then and there. Now, her confession is going to have to be very explicit, and very public.”
“And that’s because...?”
“Ponies in this town aren’t very ambivalent towards Canterlot and the royalty,” he said. “Here, magic is rare and the Princesses are two very old and lucky ponies who managed to convince an entire country to worship them. A Princess’ word against their now-beloved mayor wouldn’t hold any weight; if we can’t convince the populace directly that Pullmare is bad, she’ll never lose power.”
I sank back in my seat. “Wonderful, just wonderful.”
Remedy steered the car around one corner, then another. Each time, he briefly looked behind him. After another turn and another look, his eyes narrowed. “I think we may have one other problem,” he said.
“What problem would that be?” I said. I looked behind us out of my window, but only saw a sea of uniform steamcars, and occasionally a carriage or two. 
“I believe my sister knows our situation, too.” He pressed the accelerator and the complaining of the steam engine turned into a high pitched whine as the car leapt forward. “We’re being followed.”
I tried to look again, but a look from Remedy held me back. Instead, I grabbed the edges of my seat as he began to weave his rickety car in and out of the traffic. “Is this really necessary?” I cried.
“Completely!” he said.
He barreled through a left turn and onto one of the few streets in the city that I recognized. “Hey, there’s the Chronicler,” I said. We whizzed by it without slowing down. “...which we just passed.”
“No time to stop,” Remedy said. Just hold on to something and try to put your head between your legs.”
“Why would I do tha-” I began, but was shoved into the position by gravity as the steamcar rose on two wheels as Rainbow Remedy took a right turn at around forty miles per hour.
The rest of the ride was a blur of somepony shouting and screaming while the doctor took his car to the absolute extremes a colt can take a machine. We zipped around and through traffic, and I’m pretty sure at one point caused a minor accident.
The noise eventually died down, mostly after I realized I was the one screaming and shut my mouth. The car slowed down, too, as we reached the outer edges of the city. Remedy didn’t protest when I stuck my head out to get a good look around.
Coming into Fillydelphia, I hadn’t gotten a very good look at where the countryside became the city, only the two extremes. In this area, the rowhouses moved further apart, and little, miniature pastures appeared in front of them. Most of the building materials were wood, instead of brick. I saw trees, real, big trees, for the first time in a week.
“Ah, Chestnut Hill,” Remedy said. “The city hasn’t quite made its way here yet, so it’s nice to come up here every once in a while to relax.”
“And to hide from Pullmare’s minions?”
He smiled. “That too.”
Rainbow Remedy brought the car to stop in front of a large, grassy hill with a few park benches at the top. The area was empty, save for us. I got out and enjoyed the feel of real, on-the-ground, grass under my hooves again.
I followed Remedy up the hill until we reached a large oak tree which shaded fully half of the top. Birds chirped from high up in the branches, and insects buzzed around the flowers at the base. Funny that I hated the big idea of moving back to Derbyshire, but it was the little things I missed.
“Well, this is the spot, but I don’t see her anywhere,” Rainbow Remedy. The illusion of a normal day was popped like the balloon of an annoying child, and I snapped back into reality.
“Who’s her?” I said.
Remedy reached into his hair and pulled out a small pocket watch. He checked it, looked up at the sky, looked at me, and carefully backed away. Before I could ask what the hay he was doing, I heard a loud sound coming from above me. 
I only had time to look up and see a blog of teal and pink before I was hit and knocked to the ground. “Ow,” I groaned.
“Sorry about that,” Starshine said. She stood up and shook herself off. “Landings are still a little shaky.” Except for a few bandages still wrapped around her head, she looked like she was back to normal, a far cry from the...thing I had witnessed in the hospital bed a few days ago.
“No, it’s fine,” I said. I stood up and stretched my back. “Shouldn’t you still be in the hospital, though?”
She shrugged. “I guess; but it’s way more fun out here.” To prove her point, she spread her metal wings and leapt into the air, not stopping until she was perched on the highest branch of the oak tree.
“Besides,” she called down. “Rainbow Remedy wanted me to meet you here.”
I turned to see him desperately trying to figure out how to whistle, but instead emitting some sort of spitting motion. “I thought you said we came here to escape whoever was following us,” I said.
“Well,” he said, “I may have exaggerated a bit.”
“How much is a bit?”
“Everything after ‘I think we have one other problem’,’ he said. “But all that about my sister being on to our predicament? That’s true.”
I groaned. Great, Rainbow Remedy had dragged me out of Fillydelphia, not that I didn’t mind that little bit, to meet with Starshine when I could have been with Grapevine actually figuring out exactly what was so important that she called me for. It went without saying that I couldn’t stay, so I started to walk back.
“Wait, Minty, where are you going?” Remedy called.
“The Chronicler,” I answered. “Maybe if I start walking now, I can get back before Grapevine blows a gasket.”
A bright white flash went off in front of me and suddenly Rainbow Remedy was there, less than a foot from my face. “So it’s Grapevine you’re worried about,” he said.
I, on the other hoof, had lost my balance and fallen over in surprise in his sudden appearance. I rubbed my head. “Ugh, don’t do that,” I said. “I swear, Ponies weren’t meant to teleport; it’s just unnatural...”
“More unnatural than flying?” he said with a sly smile. I grumbled, but let him help me up.
“So what was that about Grapevine?” I said.
“I just thought, if you’re so worried about what she’ll think if you’re late, then why not bring her back something important--like information, for example,” he said.
“And I’m guessing you’ll give that to me if I stay here and do whatever it is that you brought Starshine for?”
“Now you’re getting it!” he said. “And here I was, thinking I was going to have to resort to bribery or blackmail.”
“Uh, thanks?” I said. I resumed the walk back to the city. “The only problem is,” I said without looking back, “if Grapevine spent yesterday with you, I’d doubt she knows less than I did. Unless, of course, you lied to her.”
“I never lie,” he said quickly. “Besides, I wouldn’t have needed to lie yesterday; I hardly got a word in edgewise. I’m not even sure I said anything beyond ‘I agree’ and ‘You’re so right’.”
“Alright, alright, I get the picture,” I said. “So what is it that you’ll tell me that’s so important I’ll just have to stay.”
He pawed the ground rolled his head a little. “Oh, nothing special; just a little bit of history about my sister that might help yours and Grapevine’s investigation.”
I glared at him. “So you’re going to withhold information from us unless I do your job or whatever?”
“Not likely,” Remedy said. “I just won’t tell you until, say, tomorrow, right before the Celebration.” He shrugged. “It’s not like you need to know right now, it’s just if you want to. I’m sure a pony with instincts can go twenty-four hours without knowing some of the secrets her nemesis.”
I took one last look at urban Fillydelphia before lowering my head and facing Remedy. “What was it that you had in mind for me, again?”
“That’s the spirit!” he said. He laughed.
*        *        *

Back at the top of the hill, Starshine waited patiently for us. She seemed amused enough with seeing how fast she could open and close her wings. The sight was unsettling; every whip of the metal feathers looked like somepony unsheathing a dozen swords all at once, and right next to our faces to boot.
“Oh hey, you decided to show up after all,” she said to me when we reached her. She turned to Rainbow Remedy. “Did you threaten to blackmail her, like I said?”
Remedy shot her a look. “No, I convinced her in perfectly rational manner to come join us.”
“You used your sister as a bribe, didn’t you?”
He didn’t answer, and instead clopped his hooves together and stepped in front of me. He looked less like a doctor, and more like an overly-enthusiastic public speaker. “Alright, Minty,” he said, “you’re here today for one reason, and one reason only: to learn how to fly.”
He looked at me like he expected some sort of response to the affirmative, if not outright applause for such a high-brow idea. Rather, I chose to flap my wings and jump straight up, settling for hovering a few feet off the ground.
“Okay, lesson over,” I said. “Can you tell me about your sister now?”
“Points for the attitude,” Remedy said, “but no, that’s not what you’re learning today.”
Starshine bumped him out of the way before I could respond. “What he’s trying to say,” she said, “is that you can fly, but you can’t fly.”
“What?”
She sighed, then pointed at me. “What you’re doing right now, you would count as flying, right?”
I nodded.
“Well,” she said, “this is flying.” My protests fell on deaf ears as Starshine leapt off the ground, grabbed me around the waist, and soared into the air. We sped to the top of the tree, where she set me down gently on the highest branch.
“P- Please don’t do that,” I said once my hooves were safely on something solid again. “And what is it with you Weather Corps ponies and picking us normal folk up by the waist?”
I regretted what I said just a few seconds after the words left my mouth.
Starshine winced, but tried to smile. “It’s okay, really,” she said. “I started too fast again, didn't I?”
I looked down at the ground that looked like it was swaying far below. “Maybe a little.”
She sighed. “Sorry, I just...” She looked around, and leaned in close to whisper in my ear. “...I just felt really bad about last time. I failed you, Minty, and you almost died because of me.”
“That’s not the whole story, and you know it,” I said, stepping back a little. Not because I didn’t want her to whisper, but because she had a habit of spitting when she talked, and some of it was getting into my ear. “I’m the one that messed up, remember?”
Starshine shook her head. Her pink hair fell over her eyes, but she didn’t try to brush it away. “My mom was an instructor for the Weather Corps, and she always used to tell me, ‘There are no bad students, only bad teachers.’”
“She obviously never met me,” I said. When Starshine didn’t reply, I said, “If you really thought you were a bad teacher, you wouldn’t have shown up here in the first place.” I walked to the edge of the tree branch and spread my wings. “Now come on, I thought you were going to teach me how to fly."
A flicker of a smile appeared on her face, and Starshine joined me at the edge. “Alright, you want to really learn how to fly?” she said. Her wings snapped open with the precision of a well-tuned engine.
I bent my legs and flapped my wings a bit. “Oh yeah, I’m ready,” I said.
“Good, let’s start,” she said. She tapped me on the back. “For starters, your stance is all wrong...”
*        *        *

It was a good fifteen minutes before I was allowed to take flight, and another ten before we really got moving as Starshine took her time to explain to me how to fly, mostly through showing me the exact opposite of what I was doing.
“You’re trying too hard to imitate how a bird flies,” she told me. “You have to remember that not only do we have four legs, but our wings are attached to our backs; it gives us a different center of gravity.”
All of it was news to me, and I was afraid to tell her that I really had learned to fly by watching birds. Derbyshire wasn’t known for its Pegasi, and really the only other ones around were in the Weather Team, which was considered a Flight School wash up dumping ground by Cloudsdale. Not that anypony new in town would have known that. Despite their low position, or maybe because of it, the Derbyshire Weather Team held itself to a sort of standard that meant no mingling with the Lower Species, even another Pegasi who was raised in their midst.
Starshine spent the next few minutes teaching me about updraft and how to optimize how much I flapped my wings. “If you’re smart and know where to find the best thermals,” she said, “then you can go anywhere you want without having to tire your wings out.” She pointed at me. “You’re lucky that you’ve got natural wings; mine don’t catch air very well.”
She guided me over to a spot above a row of clapboard houses lining a quiet street. “Pavement always provides really good air pockets,” she explained. She slapped me on the back. “Now, I want you to try to fly over the entire road without flapping your wings even once.”
I wanted to refuse, but I didn’t want to let her or Rainbow Remedy, and by extension, Grapevine, down. Plus, it would be nice to actually learn how to properly fly. So, I took a big gulp and started to fly toward the street.
As Starshine had instructed, one I reached the air over the pavement, I spread my wings as far out as I could and stopped flapping. Instead of dropping like a stone, to my surprise I actually rose a little as I rode the thermal. “Woohoo!” I cried as I glided back and forth, finally feeling what it was like to be a real Pegasus.
Naturally, I chose that moment to fly out and away from the pavement and its lifting air. This time, I really did start to fall. There was a moment of terror before I flapped like mad and righted myself, taking big gulps of air as I did so.
Starshine appeared at my side. There was anger spread across her face, and it looked like she was about to yell at me. She must have realized it too, because instead she took several deep breaths before responding in an even voice, “Okay, that wasn’t that bad; we’ll just need to do it again.”
And we did. For another hour. And once she was begrudgingly satisfied that I could ride a thermal without turning myself into pavement decoration, we moved on to other techniques.
Next, she taught me how to bank and fly in a tight circle with all the precision of a falcon. It would have been easier to learn if I had managed to wrap my head around the idea that I had to almost close one of my wings for a fast turn. My brain seemed to have the idea that, shockingly, shutting down half of what kept me in the air while flying was a bad idea.
Of course, when I voiced the concern to Starshine, she looked at me like I had told her it would be a good idea to fly toward the sun sometime.
We practiced a few other techniques; mostly the simple stuff that I had never really been able to figure out on my own, but nothing that really required a heap of skill to do. After all, as Starshine informed me, “At best, we’re pushing you the level of a Cloudsdale schoolfilly today; if you want to really learn how to fly, it’ll take longer than one day.” She tapped a hoof to her chin. “Or longer than a month, really.”
It was jarring, but Starshine kept calm through the session, not having to raise or lower her voice the whole time. Not that she needed to change how she spoke to get across when I did something really bad, but it was a startling departure from her attitude back on Serenity, especially when I could tell it almost pained her to have to explain concepts even most young Pegasi know instinctively.
When I asked her about it, she said, “After he came back, Lightning and I had a little...talk. He told me about Rainbow Remedy’s idea; that if I could teach you, really teach this time, to fly and make weather, then Lightning would consider letting me back in the Weather Corps.”
“Glad Rainbow Remedy gave me a choice in the matter,” I said.
“Did you really expect him to?”
She had a point. “So,” I asked, “if you have to be a real instructor now, does that mean I won’t get to see the old Starshine anymore?”
She batted her eyes. “Maybe not in the air, but when we’re back on the ground don’t expect anything different.”
I smiled. “Never would have wanted you to be.”
*        *        *

For the rest of flying practice, Starshine spent her time explaining to me exactly why I couldn’t learn how to make weather for at least a few more weeks of regular practice. I tried to argue a little--mostly because of my inability to perform last time--but she wouldn’t budge on the issue. She said she wanted to make sure that if I ever had a repeat of the incident on Serenity, she would know with certainty that I could fly well enough to catch myself.
The sun was beginning to droop in the sky when we flew back to the hill with the oak tree where Remedy lay asleep on the park bench. I showed it more in my outward appearance, but I could tell that Starshine was beginning to tire. We came in for a light landing, or Starshine did anyway. My tired and overexerted wings finally gave in halfway through, and I fell into a heap at the foot of the wooden bench Remedy occupied.
He snorted and drowzily sat up, blinking in confusion. “What’d I miss?” Starshine filled him in while the doctor got up and stretched. “Sounds like the two of you had quite a time,” he said. 
“You could say that,” Starshine said.
“How’d she do?” he said.
“She can fly a little better than a baby sparrow; in a few months, I might be able to make something of her.”
“Splendid!” Remedy said. He pulled out his pocket watch and checked it again. “Are you going to stay around much longer, by any chance?”
Starshine snorted. “Are you kidding me?” she said. “I’m off the clock.” She nodded to me before leaping into the air, doing a backflip, and soaring off in the general direction of Serenity.
Once she was out of sight, Remedy said, “Well now that that’s over, why don’t we see if I can’t get you back to the paper office before they send out search parties, eh?”
“What about telling me about your sister?” I said. “I held up my end of the bargain.”
“Oh come on, there’ll be plenty of time for that on the ride over,” Remedy said. He beckoned to the car. “Best to get going before we start, or we’ll be here all night.”
I reluctantly followed him back to the steam car and remained quiet as he peeled away from the hill and back onto the roads of Fillydelphia. They were much less crowded at this later hour, so the ride was almost pleasant in his claptrap car.
“So,” he said after we reached the main street that fed back into Fillydelphia proper, “what do you want to know?”
A thousand questions popped into my mind, but I chose the obvious one first. “What was the point in me learning to fly today?” I said. “I mean, is it really going to make a difference when we confront Pullmare?” Okay, so two obvious questions. Along with flying, I’d never really been good with math, either.
“My sister has always been, er, powerful in magic,” he said. He took a slow right turn where earlier he had sped around the curve so fast we had ended up in the oncoming lane. “Not talented, mind you; they never called her that. When she went up to the same board I did to enter into the Trottingham School for Talented Young Unicorns, they told her that she had raw power, but no way real way to control it.”
“The fire,” I said.
“Exactly. She’s never been able to do any other spells or tricks or conjugations, but her power in fire is unrivaled. When I went away to the School, and later to Concealed College, she stayed home and focused on her one and only strength, which she became very adept at.”
I gulped. “So how exactly is flying supposed to help me against that?”
“Oh, it’s not,” he said.
“What?” I said. “You dragged me all the way out of Fillydelphia, and away from Grapevine for nothing?!”
“Not for nothing,” he said. “The point wasn’t to teach you how to fly--we can do that any time--but to get you a little bit of confidence, which is something, according to Grapevine, that you’re lacking.”
I told myself that I would need to talk to Grapevine about that later. “And just how does learning how to fly build my confidence?”
“Well, for instance-” he began. His horn glowed and flashed, and suddenly I was twenty feet above the motorway, and falling fast.
I caught myself halfway down and glided to where Remedy had parked the car beside the road. I glared at him the whole time. “Not funny,” I said.
“Well, how do you feel?” he said.
“Annoyed and angry,” I growled.
“But are you afraid?”
I paused, and when I thought about it a little, wanted to slam my head against the side of the car rather than respond. “No, I guess I don’t feel afraid,” I managed.
“See, confidence!” he said with a cheeky grin.
I gave him one more angry look before letting it go and climbing back into the car. After he started off again, I said, “Alright, so you have a point about that; is there anything else that you know that can help us against Pullmare?”
He sighed. “Unfortunately, I haven’t talked to her much since she came to the city a few years back, so nothing very recent.”
“How did a unicorn from Trottingham make it all the way to Fillydelphia, anyway?” I said.
“It was when I was still at Concealed College, and Golden was staying with our parents,” Remedy began, using what he had given for his sister’s real name. He looked down. “They died aboard the Celestia’s Grace, the first--and so far, last--passenger aeroplane. After that, my sister must have seen her chance, and took both of our sizable inheritances and fled to Fillydelphia.”
I touched a hoof to his shoulder. A look from him kept from saying more about that issue, though. Instead, I asked, “So how did a moderately-rich mare just arriving in the city become the richest business owner and mayor?”
The lines around his face relaxed. “You’ve heard of the parasprite infestation about thirty years ago, correct?” he said. I nodded. “Well, for almost twenty years, the city didn’t recover. The little buggers had wiped out almost every business and industry in Fillydelphia and most companies, rather than rebuilding, simply chose to move their business elsewhere.” He paused. “It wasn’t until my sister came that she got the city back on its feet. She was the one that talked the then current mayor into lowering business taxes to almost nothing to attract more companies, and easing up on immigration so those same companies could hire the cheapest workers.”
“Wait, so Pullmare’s the reason the city is in the shape it is?” I said. I’d known she was important to the city, but not to that extent.
“There’s much to be said for her tactics,” Remedy said. “It helped that her love child, the Pullmare Company, was the heart of the new revitalization. When the time came to elect a new mayor, nopony even bothered to run against her.”
“If she’s so important to the city, what’s going to happen if we do defeat her?” I said.
Remedy shrugged. “Hopefully we get the chance to find out.”
The car slowed down, and I realized that we had reached the Chronicler building. With a rattling shake, the steam car stopped at the front door.
“And here we are,” Remedy said. “I hope I answered your questions satisfactorily.”
“I guess,” I said. I scratched my head. “Though not really for anything that can help against Pullmare.”
“Ah well, what can you do?” he said. He opened the door for me and I got out. The door shut and he said from inside, “And here, again, I drop you off in front of a building with your mission to go inside and talk to Grapevine.” He looked bemused. “I hope your choice is different than previously.”
I stuck out my tongue, which turned out to be a horrible idea as he roared away and dust got on to it and into my mouth.  I coughed and hacked for a minute before walking inside the Chronicler.
*        *        *

The front room was dark, but it was late in the day so I just assumed that the secretary had gone home. I didn’t really notice anything unusual until I walked into the newsroom. The room was still lit by a row of fluorescents on the ceiling, but it had a great, dark empty feeling to it. Instead of the day-and-night hustle and bustle of ponies working to get the latest edition of the paper out, the room was silent.
What remained of the room’s vitality were a few typewriters and printing presses, empty of the paper they had once held. I was thinking hard about leaving, assuming Grapevine wasn’t there, when I heard sound coming from Ornate’s office.
I opened the door and inside was Grapevine, leaning back in our boss’ wide-backed chair, staring at the ceiling. I couldn’t tell if she noticed me come in or not, so I raised a hoof in greeting and said, “Hey.”
She didn’t move or look away from whatever corner of the office she was staring at, but she said, “Well look who decided to join us.”
“Sorry,” I said. “I got caught up with Rainbow Remedy...”
“I figured.” The room grew silent.
I cleared my throat. “Um, what happened here?” The office, like the newsroom outside, was bare save for Ornate’s desk and the chair Grapevine sat in; all the tacked up pictures and paper and the file cabinets in the corner were gone.
The chair creaked when Grapevine adjusted her position a little. “Peece came with the police,” she said. “They took everything they could get their hooves on; claimed it was for ‘Disturbing the public trust,’ or whatever.”
“What about the other staff?” I said. “Where is everypony?”
“Peece scared most of them off,” Grapevine said. She leaned forward and the chair settled back on all four legs with a thump. “They arrested Orante and a few of the other reporters; the only reason I didn’t go with them was some special order they had.” She looked up at me for the first time. “I assume part of that is your doing?”
I nodded. “Pullmare isn’t going to want any of us missing the big show,” I said.
“Great, wonderful.”
“Are you okay?”
“Does it look like I’m okay?” she said. Upon closer examination, she was right; her eyes were bloodshot and her coat was matted and tangled where it was usually so uniform and neat. Her mane, though, remained as unruly as it always was. 
“They took everything, Minty,” she continued. “Everything. All the evidence we had gathered; interviews, documents, pictures, whatever. Peece has them now.”
Cautiously, I asked, “Was all that really so, um, important? I thought we were just going to get Pullmare to confess to everything on her own.”
“Of course it’s important!” Grapevine said. She looked like if she didn’t stay angry, she would break down in tears. “Without any evidence to look at, we have no idea what she’s doing, what she’s planning. If we go to the Celebration without knowing exactly what we’re trying to get her to say, we might as well give up now.”
She let her head drop onto the desk with a thud. “Even after all we’ve done, Pullmare’s still one step ahead of us,” she said. Her voice was muffled by the desk’s wooden top.
I tried to think of what to do, but couldn’t find any words. The stress and weight of everything happening was weighing down hard on her, and couldn’t help but feel like a bystander watching a one-sided kickboxing match. In fact, the way she was acting almost reminded me of how I had felt with Lightning up on Serenity... 
Suddenly, an idea popped into my head. “Hey, Grapevine, can I ask a question?” I said.
“Whatever.”
Continuing, I said, “Is there a way to get to the roof?”
*        *        *

A stray brick propped open the door as we stepped onto the concrete top of the Chronicler building. Grapevine had reluctantly followed me to the roof, and now paced around, looking impatient.
“Okay, we’re here,” she said once I had joined her near the edge. “Now, can you tell me why I’m up here?”
“You seemed a bit stressed,” I said.
“Are you suggesting I should jump off?”
I laughed. “No, you just reminded me of how I felt after coming back from the jail a few nights ago, and I remembered how a friend helped me get over it a little bit.”
She rolled her eyes. “And that would be...?”
“When was the last time you watched the sunset?” I said. I picked my words carefully, going out on a wing. “Like really watched it, not just glance at it?”
“I don’t know, why?” she said.
I wordlessly pointed behind her. The sun had indeed begun to set on Fillydelphia, and the view was spectacular, though still trumped by the view from Serenity. Fading sunlight glinted off the towers around downtown, and made both the Delamare and Schuylhoof rivers sparkle like diamonds in a cave. We watched electric lights blink on one by one in the reddening light.
“See?” I said. Grapevine nodded, her eyes fixed on the view. I wanted to say more, to reassure her that things would turn out alright somehow and that it was best not to worry so much about such things, but I think she got the message.
After a while, I sat down with my back to the door and watched her, held still by the view of the cityscape. She stood there for a long time, long after the moon had risen and the city came alive in an electric fervor. 
I was half-asleep at that point, but some time later I thought I heard her whisper, “Thank you.”

	
		Episode 2: You Gotta Fight (For Your Right to Party)



I groaned and sat up, cradling my head in my forehooves. It felt like somepony had spent the night slamming my head into the concrete roof of the Chronicler building. I held a hoof in front of my face in a vain attempt to ward off the sunlight streaming over the rooftops and between the skyscrapers of Fillydelphia. Who was Celestia trying to impress, anyway? It’s not like she had much competition when it came to raising the sun.
My back popped and creaked when I moved onto my hooves, a result of using a building for a bed. Strangely, though, only half of my body felt sore in that kind of way, the other felt...I don’t know, rested? I looked to my left, and my heart sank when I saw the reason why. Oh no.
“Bah!” I cried, jumping away as fast as I could from the sleeping form of Grapevine. I scrambled across the roof and laid on my back, breathing hard. Calm down, I told myself. What’s the matter with two friends sleeping together for warmth? A bottle of whiskey clinked when I moved one hoof out from under me. Okay, maybe a few things. 
I looked around a little before softly calling, “Hey, Grapevine...are you up?” No response. I tiphoofed over to where she lay and said a little louder, “Uh, I think it’s time to wake up.” She sniffed but remained asleep. I took a big gulp and poked her. “I think you should probably go ahead and get-”
She awoke with a start and jumped up, slapping me in the face with one hoof. “Huh, z- what, who is that?” she said. She glanced around until her eyes locked on me, lying on the ground where I fell. She scratched the back of her head. “Oh, uh, sorry Minty; didn’t see you there.”
“It’s alright,” I said, taking the offered hoof and pulling myself up. The spot on my cheek where she connected throbbed. “I probably should have expected that.”
“Probably,” she said. Grapevine popped her neck and ran a hoof through her hair, which had no visible effect on its tangled mess. “So what’s going on?”
“You tell me,” I said. I kicked one of the empty bottles and sent it flying off the roof. “What exactly happened last night?”
For the first time, Grapevine took notice of the whiskey bottles and blankets lying around her. Her eyes sped from them, to me, then back to herself, and the cycle was repeated several times over with her eyes getting wider and wider until she finally shook her head and laughed. 
“It looks to me like we found Ornate’s liquor cabinet,” she said. “Sorry if I fell asleep on you; I do that sometimes.”
I coughed and looked away. “Are you, um, sure that was it?”
“You’re implying something?”
“No...”
“Good,” Grapevine said. She rolled her eyes when she saw me blush. “Don’t flatter yourself; you’re not exactly a stallion.”
“I think I’ve managed to figure that one out.”
“Just making sure you remembered,” she said. “Wouldn’t want you getting any wild ideas about last night.”
“Oh, I won’t,” I said. But that wasn’t true. Drunken memories were already coming back, and I was starting to suspect there was an entirely different reason for my soreness. Still, better not to bring it up to Grapevine, I thought. Not right now, anyway; she’d just blow me off.
“Right, well, let’s go ahead and get off this roof,” Grapevine continued. I followed her as she led the way back into the Chronicler offices.
The marks of a wild night were more apparent downstairs in the newsroom. Broken bottles and upturned crates lay everywhere, as well as their foul-smelling products. Printer’s ink was spattered on the floor into a crude drawing of Pullmare. Vulgar and suggestive graffiti surrounded the drawing, and while most of them were scrawled in Grapevine’s hoofwriting, I winced when I saw some of them written in Germane.
“Shouldn’t we, uh, clean this up?” I said.
“Would there be a point?” Grapevine answered. “It’s not like anypony’s going to show up today.”
“Well I still think we should at least try to keep it nice.”
“Fine, you do it.”
I looked around one more time at the aftermath of an exceedingly messy night and shook my head. I didn’t exactly agree with her reasoning, but didn’t want to spend part of my possibly-last day in the city cleaning up our mess. “Nah, you’re right,” I said.
We walked out of the building and Grapevine locked the door behind us at my insistence. The streets were empty save for mares, and a few stallions, making the walk of shame home after being kicked out by whoever they had spent the night with. I was ready to comment on this to Grapevine, until I realized the comparison struck a little too close to home. I shook my head, again. The cold morning air was obviously getting to me.
But that wasn’t the only feeling our trip invoked. The tall buildings loomed over us as we went, standing about and solemnly guiding us to our destination like great guardians of Tartarus. It came from the uneasy feeling that our journey, our last journey of that night would begin soon, and it was from Joya’s shop it would start.
We arrived at the West Fillydelphia store in silence. I expected Joya’s shop to be as asleep as the rest of the businesses around it, but it blazed bright as the evening star. I moved to knock on the door, but Grapevine barged through without a glance around. 
The first thing that struck me when we walked in was how clean the salesroom was. The ponnequinnes once more stood bare in neat orderly rows, and outfits sat folded on their shelves. Joya looked up in surprise when we came in, but her face quickly grew a smile and she bounded over to us.
“You’re here, you’re here!” she said. We were both wrapped in side-splitting hugs as she picked us up and brought us to a circle of ponnequinnes that she had prepared. On them were five dresses and two suits. Mine and Sterling’s were right next to each other’s, of course.
I had seen them before, so while still impressed, I wasn’t quite in awe, but it was apparently Grapevine’s first time to see her dress. The gown wasn’t as flowing as mine, and really would rest just below her flank. It was royal purple, and had some sort of stylized question mark lying just below the chest, outlined in gems. 
“I- it’s amazing, Joya,” Grapevine whispered, running a hoof along the silk fabric. “Did you really do all this by yourself?”
“Yep,” Joya said. She frowned. “Why does everypony find that so hard to believe?”
I put a hoof around her shoulder. “We’re just grateful, is all,” I said. She regained her smile and motioned for Grapevine to come over to the middle of the circle. Joya pulled the dress over Grapevine’s head and let her walk around a little bit, the dress flowing over her as she moved.
“Like what you see?” Grapevine said when she saw me looking. I glared at her but she shrugged it off and turned to Joya. “The dress is lovely.”
“Glad you think so,” Joya said. She let Grapevine walk around a little bit more while I saddled up to her.
“So, uh, has anypony else arrived yet?” I said.
“Sterling’s here, yes.”
“That isn’t what I asked.”
“More or less,” she said. “He’s in the basement, last I checked.”
I thought about saying more, but instead just mumbled thanks and walked back past the register and the kitchen to the basement door. I’d only been down there once, and it had scared the daylights out of me. Now, I was scared to go down for a different reason.
The basement was dark, and I made sure to flip on the lights before I descended the rickety stairs. Didn’t want a repeat of last time; I still had a bruise on my rump from that fall. 
Her basement was similar to what Sterling’s had been; messy and disorganized. Instead of machine parts, however, bolts of fabric and old ponnequinnes littered the ground and made piles in the corner while design drawings lay everywhere.
Sterling himself sat with his head down at a bench in the middle of the clean spot in the room. He looked to be lost in thought as he peered down at something in his hooves, and every few seconds he would reach up and scratch a little spot behind his left ear.
I walked up beside him and said, “Hey Sterling, what’re you doing?”
He jumped and sent a screwdriver flying through the air. “Oh, um, hey Minty,” he said. “I was going to ask Joya to send you down, but I guess you got back faster than we thought.”
“And what exactly did you want me for?” I said. A few ideas came to mind, but weren’t exactly likely at that point in time.
“Remember the machine you asked me to build?” Sterling said.
“Yeah...”
He held out the little box he had been fiddling with. “Well, I finished it,” he said. The machine looked liked little more than a plain box, with two buttons on the top; one green and one blue.
“How exactly does it work?” I said.
“Well, the initial machine was much too large and complicated for what we needed,” he said, “that is, until Rainbow Remedy stopped by last night and lent his magic to my work. This is the result.”
“That’s great,” I said, “but I meant to ask what the buttons do.”
“Oh.” He blushed and held the box closer to my face. He pointed first to the green button. “This button activates the feature you asked for: it can amplify somepony’s voice loud enough to be heard from up to one hundred feet away.”
“What’s the blue one do?” I said.
He pressed it and said, “It records your voice...” He let it go then tapped it again, saying, “..and plays it back again.” Sure enough, the little box spoke Sterling’s exact words. “Rainbow Remedy said you might find a use for it.”
I felt my eyes widen. “So...I could get Pullmare to confess backstage, and then play it in front of everypony with the amplifier?”
“Well, yes, I guess you could...in theory.”
I grabbed him by the shoulders. “Do you know what this means?” I said. 
“Um, no?”
He was wrapped in a quick hug by me before I could let my brain take over and tell me to cut it out. “It means we have an actual advantage over her for once,” I cried.
“T- That’s great, Minty,” Sterling said. He coughed. “And not that I don’t mind, but don’t you think your hugs a little tight?”
“Oh, sorry,” I said. I let go of him and quickly backed away, trying to hide my reddening face. “Just nice to know we might not be completely screwed tonight.”
“Glad to know I could be of service,” he said, then laughed. “I just hope it’ll help when you’re at the Celebration.”
“You mean when we’re at the celebration,” I said carefully. “We’re going together, with matching outfits and everything, remember?”
Sterling smiled, just for a second. “Right.”
*        *        *

After a few minutes of awkward silence and constant attempts to bring up our impending date for the Celebration but never getting the courage to actually say anything, I excused myself and went upstairs.
In my absence, Marshmallow had shown up, her hair done up in a rough bun and reading glasses perched on her face. “There you are, Minty,” she said.
“Yeah, here I am,” I said. “But I thought you and everyone else were going to come over later today?”
“Rainbow Remedy and Starshine are working on something before they get here,” Marshmallow explained, “but Joya stressed how important it was I showed up early.”
“How come?”
“Because of this,” she said, using her magic to levitate a box from out behind her. The box opened in front of her, revealing a variety of brushes, makeup, and other such tools inside.
“You came here to fancy yourself up?” I said. “Couldn’t you do that from home?”
Marshmallow smiled. “They’re not for me...”
I looked at Joya, who was smiling expectantly at me, and at Grapevine, who had a little smirk adorning her face. “Wait, wait,” I said, “why do I have to get done up? I’m the only one here who showers every day and everything!”
“You need this more than the rest of us,” Marshmallow told me. “The first battle you’ll fight tonight is with Pullmare over looks. If you’re going to want everypony to take you seriously when you reveal to them that their beloved mayor is a psychopath, then you’d do best not to look like a street bum.”
“T- That makes sense, I guess,” I said. “But are you sure we have to do a full makeover? Maybe just run a brush through my hair...”
Marshmallow started up the stairs. “I’ll run a bath.”
I watched her disappear into the upstairs bathroom. “Do I really look like a street bum?” I said.
“Yep,” Grapevine said from her seat behind Joya’s counter. Her eyes flicked over the latest copy of the Manehattan Times. “Like you just stepped out of a dumpster.”
“Not really,” Joya said, after giving Grapevine a look. “It’s just in comparison to Ms. Pullmare, who’s going to be all dressed up...”
“Yeah, I get the idea,” I said. I sighed and trotted up the steps to the upper story of the shop, leaving Joya to fuss over Grapevine sitting in her dress. We’d been a pretty simple family back home, and besides bathing more often than acceptable in earth pony cities, I’d never actually done anything to my appearance more than run a comb through my hair. Mother had said it wasn’t proper to dress one’s self up too much, that it wasn’t the Germane way.
I pushed open the bathroom door. Well, considering my past week, I thought, the Germane way can go take a jump into Styx. Marshmallow was waiting for me inside, her tools of cosmetic trade spread out on the room’s small counter and inside the sink. The washbasin was already filled.
“Get in,” Marshmallow said.
“Won’t it be a little cold?” I said.
She smiled. “I activated my family’s account, just for today. We’ve got hot water and the best supplies bits can buy.”
“Alright then,” I said. I took a deep breath and eased myself into the water. Like she had promised, it was warm. Hot, even. Not the kind of uneven hot that comes from boiling the water over fire, but a nice, uniform warmth that spread over the whole top.
I let myself lay back and fill out the tub. “This is nice,” I said.
“You haven’t seen anything, yet,” Marshmallow said with a short laugh. Her horn glowed and bubbles began to spread across the surface of the water while a tingling sensation began on the surface of my skin.
“What’s happening?” I said. I resisted the urge to frantically scratch at my scalp.
“Do you like it?” Marshmallow said.
Before I could ask just why she would think I was enjoying feeling like a pony-sized poison joke rash, the tingling stopped. It was replaced, instead, with a blanket of warmth that settled down my flank and up my wings. I sighed in relief. “Where’d you learn how to do this?” I said.
“A spa back in Canterlot,” Marshmallow said. “My friends and I used to go there all the time, but I was the only one who wasn’t afraid to talk to the ‘help’. They were so eager to teach me what they knew that I felt bad for them; I don’t think anypony ever spoke to them besides giving orders.”
“How come?” I said.
Marshmallow spread some foul smelling liquid in my hair that caused it to untangle and fall down around my eyes, capturing me in a world decidedly more orange. “It’s just the way things are done in Canterlot,” she said. “You just pretend the poor aren’t there.”
“But I thought Canterlot didn’t have any poor.”
“Technically, Canterlot, the city inside the castle, doesn’t have a single underprivileged pony within its walls,” she said. “But all the little towns and suburbs around the mountain are fair game.”
My face burned a little when Marshmallow scrubbed at my flanks with another, different chemical; this one apparently made my cutie mark stand out. Or, in my case, made my lightbulb shine. “So the ponies in Canterlot just pretend the poor don’t exist?” I continued, half out of actual interest and half out of a desire to take my mind off the vigorous scrubbing I was receiving.
Not that she seemed to mind one bit; her voice didn’t waver no matter how hard she worked. “That’s the big reason my family and I never really got along,” she said. “They saw it as a non-issue, and I...didn’t.”
“Is that why they kicked you out?” I said.
Marshmallow laughed. “They didn’t send me to Fillydelphia until I decided to express my views publicly,” she said, “at the Harvest Moon Ball in front of every royal family in the city.”
“So you could say they were royally pissed off?” I said. Okay, even I had to cringe at that pun.
Marshmallow gave me a short pity chuckle. “You should have seen the looks on their faces.”
I didn’t get much of a chance to talk for a little while after that. Marshmallow applied even more herbal soaps and other stuff that I have no name for, all in the name of making me presentable. My coat was thoroughly washed, my hooves polished until they shined, and my mane brushed so many times I swore Marshmallow forget I wasn’t a doll. 
In the end, wrapped in a bathrobe and sitting on the edge of the sink while Marshmallow fancied up my hair again, I came to the conclusions that I both enjoyed looking like somepony who hadn’t walked right off a farm and that I never wanted to look that way again.
“Are we done yet?” I said, again.
“Almost,” Marshmallow said. “Remember, we don’t want to hurry a job like this.”
“But if we don’t go faster, the Celebration will start without us...”
She laughed and gave a little tug at one particularly pesky knot in my mane. “We’ll be done with plenty of time left,” she said. Then, she paused and said quietly, “I didn’t think you’d be so eager to go to this...knowing what’s liable to happen.”
“I’m not eager, not really,” I said, “it’s just that if I focus only on what’s coming next, maybe I can keep the fear away for a little while.” I had a quick look at the door to make sure nopony was eavesdropping before I told her quietly, “Don’t spread it around, but...I’m scared.”
“It’ll be our little secret,” Marshmallow said. “Though, I won’t tell you that you don’t have any right to be scared; underestimating Miss Pullmare is the last thing you want to do.”
“Speaking from experience?”
She nodded. “Miss Pullmare was the first pony to greet me when I came here, and she and I butt heads every chance we get. That job at the library is what I fell back on after she had my last venture closed.”
“What did you do before working in the library?” I said. For some reason, I found it difficult picture her doing anything but handing out books all day.
“It was a soup kitchen that was sitting on prime retail land,” she said. “First it was the almost-daily inspections, then paying off critics to give us bad reviews...we had to call it quits after ‘sompony’ let loose a dozen mice in the kitchen.” She sighed. “The site’s a department store now, owned by the Pullmare Company.”
“It sounds like you’re pretty invested in us beating her tonight, then,” I said.
“I don’t want you to just beat her,” Marshmallow said, “Make her regret that she ever came to the city.”
I blinked at how quickly Marshmallow came to a passionate response. Though, I couldn’t blame her, or really even disagree with her. My hair was finished anyway, and I was instructed to follow her downstairs for my dress.
*        *        *

It was dark outside by the time that all of us, save for a still-absent Rainbow Remedy and Starshine, were fitted into our Summer Sun Celebration outfits. Grapevine and Marshmallow lounged around in theirs, Marshmallow’s being just a touch-up of an old deep crimson Gala dress, over by the store’s register while Sterling and I stood awkwardly next to each other in our matching clothes over by the kitchen door.
Joya, meanwhile, twirled around the room haphazardly in her newly-revealed dress. It was a pink and white frilly thing, and bobbed in the air whenever she took a flying leap. “I’m done,” Joya shouted repeatedly as she pranced around. “I’m done and everything looks perfect!”
Her mood was contagious, and soon we were all smiling and grinning like it was Hearth’s Warming morning. It was Grapevine, though, who was the first to return to our usual reality.
“So where’s Remedy?” she said. “It’s getting late; if we don’t leave soon, we’re not going to get there until the party’s half over.”
“I’m sure they’ll be here soon-” Marshmallow started, but trailed off when a knocking came at the front door.
Joya leapt up and threw open the door, but instead of our rainbow-maned friend, there stood a brown-coated earth pony wearing a duster a few shades darker than he was. “Well, hi,” he said to the donkey in front of him whose head looked like it was barely containing the smile on her face.
“Come on in,” Joya cried, pulling him inside.
“Am I at the right place?” he asked in his same drawl that he had used at Serenity’s docks.
“You’re there,” I said. I took a step toward the middle of the store, closer to the airship captain who had given me a courtesy fly up to Serenity after my night with Pullmare.
His eyes widened. “Well there you are,” he said. “And don’t you look a might pretty tonight!” His gaze swept over me and rested on Grapevine, who had quietly walked up beside me to study our new arrival. “Why, your friend here isn’t too bad, either.”
“Just who in the hay are you?” Grapevine snapped.
He made as to take off his hat and sweep it across his chest, though he had nothing with which to sweep. “Name’s Malcolt, Malcolt Reinolds. But you can call me Mal; all my friends do.”
“Alright, Malcolt,” she said, “What exactly are you doing here?”
“Oh, excuse me, where are my manners?” he said. “Your friend Rainbow Remedy sent me here to pick y’all up and take you to the Celebration.”
“Take us in what, exactly?”
Mal led us, smirking, outside and onto the quiet sidewalk. Quiet, that was, except for a strange buzzing noise.
Even before Grapevine asked what the noise was and Mal answered, “Look up,” I was craning my neck up and starting to laugh like a fool. Hovering a dozen feet above Joya’s shop, buffeting the roof tiles in its wake, was Malcolt Reinolds’ airship. It looked the same as it had a few days before: gray-blue balloon surrounded by the metal struts of the superstructure, with a large cargo bay beneath.
“Well, what do you think?” he said.
“What a piece of junk!” Grapevine said.
“P- Piece of junk?” Mal said. He looked up at his ship, then back to her. “Now listen here, little miss, this ship may not be the belle of the ball, but she’ll get you where you need to go.”
“I’ll just be impressed if we reach the Celebration in one piece,” Grapevine said. “Speaking of which, how are we supposed to get up there?”
Mal was about to speak, but he turned around and stared up at his ship. “Why that-” he muttered. “Jennet, throw the ladder down already,” he called up. There was a short delay, but a rope ladder fell down to our level.
He threw the ladder to Grapevine. “You first.”
“You want me to climb this,” she said, shaking the flimsy rope and watching it sway all the way up, “in a dress?”
“It’s this or explaining to all the guards at the front door exactly why they should let you in,” he said. “So, get going.”
Grapevine glared at him but began to ascend the ladder anyway, and Marshmallow followed her up. Their dresses blew in the breeze, and I’m fairly sure Marshmallow turned a few shades whiter for most of the trip. Sterling went after them, until only Mal, Joya, and I were left on the ground.
Mal turned to me. “You ready?” he said.
“I guess so,” I said. “How did Rainbow Remedy even convince you to do this, anyway?”
“Told me I could add it to what you already owe me.”
“Wonderful.” I noticed that Joya was starting to move away from us and down the street. “You coming?” I said.
She turned. “Huh? Oh, no, I’m heading out to a fiesta uptown!”
“Um, why?” I said.
“Donkeys aren’t exactly...accepted...into Pullmare’s parties,” she said. “I mean, we’re allowed to go, but, well, I’ve had enough dirty looks to last me a lifetime already; I don’t need anymore.”
I winced. “Well have fun, alright?” 
“I will,” she said, then winked. “And I’ll be waiting for your triumphant return.” With that, she trotted off down the road, away from the City Hall.
I watched her go and then started up the ladder. It swayed mightily the whole way, but I extended my wings and kept my balance. As soon as Mal was up too, the blonde-maned pilot slammed the throttle down and the airship lurched away from Joya’s shop.
*        *        *

We soared over the city, heading for the bright beacon that was the Fillydelphia City Hall. Most of the other air traffic that I could see was already concentrated around the building’s main tower, so the rest of the skies were ours. I stood with Malcolt and his pilot, a cerulean-colored earth pony introduced as Haygan, in the ship’s cockpit while the others lounged in the cramped dining hall or cargo bay. Grapevine and Sterling seemed set on avoiding each other, which gave me a strange sense of relief.
“So how exactly is this going to go?” I asked once the tethering spires pinned to the top of City Hall came into view. “There’s going to be guards on the landing platform too, you know.”
“Yes, but the guards at the top won’t be so resisting when that friend of yours catches their eyes with a bit of loot,” he said. “They’ll let you in just fine.”
“If you say so,” I said.
“Hey, the Captain’s great in these situation,” Haygan said. He tapped a hoof against his chin. “Well, great at getting us into them, but as for getting us out...”
“Alright, that’s enough,” Mal said. “Just concentrate on getting us to that landing spire without drawing any undue attention to ourselves.”
“Right,” Haygan said. He steered the ship onto a leisurely, round-about course toward the tower. 
Before long, a foreign authoritative voice came over the ship’s radio. “Incoming craft, identify yourself and state your business at once,” it said.
“This is the airship Halcyon,” Haygan said into a small mike inlaid on the dashboard. “Our business is dropping off guests for the party.”
“You’re not on the list-” the voice said, but was stopped by a crackling sound on his side, like somepony was muting what was being said.
Eventually, a different voice came on. “Halcyon, you are cleared to land at Spire 4,” the new one said. “It’s the one marked with the blue lights.” The radio winked off, and our ship flew on toward our destination.
Malcolt took me through a hall and down a flight of metal stairs to the ship’s cargo bay. Unlike on my flight to Serenity, the bay was clean of stray parts and garbage. Everypony else was already there, including a fiery-red earth pony mare who stood protectively by her Captain once he entered. Jennet, too, was there, running his hooves testily along a massive rifle over by the bay’s door controls.
“Listen up,” Mal said. “We’re nearly to the party, and once we get there, I don’t want no funny business. When y’all disembark, you’re to keep your heads down all quiet-like and keep out of trouble until you reach Rainbow Remedy, he’ll be waiting inside.” He paused. “I’ve never had my ship impounded, and I don’t mean to start tonight, understood?”
When everypony nodded, he seemed to ease back a little. He trotted over to Jennet beside the door controls while I saddled up beside Grapevine.
“You nervous?” I said.
“No, I do this kind of thing all the time,” she snapped. When I winced, she looked away. “Just...ask me when it’s over, okay?”
I nodded. Neither of us got to say a word more as at that moment the ship ground to a metal-shrieking stop. We were there, apparently. I re-found my footing just as Mal punched a large red button on the console next to him and the cargo bay doors began to work their way open.
His two crewmates didn’t say anything to us, though the Captain himself gave us a parting, “Good luck,” that was barely audible over the sound of the door’s gears.
The doors opened all the way and the four of us piled out onto the airy landing platform. At that time, the party was already in full swing, so the area was empty save for a couple guards who refused to acknowledge our existence and a few late-arrivals dressed in ridiculously over-the-top outfits. They tut-tutted at our appearance and ship, but it was easy to ignore them. If we were going to get all riled up over some trust fund junkies, it would have been best to turn back right then. Behind us, the Halcyon raised its doors and heaved itself into the sky once more.
*        *        *

Rainbow Remedy was waiting for us on a landing inside the tower. The stairs were cramped and we were having a hard time of it when he stepped out of the shadow, dressed in what looked like an odd cross between a normal suit and a doctor’s coat.
“Good, you made it,” he said.
I was leading the way down, so I almost jumped out of my skin at his sudden appearance. “R- Rainbow Remedy, what are you doing here?” I said.
He looked at me like I might be daft. “I’ve come to lead you all safely to the party,” he said. “Starshine’s already waiting inside.”
“Since when is there an un-safe way to enter a party?” Grapevine said.
“Since Ms. Pullmare started posting guards at every entrance,” Remedy said. “She knows we’re coming, and she’s not going to make it easy.”
“So, uh, how are we going to get past the guards?” Sterling said.
Remedy smiled. “Just follow me.” 
He led us down, down to a door at the bottom of the tower. He gingerly opened it and waved us through. The hall outside was empty of guards or partygoers alike. “I paid off the guards here, too,” Remedy explained. “But don’t expect the others to be as malleable.”
We snaked down a series of side hallways less ornate than the rest, which Remedy told us were servant passages. The walls were panelled in unadorned wood that creaked under our hooves and got my heart beating faster whenever I thought somepony might be able to hear us.
The hall ended in a plain wooden door that Remedy opened to reveal a more modern office inside. The dark room was lined with two rows of wooden desks, each with a silent typewriter sitting atop them. On a normal business day, it would have been as boring as any other office, but at night, especially on that night, it was downright creepy.
“Where are we?” Marshmallow said.
“Used to be the council meeting room until they got a new one; now this is just an accounting office,” Remedy said. “We should be safe in here, for now.”
Grapevine nodded her head. “I remember seeing this room on the blueprints,” she said. “We’re not far from the main hall, and by extension, the party.”
“Then what are we waiting for?” I said. “Can’t we just go ahead and get in there?”
“It’s not that simple,” Remedy said. “We’ve been able to avoid guards by taking servant passages so far, but even those are blocked when they enter the main hall. If we want to get in, we’re going to have to get past Pullmare’s stallions.”
“How?”
“We’re going to split up,” he said. He pointed to Marshmallow and Sterling. “The two of you will go on ahead of us; Starshine is waiting inside for the two of you to enter the hall. Once you do, meet her at the guards in front of our entrance--there, you will start a fight to distract the guards, allowing the rest of us to sneak in without anypony being the wiser.”
“But, won’t we get thrown out?” Sterling said.
Remedy shook his head. “They wouldn’t throw out any of their boss’ guests. More than likely, the guards will simply advise you to break up the fight, maybe threaten you a little with expulsion; nothing serious.”
“And if they recognize me?” Marshmallow said.
“We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it,” Remedy said. He sighed. “I know we’re moving quickly, but we have no choice. Something big is going to happen tonight, and if we’re not riding that razor’s edge when it happens, she’ll leave us behind in the dust.” He stood by the room’s far door. “Just tell me when you’re ready.”
I turned to talk to Grapevine, but Sterling tapped my shoulder. “Minty?” he said.
“Y- Yeah?” I answered, trying not to sound flustered.
He pulled the amplifying box from one of his coat’s pockets. “Here,” he said, “just in case...just in case we don’t get a chance once we’re inside.”
I wanted to tell him not to talk that way, but I carefully placed the box inside a fold of my dress. “Don’t worry, we’ll be okay,” I said slowly. He looked away briefly before leaving to talk to Marshmallow and I hoped he had gotten the message.
While he and the princess had a low talk, Grapevine slowly, reluctantly, walked up to me. “Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” I said back. “You okay?”
“Do you really think this is the time to ask that?”
“Sorry, I just meant-” I said, but trailed off.
Grapevine sighed. “Look, I didn’t come to talk to you to make you upset,” she said, pulling something out from a saddlebag shoved under her dress. “I came to give you this.” The object was pulled out: it was my camera, still looking like new.
I took the offered strap and placed it around my neck, comfortable in its familiar weight. “Thanks so much,” I said.
“Just remember to get a picture for the story,” Grapevine said sullenly as she walked away from me to go look at some of the newer model typewriters in the room. I contented myself with checking every inch of the camera to assure myself that all was in working order; it was.
Finally, Remedy called us all to the door and peeked his head out. “All clear,” he said. We piled out of the office and into the high-ceilinged hallway decorated that night with bright cheerful signs hailing the return of Princess Celestia to the city after so many years of absence.
*        *        *

Remedy looked left and right before leading us along one wall toward the steady humming sound of conversation coming from the ballroom. When we got closer, I could see the doors had been forced open, giving us a preview of the party inside.
Massive banners strung from the balconies of the second floor overlooked a sea of gaudily-dressed ponies swarming over the tiled dance floor. Buffets piled high with food stretched out along the far walls while in the middle of them was a raised table that had at its center a special high-backed throne for the Princess. My eyes danced over her as she sat there, regal and bemused by the spectacle of the party, her technicolor mane flowing gently behind her.
“She’s really here,” I whispered before being hushed by Grapevine.
“Just remember why we need her,” Remedy said with his voice low. “And try not to gawk.”
Only a single guard stood at attention around the right door when we reached the cavernous Main Hall, but we made sure to keep to the shadows anyway.
“Show time,” Remedy whispered, prodding Marshmallow forward. Both looked at each other, gulped, and strode into the light by the door.
The guard, however, took at first no notice of them. Bored, his eyes briefly touched over the two before returning to scanning the room and, occasionally, the hallway where we hid. I thanked Luna’s lucky stars that nopony had bothered to make sure the hall was properly lit.
Marshmallow and Sterling loitered near the guard for a bit, nervously glancing around for the appearance of Starshine. It felt like an age had passed before our metal-winged friend showed up while noticeably lacking a dress of any sort, bouncing along and deliberately knocking hard against Marshmallow’s side in full sight of the guard.
“Hey, watch where you’re going,” Starshine said.
“Oh, um, I’m so sorry,” Marshmallow said quickly. I could hear Grapevine groan behind me before Marshmallow realized her mistake and, taking a quick look at the guard, said loudly, “I mean, watch where you’re going, you ruffian!”
“Ruffian, who’re you calling a ruffian?” Starshine said. “You only bumped into me because you couldn’t see with your nose so high in the air!”
“Why, where does common trash like you get the idea that you’re even fit to make such an accusation about me?” Marshmallow said, louder this time and with her face pressed close to Starshine’s who, for her part, looked genuinely surprised.
The guard, finally, took notice and began to amble toward the threesome, already muttering about having to break up another fight.
“Alright, get ready to go,” Remedy said, “just as soon as his full attention is focused on them.”
It was then, however, that a burly voice from behind us spoke, “You three, what are you doing here?”
We spun around and caught sight of another guard, the one who presumably was supposed to have been guarding the other door. Hopes of him not recognizing us were soon dashed as his eyes widened and he began to speak, “Hey, you’re the one Ms. Pullmare said to-”
He never finished, however, as one wall cracked under his weight as he was thrown bodily against it through Rainbow Remedy’s magic. Immobilized in a field of fluorescent greenish-yellow purple colour, the stallion’s eyes quickly filled with fear as he struggled to move his mouth but found he could not.
“Listen up and listen good,” Rainbow Remedy said menacingly, “we’re here for a very certain purpose, and that one purpose only. If anyone disrupts that mission, the consequences will be dire, do you understand?” The guard quickly nodded his head. “If you value your continued existence, we were never here,” Remedy said. Before the guard could respond, Remedy’s horn flashed and the stallion’s eyes slammed shut and his body slumped to the ground.
“Simple anesthetic spell, should keep him out for a few hours,” Remedy said. He grabbed two of the guard’s hooves and began the process of dragging him back to the accounting office.
“Was that really necessary?” I said once the guard was safely tucked away inside the room. “You could have just gone with the knockout from the start.”
“Spells can be broken,” Remedy said. “But fear has much trickier knots to unbind. We’ll be safe, from him at least.” Grapevine didn’t object, and only nodded solemnly while I shook my head but didn’t say anything more.
Marshmallow and Starshine had, miraculously, kept the fight going while we disposed of the other guard, and we quickly slipped past the harried stallion who was trying desperately to calm down the two apparently-crazed mares. Once they saw we were through, however, they dropped their conversation with a friendly smile and went on their ways, leaving the guard to scratch his head.
Inside the ballroom, the crowd was even larger than it had first looked. It was all I could do to keep close to Remedy and Grapevine. Starshine disappeared off toward one buffet table while I lost sight of both Sterling and Marshmallow on the dance floor. Classical music warbled from a band off in one corner, led by a gray mare with a strikingly-blue mane on the violin. The ponies dancing, though, treated the music like it was a faster sort of party music, and lurched across the floor accordingly.
“How are we supposed to find Ms. Pullmare in all this?” I said to Rainbow Remedy, having to raise my voice though I was right next to him. “I haven’t seen her yet, have you?”
Remedy shook his head and tried to pop his head over a swaying couple near him. Grapevine took to simply shoving people out of our way as we tried to make it to any empty area in the room. I scanned the crowd again, but saw no sight of Pullmare, an idea that both relieved and haunted me. If she wasn’t on the dance floor, then she was definitely up to no good.
I had my suspicions confirmed as the crowd suddenly parting around us on their own venture, nearly taking Grapevine with them they moved so fast. I was going to ask why when I noticed a spotlight shining down on us from above, herding us into its circle of light.
“Rainbow Remedy, my dear brother, and his wonderful friends,” an all-too familiar voice called out over the din of the crowd from her perch at Princess Celestia’s table. “Will you not join me for dinner on this special night?”

	
		Episode 2: The Mare Who Sold The World



The moment that Ms. Pullmare called us over to her table, the whole world froze. It was like a moment captured in time on a photograph; a freeze frame. For just a second, nothing existed but our little circle of light and the mayor’s judging, triumphant eyes. Then reality restarted and the murmuring crowd, looking at us now with newfound reverence, parted like a sea to let us walk on numb feet to the mayor’s table.
Rainbow Remedy’s sister sat atop her posh seat next to the Princess with a kind grin on her face and greeted us warmly when we arrived. “I’ll not have my own brother be subjected to the common dance floor,” she said. Three chairs were magicked from somewhere in the back of the room and brought to the table, two on one side and one on the other. 
Princess Celestia looked bemused as we were guided to our spots, Rainbow Remedy and I on either side of Pullmare, and Grapevine between me and the Princess. Servants rushed out fine glass plates edged in gold and crystal glasses to be put in front of us, and silk napkins for our laps.
Once we were settled, the crowd let out its collective breath and began moving again, swaying in a gentle motion as the band in the corner struck up Waltz in the Solaris. Pullmare was quick to take any opportunity we had of getting a first word in to the Princess by asking, “Princess Celestia, your grace, you remember my brother, Rainbow Remedy?”
“The same whose antiseptic spell during the entrance exam turned the judges’ robes to dust?” she said. “How could I forget?”
Rainbow Remedy chuckled. “Who would have thought an old stallion like Berry Biopsy could jump so high?”
I stared at him in both shock in admiration. He was talking to the Princess, the Princess, like she was just any other pony. And she responded to his joke with her own melodious laughter, too. Between the two of them, I couldn’t help but feel out of the loop.
Pullmare, at least, seemed to agree with me. When Rainbow Remedy mentioned his entrance to Concealed College, her eyes narrowed and she fought for the reins of attention once more. “Yes, well, glad you two are on such good terms,” she said. She took me by the shoulders. “I would also like to introduce you to my two special guests: the esteemed reporter, Grapevine Lulamoon, and...her photographer.” The way she looked at me after she said her piece, I wasn’t sure whether it was just plain old smugness, or a little bit of malice. Probably both.
“Did the guards not have you thrown out of my study several months ago?” the Princess asked Grapevine.
“No, no, that must have been...somepony else,” Grapevine said. She quickly turned down her eyes and focused hard on the empty plate in front of her. “When’s the food going to get her anyways?” she grumbled, her hooves crossed over her chest.
The Princess only smiled and looked at her as a mother would before focusing her terrifyingly-kind gaze on me. I did my best to sink back into my seat, or even into Pullmare. 
“Tell me, my little pony, what is your name?” she said.
“Mi- Minty Flower, your majesty,” I managed to stutter out before my tongue lost its nerve. Though I didn’t think of the words as such, they came out sounding more like Meenty Flauer, in an accent so heavy that I was surprised the words didn’t fall out of the air onto Grapevine’s plate.
“That is an interesting name,” the Princess said, “and a wonderful accent.” Then, before I could kick myself for letting my dialect get so thick again, she surprised me by asking, in Germane, “Do you speak in this tongue, Minty Flower?”
I coughed, and all I could give in reply was a surprised, “Ja.” I swallowed, and regained a little of my composure. “H- How do you know how to speak it, your majesty?”
“My duties sometimes require me to travel outside Equestria,” the Princess said. “Tell me then, little one, are you from Germaneigh?”
Speaking in my old language at least allowed me to regain my conversational footing. “No, but from a town near the border,” I said, “Derbyshire.”
If I didn’t stop looking at her face, I was going to run out of synonyms for “smile” by the time the night was over. As it was, her face somehow managed to smile in the same way she had been before, but at the same time give a different expression of nostalgia and remembrance. Weird.
“Ah, Derbyshire,” she said, “I remember your town well. It was many years ago that I held the Summer Sun Celebration there; and a fine Celebration it was.” After a second, she seemed to realize that she was staring off into space. “So, is this your first time attending the Celebration
I nodded. “Yes, your majesty.”
“And, are you enjoying yourself?”
My head bobbed again and I could feel my mouth form the words, “Of course,” but it was a lie. I didn’t want to upset her, of course; or worse, upset the crazed psychopath beside me watching our conversation intently.
While my mouth told the Princess and Pullmare what they wished to hear, my mind slipped away, back onto its old beaten tracks. Looking out over the swaying menagerie on the dance floor, I finally got a real sense of just how different Derbyshire and Fillydelphia were. The ponies here looked happy, sure, but they didn’t seem to be enjoying themselves. There was just something that wasn’t quite there for them, that held them back.
The Summer Sun Celebration in Derbyshire had always been the one holiday of the year that everypony looked forward to. Our farms were too far apart and the kids kept too busy to really celebrate a proper Night Mare Night, and it was hard to enjoy Hearth’s Warming or Hearth’s Warming Eve when whoever had pulled in a bad crop that year was as obviously starved as the ponies they were meant to portray in the play. 
So, for one day in the summer, our entire town came together to share food while it was still plentiful and dance and play games to everypony’s hearts’ content. It had been the one day a year that I stopped looking at newspaper jobs in Manehattan or Los Celestias and just enjoyed being at home. Because there wasn’t, at least on that day, a social caste or risk of public embarrassment to worry about: just fun.
“Are you alright?” Princess Celestia asked, this time in Equestrian. 
My mouth hung open when I realized I had been ignoring the Princess for several seconds. “Yes, yes, of course,” I said quickly, lapsing back into Germane.
To my surprise once again, the Princess followed me back into my native tongue for reasons I could not completely explain. “I asked if you were good friends with Ms. Pullmare,” she said. Her gaze drifted from me, to the mayor, and back again. “She seemed very intent earlier on finding her brother and his friends.”
I looked at Pullmare, seemingly content on idly chatting with her brother and paying attention to nary a word the Princess and I said. I might have tried to spill the beans to Princess Celestia right then and there, and let her figure out the details of Pullmare’s arrest, were it so easy.
Instead, I looked the Princess in the eye and told her, “The mayor and I are very...close. I don’t think I or my friends are ever far from her mind.” Not really a lie, but still.
Pullmare leaned into our conversation by putting her foreleg around me and spoke, unsurprisingly, in Germane, “Yes, I always make sure to keep them as close as, as they say, enemies.”
That seemed to satisfy the Princess, and she returned to talking to several esteemed delegates who had wandered over to our table. For all their boredom on the dance floor and around the buffet tables, they looked positively enthusiastic to talk to her.
Our food arrived at that moment, and while everypony else was distracted, Pullmare leaned in close and whispered where only I could hear, “Glad to see you’re not as stupid as everyone else thinks.”
I said nothing in return, and instead dug into the fancy salad on the plate in front of me and ignored the rest.
*        *        *

Grapevine spent most of the meal picking at her plate while I inhaled pretty much whatever food was put in front of me by another tuxedo-ed servant. Another trait I had picked up from Derbyshire’s Summer Sun Celebration, I guessed; to never leave a scrap of food left over. It almost made me forget that the mare sitting on the other side of me daintily enjoying her food would have more likely than not killed me if given the chance.
“You okay?” I whispered to Grapevine.
“Are you seriously going to ask me that?” she said under her breath.
“Well, I meant besides the crazy mare sitting next to me.”
She looked up at me. “Currently,” she said, “I’m currently trying to figure out just how we’re going to get Pullmare to admit anything and attempting to find just where Marshmallow and the rest are hiding.”
“Come to think of it, I didn’t see where Sterling got off to,” I said.
“They’re all in the corner, trying to hide behind one of the buffet tables,” Pullmare said sweetly, sticking her head next to mine. Grapevine and I froze. “What? I have ears, you know.”
“Uh...” we chorused in unified confusion.
Ms. Pullmare appeared to ignore our current state of mind and continued to watch the rest of our gathered group, standing awkwardly in a clump together in the far corner. “The one in the white suit looks positively smashing, wouldn’t you say, Minty?” she said.
I could almost feel my own eyes widen as I tore my lingering gaze away from Sterling, standing apart from the others though the whole group was already by itself. Even while Pullmare’s mocking gaze, loving how much she struck a nerve, kept itself on me, I could feel Grapevine’s own stare burning into the back of my head. She had seen exactly where my eyes had gone, as well.
“Why, I do believe that his suit is almost a match to yours,” Pullmare continued. “You wouldn’t be here on a date with such a handsome stallion would you?”
“Nei- I mean, no,” I said. 
“Oh, you are!” Pullmare said, almost squealing in delight. “Well, what are you sitting here for? You should go dance with your colt!”
I stared at Pullmare, trying to figure what her game was. From behind her mask of civility, anything could be lurking. I didn’t come up with anything, so all I said in return was, “I don’t think that would be the best idea...”
“But of course it would be,” Pullmare said quickly. “A mare should dance with her date, isn’t that right, Miss Lulamoon?”
Grapevine returned to staring listlessly at her food, and only gave a half-hearted, “Sure,” in return.
“See, she agrees with me too,” Pullmare said.
“But-”
“And it would be especially advantageous to dance before your feet catch fire from staying still for too long,” Pullmare said in a cold tone.
I sighed. “Alright, I’ll dance.” I pushed myself out of the chair while Grapevine looked away. Before I could make it far from my seat, however, Pullmare reached her front hooves up around my neck. 
“Can’t have you dancing with a camera around your neck, dear,” she said. “We wouldn’t want you to break it, now would we?”
Her hooves clumsily thumped me on the back as she removed the strap from my shoulders and I watched helplessly as my beautiful camera was placed into care of a psychotic mayor. She smirked when she saw me watching and gently ran her fetlock over it. “I’ll be sure to take wonderful care of it until you return,” she said.
I shook my head and made my way around the table out onto the dance floor. Wherever I walked, ponies stopped swaying and paused to whisper questions about the princess and the mayor or tell me about a proposition they had, some relating to business and some...not. It was a small miracle that I reached Marshmallow and the rest.
“Well look who decided to join us on the ‘common’ dance floor,” Starshine said. “How fun was it getting to sit with the Princess?”
“Pretty great, if you don’t mind the company that comes with it,” I said.
“Speaking of which, if you don’t mind me asking, why did she let you come down here?” Marshmallow said. “I mean, isn’t she afraid you’ll escape?”
“It’s not me she’s after,” I said, pointing back to the table. “She wants Grapevine and Rainbow Remedy.” I looked down at my hooves. “Plus, she took my camera.”
“Okay, that’s all fine and great, but then what exactly did letting you come over here accomplish?” Starshine said.
“Well, she wanted me to-”
I was cut off by Pullmare asking Princess Celestia, rather loudly, “Would you kindly instruct the band to play something more...jovial?” She flashed a smile that I knew was directed straight at me. “I wouldn’t want my dear friend, Minty Flower, and her date to get bored while dancing together.”
Princess Celestia smiled warmly and nodded her serene head in the direction of the orchestra. The violins sped and up and the cellos were picked to a rapid beat as the crowd began to move to the new rhythm.
“What did she mean by ‘date’?” Sterling said, speaking up for the first time.
“She seems to be under the, uh, impression that since we’re wearing matching outfits, that we must be here as a...couple,” I said.
Starshine raised an eyebrow. “Oh really now?”
I swallowed. “Yes, and she wants us to, um, dance.”
“You don’t sound very enthusiastic about it,” Sterling said. He lowered his head. “Is it the suit?”
“Nein, nein, du siehst gut aus,” I said quickly; too quickly, in fact, for my brain to figure out that it wasn’t time to speak Germane again. Apparently one night of frayed nerves was enough to neutralize years of training myself to speak in that language only when necessary.
The other stared at me with puzzled looks on their faces. “I mean, it’s just that she kind of threatened me if I didn’t dance with Sterling,” I said. “Threatened to set me on fire.”
They nodded. “So, I guess we should dance, then?” Sterling said, offering a tentative hoof.
“Right,” I said. I let him guide me out onto the dance floor with surprising agility, until we were almost in the center of the swaying mass. The uptake in the music appeared to have lightened the mood somewhat, though many of the ponies moving past us had expressions as dead and vacant as before.
Somewhere near the middle, Sterling turned to me and asked, “You ready?”
“I think so.”
He started stepping to the rhythm, but started to pick up at a rapid pace, until his feet were moving in sync with the beat while I struggled to keep up. My hooves didn’t want to properly obey what my brain told them to do, and Sterling had to catch me a couple times before I fell over myself.
“Where did you learn how to dance like that?” I said after he did a complicated two-step move.
“Fillydelphia Prep School,” he said. “I wasn’t always poor, you know.”
“Oh, right.”
There was another silence between us while I struggled to maintain something resembling his dance pattern, and Sterling seemed content with amusing himself by watching me. Eventually, he said, “You’re shaking.” He slowed down. “Are you okay, do we need to stop?”
I tried to steady myself and keep my knees from wobbling. “I’m fine,” I said, “it’s just the nerves.”
“From Pullmare?” he said.
“Yeah, that’s it,” I said, though it was the first time I had thought of her since we began.
Sterling sighed. “Is it because of this ‘date’ thing?” he said.
“No, no, that’s not-”
“Because, I mean, we’re just friends, aren’t we?” he said. “We’re not even really dancing together; more like just near each other.”
“Y- Yeah,” I said, forcing a smile, “and that’s a good thing, too.”
Before Sterling could drive any more nails through the conversation, Pullmare spoke up, as if she had been listening in the whole time. “Perhaps the band should play something a bit slower...more suited for all the couples here tonight,” she announced. The orchestra complied and soft concerto rang through the dance hall.
Sterling turned to me as all the other couples rose on their hind legs to put their forehooves around each other. “Should we?” he said.
I looked over at Pullmare, who was watching me intently from her seat. I could have almost sworn that the bottoms of my hooves got a few degrees hotter. “I don’t think we have a choice.”
Sterling and I awkwardly put our forehooves around each other and tried to dance. He led, but I wasn’t so good at following, and almost caused us to bump into a couple done up in diamonds and silk.
“See, this isn’t so bad,” he said. 
“Easy for you to say; you’re the one who can actually dance.”
He smiled a little bit, but then his expression grew nervous. “Grapevine said she was, uh, fine with us dancing, right?”
“Yeah, she seemed alright with it,” I said. “Why?
“She’s been glaring at me since we started,” he said. To prove it to me, he spun me around so I could get a good look, though I only got a quick glimpse of her before she turned away. If I had to guess, I would say she almost looked guilty.
“Is there something wrong with us dancing?” he said. “I mean, she knows we’re just friends, right?”
There was that word again: friend. I sighed. “Yeah, she knows.”
“Then why’s she look angry?” he said. “Is there, uh, something between the two of you?”
“No, no, nothing like that,” I said.
“I mean, you two are awfully close,” he continued, “And Joya told me the two of you spent the night alone at the Chronicler...”
I stopped dancing and nearly took both of us down before Sterling got the hint and stood still. “Gee, I wasn’t aware my relationship with Grapevine was going to be put on trial here,” I said. 
He winced. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
I rubbed my forehead with one hoof and said, “Look, I understand because, yeah, we’re close. It’s just...she’s a great friend and all, but I could never see her like that.”
“Never?” he said, with what I told myself was tentative hope in his voice.
“Well, I would consider it, but...she’s had more than a few failed relationships in the past, and there’s just no way I’d want to wade into that mess.” I tried to smile a little. “Does that answer your question?”
He returned my gesture. “I think I get the idea,” he said. “But wasn’t that a little harsh?”
I peeked over Sterling’s shoulder and caught a glimpse of Grapevine, still glaring daggers coated with the green poison of envy into Sterling’s head while Pullmare tried to chat up her brother. I felt a little pang in my heart for talking about her, until I reminded myself of what had happened to her last coltfriend. “A little,” I said, “But when somepony has that much baggage...”
Sterling nodded. “That’s true.” Then, to my surprise he started to dance once again, guiding with firm hooves around my neck.
“Wh- What are you doing?” I said.
He gulped, but spoke as confidently as I had ever heard him, “I figured, instead of worrying so much about Grapevine and Ms. Pullmare, we could maybe try to enjoy that date we’re supposed to be on?”
I smiled and pulled myself a little closer to him. “You lead.”
*        *        *

At some point the dancing ended, and the Princess rose from her seat. “The Rising of the Summer Sun will begin shortly,” she announced. “We will begin once all ponies have gathered at the center of the room.” Jostling flanks and hooves pushed past Sterling and I as the done-up stallions and mares obediently moved to the designated location. 
“Well, it was nice while it lasted,” he said with a small smile. “Are you going to have to go back to Pullmare?”
“I wish I didn’t,” I said, “but I doubt that I have any choice.” Sterling didn’t get a chance to say anything back, because suddenly there was a pop and a flash and I was back in my seat next to Pullmare, my camera back around my neck.
“No, you don’t,” she said, then smiled. “But you’ll get to enjoy a wonderful view of the ceremony.” She turned to Princess Celestia. “Would it be alright if we moved up to the balcony to watch your presentation?”
I looked to my friends as Pullmare talked. Grapevine stared sullenly at the empty table in front of her, the food long gone, while Rainbow Remedy looked like he kept wanting to say something, but couldn’t bring up the courage to do so. I, too, was tempted to say something, anything to the Princess about Pullmare, but the more friendly the conversation was with the two, the less convinced I was of even Princess Celestia believing us, let alone anypony else. A wave of helplessness took over me, and it was all I could do to sit back and watch everything unfold.
“Well of course you and your friends may move to the balcony,” the Princess said. She chuckled. “Just make sure you don’t miss the start on your way there.”
“Oh, don’t worry, your majesty, I have that covered,” Pullmare said, and with another flash we were on a little ornate platform overlooking the dance hall, our rumps firmly planted in new seats. The air smelled of acrid smoke, and I thought I could see a couple burn marks on my camera’s case, lying now against my stomach on its strap.
“I apologize for the rough trip,” Pullmare said, “my teleportation magic is just so crude compared to my brother’s, being based on fire and all.” She smiled. “So crude, in fact, that I had to learn a biological welding spell in order to tie you to those seats.”
At once, the three of us struggled to move from our seats, my wings flapping uselessly and the horns of Grapevine and Rainbow Remedy glowing bright but bearing no fruit for their labor.
“You like it?” Pullmare said. “After my brother showed off his skill at the police station, I just had to do the same.”
“Let us go!” Grapevine yelled, anger pent up through the night finally being let loose.
Pullmare looked around and then cocked her head to one side. “Really? You think just by giving me an order I’m going to let the three of you free?”
“You don’t have to do this,” Rainbow Remedy cried from his chair.
“So now we’re going for every cliche in the book?” Pullmare said. She turned to me. “Would you like to tell me that there’s still time to turn back?” When I just stared in return, she laughed and said, “You three are so serious tonight when you should at least be trying to enjoy yourselves; after all, it’s not like either of you actually have any idea of what I’m going to be doing for you tonight.”
When none of us raised an argument, she simply smiled. 
Down below us, Princess Celestia now stood on a royal purple platform that had been wheeled to the head of the gathered crowd. She stood with her wings outstretched and her mane flowing as it always did, even without the slightest breeze. A hushed silence befell the crowd when the Princess cleared her throat.
“My little ponies,” she began, “it is with great pleasure that I am here to begin this year’s Summer Sun Celebration in Fillydelphia.” The gathered rich took several minutes to quiet down. The Princess waited patiently until they were done before starting. 
Princess Celestia’s horn began to glow, softly at first, then brighter and brighter. The puzzle that had plagued me all night of just how we were going to watch her lower the sun inside a building was solved when a spark of magic from her horn turned the stone of the dome over the dance hall transparent.
The ponies below gasped in astonishment, and I joined them as I watched the light from the evening sun pour into the hall. The delicate stone and glass-work of the room sparkled and shined in the brilliance. Normally, the sun would have already gone down at such a late hour, but the Princess had kept it up for just the occasion.
Princess reared her head to its full height and no longer did her horn glow, but instead it looked as if her entire body was vibrating with energy. As we watched, the sun in the sky began to rise to until it was directly overhead; slowly at first, but gaining speed as it went. The shadows grew short across the wooden dance floor below as the gathered watched in complete silence. Even on our balcony, still fastened to our seats at the mercy of Pullmare, all of us were quiet. Then, as fast as the ceremony had started, it was over as the sun dipped rapidly over the horizon and was replaced by the stars and moon.
The Princess bowed her head and the dome became opaque once again, ending the ceremony. Her applause echoed like thunder in the cavernous room, and went on for what felt like half an hour. Even Pullmare gave a small, bemused clop of forehooves. Rainbow Remedy, Grapevine, and I weren’t obligated to do the same.
“Well now, wasn’t that fun?” Pullmare said at last, once the Princess had departed into the crowd to mingle with her subjects. “Best, I daresay, Summer Sun Celebration this city has ever seen.”
“So is that it?” Grapevine said. “Your big, master plan was to let Celestia’s show go unimpeded?”
“Oh, honey,” Pullmare said, “that was only the first step of my plan. The real plan won’t be in motion for a short time. So for now, sit back, relax, and enjoy yourself.”
“You think we’re supposed to be enjoying this?” Rainbow Remedy said indignantly.
“Is that not why you are here?” Pullmare shot back. 
“We’re here to stop you,” Grapevine said.
“And you’re doing such a wonderful job so far,” Pullmare said. She ran a hoof through her mane and chuckled. “I mean, honestly, it’s like you’re not even trying.” She shrugged. “Ah, well, the look on your faces before you meet your demise will be amusing, at any rate.”
“You’re sick,” Grapevine growled.
“Yes, and?”
Grapevine was briefly taken aback by the up-front answer. She blinked a couple times before saying, “And that’s...wrong.”
“Oh, you wish to speak to me about right and wrong, do you?” Pullmare said. “Would you like to chime in on the subject as well, dear brother?” Rainbow Remedy said nothing, and Pullmare grinned. “Then if that’s the case, why don’t we all be sinners?”
She turned to me. “Did Rainbow Remedy ever tell you how I came to the city?” she asked.
“He told me enough,” I said. She pressed closer to me, and I struggled against the restraint holding me to the chair. “He told me you stole your parents’ money and came here.”
“Is that right?” she said. Her horn glowed and Rainbow Remedy’s chair scooted closer to mine. “You told her I took our money?”
“Yes, but-”
“And I suppose you told her the aeroplane story, too?” When Remedy hung his head, Pullmare nodded and said, “I thought so; seems you have to make up your own version just to sleep at night.”
“And why should I believe you’re not lying?” I snapped.
Pullmare shrugged. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?” With a malicious grin, she used her horn to tip forward Remedy’s chair until his face was only a few inches from my own.
“She’s lying, right?” I asked him. He looked away. “Remedy, tell me she’s lying,” I said. “Please, tell me; tell me right now that she’s lying.”
“You know I can’t do that,” he said finally.
And there it was: Pullmare was right again. “Then...what did happen?” I said slowly.
Remedy closed his eyes. “Our mother became...ill. Very ill,” he said. “And while our father took care of her, he caught it, too. There wasn’t a cure, no matter how much of our family’s fortune we spent looking for one. Eventually, they were confined to their beds.” 
He took a deep breath, the continued, “I returned to Concealed College and my sister stayed with them...they died while I was taking an exam. By the time I got back, she had used the last of our money for a train ticket to Fillydelphia.” He looked away.
“But, why did you leave them?” I said. “You were training to become a doctor, right?”
“That’s why I couldn’t,” he said, “I couldn’t watch while my magic was so useless to them...so I left.” He didn’t say anything more.
“So there you have it,” Pullmare said, shoving him and his chair back across the balcony. She smiled. “Oh, the look on your face is simply delicious. I suppose ignorance truly was bliss, was it not?”
“This doesn’t change anything,” I growled.
“Oh, it doesn’t?” Pullmare said. “Then perhaps I should try something that hits a little closer to home.” It was Grapevine’s turn to be shoved up alongside me, chair and all. “While we’re pulling skeletons from the closet,” Pullmare said, “did Miss Lulamoon ever tell you what became of her last coltfriend?”
“Yes, she did,” I said. “He was in the hospital and she chose her work over him.” A pained expression started to take hold on Grapevine’s face, but I smiled and continued, “But we’re over that; there’s nothing more there for you to use.”
“Is that right?” Pullmare said. “And did she also tell you just why her dear partner was in the hospital in the first place?”
“He fell off Cloudsdale.”
“Right,” she said, “but why did he fall off?” I opened my mouth, but then closed it. “I thought as much,” Pullmare continued, “I don’t even believe she’s told another soul; the only reason I know is because I was there.”
Grapevine’s chair spun until she it was facing the mayor. “Would you like to tell it, or should I?” Pullmare said.  When she didn’t get a response, her smile only widened further and she turned to me.
“Miss Lulamoon was chasing a trail I had embarrassingly left red-hot,” Pullmare began, “and I was honestly afraid she was going to catch me. So, I sent some of my colts to rough her coltfriend up.” She shrugged. “I told them nothing too bad, but apparently they got out of hand.”
“Stop! Just, stop it, okay?” Grapevine snapped.
“Oh, have I hit a nerve?” Pullmare said. “Too bad you’ll have to listen then; you are my captive audience, after all.” Grapevine’s horn glowed again in what I guessed was another attempt to break Pullmare’s spell, but nothing happened. “Now, where was I?” she said. “Ah, yes, what happened next. Your dear friend Grapevine found out about what was going to be done to her coltfriend, but at the same time she knew I was going to be leaving; and do you know who she chose to go after?”
I didn’t need her to give me the answer, though she did so; all I needed was already on Grapevine’s face as she bit her lip until it bled and tore her gaze away from the rest of us. At that moment, I desperately wished I could take back what I had said to Sterling earlier.
“Now that is the look I was going for!” Pullmare said. “Tell me, Minty, how does it feel to know your friends are about as clean on the inside as I am?”
“It feels...good, actually,” I said. For the first time, it honestly looked like Pullmare was taken aback. “What were you trying to prove?” I said. “That everyone’s as dark as you? All you did was show that everyone screws up, but that some move on from it while you keep wallowing in it.” I laughed, whether it was from bravery or just not caring anymore, I don’t know. “It’s kind of sad, really.”
Pullmare’s eyes narrowed. “So you’re going to act like you have the moral high ground, eh?” she said.
“It’s not an act. Some ponies just don’t act like flankholes all the time.” Okay, so I did sound a little preachy, but it got Grapevine to roll her eyes at least, and Rainbow Remedy even smiled a little.
“So you have nothing to hide?” she said. “No dark secrets?”
“Not that I know of; everypony already knows the worst of what I’ve done since I got to the city, and Derbyshire was too boring for any dark secret to even happen.” Which was true, really. The only stories I had from back home were weird things that happened on the farm, which weren’t exactly exciting to anyone but other farmers.
Pullmare’s mouth once again curved into a smile, and I stopped feeling so confident. “So, you have nothing to hide, do you?” she said. She snaked one hoof around my back, and my coat bristled at her touch, like my body itself was trying to reject her. 
“Now, you don’t believe that I am stupid?” Pullmare said. “Boorish? Uneducated?”
“Would I be here right now if that was true?” I said, because I had to at least give her that much.
“So if you don’t think that,” she continued, slipping her hoof down the back of my dress, “then why did you bring a recording device to my party?” She yanked Sterling’s little black box out from underneath my clothes and held it triumphantly up in the air.
I stumbled through my words, in shock. “H- How did you know?”
“Ms. Peece, once she was able to speak again, told me you weren’t very quiet while making plans for my demise in your friend’s basement,” Pullmare said. She giggled. “And it wasn’t as if you made much of an effort to hide the box under your dress.”
“So what?” I said, trying to find enough courage to sound brave. “I didn’t even get a chance to use it, anyway.”
“You didn’t,” Pullmare said, clicking the blue button on the box and causing the machine to stop its soft whirring, “but I did.” My eyes widened. “I thought I might send you out with that colt you’re falling for, and see what I could I get.”
My heart froze. Grapevine’s eyes flicked from me to the box, and her expression grew hard. I wanted to tell her, warn her, but I couldn’t find the words, as if Pullmare had put yet another spell on me.
“Now, let’s not kid ourselves,” Pullmare said to me, “Grapevine’s been pining for you all night; and for longer than that, I expect.” When I tried to object, she held up a hoof and shook her head. “No, none of that. And we’re not going to kid ourselves about your feelings for that inventor, either.” She smiled. “Now, let’s see what happens when I mixed them together.” She clicked the blue button again, and it began to play.
I sat rigid as the machine played out my voice from the time I left the table, through our dance. Most of it was worthless of course, so we spent several minutes as one big ball of tension for the parts to come up that I knew Pullmare wouldn’t miss. I couldn’t help glancing at Grapevine’s face every few seconds.
Then, the section I dreaded came, and my heart caught in my throat. The tinny voice of the machine that somehow resembled mine rang around the balcony as it played back my conversation with Sterling. It was sometime around, “...no way I’d want to wade into that mess,” that Grapevine dropped back behind an unseeing mask, and refused to acknowledge my presence any longer. All Rainbow Remedy could do was look at me mournfully.
Pullmare clicked off the machine when it reached back to the point where I arrived at her table. “Why, I do believe you’ve just broken Grapevine’s heart,” she said. “Tell me, did it hurt falling off your golden tower?”
“This doesn’t change what I said earlier,” I snapped.
“Really now?” Pullmare said. “Why don’t you ask your very good friend if that’s true?”
I turned to her, but Grapevine’s eyes still stared unseeing across the room, where below Princess Celestia was starting to make her way out of the room.
“Glad we could wrap that up,” Pullmare said, staring over the balcony railing to the commotion below, “because it’s just about showtime!”
I watched as she stood and leaned over the level, and a magic bubble appeared in front of her mouth that amplified her voice as she spoke down to the crowd. “Mares and gentlecolts,” she said. “If all those associated with the Pullmare Company could stay after the Celebration ends, that would be greatly appreciated.” Nods and a chorus of yes’s sprang from the majority of the rich in the room.
She turned back to us. “All good so far,” she said happily.
“Are you at least going to tell us what’s going on?” I asked.
“You’ll find out soon enough.”
Below us, Princess Celestia walked through the crowd, followed by what members of the orchestra remained, a few rich types who weren’t associated with the company, and the group of Starshine, Marshmallow, and Sterling. Pullmare winked and crushed the black box between her hooves when Sterling walked by. Finally, only the ponies associated with Pullmare remained. 
“Here we go,” she whispered to me. She resumed leaning over the railing and called up the voice-carrying magic once again. “I am glad I could gather you all here today on this special occasion,” she began. 
As she went on with the formalities, I turned to Rainbow Remedy. “Can you get us out of this?” I said.
He shook his head. “Not unless you can distract her or knock her out,” he said. “The magic holding us here is fire-related, and I can’t beat her in that field.”
“Great.” I sighed. “Do you have any ideas, Grapevine?” She refused to look at me. Wonderful, I thought, we were going to die while she was still mad at me. “I’ll try to think of something,” I assured him.
“As will I,” Remedy said.
Pullmare finally moved past the formalities and on to the business message. “As some of you may not be aware,” she said. “We have taken some hits this past years, and stocks are down.” She paused. “And some of you have begun talk of moving your investments elsewhere.”
A nervous murmur ran through some members of the crowd. Pullmare held up a hoof to silence them. “Rest assured,” she said, “I have figured out a way to make sure those investments stay in our company.” She stopped to let the statement spread itself among the gathered before resuming. “In your contracts, that each of you signed, there was a clause that read that if you met your untimely demise while still having a majority of shares in this company, all assets are transferred to us.”
Now the nervous murmur was a dull roar of conversation as some ponies started to eye the open doorways, but took too long to decide. Pullmare’s horn glowed and all doors in the room slammed shut as the space around them sparkled and cracked; more of Pullmare’s welding magic, I suspected.
“I have placed explosive charges all throughout this room,” Pullmare continued, “and in a moment I will light them.” She smiled. “I promise, your shares will not be wasted; please have a pleasant death.”
Screams erupted from below as she turned back to us, a victorious smirk on her face. “I thought that went well, don’t you?” she said.
“You’re a monster,” I growled. 
“Why thank you, you’re much too kind,” she said, then turned to her brother. “What, Rainbow, nothing to say to me?”
He sighed. “You can still end this before it gets out of hoof,” he said. “You don’t have to be this...this mare you’ve become.”
For a second, the look in her eyes made me think she was going to take his advice, but the moment passed and her horn glowed. “Too late,” she whispered. 
The explosives in the dance hall detonated, adding to the chaos below. Instead of expanding outward, however, the magic inside them caused the full force to be expended into tongues of flame that leapt upward, rapidly filling the room with fire and foul-smelling smoke.
“And now for the three of you,” she said. “To tell the truth, I’ve almost been dreading this moment; it was nice having a captive audience for once.” She tapped a hoof to her chine. “Now, who should I start with?”
A single whip of fire extended from her horn and snaked its way to me. “How about you, Minty?” she said. “The thorn in my side that just refused to go home when given the chance...”
“Fahr zur Hölle!” I spat. 
“Language, Minty; language!” she said. “While it would be enjoyable to watch Miss Lulamoon’s face as her lust object is turned to ash...it just wouldn’t be very fun.”
She let the fire waver a little bit in front of me while she thought. “Now, I have to save my brother for last, of course,” she said, then her eyes lit up. “How about Grapevine? Not only would her smug face fit so well inside a fire, but then you would have to watch and regret as the mare who just wanted to open herself up to you is burnt alive.”
She started to turn to Grapevine. “Now, doesn’t that sound-”
Grapevine, while she had been ignored, had not wasted her time. While Pullmare had taunted us with our demise while the room burned, she had slowly been scooting her chair closer and closer to the mayor, until her legs, which were free to swing about, were close enough to make contact with the Ms. Pullmare’s face. Which they did, spectacularly. 
“Fuck off,” Grapevine spat.
Pullmare collapsed to the ground with a thud, and an instant later we were free of the bonds holding us to the chair chairs. It was a good thing, too, as the room was starting to deteriorate into a smoke and fire-filled mess, with the balcony as the only oasis left in the blaze.
“Rainbow Remedy?” I said.
“Leaving now!” he replied, followed by a pop and a flash.
*        *        *

We appeared back into reality inside a fancy, high-ceilinged, and very empty, room. “Where are we?” I said. Massive wrap-around mirrors lined the walls about halfway to the ceiling, making it appear as if we were just yet another copy of a strange group of three ponies.
“I don’t know this room,” Rainbow Remedy said. “All the areas where we came in were blocked to magic when I tried to get us there; I just had to pick a location that felt empty.”
“So now what?” Grapevine said, picking herself off the richly-carpeted floor.
“We make our escape before my sister finds us,” Rainbow Remedy said.
“We go back to help the ponies trapped inside,” I said at the same time. They both looked hard at me. “What?” I said. “We can’t just leave them to die.”
“Minty,” Rainbow Remedy said gently, “Even if I could get us back in that room, there’s nothing we can do for them.”
I pounded one hoof on the floor. “How can you say that? You have dozens of medicinal spells: you can save them!”
“Dammit Minty, I’m a doctor, not a firefighter!” he shouted. His hooves attached themselves to my shoulders, and he stuck his face close to mine. “There’s nothing we can do for them now. What we can do is escape and tell what really happened, understand?” I nodded. “Then let’s go.”
There was a large hall leading out of the room, and we bounded over to that. We nearly reached it, too. However, just before we could escape back into the depths of City Hall, Pullmare appeared before us in a burst of flame.
“Want to see a magic trick?” she said, her eyes crazed. A blazing fireball leapt from her horn at us, and if it hadn’t been for Remedy’s shield raised at the last second, we would have been literal toast; even then, we were all pushed back several feet from the brunt force of the attack.
“So you thought you could run away from me, again?” Pullmare cried, renewing her attack on Remedy’s rainbow-colored shield. “Thought you could somehow escape your fate?” A fireball danced around to one side and a stronger shield, a field of magic that resembled a plate of rainbow-colored glass, burst into being and stopped the oncoming intruder.
“You’ve already won, you don’t need us anymore,” Remedy said. “Please, sister, just let us go.”
She laughed. “Mercy? You expect, after all of this, to give you mercy?” She lashed out again with her attack, and again Remedy blocked it while Grapevine and I cowered behind him.
“Don’t tell me you’re not capable of mercy,” Remedy said. “I’ve known you far too long to forget who you really are, even if you have.”
A flame whip crashed against the top of Rainbow Remedy’s shield. “You really think you know me?” she said. “You don’t see me for ten years, and then show up claiming to know who I am better than I do?”
“Yes, I do.”
Pullmare screamed in frustration and hurled more attacks at her brother, but he continued to block then without any visible effort in a spectacular show of magic crashing upon magic. “Come on, you’re not going to fight back?” she called. Another attack. “I can do this for far longer than you can, you know.”
Rainbow Remedy said and did nothing besides work his magic.
“You sit there all quiet, acting high and mighty because you won’t lash back at your sister,” Pullmare shouted. She laughed. “But I know what it really is; it’s because you’re a coward.”
“Oh, and how is that?” Remedy said.
Pullmare smiled; she was getting to him. “You’ve always been one. You were when you abandoned our parents, and even now you remain one when you refuse to help the ponies trapped inside the dance hall.”
“There isn’t anything I can do for them and you know it,” Remedy shouted, his anger finally brought to bear.
“But isn’t there?” Pullmare said. “You teleported in here from the balcony, after all. Why not teleport back to the hall, grab some of the ponies, and bring them back here?” When Remedy didn’t say anything, she continued, “But I know why you won’t: it’s because you’re afraid. You can’t handle the idea that some of your patients might actually die. You’re afraid of losing a patient, afraid you might fail.” 
Another fireball, bigger this time. “They talk about you, you know; the Doctor who never loses his patients,” she said. “But I know the truth; it’s because you can’t stand failure, so you won’t take on any case that you won’t win. It’s why you won’t help the ponies here and now, and why you wouldn’t help our parents then.” Her eyes narrowed. “Or am I wrong?”
Rainbow Remedy lowered his head. “No, you’re not,” he said, but then raised his eyes back up. “But that gives you no right to take your anger out like this!”
Pullmare’s attacks began to get heavier and more frequent, and soon Remedy began to strain under the effort of stopping them all.
“You say that doesn’t give the right to be angry,” Pullmare spat, “but do you even understand what you put me through?” Her eyes glistened. “Do you know what it’s like to watch the strongest ponies in your life wither away into nothing and know you can’t do a single thing about it, and the only who can is a thousand miles away?”
“There was no cure, no help,” Remedy said, “I couldn’t have healed them no matter how hard I tried!”
“But you didn’t have to heal them!” Pullmare shouted. “You could have at least been there; eased the pain after the money for medicine ran out.” Angry tears had started to run down her face, but she made no move to stop them. “You had the gift. Your magic soothes, it makes things better.” She struck again with her magic, though this time it seemed more to prove her point that anything else.
“All I have is this...this fire! It doesn’t heal, it doesn’t help, it consumes,” she said, then looked down. “Like a disease.”
“Golden, I’m sorry,” Rainbow Remedy began, and his sister’s eyes narrowed at the mention of her real name. “I made a mistake, and not a day goes by that I don’t feel pangs of regret for what I put you and our parents through.” He shook his head, and his voice grew cold. “But that does not excuse your actions here today; what would mother and father think if they saw you?”
I’m not sure what Remedy’s plan for that talk was, but at the mention of their parents, Pullmare lost it. Fireballs, whips, swords all sheathed in fire flew at us and no matter how many light shields were thrown in front of them, they just kept coming.
Eventually Rainbow Remedy grew tired and suddenly they were breaking through, until finally one massive fireball burst all of his shields at once in a prismed explosion of rainbows and light. The force of the break sent us all flying; Grapevine and Remedy in one direction and I in another.
The explosion from his shields collapsing had caused parts of the room’s wrap-around mirrors to break off and shards to land on the carpet, sticking out like reflectionary headstones. It was against one of these I landed, send spasms of pain up my spinal column, though doing no serious damage.
Pullmare, after being briefly stunned by the explosion, drew her attention to me, the one closest to her out of the three. Fire flashed in her eyes as she watched, smiling, my prone form try to pull itself from the ground.
“And so we are in this position once again,” she said, “I standing triumphant as you lay helpless before me.”
I didn’t say anything, but instead watched her horn carefully. I knew what was coming.
Sure enough, it glowed and a sword of flame burst in being, swishing through the air in front of the mayor. “And now it’s time to finish the job I already started,” she said. “I gave you every chance to run away, and yet you refused, and so you must set an example for those who wish to deny my will.”
The sword drew closer, and I prepared for the end. So, I did the only thing I could do in that situation. Without thinking, I raised the camera still miraculously hanging from my neck and took her picture. The flash caught her off guard and she stumbled back with a startled cry.
Blinking rapidly, she leapt at me with a renewed fervor, fire sword raised again, yelling, “You insolent fool, I’m going to burn you alive!” The sword came down and I closed my eyes, wanting to kick myself for making my last action taking a picture. Appropriate, anyway.
But again, the blow did not come. As in the jail, just before her blow touched me, Pullmare stopped. I opened my eyes to see if Rainbow Remedy had somehow come to aid again, but he still lay in the corner, struggling to move. So, I looked up.
And there Pullmare still stood, the crackling fires of the sword still hovering just inches above my head, but her eyes were not on me. Instead, she kept stock still, staring into the mirror I had landed against.
I hadn’t noticed before, but sometime during the fight or maybe in the explosion, some of the silver in her coat, which I now saw to be makeup, had come off. Underneath the silver, especially on her face, a pale yellow had started to show through.
Shakily, Pullmare placed a hoof that was no longer silver onto the surface of the mirror and, appearing to realize that it truly was her reflection, recoiled in horror before collapsing to her knees. The fire sword withered and petered out, forgotten. “So I really did it,” she whispered, “I became a monster.”
She sagged under a newfound weight as I scrambled out from under her and across the mirror to get away. She didn’t seem to notice. Instead, she spoke softly, maybe to me or just herself, “You never quite believe them what they tell you that you’ve become.” She reached out again to touch the mirror. “Not until you’ve seen it for yourself.”
I said nothing, but instead watched intently as the mare who, just moments before, had been trying to burn me alive, reached up with one slow hoof and began to wipe away more of the makeup. I don’t think she noticed.
“And you tell yourself that every little bad thing is for the greater good,” she said, “until you wake up one day and realize that there is no greater good.” She closed her eyes. “That you’re the villain.”
She broke down again, and something strange came over me. I don’t know if it was the heat of the moment or just a lesson long ingrained in my head by my mother even after the words were long forgotten, but I reached out one careful hoof and laid it on Pull-, er, Golden’s shoulder. She didn’t object.
Her horn glowed again, but this time, instead of flames bursting forth onto my skin, it caused the make-up on her coat to wash away, and the gray in her mane to disappear, leaving behind a spectacular white. It wasn’t a happy change, though.
Golden looked mournfully at me, then down to hooves that she raised in front of her face. “I just sacrificed the lives of ponies who trusted me for a company...how could this even happen?” she whispered.
I didn’t have a good answer, so I just kept my hoof on her shoulder, only for someone who did know the answer to show up. “Everypony makes mistakes,” Rainbow Remedy said, limping into the conversation. Grapevine followed suit close behind, though she didn’t look as worse for wear as Remedy did.
“Not like this they don’t,” Golden said quietly. She shuddered and turned to Remedy. “For what I did do, and for what I almost did, I-, I....I’m sorry, though it makes so little difference now.”
Remedy smiled a little. “Remember what I told you out in that daisy field, the day before I left for Celestia’s school?”
“That...you’d never hate me, no matter what I did?” she said slowly.
Before she could repulse him, Remedy wrapped his sister in a hug. “And I still don’t.”
Golden, surprised by his touch at first, quickly let him in, and let go of herself onto his shoulder, repeatedly telling him, “I’m sorry.” I removed my hoof and stood next to Grapevine, who didn’t say anything. 
He patted her on the back. “I forgive you,” he said, then took her by the shoulders. “Now come on, we need to leave. This room’s already starting to get hot; we need to leave.”
At that, though, Golden pushed her brother away. “I’m not going,” she said.
“No, we are not having this discussion, not now and certainly not here,” Remedy said quickly. “You are coming with us whether you like it or not.”
Golden shook her head sadly. “I can’t leave,” she said. “The things I’ve done...the world needs to know my story, but I can’t be around to see it.”
“You’re not doing this!” Remedy pleaded, even as he saw in his sister’s eyes how made up her mind already was. “I just got you back; I’m not going to let you slip away again.”
He was ignored as a magic field pushed us all back from her. She smiled and turned to Grapevine and I. “Please, if you can, tell them...I found my way back, in the end.”
Even as Rainbow Remedy desperately leapt forward to stop her, Golden’s horn, back to its original color that matched its owner’s name, fired up and the ornate mirror room disappeared and Remedy’s outstretched hoof struck the stone of the City Hall tower staircase.
“No!” he shouted, banging his hoof against the wall again and again. “No, no, no, no, no!” He slumped against the stone. “I was so close,” he said. “So close to having her back and then...” A sob escaped his throat.
Below us the building shuddered as something flammable went up in an explosion somewhere down below us. Feeling that seemed to give Remedy resolve. He stood up.
“I’m going for her,” he said. “She’s blocked off the room to magic, but I can get there on foot.”
“Are you crazy?” Grapevine cried. “You’re going to get yourself killed doing that! We don’t need another casualty to add to the list.”
He looked up at her, then snorted. “Nothing you can say is going to stop me.” Just in case, he kept his horn active menacingly, and I was reminded of the spell he used on the guard from earlier.
Grapevine knew she was beat, and only moaned in frustration as she watched Remedy gallop down the stairs and out of sight, but when I tried to go after him, she grabbed me firmly by the foreleg and spun me around.
“You’re not going anywhere,” she said.
“But, we have to help,” I pleaded. “There’s no way Remedy’s going to make it back by himself!”
“Don’t you think I know that?” Grapevine snapped. “He’s lost; he made his choice. But you...” The grip she had on me tightened and she sighed. “Look, I don’t care how you feel about me anymore,” she said, “but I care about you, Minty, and I’m not going to lose you like I lost Spotlight.” She dragged me closer. “I’m not going to make the wrong decision again.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but another explosion rocked the tower and I let the fight in me go. Something inside of me knew that, even if Rainbow Remedy somehow managed to get out, the search for his sister was over before it began. So, I didn’t object when Grapevine pulled me behind her up the stairs in a race to beat the flames engulfing the outside of the tower to the roof. 
We emerged onto the landing platform from before, thoroughly tired and out of breath. “Now what?” I said. Over the edge, flames licked high into the sky. “I can’t fly us down; the heat’s too much.”
“I’m thinking, I’m thinking,” Grapevine said. She paced on the roof even as the surface got hotter and hotter from the fire. She tapped her chin and looked up, then burst into a grin.
“What, what is it?” I said.
“Do you think you could fly us up?”
I shook one of my wings. “Yeah, but Serenity’s across town,” I said. “After all we’ve been through, I don’t think I can make it.”
Grapevine grabbed my head and yanked it so I could see what she saw. “We don’t need Serenity, if our own little slice of heaven is on its way.”
Looking closer, I realized I could see a large black dot moving closer to us, silhouetted in the moon. A black dot that looked very similar to a certain airship.
“Can you make it?” Grapevine said.
The building shifted as another explosion rocked it. “I’m going to have to.”
She climbed on my back and clung with her hooves around my neck as I took off just as the flames finally swallowed up the landing platform. Lucky they did, too, as the hot air gave me a nice pocket that I rode up on, soaring as fast as I could toward the airship.
*        *        *

Thoroughly spent after the longest flight in my life with another pony on my back, I crash landed into the Halcyon’s waiting landing bay, the doors open just for us. 
Malcolt was waiting for us. “We saw the flames and figured you two had to be at the bottom of it,” he said. He looked behind us. “Where’s the rest of them?” 
Grapevine looked at me, then answered, “They’re fine, they’re all fine.”
Malcolt smiled. “Glad to hear it.”
“Hey Mal,” the roughian colt, Jennet, called, “Do ya want me to close the hatch?”
Mal shook his head. “Nah, let’s let them look for a little bit; we can close up once we’re past City Hall.”
Both Grapevine and Mal helped scoot my tired body around as the Halcyon drew over City Hall. The hoof Grapevine had been using to help balance me didn’t move from my shoulder after we were done, but at that moment I didn’t object.
We watched as the airship slowly flew over the top of the building, now almost unrecognizable as the former City Hall. Instead, it became a pyre to all those still inside, and perhaps, too, to Rainbow Remedy.
But even knowing that, as I watched the weather teams finally arrive with their rainclouds and the firemares with their trucks and hoses, a strange calm came over me as my body let all the torments that had led up to this night go. Because, no matter the outcome, it was over, and I was still alive.
“Hey, Grapevine?” I said.
“Yeah?”
I smiled. “I think we’re going to be okay.”
*        O        *

End: Episode 2: Mare of Steel - Part 2

Next: Episode 3: Lost in Translation


	
		Episode 3: Das Schlechte brechen



Four seconds. That’s how long I could keep my eyes on one of the spinning blades of the fan that hung suspended from the ceiling of my room. I’d count, “1 . . . 2 . . . 3 . . . 4,” and then I blinked and looked away or something, and it was gone into the great spinning wheel. Didn’t really matter anyway, no matter how many times I lost I came back to the game again. Anything to keep my mind occupied. Drown out the sound, only listen to the wooden blades slicing through the air . . . everything else just a loud ringing in my ears.
I was dimly aware that some time had passed while I lay on my bed, the silk sheets long since fallen to the floor. A long time, I think. The light had changed--bright, muted, dark, and back again--at least once, maybe twice. I wasn’t sure. 
My stomach growled. Hungry, my brain told me. I told it to shut up. Pegasi, my teacher had announced to my class one day while forcing me to stand embarrassingly in the front of the room as the demonstration, could go for days and days without eating--something to do with our metabolism. They called me birdbrain for a few weeks after that lecture, until everypony started getting their cutie marks and suddenly I was uninteresting again. I think someone had been leaving food outside my door anyway, but I hadn’t bothered to check.
“1 . . . 2 . . . 3 . . . 4 . . .”
The door opened, I was sure of that, and closed again. I didn’t look away from the ceiling fan. From a blurry corner of my vision, I saw a figure walking up to me, dressed in a black frock that brought out the emerald in his hair. I think he said something, but the sound came out muffled and muted due to the ever-present ringing. I didn’t pay attention anyway. Ignore him, really shut out the guy, and he’d maybe leave me alone.
Suddenly, his brown face appeared directly above mine, blocking my view of the Fan, and from the look on his face I knew he wouldn’t be leaving me alone any time soon--made me remember why I’d gone for him. Concern danced in his eyes as he looked down at me. But not pity, for which I was thankful.
Sterling spoke again, and this time the message was clear. “Minty,” he said. I blinked, unresponsive, and he repeated himself, this time with a sense of urgency in his voice.
“Yeah?” I answered finally. Though it came out more as twisted mix of a cough and screech from vocal chords that had been left unused except for quietly mouthing four numbers. He seemed to at least gather what I meant, though.
He leaned closer. “Are you alright?” he said. “We’re worried about you down there. I’m worried. You were alright when we left the newspaper building, but now Joya says she hasn’t seen you in days and--”
I stopped listening and rolled over on the bed, facing the window looking out over a midday West Fillydelphia throbbing with energy as much as a unicorn’s horn while performing a particularly difficult spell. To them, the world was back to normal, everything the same. 
Sterling had stopped talking, evidently waiting for me to respond. I didn’t. How could I make him understand? See what I saw: the look on Grapevine’s face when we walked out of the Chronicler building, Sterling and I side-by-side and her alone even in the crowd. That face--I shuddered. To put a look of sympathy and understanding and combine it with one of hurt and rejection and then to place it on one face was too much.
But that wasn’t why I was lying on my bed, and I knew it. Sterling did too, apparently, as I heard the bed squeak under his weight and suddenly I felt him lying next to me, a comforting warmth against my back. He didn’t seem to expect me to answer anymore, for which I was glad, because I don’t know if I could have. To explain what had kept me cooped in my room like a bird in a cage--appropriate, really--would have been . . . problematic.
Because how could you really explain these things unless they had happened to that pony before? Tell them how you could be walking back to Joya’s, happy as could be at his side and looking forward to the release of the article, when suddenly you see something, anything--in that case, one burned spire from the City Hall--that reminds you of the pony you lost and suddenly all that grief and sorrow you didn’t even know you had comes washing over you large as a wave and as sure and unstoppable as a colossus? No, I couldn’t explain it, and some part of me hoped he would just get bored and go away if I ignored him long enough.
But he didn’t. I tried moving away from him and his reassuring presence, over the objections of whatever loopy part of my brain that thought the best idea would be to get closer to him, but Sterling remained where he was. My patience eventually gave up before his, and I slowly rolled back to face him--just to see what he was doing.
His eyes, like mine had been, were locked on the spinning blades of the ceiling fan as they went around one, two, three, four. But somehow, his eyes looked at them differently. When I watched the fan, I watched it as a whole object and let my brain turn to mush after trying to keep up with its rotation. Sterling, though, examined the fan. His eyes played over the nuts and bolts that held the fan in place, and the way the blades were connected to the body and spun in a certain way to take all the warm air out and deliver the cool.
I’d seen plenty of young colts at the Summer Sun Celebration undressing mares from their party gowns with the same kind of look, but it was the first time I had seen somepony do the same to a machine. But somehow that’s what it looked like, and I was sure that if I had asked, he could have told me how to take the darn thing apart and put it all back together like it was nothing more than giving your mane a good brush.
“You don’t have to stay cooped up in your room,” he said finally, eyes still on the fan. A hoof was draped across his chest, and it thumped in rhythm to some beat unknown to everypony but him. “Joya and I are both here for you, just in case you were ever in the mood to talk...”
I wasn't.
He shook his head. “It’s not healthy, you know--to keep everything bottled up and sit here staring at a fan all day.” He met my look. “We weren’t just going to not check up on you for several days.”
“Yeah, well, I’m fine,” I grumbled. “Whoever told you it isn’t healthy didn’t know what he was talking about, obviously.”
He looked away, but the source of the advice had been plain on his face the instant the words left my mouth. I felt bad--about somepony besides me, at least--for the first time in days. I guess I hadn’t really considered what had happened would affect him. And talking to him did feel better than staring up all day. Not that I would ever admit it.
I sighed, and went for the compromise. “Can’t we just lie here for a little bit?” I said. “There’ll always be time to talk about all that later.”
Sterling smiled in that that stupid, goofy, lop-sided way of his and scooted closer to me across the silk sheets. He laid his head closer to mine. I didn’t object.
*        *        *

Time went by, things happened, and I eventually found myself in Joya’s foyer--bathed and dressed in a breezy white tunic shipped all the way from Cloudsdale that Joya had left out for me--watching her twirl around the room in every conceivable direction with her hooves full of clothes and feeling a bit more clear-headed than I had an hour before.
Maybe it was the bath in hot water the city had forgotten to turn off in the absence of their leader or just the feeling of being out of my room and away from the Fan for the first time in days--I would need to remind myself to buy a new one that reminded me less of Remedy at some point, and some new sheets while I was at it--but I felt good. Not better, but good. Yes, shove those emotions back down, Minty. Back where they belonged. Put a smile on, while you still had something to smile about.
Of course, that something had rapidly turned into a walking stutter machine whose blush turned on much too often once we had descended the stairs. Joya hadn’t helped the matter by immediately picking up on whatever subtext that was apparently obvious to the observing eye, and shooing Sterling back to the basement and his workshop. He had only mumbled in protest, and eventually gave up and said something about needing to work on the new recording device before giving me a silent look and heading away. Somehow, that transformation back had left me more confused than the other way around.
I believe I could live to be one-hundred, and there would still be ponies I couldn’t understand. Briefly I wondered if the Princess had figured it out by now after her many lifetimes, but it wouldn’t have been my place to ask her. She’s our ruler and her ways mysterious--it’s up to us mortals to do the dying before things are too figured out, because then what would be the point of the next generation repeating the same pattern? So they had taught me in school, anyway, in the classes I had bothered to stay awake in.
Joya finally maneuvered her twirl and skip routine over to me and came to a halt by my side, though the rest of her still practically buzzed with energy. “So, what do you think?” she said.
I looked around. The store, if it had changed, had done so in ways my little brain simply couldn’t handle. From my perspective, the room was still the same nonsensical arrangement of display tables and ponnequinnes that counted for organization in the same way that Grapevine’s hurried scratchings of jumbled thoughts and asides in her notepad counted as real note taking.
“It’s nice,” I said. “I really like how you’ve rearranged the place.”
Her expression grew strange, and I realized my shot in the dark had missed. “I didn’t rearrange anything, silly,” she said. “Just tidied up a little and tried to get some of the new outfits on display before the next bunch of customers.” She smiled. “Still feeling a little cloudy between the ears?”
I looked down. “You could say that.”
She placed a hoof on my shoulder and gave me a look that spoke volumes. Looking at her face, the age-worn lines usually hidden by a wide smile, I remembered how easy it was to forget her advanced age. “Are you alright?” she said. “Truly, really, alright?”
I plastered the weakest smile in my long and illustrious career of faking emotions on my face and silently hoped Joya would be convinced enough to leave me well alone. “Of course,” I said through a mouth stretched too-tight into a smile.
She certainly didn’t look convinced, but let the matter drop. “I just wanted to make sure,” she said, “because this came for you this morning.” She pulled out a white slip of paper from a pocket on one of the colorful saddlebags draped over her back. The letter was pressed into my hooves, and I took a look.
The message wasn’t much. All it read was: “The Chronicler.” Beneath that, Grapevine had signed her name in some chickenscratch that vaguely resembled real hoofwriting. I looked up to see Joya grimly staring at me.
“So, you going to go?” she said.
“Don’t have much of a choice, do I?”
“You know you always have a choice--especially with Grapevine and all that . . . I’m sure Mr. Vision would understand if you took a little more time off.”
I took the opportunity to pick up my new, hoof-made camera bag--courtesy of Sterling, judging by the note attached--from by the door where Joya had helpfully placed it and slid it over my neck and down my back until it rested comfortably against my flank, just ahead of my wing. A large improvement from the aches that had followed hanging my camera around my weak neck.
“I still have a job,” I said, “and unless I want to wait around here until I’m fired and have to go home, then I’m going to show up.” I didn’t mention that if I stayed in that room much longer, I’d really start to go crazy. Of course, maybe I already had.
“I- I guess you that could be right,” Joya admitted. She moved her hoof to the top of my head between my ears and ruffled my hair a bit. “Just . . . be careful, okay?”
My smile was a little more authentic when she removed her hoof and I shook my mane back into its usual place. “Hey, you know me,” I said.
She grimaced. “That’s why I’m worried.”
I pulled open the door and let the oppressive summer heat reflecting off the concrete outside waft over us. To me, at least, a nice refresher from the artificially-cooled house.
“How are you going to get there anyway?” Joya called after me.
My wings snapped out from my body and spread to their full length in front of her. “I figured I could fly there,” I said. “Good to get some practice in, and the flying’ll help clear my head.”
“Well, if you’re sure . . .”
I didn’t let her get any farther than that. One running jump out the front door and I was riding a thermal up over the house and into the sky over West Fillydelphia.
*        *        *

The flight proved to be, much to my dissatisfaction though not surprise, very problematic. Naturally, most of this was due to my flight experience being able to be counted on one wing. Still, I figured that my little session with Starshine and the flight from City Hall to the Halcyon had given me enough experience for the short flight.
But as I caught another updraft and rose higher, I encountered a new hazard: smog. On the ground, the gunky air was a nuisance, but in the air it was enough to make me almost lose control of my flying. The stuff burned in my eyes and clogged my throat, so thick and repugnant over the western neighborhoods that tears formed in my eyes and my wings threatened to stop working. I hacked and coughed and sputtered until I caught a thermal over a long stretch of asphalt that was enough to carry me up and over the layer of grime in the sky and into clearer air above.
Which was when I nearly got brained by the airship. A low-flying blimp and its cabin blew by me at the speed of a griffin, coming so close to my head that my mane blowing in the breeze scraped along the side of it. I barely had time to come to terms with my near-death experience when a zeppelin passed by overhead, buffeting me in its engine wash. Both ships nosed off toward the same area: a clearing out past Fillydelphia near the suburb where Starshine had taught me a little bit on how to fly.
I flapped harder upwards to get a better look, but more haze prevented from seeing too far. Not that it mattered. I could guess with absolute certainty that Ornate was going to be send Grapevine and I to that specific area. It was our lot in life, I supposed.
After repositioning myself and using that weird sense in my head that knew where North was even when I had no idea which way I was pointing, I settled my wings and glided in the general direction of the Chronicler without much effort. Which gave me lots of time to think, and idle thinking time in my hooves was never a good thing, especially when thoughts of Grapevine consumed it.
So what was I going to do about Grapevine? I certainly couldn’t avoid her, not if I wanted to keep my job. But suppose I never brought it up again? Would she mention it? Maybe, if I was lucky, we could somehow carry on our careers without ever admitting any tangible feelings between us and just push those memories deep down alongside those of Rainbow Remedy and whatever had happened on the roof the night before the Celebration.
I rubbed my temples. Things had been so much easier when she had acted like she hated me. Anyway, it was around that time that the untrained muscles at the base of my wings gave out, dumping me into an unceremonious fall towards the city street that loomed below me. At least those brooding thoughts of Grapevine were pushed out of the way for a moment as survival instincts kicked in.
My mind screamed for altitude! but I ignored it and focused on finding a way to land that didn’t involve me sharing my vital organs with the concrete sidewalk. I beat my wings with the last of my strength to slow myself down, but was still coming in too fast. A steam-powered trolley car puffed along under me, and I banked desperately for the smooth, flat roof--the only landing surface around that wasn’t solid ground.
At the last second before I slammed into the top, just like Starshine had shown me, I spread my wings to their full length and caught enough wind to slow my descent so I only bounced twice before skidding  to a stop on the metal roof of the trolley, rather than splattering against it or falling all the way off. A smile formed on my lips as I lay panting on my back on the roof, and I felt for all the world like Minty the Wonderbolt. I was fairly sure that the passengers inside hadn’t felt anything, either.
The tram eventually found its way onto the Chronicler’s street, and I slid off the roof to land solidly on the ground. Some of the passengers disembarking seemed to be surprised that a Pegasus dressed in a tunic grayed from flying through smog suddenly dropped down beside them. But that wasn’t my concern. Instead, I pushed my way past them and into the newspaper building.
Inside, the front reception area was actually crowded for once. The same prim secretary from my first day still sat at her desk, but now where her mane had been tied in a neat bun and a pair of neat glasses had sat on her face was a messy mop of hair that hung down over the dark bags beneath her eyes. She was chattering to some stallion with a Prench accent and a well-trimmed goatee to match. 
Some colorful bird in a cage squawked in a corner where it’s owner sat on a hastily-arranged bench. And the metal bars of the cage were just about the only thing keeping the poor pony owner from being engulfed in the fat folds of the stallion next to him who sat seemingly oblivious to anything around him, staring with a faraway look at the wall opposite of him.
I pounded my way through the middle of the frenzy and shoved aside the Prench pony with a mumbled apology and faced the secretary. “Ornate called me in,” I said, throwing my head in the general direction of the double doors leading into the rest of the building.
The secretary rubbed her eyes and blinked a couple of times before her face lit up in recognition and, Celestia help me, she actually smiled. “Oh, Minty, of course! He’s expecting you!” she said. A scraping noise could be heard as she pushed the metal stool she sat on away from the desk and hopped down to escort me to the door through the crowd. “Tell Mr. Ornate I could, uh, use some more help here, won’t you?” she said. Before I could respond, I was pushed into the newsroom and the door slammed shut behind me.
The sudden, alien noise was enough to get everypony looking in my direction, though not enough for them to stop click-clacking at their typewriters or tearing down papers from the corkboards only to put another in their place. But this time, instead of looking back at their work like usual, their eyes followed me across the newsroom floor to Ornate’s office, and I could hear them murmuring to each other even after I shut the door.
Ornate stood up from his wide-backed chair with a creak when I walked in, but Grapevine remained where she was, leaning nonchalantly against a metal filing cabinet. Her eyes idly played over the documents tacked to Ornate’s personal message board. I knew she could see me--kept peeking from the corner of her eye--but apparently she was going to deliberately ignore me. I sighed. So that was how the game was going to be played.
“Does the concept of punctuality escape you, Miss Flower?” Ornate said, dragging me back to reality. He looked me up and down. “I can see neatness already did.”
“Sorry, uh, sir,” I stuttered, trying to brush my hair back to its normal, straightened state while bemoaning the darker shade the tunic had taken on. All the way from Cloudsdale, indeed.
Ornate harrumphed. “Yes, you are likely to be sorry. But that isn’t enough--not anymore.” He slapped down a newspaper on his desk. Not the edition we had published--with Grapevine’s story on the front page and my picture of Golden to accompany it--but a copy of the Times talking about the apparent spike in readers and profit the Chronicler had been getting. A news story about a news story, imagine that.
“You’ve hit the big time with that little story of yours, and that means the two of you need to start acting like you belong. No showing up late, no using paid time for anything unrelated to research . . .” He pointed one hoof at Grapevine. “And no more drinking. I was told that you’ve been thrown out of three bars just this week, and that ends today. You’re a professional again, so see if you can’t remember how to act like one.” He turned to me. “That goes for you, too. No more breaking your equipment or yourself, you hear?”
I nodded enthusiastically, while Grapevine only game a semblance of an agreement with a slight turn of her head. It was good enough for Ornate, anyway, because he sank back into his seat, and motioned for us to do the same in the two wooden chairs in front of his desk. I obliged him and Grapevine did as well, though reluctantly. “Now relax,” he said. “I’m not mad at you . . . yet. Just wanted to get things straight, you hear?”
We nodded.
“Good. Now, right to business.” He passed a colorful flyer across the table to us, which Grapevine snatched up and scanned as quick as she could read. “As you may or may not know, the Germane Independence Festival starts today out in Chestnut Hill.” He looked specifically at me after he spoke, expecting me to ask more questions.
Which I did. “But wasn’t Germaneigh Day a week ago? You know, day after the Summer Sun Celebration?” Technically, the Germanes had declared their independence on the day of the Summer Sun Celebration way back when Celestia had ruled by herself, figuring--correctly--that the citizens loyal to the Princess would be distracted by the festivities. I knew in Germaneigh it was celebrated on the correct date, but in Equestria it was always the day after so as not to upset the more patriotic ponies in the empire.
“You’re correct,” Ornate said, “but due to . . . mitigating circumstances, the festivities were pushed back a week. Which works for us, because now we’ve got a followup for all the new subscribers we’ve been getting.”
Grapevine tossed the flyer back on his desk. “And your big plan to keep them is to send your top reporter to cover the same boring story we tell every year? If you want a story so bad, just take the one I wrote last year and change the dates--nopony’s gonna know.”
Ornate glared at her but slowly placed another document on the desk and tapped it with his hoof. On it was a picture of an aging stallion with dark hair and a pair of wire-frame glasses that ill fit his sallow face. He bore a quiet smile between the aging lines, and dark circles ringed the flesh beneath his eyes. “If you want it that way, then let’s get to the real story. Meet Doctor Wahr Chemiker, Professor of Chemistry at the University of Marelin; or at least he was, until he went missing a couple weeks ago. The Germane Government put a out a reward for his capture, and the word from our source is that he escaped here and is hiding somewhere in the festival.”
“So a high-profile fugitive all the way from Germaneigh comes here to hide, and in some campy festival no less?” Grapevine said. “I’m not buying it.” I nodded in agreement.
“Our festival’s the biggest of its kind in Equestria, and we’ve got delegates and travelers arriving from all over Germaneigh. Our police won’t be able to check each and every passenger that disembarks; if I was him this would be exactly where I’d go.” Ornate crossed his forehooves. “And our source told me he’s got it on good word, which should be enough for the both of you.”
“Then who exactly is this source that we should think so highly of?” Grapevine said. “Last time I checked, our runners were more disposable than your shot glasses after ten.”
Ornate smiled. “He’s new talent--fresh from the payroll of the Gazette. You’ll be meeting him today, as a matter of fact. Name’s Ivory, and he’ll be at the festival. He told me to tell you to follow the sound of a piano being played like it was a bucking bronco.”
“Well he certainly sounds pleasant.”
“It doesn’t matter what he sounds like, but what he can give us,” Ornate said. “So I expect you to treat him with all due courtesy, whether he acts like the prince or the pauper. Do you get me?”
Grapevine’s brow furrowed. “Just don’t think I’ll buddy up to the guy.”
“Oh trust me, I wouldn’t,” Ornate said. He turned to me. “Same goes for you, missy.” He reached beneath his desk and pulled out a black box that he placed with a thump on his desk. It was my camera. I suddenly realized why my brand new camera bag had felt so light. “And see to it that you don’t forget this again, or I will begin docking your pay. Now, both of you, out of my office. I’ve got work to do, and so do the two of you. Your press passes will be waiting for you at the festival, so get going.”
We both scurried out of his office, Grapevine briefly stopping to pick up her press bag from her desk.
*        *        *

The next trolley at the stop closest to the Chronicler building was late, so Grapevine and I spent several minutes looking anywhere but at each other, her leaning against the side of stop’s rain covering and me loafing on the otherwise-empty bench.
I opened my mouth to say something, but no words came out and I was left looking like a fish gasping for water for a few seconds before shutting back up. Then I did it again, and again. Words half-formed that marched obediently to their places at the edge of my tongue but refused to take the final leap into the warm noonday air.
“Your dress is riding up,” Grapevine said suddenly, breaking the silence. She looked away. “You should probably fix it.”
I fixed the tunic that had indeed been riding up on my flank, so much that it was possible to see my cutie mark. I stretched it back over the base of my tail and noticed Grapevine watching out of the corner of her eye. Did she like it? Was that why she had noticed in the first place, because she noticed my flank? After all, she had admitted feelings for me back at the Celebration . . .
No, stop thinking like that, I told myself. Silently, I groaned. If I was going to jump to a stupid conclusion at every little thing Grapevine said, it was going to be a long day. I looked up and tried to smile at her to show we had an understanding. But the grin came out crooked and I think I only worried and confused her, because she quickly looked away and said nothing more until the trolley came to a wheezing stop in front of us.
Grapevine climbed on and chose a seat at the back of the trolley. The look on her face dared me to try sitting next to her, but I’m not a betting pony so I settled for an aisle seat next to a rather piggish colt in his middle age, stuffed in a bad suit. Both of his hooves were occupied by a donut, and the voluptuous mustache that adorned his face was spotted with crumbs of meals past.
He rose when I tried to sit down and gobbled down a donut before speaking. “Oh, pardon me miss, I must offer you my seat,” he said in a hills-y Germane accent. I tried to refuse, but he wouldn’t hear it until I was safely in his spot, and he next to the aisle. I looked out the window and hoped he wouldn’t talk to me.
“You are attending the festival, yes?”
Of course he will. “Yes, I am,” I said.
He smiled. “Grand, just grand. Will this be your first year to attend?”
“Yeah,” I said, “how did you know?”
“You look just as I did on my first trip, ten years ago,” he said with warm smile. Then, he spoke in Germane, “And do you not speak the glorious language of the ponies of the Rhine?”
Startled, I answered to the confirmative, and his grin grew broader. He clapped me on the back. “Good, good for you,” he said. “It is always a pleasure to meet somepony from the home country!”
“Well, not exactly from the home country--my parents moved to Equestria before I was born.”
A dark shadow passed over his face briefly before it lit up again, twice as bright. “Ah, well, nopony is perfect. If you speak this language, though, I am sure you will be welcomed with open arms.”
I nodded like I cared. 
“And you certainly wouldn’t want to miss out on the kind of experiences that only a native will receive at a festival such as this--none other can be found outside Germaneigh.”
“But the festival is in Equestria--so what makes it so great for natives to come here?”
He laughed. “The festivals back home are so . . . common. Everypony knows what to do and where to go, it is like a routine. But here in Equestria, it is so different; we love to come here and watch ponies learn about our culture, and maybe teach them a little too. I suppose that is why so many teachers make the pilgrimage every year.”
“Then are you a teacher, by any chance?” I said. His rambling on about a pointless subject that I didn’t need to know about certainly made him seem like one.
“Oh no, not me. I am, ah, just along for the ride.” He held out a hoof. “My name is Big News--you may call me Big--and I am a foreign correspondent for the Marelin Exekutive,” he said, though his name came out in Germane as Große Neuigkeiten, which made me remember just how much a mouthful the language could be. I timidly shook his hoof, realizing that I was talking to somepony who had made it to the big leagues of journalism. Even my father on our farm had gotten the monthly edition of the Exekutive, which he had always read with his pipe, an occasion he had reserved only for the Germane newspaper.
I shifted myself in the seat so to better hide my camera bag and hope he wouldn’t ask where I worked.
“Now what would your name by, young lady?”
Of course.
“M- My name is Minty Flower,” I said.
“Minze Blume,” he said, taking relish in repeating the name in Germane. “A fine name indeed. So tell me, Miss Flower, where is it you work? I can only assume a bold young mare such as yourself would have found gainful employment.”
I sighed and reluctantly set the camera bag on my lap. I threw open the top to reveal my camera and said, “I’m a photographer for the Fillydelpia Chronicler.”
He gapsed. “The very same that published the story of Madame Pullmare and her company?” I nodded. “Why, that story was massive back home--the Pullmare Company having many deals with our government for steel.” He winked. “Though I must confess I have only read the Equestrian edition. I am told that the Germane version was much . . . kinder to her.” He slapped me on the back, again. “And are you, by any chance, the same photographer who caught the magnificent image of the former mayor?”
“Well, yeah . . .”
“Which would make the mare at the back of this trolley the famous Grapevine, yes?”
“Famous?”
He clopped his hooves together and chortled with joy, apparently ignoring my comment. “Oh this is such a treat, to meet the most famous up-and-comers in the journalism world! I should have guessed when you said your name, but the bell didn’t quite ring-”
“Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “Back up. So you’re telling me that we are up-and-coming in the journalism world?”
“But of course! The magnificent prose coupled with the haunting image of your picture has captivated many journalists across both Equestria and Germaneigh. Why, I expect even those uncouth Prench have heard of the two of you.”
I sat back heavily in my seat. I guess I had never really entertained the idea that the silly little article that had trivialized and summed up our adventure in such a sterile way would make us famous. Keep our jobs? Yes. Known in Fillydelphia? Maybe. Famous in multiple countries? I don’t know what you smoked to come up with that idea, but I want some!
It was an idea that warranted more careful thought and maybe even a little discussion with Sterling--if he was up for it--but the stallion rambled on whether I wanted him to or not.
“So what’s it like working with her?” he said, nodding in the direction of Grapevine. “Is it tough, or are you two as close as they say you are?” He waggled his eyes when he said the word “close” that made me feel even more uncomfortable than I already did, which was quite an achievement.
“It’s . . . nice. It always keeps me on the tips of my hooves,” I said. “Grapevine and I after all are, uh, very close as partners. Friends, even.” I made sure to keep my voice low so Grapevine in her seat behind us wouldn’t hear, though she didn’t seem to pay attention no matter what I did.
“That’s good to hear,” Big said. “Especially when Miss Grapevine seems to think so highly of you.”
“Wait, what?”
The way he looked at me is similar to how you do when your sister obviously ate your last piece of birthday cake when you totally asked her not to and she even has crumbs on her face but she insists that she didn’t and- . . . I’m getting off track.
Anyway, he said, “her writing of you in the article described you as naive in a sweet way; a pony who believed in doing right whether the world does right by her.” He smiled. “From what I’ve seen of you, you seem to meet the description.”
My face burned. That’s what she thought about me? Naive? And to use it as a positive thing . . . and to believe that I did everything because of some higher ideal of “right”, well, I supposed I should probably read the article at some point. I’d only skimmed the first draft, so she must have added that in after. I snuck a look back at her, where I saw her watching the city disappear behind us out the window, only to be replaced with trees and grass and sky. If she thought so “highly” of me, then why the freeze out?
Of course, it could always be because she was simply-
“So what will you be doing at the festival today?”
Celestia. Dammit.
“Um, just walk around and stuff. Try to find a story, maybe--we’ll probably eat something at some point.” I figured it was probably best not tell him we were looking for a fugitive; especially one his own country was trying to find. Ponies tend to get testy over those sort of things.
I didn’t do the best job of putting on a convincing voice, but he seemed not to notice. Instead, he happily suggested a myriad of stalls to check out, ponies to talk to, and foods to eat. He told me so many, in fact, that my mind kind of dulled to his list and I stopped remembering a word he had said. Personally, I don’t even think he cared whether I listened or not: he just liked to hear himself talk.
He was only interrupted when the trolley grounded to a halt in front of a hastily-erected wooden platform at the entrance to the fairgrounds. We all filed out and the passengers dispersed into the festival until only Big, Grapevine, and I were left on the platform.
“It was a pleasure to meet you, Fräulein Blume,” he said. “And I would love to show you around the festival, but I have pressing business that I must attend to. Ponies to meet and all that: you understand.” He shook my hoof. “Until next time.” He nodded to Grapevine then ambled off, his bulk shifting from side to side as he walked.
“Who was that?” Grapevine said when Big was out of ear range.
“Nobody,” I said. Grapevine didn’t press further and I didn’t offer any more information, so with a silent agreement we walked into the festival together.
*        *        *

The festival sat on a comfortable piece of land about a mile from the town square of Chestnut Hill. The dry, sun-baked grass felt good under-hoof, and there weren’t many trees to block our line of sight, but enough that a pony who was tuckered from walking around could relax underneath a few cool branches.
Colorful tents adorned the outer edges of the fairgrounds, and inside them were the larger acts and demonstrations and contests. Signs advertising cook-offs, storytelling, and art exhibitions were found outside of them. Farther in, stalls and booths showing off hoofcrafted work lined the walking rows, and ponies dressed in gaudy colors and frilly things manned them. 
As Grapevine and I walked down a row that she had selected at random, I found myself looking wide eyed at every little thing, in some vain attempt to drink in all that I could. Never before had I seen so much of my culture in one area; and in Equestria, at that! After all, my parents had never really been into the old country or its customs. They had been proud to be Equestrians, and had made sure that, other than knowing the language, their children had nothing to do with Germaneigh. All Saint’s Day was celebrated a day earlier and called Night Mare Night, and Advent was replaced with Hearth’s Warming. Our names were kept to the more Equestrian traditions--though not always successfully, as with mine--and we were taught to be proper Equestrians.
So it was a rather new experience to be in the middle of a festival celebrating nothing but Germaneigh, obviously.
“Will you try to keep up?” Grapevine said, not bothering to turn around to ask me. I’d been lagging behind, my eyes roaming elsewhere, and had nearly lost her in the crowd.
“Sorry, sorry,” I said.
“We’re not here to gawk; we have a job to do, remember?”
“Yeah, I know . . . so where do you think this Ivory guy is, anyway?”
“If I know the kind of ponies Ornate likes to get tangled up with, he’ll be at the bar. Maybe even playing something on the piano, like he said he would.”
I focused on keeping closer to Grapevine as we drew nearer to a large tent in the middle of the festival marked with the misleading title “Recreational Tent”, and tried not to lose myself in staring at a massive painting of the Black Woods of Germaneigh on display in one of the pavilions.
“Hurry up and stop staring at the stupid painting!” Grapevine said.
Okay, maybe I lost myself a little. Anyway, sure enough, upbeat piano music wafted from the interior of the central tent, where ponies in plainclothes stumbled out with their mouths running nonsense, drunk on Germane ale. It was the place, as far was we could tell.
Grapevine led me inside, where we found a massive wooden bar had been plopped down in the middle of the tent, and numerous tables were spread out on the grass around it. The heat was oppressive inside, part from the canvas of the tent doing nothing to insulate the inside, and part from so many ponies talking loudly in drunken stupors. I was suddenly glad all I had on was a breezy tunic.
An old piano sat in one corner, and the music came loud and clear from it, but we couldn’t see who was playing it. A crowd had gathered around it, and somepony was shouting while a few drunks edged him on. Grapevine and I unapologetically shoved our way through the crowd that smelled of liquor to get to the scene.
In the middle of the crowd were two figures: one a pony with a bright orange coat and auburn mane, and the other . . . not. His front half was like that of a griffin, though smaller and leaner, and that’s what I assumed him to be at first. But then he rose from the piano bench and I saw his back half, which was that of a pony’s, albeit without a cutie mark. I wasn’t sure what to call him, besides Ivory.
The pony in front of him was swaying back and forth and it was hard to make sense of what he was saying. From what I deciphered, he said: “Hey, big . . . uh . . . fella, I gots a proposition for you!” He hiccuped. “Me and my buddy ‘re working us a freak show out in one of them big tents, and we think you could be the star of the show!” He grinned big, like he had just offered Ivory his weight in gold.
Ivory, for his part, didn’t seem very upset. He calmly walked toward the pony--an odd sound; half the usual clopping of hooves and half the strange scratching of talons--and looked him right in the eyes. “You think I am a freak, do you?”
“Well, yeah,” the stallion answered without flinching.
The griffin-pony hybrid stepped closer to the drunk colt. “I guess I am a freak,” he said in a tangy Manehattan accent. He held up one arm, and made sure to keep his talons in full view for the crowd. “But being a freak does have its advantages.” Ivory stuck his head right up in the stallion’s face. “You get my drift?”
“Um, well, yeah,” the stallion said, his eyes never leaving Ivory’s claws, each about as long as a unicorn’s horn. He started to walk away. “You probably wouldn’t fit in the freak show anyway, you’re too weird; you’d just make everypony else feel strange.”
Disappointed, the crowd dispersed after the stallion left, leaving only Grapevine and I still watching Ivory. He turned to us. “Glad you two came,” he said. “I was starting to wonder if you’d show up at all.”
Grapevine looked behind us briefly like she expected he was talking to somepony else before answering, “And how do you know who we are?”
Ivory laughed. “What kind of fact-finder would I be if I couldn’t spot Ornate’s star employees?” He drew closer to us and held up one talon to shake. When he got closer I noticed that his “deadly” talons were chipped and dirty, and the feathers on his chest mottled. When neither of us took the offered claw he said, “No worries, I’m not as fierce as my pureblood relatives. I just put on the tough act for stiffs like that guy.”
I decided to take his claw in my hoof, cringing when I felt the talons, dull as they were, scrape across the end of my hoof. “I’m Minty Flower, the photographer,” I said, as if he didn’t already know.
He smiled. “Ivory Ariosto: professional oddity and amateur pianist, at your service. I also gather strange and interesting factoids, which some ponies find interesting from time to time.” He shrugged. “It’s a living.”
Grapevine shook his claw and introduced herself as well--in more of a gruff, professional manner--though she made no effort to keeping her eyes off of the point midway along his belly where the griffin side morphed into a pony’s flank. “So what exactly are you?” she said.
If the question bothered him, Ivory didn’t show it. Or maybe he had been asked it so many times that it ceased to be an issue. “I’m what you call a hippogriff,” he said, “or, as I like to call it, why griffins and ponies of different genders should not share drinks.”
He rubbed his claws together, making a strange sort of scraping sound. “But enough about me: you’re only here for one reason, right?”
Grapevine nodded. “Doctor Chemiker.”
Ivory nodded in return. “Right. And if we’re going to catch a fugitive, we’ve got a lot to do and little time to do it in.” He grinned. “So let’s get started.”

	
		Episode 3: Blättere um



The pavilion was loud. Louder now, it seemed, since we had been inside, though I did not know if that was simply a byproduct of visiting a quieter, enclosed space or if more ponies had shown up. Probably both.
Anyway, Ivory led us out of the Recreational Tent and back out to the main body of the festival. Or rather, bodies. We were hemmed on every side by ponies coming and going; some of them the softer-faced Fillydelphia natives, and some of them the hard-jawed visitors from Germaneigh. Even without the faces, it wasn’t hard to tell them apart. Fillydelphians strutted about in their coats with pastel colors, while the coats and manes of the Germanes were muted in hue, and reflected in the clothing they wore, which was heavier than the usual Equestrian fare.
“Her first time at one of these, right?” I overheard Ivory ask Grapevine, a few feet in front of me.
Grapevine snorted. “How should I know--does it look like I keep up with her?”
“I suppose ‘yes’ would be a bad answer in this situation?” Ivory turned to me like I hadn’t been listening in. “You speak like a Germane native, but walk like you’ve never seen even a single flag from the Empire,” he said. “Why?”
Somehow, Ivory managed to stay in front of me and keep pace with Grapevine, even while walking backwards. I shrugged in response to his question. “If you’re going to move to Equestria, what’s the point in celebrating where you came from?”
“You look pretty excited to be here from my perspective.”
“I didn’t say that was my point of view; it was what my parents believed. Being kids, we didn’t exactly get a choice.” Not that it had ever stopped me from trying to sneak over to a hill at the very edge of our farm and watch Derbyshire’s Germane Independence Festival from a distance. Usually, I ended up caught by my father or my more studious older sister, which resulted in “the speech” and double chores for a week. The few times I did see it, however, I never figured why Father was so adamant against the festival--it hadn’t really seemed like anything too special from the other holidays. Now that I was actually inside one, however, I could see why he would have disapproved of our family attending, as patriotic as he was.
“Hey, can we maybe put a halt on the mystery of why Miss Speaks-Two-Languages hasn’t been to one of these before and focus on the reason we’re actually here?” Grapevine said in a huff.
Ivory turned back around. “Of course,” he said. He idly picked at the talons on one of his arms as we walked, somehow managing to move on three limbs. “I assume you’ve already been briefed on Doctor Chemiker, right?”
Grapevine glanced at me. “We were told the basics, and that he’s wanted by the Germanes, but not much else.”
“Good thing details on this guy weren’t hard to find,” Ivory said. “Here in Equestria he isn’t well-known, but he was the poster foal for the Germane Scientific World--and even for Prance, if you can believe it. He was one of those whiz kids too, they call ‘em the wunderkind there. First research grant at just twenty, and he was heading a lab at twenty-four. Then his team was the one that figured out how to synthesize methylene from condensed magic a while back, and everypony started to call him chemistry’s newest up-and-comer.”
“So if he’s so popular, then why’s the Germane government on the lookout for him now?” Grapevine said.
“Was popular,” Ivory said. “The young Wahr was on top of the scientific world, being offered grants from just about every university in the civilized countries--even one from Concealed College here in Equestria.”
“And he turned them down? Why?”
Ivory shrugged. “Nopony knows. He turned down almost every offer that came his way, even the ones that were willing to fund his research at one million zahls--two million bits--a month. Instead, he settled for Professor of Chemistry at the University of Marelin, as Ornate should have told you already. It wasn’t even supposed to be a real postion; it was more of an honorary title that he would hold while working in the lab, but he refused everything but the teaching aspect.”
“Okay, I get how he became a teacher,” Grapevine said, “but how the hay does a teacher end up a fugitive?”
“The information I got was kind of fuzzy on that point. All we know is that he taught for nearly a decade then suddenly-” Ivory snapped his fingers. “Gone. No notice to his students or the faculty. All questions that were asked were rebuked by the government, and for fifteen years nothing more was heard from Doctor Chemiker. That is, until a couple years when suddenly he just reappears again with no explanation, back at his teaching job like nothing ever happened. Everypony pretty much assumed everything was normal--urged on by the government, of course--and for a while it was. That is, until three weeks ago when Internal Security, Innere Sicherheit, bursts into the college demanding to know where the professor was. They didn’t catch him, but a week later you’ve got his wife reporting that she thought she had seen her former husband break into her house. A week after you’ve got officials at the Hayburg Aerodrome reporting that a steamcar was left abandoned in the parking lot, along with items from the good doctor’s house.”
“And that’s where Fillydelphia comes in,” Grapevine said.
“Right. The only airships not checked were those from and bound to Equestria. Protected from search and seizure under Princess Celestia’s authority, of course.”
“Is that why we’re headed to the airfield?”
“So you unicorns do use your eyes after all!”
Grapevine grimaced at Ivory’s remark and told me to hurry up again. I barely heard her. Instead I trailed behind, trying to get things straight in my mind. A pony that turned down money and fame? And for a teaching job? I’d been willing, a week ago, to sacrifice everything to stay in Fillydelphia and make a name for myself, and here was a pony who had earned it with far more ease than I did, and gave it up just as easily.
The more I turned it over in my head, the less sense it made. Such a foreign concept made my head hurt. I eventually had to settle on the fact that some ponies just couldn’t handle their fame, unlike me, of course. While I was congratulating myself for coming up with that conclusion, I ended up moving a little too slow and running into another pony going the opposite way.
Boxes he had been carrying fell onto the grass, spilling worn books across the pavilion. The pony who had been carrying them--a fit stallion just edging out of his twenties and colored some weird mint-green/blue color--fell on his rump beside where I was now laying on the ground with what must have been a dazed look on my face.
“I am very sorry,” he said in Germane with a clipped accent. “I didn’t see you there, and-”
I held up a hoof. “Don’t worry, my fault,” I said. I rubbed my head, then took the hoof he offered and climbed to my feet, surprised at how strong his grip was. Once I was on all fours, I sheepishly looked around at the books lying on the grass. “Sorry about the books though, they look pretty old . . .”
He smiled a little in reassurance and rubbed his head. “It is alright, they have seen far worse--trust me.” Then he bent over and started to carefully pick them up, one by one. I quickly stooped down to help him, using the aid of my wings to gently lift the books and place them back into one of the boxes. While I did, I couldn’t help but look at some of the covers. They were much more intricate than any books I had ever seen--most of their stunningly-detailed covers could have sold as paintings anywhere in Equestria. I could only wonder what stories they contained if they warranted such well-made covers. Far better than I could write, for sure.
When the stallion saw me looking at the books, his smile grew. “Like them?” he said. “They are here for a Germane literature exhibition later this afternoon.” He pointed out a large tent done up in a flat green color. “I’m heading over there right now to set up.”
I nodded in a way I hoped was reassuring. “I’ll be sure to check it out,” I said. Which was mostly true--I wasn’t too interested in the actual stories, but I wouldn’t mind checking out more covers if they were all like the ones he was carrying.
We finished loading the boxes and he bid me a good day before ambling off toward the exhibition tent, his step not even faltering under the weight of the books on his back.
“You done?” Grapevine said.
“What do you care?” I said. “It’s not like you were offering to help.”
“I just didn’t want to interrupt you and your new pal, talking in Germane and all that. You’re all in Equestria--why do you keep speaking it, anyway?”
I stuck out my tongue. “Um dich zu ärgern.”
She huffed and turned back to Ivory, who only rolled his eyes and continued to lead us to the airfield. Not that he really needed to, at that point. The massive forms of blimps and zeppelins resting just inches off the ground were clear to see. In contrast to their citizens, the Germane airships were done up in bright, pronounced colors and designs all over their fuselages. They were all arranged on the grass in a sort of semi-circle with the top of semi-circle facing inward toward the festival. The airships closest to the festival were the smaller balloons and blimps while the real behemoths sat farther out on the edges of the festival, crowds snaking down their ramps and onto the cleared area in the middle of all the airships.
We rapidly became the only individuals making our way toward the landing field, and were forced to moving along the side of the pavilion away from the crowds at the risk of being carried bodily away from our destination.
“Do you even know which airship we’re looking for?” Grapevine said once we had stopped a little bit away from the crowds, in a clear patch of field between the tents of the festival and airships sitting on the pasture. “Or are we just going to have to search all of them? Because with this many ponies, I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
“I managed to narrow the list down to three,” he said, “two of them dedicated--if shady--shuttles between Equestria and Germaneigh, and the other a cargo hauler.” He ticked them off on one hand. “There’s the shuttles Eagle and Sky Rider, and the other whose name was a bit harder to find. From what I could dig up, it’s called the Halcyon.”
Grapevine and I groaned at the same time.
Ivory looked at us funny. “What? Is it something I said?”
“Let’s just check out the Halcyon first,” I said. “I’ve got a . . . feeling we’ll be lucky there.”
*        *        *

We carefully made our way across the impromptu airfield and sure enough, Malcolt Reinolds--dressed in his signature duster--was standing outside his airship when we arrived. He was barking orders to someone inside the ship, which I noticed was sitting on the ground with its balloon looking a little deflated.
Ivory cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Captain Reinolds?”
Mal wearily started to turn around. “Look, how many times do I have to tell you guys, our gorram papers are in ord-” His eyes narrowed once Grapevine and I were in view. “Oh, you two. What brings you to the festival?” He nodded to Ivory. “And who’s your friend?”
“You know him?” Ivory said, honestly surprised--I think--that we knew something he didn’t.
Grapevine smiled, enjoying her little victory. “Here on business, naturally,” she said. “We’re working on a new story, and Ivory here is our contact.”
Mal nodded again to Ivory. “A pleasure.” He turned back to Grapevine. “And I don’t assume you just came to say hello, did you?”
Grapevine shook her head. “Word is that you might be able to help us with our story,” she said.
“Is that so?”
“Your ship was carrying passengers from Germaneigh. Mind showing us the list?”
Mal held up a hoof. “Woah, woah there missy, I’ve got no list to show. We play by different rules on this ship--no names, and pay only in cash. We don’t know where anypony’s going, and we don’t want to.”
Grapevine looked dumbfounded. “You carry passengers . . . and you have no idea who they are?”
“Some folks would prefer to fly casual,” Mal said. “And we provide that service. Nothing special or unusual. Just business.”
“And it pays pretty good, too,” said Mal’s burly crewmember--Jennet, I remembered--as he walked down the front ramp out of the cargo bay. In one hoof he carried a pile of assorted machine parts, which he dumped unceremoniously on the ground. He turned to Mal. “Hayley says we need new, uh, power couplings if we want to get ‘er up and running again.”
Mal walked over to one of the parts, picked it up, and tossed it back to Jennet. “Tell Hayley to make it work,” he said. “We don’t have the money for more.”
Jennet nodded. “Right, Mal.” He turned and walked back into the ship, his hooves echoing on the metal of an empty cargo bay.
“I told you, Captain!” Mal shouted after him, but if Jennet noticed, he didn’t make any move to correct himself. “Lousy, good for nothin’ . . .” Mal muttered under his breath.
“What happened to your ship?” I said. If I looked hard enough, I could see a few bullet holes pockmarked the aft end of the fuselage.
“We decided to take shortcut that skirted into Prench airspace,” Mal said. “There was some disagreement on that point.”
“And they just shoot at anything that moves?”
“It probably had something to do with us coming from Germaneigh,” Mal said. “I mean, I don’t think I have guys who want to shoot me in Prance . . . for now.”
“But why would where you’re coming from make a difference?”
“Germaneigh and Prance aren’t too happy with each other right now,” Ivory explained. “They’re not at war, but they tend to get testy when one side makes a move--like what your friend did. Probably one of the reasons why the Germane government was so ready to pick up their wayward chemist.”
“Why’s a chemist matter so much to a government anyway?” Grapevine said. “Wouldn’t a soldier or a spy be better? Even an engineer?”
“A laboratory team he led were also the first to synthesize chlorine gas from other, more common, naturally-occurring elements.”
“What’s that got to do with-”
Mal had been quiet the whole time, carefully watching Grapevine and Ivory, and jumped when his pilot--Haygan--leaned out the cockpit window and yelled down: “Hey Mal, come give me a hoof with the steering lines, would ya?”
“In a minute!” Mal shouted back. He turned back and nodded to each of us in kind. “It’s been a pleasure, but I’ve got to go. Good luck finding that Chemiker guy, though. Look forward to reading the next article.”
He started to walk away, but Grapevine galloped ahead of him and planted herself in his path. “We never mentioned the doctor’s name,” she said icily.
“Must have heard it from somewhere,” Mal said, his tone still casual. “Now move, if you wouldn’t mind.”
She didn’t. “Tell us,” she said. “Where is he?” She tried to stare him down, though it was a futile effort given the height difference of almost a foot between them.
It seemed to work, however, because Mal sighed and looked from side to side quickly before leaning in close and whispering in her ear. I wasn’t close enough to hear, but whatever he said must have satisfied her, because she nodded and let him walk onto the ship before rejoining Ivory and I.
“Well?” Ivory said.
“He said that--if he were to guess--the passengers from his ship would probably have gone to that really big striped tent,” Grapevine said, pointing out the location in question.
“What’s in there?” I said.
Ivory sighed. “The freakshow.”
*        *        *

The only way to describe the freakshow tent was like if a circus had been run by the prize inmates of an insane asylum, but dressed up by some kind of sick, twisted six year-old.
Colorful banners hung from the upper areas of the cavernous tent, advertising the fiends that lay within. The stages the “performers” were displayed on were bright and colorful in a way that made you sick after watching what was done on them. Maybe that was the point, though. Dark and twisted is fine when the mood reflects it, but throw in a little bit of cheer to such a display and its too much for the pony mind to handle.
Or at least, for me to handle, as I soon found myself trying to fight my way back out into the open air, bent over and clutching my stomach in an effort to keep my insides on my inside. I think it was the two-headed unicorn that did it for me. Not necessarily because of the two heads--that would have been really cool. But because the second head was a twisted, deformed thing that stared off into space, uncomprehending . . . that was just too much.
I must have started to run, because Ivory practically tackled me to the ground back at the main entrance. “They’re not real!” he kept yelling into my ear until I had calmed down enough to hear him properly.
“What?” I said.
“They’re not real,” he repeated in a normal voice. “Look at them: they’re all unicorns. This is really just a magic show; they deform themselves on purpose.”
“S- So they’re fake?” I said slowly, my erratic heartbeat starting to calm to its usual rate--though far faster than a unicorn or earth pony’s, me being a Pegasus and all.
Ivory nodded and helped me shakily to my feet. Grapevine bounded over, munching popcorn from a paper bag that she purchased sometime during my ordeal. “Geez, these aren’t even very good,” she said, directed at me though her eyes refused to look my way. “Don’t know what this has to do with Germane independence, though.”
“It doesn’t have anything to do with it,” Ivory said, “but it’s cheap entertainment for the ponies that just want to be somewhere else on their day off.” He looked back at me with what I hoped was worry on his face, though it was hard to tell with the beak. “Are you going to be okay?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll be fine,” I said. I kept my eyes locked to the ground, though--just in case. “Let’s just find the passengers and get out of here.”
Grapevine tossed another hooful of popcorn into her mouth. “How are we going to do that, anyway?”
“We got to the only place your friend’s passengers would be in a place like this,” Ivory said. “The casino.”
Sure enough, in the far part of the tent--after you passed through the gamut of freak shows--were casino tables laid out underneath some high-flying trapeze act. A net was suspended just a few feet over the gamblers’ heads, but they didn’t seem to notice. Instead, they rolled their dice and hid their cards just like they were in Las Pegasus. To them, the Germane festival might as well have been celebrating Prench independence or anything else for that matter--it was just an excuse to gamble for them.
Ivory led us to a corner where the tables were dirtier and the air filled with cigarette smoke. The ponies there had the rough look of Germane factory workers, and didn’t look up until we were in the middle of all of them. 
“What do you want?” one of the more brutish ones said, sticking his face close to Ivory’s. I guessed him to be their sort of leader, being that his graying mane made him the obvious elder of the group.
“We’re here for information,” Grapevine said, taking to Ivory’s side.
“Is that so?” the brute asked. “Well, we’re not giving it.”
Grapevine opened her mouth to say something very cross, but took a breath and calmed down a bit before speaking. “We just want to ask the ponies who rode over on the Halcyon a few questions.”
Before the brute could answer to the negative, a lanky pony at a craps table spoke up: “Oh yeah, what about?”
Glad to see she was getting somewhere, Grapevine answered, “We wanted to know if anypony had information on Wahr Chemiker.”
For as noisy as the casino area had been, the entire crowd grew silent as their stares locked on us. The pony who had asked quickly looked away, like he was embarrassed to be involved with us. The brute leaned close to Grapevine. “Get out,” he said in an icy voice. “And do not come back.”
He stepped forward, causing Grapevine to back away from the casino area, along with Ivory and I. I could tell it pained Grapevine to walk away, but she did so reluctantly as the beginning of a ring of spectators began to form around us.
Before we could get out, however, the ring closed and locked us in. And at the head of the ring was the pony who’d been harassing Ivory earlier in the bar. A sneer decorated his face.
“You dare come to us and mention Him?” he said. “Talk of him where prying ears can hear? The three of you do not even deserve to speak his name!”
“Sorry, we didn’t mean to-” I started, but Grapevine cut me off.
“And all of you are protecting him?” she said, the anger rising in her voice. “What’s he done that’s so special?”
The crowd had begun to press in closer to us while Ivory tried to keep them back as politely as he could. “Not so tough now, are you?” somepony shouted at him, and shoved him closer to us until the ring of ponies around us was less than a foot away.
“Herr Chemiker is a hero to us all,” the pony answered Grapevine. “Unlike you, who write lies about Frau Pullmare only to weaken your country’s trust in her.” He poked one hoof in her chest. “It is because of you that the company has had to lay so many of us off.”
Grapevine shoved his hoof away. “Watch it,” she growled. “Everything in that article was one hundred percent fact, and if you can’t accept that then I’d suggest go bury your head back in your precious doctor’s ass.”
“Why, you-” the pony said, raising his hoof to strike.
Now, I don’t know if he missed or at the last second I un-consciously decided to step in front of Grapevine in some misguided attempt at heroism, but his hoof struck me squarely across the face, sending me sprawling to the ground in a confused daze.
The world swam in front of my eyes, though I could hear a collective intake of breath from the crowd as the stallion who had struck stood still, the hoof that dealt the blow still hanging in the air. I tried to stand back up, but the legs didn’t respond properly, so I remained where I was. Gee, that didn’t seem familiar.
Suddenly, the stallion who had hit me was thrown across the tent through the air on a burst of purple magic, finally coming to a bumpy stop on a stage that held the same two-headed pony from earlier. The crowd stared at Grapevine, whose horn was still smoking and a look of fiery anger on her face.
“Any of you fucking pigs move, and I’ll blast every motherfucking one of ya!” she shouted, her eyes just daring all of them at once to come at her. None did. “Pick her up,” she ordered Ivory in a suddenly ice-cold voice. “We’re taking her to the medical tent.”
I felt myself being lifted off the ground by gentle arms, and started to bounce as we moved out of the tent and back toward the main body of the festival.
*        *        *

“You know, if you keep getting hurt like this, we’re just going to get used to it,” Grapevine said, apparently back to her usual self. I was sitting on a clean cot in the white medical tent, off on the other side of the pavilion from the freakshow. I passed out on the trip over, and didn’t come to for almost an hour. Now, Grapevine stood on the ground at my side, leaning with one hoof on the metal railing at the head of the bed. “I mean, you could have just let me take it; I’m a big mare, after all.”
I smiled. “I could have, but then I would have missed you defending me. Thanks for that, by the way.”
“Defending you? Yeah right . . .” Grapevine said. She snorted. “I was just trying to save my own flank; it’s not like Mister Dagger-Talons over here was doing anything to help.”
Ivory looked up from his perch at the other end of the cot, watching for my nurse to come back. “I had the situation under control,” he said evenly.
Grapevine rolled her eyes. “Right.”
The cream-coated nurse finally returned to my bedside, her starched uniform so tight around her waist I imagined her soprano tone was due to it squeezing the air from her lungs. “Alright, the tests came back and you’re going to be fine, Miss Flower,” she said.
“Will I be able to leave soon?” I said.
She smiled. “In about half an hour, you’ll be all set to leave. No further medication required.”
“Then why wait so long? We’re in a hurry here.”
“The wait is only a necessary precaution,” she said. “We just have to make sure no complications come up before you leave.”
I sighed and muttered my compliance, which was apparently enough for her as she whisked off to the next cot over, ready to deliver a new batch of bad news in the most cheerful way possible.
“Are you going to be alright?” Ivory asked.
“Pretty sure,” I said. “Why?”
He looked guilty, so Grapevine responded for him. “While you were out, Ivory and I talked about what to do next. We’re thinking of checking out the science pavilions to look for some of Chemiker’s colleagues.” She paused and waited for me to say something. When I didn’t, she continued, “And, well, the exhibition closes soon, and you won’t get out of here for half an hour . . .”
I tried not to look too disappointed. “I get it; you guys go ahead and go. I’ll catch up when I get out of this place.”
“Are you sure?” Ivory said.
I nodded and the two of them bade their goodbyes and filed out of the tent, leaving me by myself at my cot. I shook my head and blew a few stray strands of hair out of my face. Half an hour was going to suck in this place.
I figured I would just lay back and try to rest, but the place was too loud for that, unless you were unconscious for a reason. So instead I settled for watching the nurses and orderlies go about their business, and occasionally the few doctors--I tried to not see Rainbow Remedy’s face on any of them.
What stunned me the most while I watched is how orderly the medical tent was. On first glance, the place seemed to be a ball of barely-regulated chaos that was ready to come apart at the seams. On closer inspection, though, the staff ran a tight ship and kept everything in perfect rhythm. For some reason I found this mesmerizing to watch. Maybe it was the fact that my life had been so out of order that my mind naturally gravitated toward something that was, or maybe I was just bored.
Either way, the half hour passed--I made sure to look at the small clock on one wall of the tent every five seconds or so--and I walked over to one of the orderlies who was checking everypony out of the tent.
“Name,” he said in a drab monotone.
“Minty Flower,” I said. “I was told I could check out now.”
“Right, sure you were.” He scanned a list pinned to a clipboard until his eyes stopped on what was presumably my name. “Flower, Minty?” he said. I nodded. “It looks like you’re good to go; I’ll just need a second signature and you’ll be on your way.”
I paused. “A second signature? Like from the doctor?”
He shook his head. “Cases of head trauma have to be checked out by a close friend or relative; we can’t just let you wander around unsupervised.”
“But the nurse said-”
“It doesn’t matter what the nurse said; rules are rules.”
Inwardly, I groaned. Ivory and Grapevine would eventually come looking for me, but probably not for a few hours at best. “Isn’t there anything you can do?” I said. The orderly just shook his head sadly.
One tent flap was open to the outside, and passing ponies could occasionally sneak a glance inside the medical tent--if they wanted to, that is. But that must have been how he saw me and heard what was happening, passing by on some other business but deciding to help a stranger who had shown him kindness. Because just as I was about to dejectedly go and lay back down on my cot, a voice spoke up.
“Sister, is that you? Ah, there you are--I’ve been looking all over for you!” The pony whose books I’d spilled earlier ambled into the tent. He had put on a suit sometime since then, which fit his muscular frame nicely and matched his salty white mane.
The orderly wasn’t impressed. He turned to me. “This guy’s your brother, huh?”
I made the split-second decision to trust the guy--figuring a bookworm like him was probably harmless--and nodded eagerly. “Of course,” I said.
My “brother” nodded eagerly. “Minz here--Minty in your language--was with her friends, and they told me where to find her.” He turned to me and pretended to act like I was getting a scolding. “Just wait until father hears about this!”
I pretended to act scared, and the orderly apparently bought it. Or he wasn’t getting paid enough to care--it could have been either, really. At any rate, he let me and my “brother” sign my release paper and walk out the tent.
Once we were a safe distance away, I let out a breath I’d been holding. “Thanks for that,” I said. “I was really in trouble.”
He smiled. “Don’t mention it; always happy to help.”
I paused. “So, uh, how did you know my name--especially the Germane version?”
“I must profess I knew it since we bumped into each other earlier,” he said. “Your picture, along with your partner’s, was widely circulated back home--and I made the simple translation to Germane and hoped it would work.”
“Well, you guessed well,” I said, switching to Germane, which seemed to please him.
“Ah, so you do speak it,” he said. “I had heard rumors that you could--and even some that you talked to the Princess in the same language!”
I laughed and then toed the ground awkwardly. “So . . . anyway, thanks for helping me out and all, but I have to get going. My friends are over at the science pavilions, and I need to find them.”
I started to walk away, but he stopped me. “You know,” he said, “by the time you reach the pavilions, the science exhibitions will be over and you’ll just have to make your way back here. If you wish, you could wait with me while I set up the book stands.”
I paused. My options were to either to willingly go look for Grapevine and follow her around or hang out with a guy I had never met who knew a lot about old books.
“Lead the way,” I said, “Mr.-”
“Licht,” he said. “Helles Licht.” He offered up his hoof, and I shook hooves with Mr. Bright Light for the second time that day.
We set out toward the side of the festival that was less populated, as most of the stands were still being set up. “Some of the tents have been dealing with overcrowding issues,” he explained, “so we are setting up the literature exhibition on the grass in the open air.”
“Aren’t you worried that will hurt them?” I said.
“As I said before, these books have been through much more than any of us.”
“Ah, right.” There was a little pause as the conversation tapered off. Not that I minded--there was plenty to look at. This end of the pavilion was evidently the more sophisticated, and even the food stands had a little bit of class.
“So I have been told that this is your first time visiting a Germane Independence Festival,” he said, noticing my hungering gaze at the food stands.
“Who, uh, told you that?” I said.
“I have it on good authority from a rather large gentlecolt who seemed to be very excited to have personally met the famous photographer from the Fillydelphia Chronicler.”
I groaned. Of course Big News would have a Big Mouth. “Yes, well, it’s true,” I said.
“And I suppose you haven’t had a chance to try any of the native Germane cuisine?” The expression on my face must have been enough, because he shook his head sadly and said, “No, no, this will not do.”
He showed me over to a food stand with pots and steaming pans filled with food arranged around a few small tables. Bright ordered for both of us. “Spargel. Zwei,” he told the pony working the stand.
The pony came back with two bowls of steaming asparagus topped with some sort of sauce and mashed potatoes. I took mine and held it with my wing-finger-things while Bright balanced his easily on the end of one hoof, and was even steady enough to slide my chair out for me at a table near the stand. We sat down and began to eat.
When Bright saw me practically inhaling the food after the first couple of bites--the best I’d had besides Marshmallow’s cooking--he seemed to grow happier. “You like?” he said.
I nodded hurriedly, my mouth still full. I swallowed and said, “This is amazing. I only wish mother had made stuff like this . . .” I took a deep breath and dug in again.
Bright, meanwhile simply picked at his food. Eventually, he spoke. “So tell me, Minze, what’s it like being a pony who willingly dines with a stranger she’s just met?”
I shrugged. “I ate a meal with Miss Pullmare, and Princess Celestia at the same time,” I said. “It’s hard for anything else to live up to that.”
He smiled. “Indeed. And I apologize that I am but a simple bookkeeper, and thus have lesser abilities to entertain you than those two.”
“Nah, you’re fine,” I said. “I’ve never really talked to anypony about books before, so that could be pretty interesting. What kind of books do you look after?”
“Mostly ones from one of Germaneigh’s golden ages of literature back in the middle high ages, or mittelhochdeutsche Blütezeit. That was back, oh, six hundred years ago.”
“But wasn’t Germaneigh part of Equestria back then? How can you have a golden age when you weren’t a country yet?”
He laughed. “Germaneigh, since the first settlers arrived and started clearing the Black Woods, was its country in everything but official documents. Celestia rarely visited, and the Equestrian officials kept themselves locked up in their castles, leaving the countryside to us. Even the Prench went through much of the same.”
“Well, that’s cool,” I said. “So what kind of books came out all that time ago?”
“Not books, exactly,” he said. “Poems. Minnesang, it was called. They were love poems that were sung in the courts. The Equestrians didn’t care for it too much, but the lower officials and princes loved it.”
“So you have music . . . in book form?” I said.
“Pretty much, yes.”
That was a new one. At least it wouldn’t be as hard to read as the other old literature they had taught us in school, probably. If I ever had to read The Lone Queen again, I think I would die of boredom. Plus the cool pictures on the front would be a bonus.
We finished eating right as more ponies started to trickle in our direction from the rest of the festival. Most of the stands had finished setting up and, according to Bright, the literature exhibition would be starting soon.
“I have to finish setting up,” he said, “but I look forward to seeing you and your friends there.”
I assured him I would be there and watched him trot off, again amazed at how quickly he moved for a self-professed bookworm. With nothing else to do, I idly watched the passersby and regretted letting Bright throw away his unfinished meal without at least getting a bite of it.
Before long, sure enough, Grapevine showed up with Ivory in tow, cutting through the crowd like it wasn’t even there. “Finally we find you,” she said in a huff. “We’ve been looking all over for you! Ivory even made me go back to that stupid clinic.”
“That was your idea-” Ivory said, but she shushed him.
“What are you doing over here anyway?” Grapevine said.
“Met a new friend,” I said. “He helped me get out the clinic and even bought me a meal for the trouble. He’s over at the literature expo right now, setting up.”
“I thought you already had a coltfriend,” she said. I glared at her, but she just smirked. “But it doesn’t matter anyway--the science pavilions were all dead ends. Whenever we even mentioned Chemiker’s name, they reacted the same as those idiots at the freakshow tent.”
“It may have also involved Grapevine’s vulgarity and threats for information,” Ivory said, upset about being cut off earlier. “So we figured we would find you and come here; this expo is the last of the day, anyway. I figured I’d try to get into contact with a few ponies I know over here and see if they’ve got anything.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” Grapevine said.
Ivory shrugged. “I don’t know . . . your job? Aren’t you reporters supposed to, like, mingle? I mean, Ornate hired me to get all the information, not you.”
Grapevine rolled her eyes. “Alright, just meet back up with us when you’re done. We’ll see if we can’t find this guy before the festival closes.” Ivory nodded and went on his way. “And it’s back to just us,” Grapevine said. “Joy.”
“You have a problem with me?” I snapped.
“Of course not,” she said in her most innocent voice. “You haven’t done anything to give me one, have you?”
So that was how she was going to play the game. Well, I decided I wasn’t going to take part. Let her be mad; it wasn’t my problem. “Come on, there’s somepony I want you to meet,” I said.
I trotted off toward the stands set up on the grass, and didn’t look back to see if she was following me. Sure enough, though, I could hear her hoofsteps right behind me after a few seconds. After walking around it for a little bit, I realized I liked the literature expo being on the grass much more than some stuffy old tent. A cool breeze had picked up--a welcome relief to the sun that still shown hot on the whole festival--and a stringed band played some old Germane song off to one side.
Most of the stalls, as opposed to the ones lining the main areas of the festival, were neat and orderly, and were run by older ponies with graying manes and drooping mustaches. Books of all kinds were on display, some colorful and thin, and some drab and thick. There were also scrolls, tapestries, and sheet music set out as well.
It wasn’t difficult finding Bright’s stand, seeing as it was actually in the middle of the fairgrounds. There was a small crowd gathered around one of the displays, and they were chattering excitedly. I tried to crane my neck to see, but to no avail. The Germane colts could be tall.
However, Bright, at the head of the crowd, managed to stick his head over the chattering stallions and called out, “Ah, Minze! Very good to see you!” The crowd looked at him, then focused on me. They parted and allowed Grapevine and I to make our way to the front, my face beginning to flush red from the sudden attention.
We stood at the front, and Bright greeted us warmly. “Glad to see you made your way here, Frau Blume,” he said. “And I see you brought the famous Weinrebe.”
“The who?” Grapevine said.
“That’s your name,” I whispered.
She rolled her eyes, but smiled for him and nodded politely. “Nice to meet you-”
“Bright Light,” I hissed.
“Fright Night,” she finished.
Bright looked at her strange, but made nothing of it while I fought the urge to bring my hoof to my face. Instead, he shook his head and pointed to the display stand that the entire crowd was watching. “Sorry about the crowd,” he said. “I finally managed to find my old copy of Ship of Fools.”
“What’s that?” I said.
“An old book of woodcuts and satire.”
“So like a really ancient joke book?” Grapevine said, unimpressed.
“Exactly.”
Awkward silence. “Well, this is really interesting,” Grapevine said, “but we have a job we really need to get back to.”
“Oh, a job?” Bright said. “Minze did not tell me of such a thing. Perhaps I could help?”
Grapevine sighed. “Not unless you can tell us the whereabouts of a Germane fugitive.”
Bright’s eyes narrowed, and for a second I thought he would react like the ponies from the freakshow. Instead, he said, “Yes, I know of Doctor Chemiker. The traitor. I was told that he would be here at the fair, but I have not seen him. Trust me, if I had, he would no longer be hiding.” When he spoke, his nostrils flared a bit and the muscles across his back flexed.
It scared me a little, but only gave Grapevine more encouragement. “So would you be willing to help us then? Maybe give us any leads you can think of?”
Bright stared off into space for a second before answering. “It’s not much,” he said. “But I believe that I saw a Germane reporter snooping around today, asking about the doctor. Not in the way you are, though, but in the way a young colt looks for his lost puppy.”
“Let me guess, he gave his name as Big News?” I said.
He nodded. Of course.
“Any chance you know where this guy is?” Grapevine said.
Bright looked around, then pointed off to one of the farther, more obscure stands. “Isn’t that him right there?”
I looked and sure enough, the portly reporter was talking to a small group of ponies. “Yeah, I see him,” I said.
Grapevine took one look and galloped off in Big’s direction, while I hurriedly thanked Bright and promised to come back around once our story was done. I caught up to Grapevine just as we arrived at the stand.
There, I realized that Big wasn’t talking to any ordinary ponies. There were two stallions and a mare, all dressed in the dark blue of police uniforms. Worse, I hadn’t seen him before, but Ivory was with them with ill-fitting hoofcuffs around his front claws.
Before we could back out, though, the mare took a step toward us. “Grapevine Lulamoon and Minty Flower?” she said. We didn’t say anything, but I don’t think it was really a question. Before she said more, the two stallions took up positions behind us after hoofcuffing Big, and readied two more pairs for us. “Some gentlecolts from Germaneigh would like a word with the two of you.”

	
		Episode 3: Sünden des Lehrers



“So, Miss Flower, can you tell us why you’re in here?” 
There was a bright spotlight trained directly on my face, so I couldn’t tell who had spoken. Or see them, for that matter. All I knew was that across the cold metal table from me in the dark, concrete-slabbed room were two ponies in matching gray suits. They were perfectly matched in every way: from the red silk hoofkerchief in their lapel pockets to the tiny gold cufflinks in the shape of the Germane eagle. Even their coats somehow matched in the same gray-blue color. I couldn’t tell if their cutie marks did since the suits covered them, but I wouldn’t have been surprised.
Or at least, they had both perfectly matched before they had met Grapevine and I. The ride over, strapped in too-small hoofcuffs while riding in the hot back seat of a police steamer had not been fun. Worse was the complete lack of explanation from the cops of why we had been detained or where they had been taking us. Being a reporter, I guess it must have especially rubbed Grapevine the wrong way.
So wrong, in fact, that her first response when the Germane officials opened the steamcar’s doors to let us out was to buck one of them right in the face. I still couldn’t see through the blinding light in front of me, but I knew one of them had adorned a pair of reflective sunglasses to hide his growing shiner.
After that incident, a few of the police officers had shoved Grapevine into one of those straightjackets and hauled her off to one end of the building while I was led by the suited colts down a few dank hallways to the interrogation room.
Whoever had spoken repeated his question again, and this time added, “We just want to talk, that’s all.”
I crossed my forehooves in front of my chest. “What’s there to talk about?” I said. “I still don’t know why I was brought here.”
They muttered something in Germane to each other about my accent, but I couldn’t make out exactly what was being said. The voice resumed, “You honestly have no idea?”
“No . . . should I?”
The light swung away and I could finally see the rest of the room without blinding myself. Not that there was much to see besides the two colts in suits. The one without sunglasses pinched the bridge of his nose. “You were brought here at the behest of the Germane government,” he said, the same voice from earlier. I guessed Mr. Black Eye was still sore from Grapevine’s method of taking out her frustration, so he stayed quiet.
“Why would they want me?” I said.
“You were seen and identified as asking questions on the whereabouts of the fugitive Doctor Chemiker, an act that aroused the suspicions of our government.”
“Last time I looked, asking questions wasn’t a crime,” I said. “Besides, I’m with the press; my partner and I were only working on a story.”
He shook his head. “Press passes don’t count as diplomatic immunity. All my government knows is that you’ve been asking some very curious questions, and this session is for you to prove that you’re not doing anything that might be considered . . . distasteful to our government or yours.”
I looked around the small, empty room. “So I’m not under arrest?”
“Not at this moment, no.”
“Then can I leave?”
The stallion in sunglasses stepped quickly in front of the door and stood at attention. His partner turned to me with a look on his face that he obviously hoped would be interpreted as compassion. “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that, Minty. You may not be under arrest, but you are not without suspicion.” He smiled a little. “But all that can be cleared up just by explaining to us that you have no interest in finding the good doctor.”
I cocked my head. “So you’re saying . . . if I want to get out, I have to forget any of this ever happened?”
“Your words, not mine.”
“Okay, then . . .” I paused, though more for his benefit than mine. “Why exactly is your government so sensitive about this?” I asked, hoping he would take the bait. “I mean, I’m just trying to understand why I can’t do this story.”
The two agents looked at each other, and the one with the sunglasses gave a small nod. “Doctor Chemiker has taken . . . items . . . out of the country that our government--as well as yours--considers unsafe,” the talkative one said, thankfully taking my opening. “We are simply here to find him and any of his cohorts before they can bring harm to Equestria.”
“Right,” I said, “and how exactly is a chemistry teacher supposed to hurt anyone? And how do you even know he was planning to anything wrong?”
The sunglasses colt took one aggressive step towards me, but was stopped by a subtle shake of his partner’s head. “We have it on very reliable sources,” he said.
“Like who, yourselves?”
Another look between the two of them, and then the talkative one reached under the table and brought out a small book. It had a plain, weatherbeaten cover that once had been a dull shade of brown. “We are only letting you see this as an act on the part of the Germane government to show that there is no mistrust between us and the citizens of the Equestrian Empire,” he said carefully. “We are simply helping to clear things up to you, nothing more.”
If this was how they cleared things up, I didn’t want to see their real interrogation. At any rate, something about that book bothered me. “What is that?” I said.
“This is the journal of Doctor Wahr Chemiker, found in his steamcar outside the Hayburg aerodrome shortly after his flight out of the country.” He opened it, but didn’t let me get close enough to actually read any of the words. Not that I could’ve, anyway. Not only was the print in the scrawling short-form that Earth ponies used, but it was all in Germane, and reading it had never been my strong suit.
“In past entries, the doctor details his plans from leaving his job all the way to leaving for Equestria. We believe it was left behind as a guidebook for his followers. Luckily, we managed to get to it first after an anonymous tip.”
“Wait, wait,” I said. “This doctor guy has followers?” I remembered the ponies back at the freakshow tent, but I had just figured they were standing up for one of their own against nosy foreigners, not some kind of cultists.
“The troubling times our country has experienced has led many to cling to deluded fantasies of heroes who are even more deluded than they are,” the pony with sunglasses said, speaking for the first time in a gravelly voice. “They will attach themselves to any cause with a soft enough face.”
His partner nodded. “Exactly. That’s why, in fact, we’re here in the first place: to look for followers who might’ve come to Equestria with him. You were included on that list.”
“Uh . . . why?” I said.
“He wrote of you and your partner several times,” the colt said. “He seemed to think highly of your . . . criticism of the former mayor.” The way he said criticism led me to believe he would rather have spit the words out one by one like a saliva-y gun. “Being the only Equestrians he mentioned in his journal, we naturally were led to believe that he would try and get in touch with you.”
I wanted to laugh. Here we’d spent an entire day looking for some crazy chemist, and apparently he wanted to find us. Suddenly, I was much more intrigued than before, and starting to rethink the idea that had been forming in my head that I should just go along with the Germanes. Not that I could let them know that. “Well I can tell you that I hadn’t even heard of this Chemiker guy before today,” I grumbled, “and I’m starting to wish I never had.”
The interrogator’s face lit up, just as I had hoped it would. “Good, good, just what we were hoping to hear,” he said. “Because don’t you wish that you could put this whole thing behind you now?”
I smiled nodded eagerly. Yes, of course I did. Just want to forget this whole thing, sir. After that, the Germanes were more than eager to help me get my official statements in order. I signed something that said I’d never been associated with Chemiker, and another that I wouldn’t talk about anything that had gone on in the room. Both of the documents were co-stamped with the Equestrian seal, so I wasn’t immune. Of course, it was just paper telling me what to do. And why should I obey that? I was part of a newspaper: we told the paper what to do.
*        *        *

The two of them led me out of the room after that little ordeal, but didn’t let me go just yet. They politely informed me that I would not be cleared to leave until the others had been through the same process, so I would have to wait. Rather than letting me sit in the nice--if boring--waiting room at the front of the police station, I was given my very own jail cell. It was certainly nicer than the one Pullmare had stuck me in, but it was really the thought that counted.
With a final clanging of the metal door on the iron bars, I was locked in the cell and the Germane interrogators scurried away. I sat heavily on the cell’s cot that was shoved against the right side of the tiny room, and tried not to think about the last time I had been in a similar situation.
“So they put you in there too, I see,” a familiar voice said in Germane. I turned around to see Big News’ face staring at me through the bars. He looked concerned. “Did they trouble you?”
I shook my head. “Not really, just kept me in there until I agreed not to pursue the story any more.”
He nodded. “It is good to hear that they did not harm you, then.”
“Why, were they rough with you?”
“Nothing more than what I’m used to these days.” He sighed. “But I suppose this means you will be off the case now?”
I laughed. “What makes you say that?”
“The fact that you signed a paper saying that wouldn’t?”
“So?” I said. “If you’re in here, that means you did the same. And you’re not going to quit . . . doing whatever it was that got you in here, are you?” I snorted. “Besides, it’s not like Grapevine’s going to give up a story just for some government officials--she’ll drag me along whether I like it or not.”
He smiled. “I was hoping you would say that. It is rare to find other supporters of Wahr these days.”
I wouldn’t have said I really supported the guy, but I wasn’t going to shoot Big down. Though, considering I had been in the same situation as Doctor Chemiker just over a week ago with our local government, I could at least empathize with him. And anyway, whether I supported him or not, if I stayed quiet and asked the right question I could break this case open before Grapevine had a chance.
“Yes, I’m sure it,” I said. “Do you know him personally, by any chance?”
“I wouldn’t say personally, but I have had the chance to meet him several times. What a stallion! You have not lived until you have heard him speak--his words flow over your mind like a cool running stream. He is so intellectual--a true gentlecolt and a scholar. Why, even as a refuge here in this city, he gathers new followers to him.”
Rambling aside, that sure sounded like a lead to me. “So he’s here in the city?”
“Well of course, where else would he be?”
“And do you know where in the city he is?” He said nothing, but instead looked at me apprehensively. “You can trust me,” I said. “I’m already in jail for him, after all.”
Big paused, then nodded. “Alright, if I can’t trust you, then I cannot trust anyone.” He looked around at the empty room housing all the cells, painted the same dull gray as the rest of the station. “But here is not the place to tell you this. I will find you later.”
Before I could ask just what he meant by that, a door on one wall opened and a cop stepped through. She walked over to our cells and unlocked the doors. “You’ve both been cleared to leave,” she said in a clipped tone.
We stepped out of our cells--cautiously at first, to make sure we weren’t being fooled--and followed her out of the room and into the front office. There, Grapevine was waiting for us with a scowl on her face. Her saddlebag had been returned to her after one of the arresting officers yanked it from her back at the festival.
Behind her were the same interrogators who had talked to me. The talkative one flashed us a toothy smile. “We’re pleased everything went so well,” he said. “Please, go home and forget this little incident ever happened.” Though he seemed happy enough, there was a deep-seated hint of malice in his voice, and venom in his eyes.
His gaze didn’t stray from us as we walked out of the station and down the front steps. Outside, night had set in, and a half-full moon hung lazily over the city. The summer night air was muggy and warm, and gave an odd feeling of joviality to the dark streets.
“Well, that was a waste of time,” Grapevine said.
I took one look behind me at the closed doors to the police station. “So you’re still on the case?” I whispered.
She didn’t answer, but instead gave me a look that implied that she would have slapped a hoof to her face had it been worth the effort.
Big News coughed. “I suppose this is where we part ways,” he said, glancing around the street. He nodded to us both. “And I will see the two of you at the festival again tomorrow?” We spoke in confirmation and he waddled off down the street in the general direction of Chestnut Hill, where I guessed he had gotten a hotel.
That left Grapevine and I alone on the sidewalk. Wonderful. “So are we walking?” I said.
She didn’t respond, but instead trotted over to a trolley stand about ten yards away and sat down on the bench inside. I sighed and ambled up alongside her, but refrained from taking a seat at her side. The trolley schedule had been torn off from the stand’s message board, and neither of us knew what time it was, so we resigned to wait. If there was one thing I was grateful to Pullm- er, Golden for, it was that she had kept things running. Even now, the trolleys ran twenty-four hours a day.
When she spoke, it was so unexpected that I didn’t hear it at first. Honestly, I had expected her to keep quiet for the whole trip back to Joya’s.
“Huh?” I said.
“I said it’s warm tonight,” Grapevine said awkwardly. “It feels good.”
“Yeah,” I said, “it is.”
A short pause. I couldn’t see her face, but I heard a smile in her voice when she spoke. “I remember nights like this . . . when I was a kid, you know?” she said, in an accent I’d never heard from her before starting to bubble to the surface. “Me and Mom had an apartment, out on the edge of Los Celestias. We were on the top floor and our apartment had a little tiny balcony that barely fit two chairs, so on nights like this we used to sit out there and she’d tell me all about when she was younger.”
I laughed. “That sounds like a good time.”
“Yeah? I guess it was,” she said.
“We used to go outside on summer nights, too, back on the farm,” I said. I pointed up, where the sky was almost milky black with only a few stars showing through along with the moon. “We lied down in the new bales of hay and looked up at the sky and made pictures out of the stars. You could see a lot more than you can here.” I turned to her. “It was pretty cool.”
Again, I expected a flippant remark, but--puzzlingly--none came. Instead, she said, “I’ve never been to the countryside before.”
I smiled. “You should go at least once; maybe you can come with me if I go back home . . . I mean, when I go back home.”
For a second, her eyes shined with hope, but it was quickly crushed down, though that didn’t stop her from returning my smile. Even as she looked away and stopped talking, her face was brighter than it had been.
*        *        *

We stayed in our respective positions for the rest of the duration, and eventually the trolley came. The car was empty, and the driver was partitioned off, so we pretty much had the thing to ourselves. Grapevine chose a bench near the back to sit on, and after a moment of deliberation I sat beside her. She didn’t protest.
After we got moving, she moved her saddlebag to her lap, and opened the flap with a satisfied look. “You still interested in the story?” she asked. “Those goons didn’t scare you off--did they?”
I shook my head. “Of course not,” I said.
“Good.” She reached in the bag and brought out a book. Or, more specifically, the book that had been put in front of me just minutes before.
“You . . . you stole Chemiker’s journal?” I said, practically shouting. 
“Well duh,” Grapevine said. “I wasn’t just going to let those cheap rent-a-tyrants keep something that could be valuable to our case.”
My panic began to subside as I reminded myself that if the government officials had noticed the journal missing, they would have caught up to us at the trolley stop. For now, at least, we were safe. Curiosity rising, I asked, “So . . . did you look inside?”
“Yeah, but there isn’t a whole lot we can use. I don’t really know how to read Germane, so . . .” She held the book out to me. “Do you want it?”
Taking the book would surely put me--and, to that effect, Sterling and Joya--in more danger from the Germane officials, and all for no real gain except reading material of a mysterious Germane chemist. So of course I practically snatched it out of Grapevine’s hoof.
Then, purely on instinct, I reached out and hugged her. Just a friendly hug, mind you. I guess I was just feeling particularly chummy that night, or maybe more excited than I thought for that journal and a chance to see inside Chemiker’s head. But at any rate, I wrapped one hoof around Grapevine and pulled her close.
It took her a second to react, but when she did, it was sudden. The Grapevine that had managed to struggle out of her shell that night was cast back inside, and the old, “normal” one returned. Normal Grapevine quickly shoved me off, sending me crashing across the aisle onto the bench opposite her seat.
Now, I had been putting up with Grapevine’s act for the whole day with the express intent to wait until the story was over to say anything, but after seeing her actually show a little emotion, I just couldn’t bear to let her slip back down again. So, as I fell in a heap on the hard wooden bench, I decided to try something.
“Ow!” I cried upon my landing. “I- I landed on my wing!” For added effect, I made to move and get up, but appeared to cringe from the pain. “I think it might be broken . . .”
Grapevine, demonstrating that conflicting emotional states can switch back and forth more often than a choosy fashion designer, leapt to her feet and moved toward me. Concern crossed her face, and she leaned down to me. “I didn’t mean to . . . are you alright?” she said.
I smiled and flexed out my wing to show it was alright. “So you do care.”
Confusion, then understanding, and finally anger passed over her face in one rapid movement. If I kept it up, I could set a record for most changes in expression caused in one five minute period. “You-” she growled. “You faked being injured?”
Well, it had sounded like a good plan in my head, though hearing her say it out loud made me feel a little guilty. I stumbled for words to explain myself before settling on, “Only because you’re faking everything else!”
She looked bewildered. “I am faking?” she said. “Last time I checked, not wanting to be hugged isn’t hiding anything.”
“You’re faking because you only act that way when someone gets close to you!” I said, not really fully understanding what I was talking about, but going out on a limb anyways. Calmer, I said, “Tonight you were fine until I actually touched you, and suddenly that wasn’t alright. And it’s been the same thing ever since I’ve met you; I get close, and you push back twice as hard.”
Her mouth stood agape, and every time she tried to close it or form words, it returned to its former position.
So, I decided to go for what I hoped would be a winning blow. “I know that I’m not as brave as you are, or nearly as well-connected,” I said, “but at least when it comes to emotions, I’m not a coward.”
Grapevine eyes crossed, but she said nothing and instead rose from where she had been kneeling and started walking toward the front of the trolley.
“Where are you going?” I said.
“I’m getting off,” she said. “I can walk from here.”
“So what, you’re just going to run away?”
She didn’t look at me. “I don’t need to explain myself to you.”
“You’re going to have to at some point,” I said, taking a step toward her. “You can’t just keep ignoring me every time I bring this up.”
“I can if I want, and what’s it your business anyway? All I did was try to act friendly to you tonight and now you think you know me . . .”
I laughed. “How long do you think you can keep up that mean, old facade? I’ve seen the real you--back at the Summer Sun Celebration. That was the true Grapevine, not whatever you’re trying to be now.”
“So the little girl fresh from the farm thinks she knows so much about how ponies work?” She snorted. “I was scared, and worried, and I didn’t think I was going to make it out of City Hall alive. What I said was a mistake, and one I don’t intend to make again.”
“Are you really going to tell yourself that?”
She didn’t respond, but instead put on her saddlebag, walked to the front of the car, and rapped on the door leading to the driver’s cabin of the trolley. The car began to slow and edge its way toward the nearest stop.
“So what, you’re going to be like this because I turned you down?” I said. “Is that it; you don’t get what you want so you walk away like a spoiled child?”
“Don’t go there,” Grapevine warned.
Well, I don’t remember the last time a warning like that had actually been honored, so I skipped the conversation merrily down that path. “Isn’t that why you abandoned Spotlight in the hospital--because your toy didn’t live up to your expectations, and when it broke you wanted a new one?”
Faster than I would have thought for a pony of her size, she had me shoved against the opposite wall and pinned me with one hoof across my throat, barely allowing me to speak.
“Take that back,” she growled.
“You know it’s true,” I gasped. Was that my voice? The words came through my brain and out my mouth unbidden, though every other fiber of my being was shouting at them to stop. Sweet Celestia, was I trying to make Grapevine go off on me? 
Taking no heed to my misgivings, that part of my brain continued, “And then you told yourself that you wouldn’t let it happen again, so you could sleep at night. But you let your guard down for one moment and it happened again, and now, deep down, you’re scared because I don’t feel the same, and that isn’t something you planned for.”
She slackened a bit, as most of the fight left her. Even her eyes ceased their fiery anger and instead were cast down at her hooves, now intertwined with mine.
“You think it was easy telling you that?” I continued. “I may be a farm girl, but up in Derbyshire we’re no strangers to love.” I lifted her chin to look her in the eye. “I never wanted to hurt you.”
Now, I’m quite sure that everything that I had said was in the most friendly sort of way, and meant to be taken as such. Despite what my sisters--and half the school--seemed to believe, I didn’t consider myself a fillyfooler. So when I said that last statement in a soft, tender way, it was simply a mistake on her part that she did not take it as a gesture between friends. That sounds believable, right?
Because, to my great surprise, Grapevine did a little more than simply accept the statement or even smile. Without warning and even quicker than before, she rose on the tips of her hooves and kissed me straight on the lips. I barely even had time to register her fleeting touch, because by then she was already pushing away from me and out the door.
“S- Sorry,” she mumbled, her eyes wide. And with that, she was galloping away from the trolley as fast as her hooves could carry her while I remained in the same spot, bewildered. My mind started to go numb as I turned over her action in my head, and I barely noticed when the trolley started moving again.
*        *        *

The trolley stopped fairly close to Joya’s shop, and I exited the car with my meager belongings: Chemiker’s journal and my once-white tunic that still clung uncomfortably to my flank. I realized with a groan that the last time I had seen my camera bag had been in Ivory’s possession after I was taken to the medical tent--I would have to retrieve that from him later.
The steam machine shuddered away, and I stumbled in a blur to Joya’s front door, trying not to think any more of what had happened. I grabbed a spare key from under the doormat and let myself in, careful not to make too much noise. The inside was dark and quiet, unusual for the late hour.
I started to head up the stairs to my room when I remembered my last little ordeal in that bed, and thought better of it. Instead, I walked down the hall and toward the basement that Sterling occupied. Maybe I could even clear out my head a little if I saw him. Light peeked under the basement door, so I knew he was still up.
One uneasy trip down the stairs later, I was in a basement that was much more cluttered than the last time I had seen it. It appeared Sterling had made himself feel right at home. The colt himself was hunched over a workbench, carefully prodding some machine with a tool I didn’t know the name of.
“Hey, Sterling,” I said, walking up behind him.
He jumped, and the tool went clattering to the floor. “Oh, uh, hey . . . Minty,” he said, turning to face me. He wore a pair of goggles over his eyes, to protect himself against something, I guessed. “Didn’t hear you come in.”
“Right . . . well, I just got back,” I said.
“Yeah, I noticed. We were starting to get worried that you wouldn’t make it at all.”
“We?”
He pointed to his bed--a cot, really--and I saw for the first time the form of a sleeping Ivory. The hippogriff snored softly, and his tongue hung out one corner of his beak. His form was almost too big for the bed, and it sagged visibly.
“He came over here after the festival closed down for the day,” Sterling explained. “He fell asleep about an hour ago, said something about his first bed in a week.”
To my relief, I saw that my camera bag was placed carefully at the foot of the bed. I was going to have to start remembering that at some point in the foreseeable future. Probably. “So did you and him talk?” I said.
“Well we certainly didn’t quietly stare at each other for five hours,” Sterling said with a short laugh. “He did tell me some very . . . interesting things.”
“Oh, like what?”
“Like you ended up in jail, again,” Sterling said, with a hint of bitterness in his voice.
“Yeah, so?” I said, then laughed. “It wasn’t all that bad--I just promised to be a nice wittle fiwwy and not follow up on the story and they let me go. Is there anything wrong with that?”
He sighed. “Well . . . no, not that specifically. But don’t you think it’s a bit dangerous, being able to get into this situation more than once in two weeks?”
I shrugged. “Reporting’s a dangerous business.”
“No, reporting with Grapevine is a dangerous business.”
“I guess so,” I said. “But it’s nothing that we can’t handle. Why is it a big deal?”
His face flushed. “Well, uh, just now that we’re . . . I mean, since we’ve started, uh, you know--I get worried.” He coughed and looked down, scratching his the tip of his hoof against the floor.
I smiled as I felt my own face redden. Somehow, just seeing Sterling trying to get out what neither of us had fully admitted made me want to laugh. Which I did, which set him off again. Dimly, I was aware of worrying thoughts about Grapevine seeking back into the depths of my brain to be brought up later.
He cleared his throat. “Especially when I’ll be gone for a week next month to a show in Stalliongrad. I just . . . fear that Grapevine is going to pull you into something dangerous.”
I laughed again. “Of course she will.” I saddled up next to him, just close enough that I knew he would start feeling a little uncomfortable, and winked. “And I’ll be sure to be extra careful.”
“Yes, well, I’ll make sure to worry just in case.” He tried to smile lopsidedly.
I returned the gesture. “So: Stalliongrad?”
He nodded. “I have a colleague there--he and I have been separately working on a project for a couple years, and we’re going to assemble it at the inventor’s show there in the city. Once that’s done, we’ll take it Las Pegasus for another show.”
“So is that thing you’re working on part of the project?” I said. He looked behind him and picked up the strange-looking device. It looked essentially like a metal cylinder, but at the same time . . . not. “What is it?”
“This is called a piston,” he said. “It’s only one small part of the project, but is essential.” He coughed. “An essential part I’m having to stay up late to finish. . .”
I caught the message. “Well I have some work on the story to do, too.”
“You need somewhere to crash?” he said. “If you don’t want to sleep upstairs, I’m sure I could get Ivory out of my bed for you.”
I shook my head. “Nah, I’ll be fine.” I walked over to one side of the room where bunches of Joya’s discarded snipping had been gathered into one massive pile and settled into it. “This’ll do just fine.”
He nodded and got back to work while I brought out Chemiker’s journal. The spine was more frayed than it had looked, and some of the pages were tattered. It creaked a little as I opened it and began to read. It took a second to really understand what he had written, especially when it was in scrawling Germane, but I managed.
I skipped down to a passage that looked interesting. They watch us all the time, it read. It began first with “punitive measures” designed to protect us from the Prench phantoms waiting just beyond our doorsteps. The identity cards and armed police at every turn were there for our protection--the secret police only worked for the good of the people, of course. Because tyranny cannot come from an outside force, from invasion. Tyranny must be built on the foundations of fear and distrust that already exist. 
I flipped the page. I have heard talks that it is better in other countries, but visiting them for myself, I cannot agree. In Prance, you need not fear the government, because the government is in the hearts of the citizens themselves, for all that implies. Dissenters do not disappear in the night, but are instead paraded around in the public square--the state’s ultimate victory over the citizen comes when the state need not force the citizen to do its will.
My eyes were drawn to the next page, where he had mentioned Equestria. And what of Equestria? he wrote. The great homeland of our kind, the supposed shining beacon in these dark times, is not much better than we. Their rulers reside absolute over a state docile to their twin queens. Where are the ivory domes of Canterlot in the dark alleyways of Manehattan, or the smog-choked streets of Fillydelphia? The Elements of Harmony once represented that bond between the the royalty and the peasants, but how long has it been since they have been called? They age, just as everyone else, while the princesses remain the same. If Celestia rules as she says she does, then how do the Pullmares and the Caballo families of this country thrive?
I rolled my eyes. My parents had talked about ponies back in Germaneigh who had the told them the same thing shortly before they moved to Equestria. I had to admit the Chemiker guy could write well enough, but I didn’t think he really knew what he was talking about. I skipped ahead, looking for the part Big had talked about where Chemiker had mentioned me, spurned on by his inclusion of the former mayor.
I found it a couple dozen pages forward, near the end of the journal. It was dated the day after the story had come out. Good news from Fillydelphia for once, it read. What once was the most corrupt company in all of ponydom was brought to its knees with the death of Grace Pullmare and all her associates in one fell swoop. Burned alive inside the town’s city hall as a pyre to their sins. But what has rocked Germaneigh so hard, a culture that adores their steel baron queen, is those who did the deed: a reporter by the name of Grapevine Lulamoon and her assistant. There are even that rumors that the assistant, Minty Flower, is of Germane descent herself. I wouldn’t be surprised.
So the crazy guy thought well of Grapevine and I . . . that was new. I stifled a yawn and tried to keep my eyes from drooping down. Those days of no sleep on the bed were starting to take their toll, and I knew I would crash soon. I told myself that I would read just one more passage, then lie back and give myself to the dreamlands.
The last page had only a single entry that looked like it was written even faster than the rest. My eyes burned from trying to decipher his writing. They’re coming for me, as I knew they would. They--the government, their goons, whoever else pursues me as a lion his prey--have kept their distance and allowed me to escape this far, but will not hold off much longer. They want it, and will let nothing stop them. I have fooled them into thinking I have resources at my command that never existed: after all, the illusion of strength is mightier than the most powerful of arms. Even as I write this, I prepare to board a ship under a false name in the aerodrome, and from there to Equestria--I must not fail.
His journal ended there, and I shut the book, feeling more exhausted than anything else. Chemiker sounded much more bitter than I had thought, and much like a pony who had something he wished to hide. Which he did, I suppose. I put the book down and was about to surrender myself to sleep when I heard a thumping noise.
I looked up to find that Sterling had fallen asleep sometime during my reading, his head propped up on one hoof. But that hoof had given out, and he made impact with the solid wooden surface. Not that that was enough to wake him up, of course. I sighed and walked over to him to make sure he was alright.
Sterling didn’t make a single noise while he slept, and even his nose barely moved as he breathed, so I had to hurriedly press my ear beside to reassure myself that his lungs hadn’t suddenly given out.
The hard stool and even harder wooden desk he slept at didn’t look very comfortable, so I smiled and decided to try and drag him somewhere more comfortable for the night. Gravity helped me get him off the stool, but I soon found that he was much heavier than his lean form implied. I tried dragging him across the floor, but only made it a few feet before I couldn’t go any farther. He didn’t wake the entire time, of course.
Bone-dead tired and with my legs about to give out from under me, I made a compromise. I gathered up as much of the discarded fabric from where I had been sitting and piled it under and around Sterling into a little bed. Then, with nothing left in me, I collapsed onto the soft flax and cotton below, asleep before I could think of another metaphor.
*        *        *

Morning was spent explaining what had happened over breakfast to Joya and Ivory. I showed them both and Sterling the journal, though none of them seemed particularly interested. Instead, they had me tell them in excruciating detail everything the interrogators had told me at the jail cell. Joya and Sterling had seemed worried, but Ivory wasn’t impressed.
After that, I skipped any details of my ride back to the house, and the conversation kind of petered out from there. The talking--and with it, breakfast--over, Joya assigned Ivory and I to clean the dishes since she had a “full house” with three others in it.
I used my wings to flap-dry the plates, and Ivory turned out to be a pretty good washer, what with being able to hold a sponge properly and all. He didn’t even complain about washing them, either. Sunlight streamed in from the window over the sink as we worked.
“You stayed the night,” I said after a few minutes of silence.
“Was that a question?” he said.
“It was leading to one.”
He smiled. “I thought so.” He handed me a plate, and I beat one wing at it while holding it with the other. “Ornate had your place of residence on file--Grapevine lives alone, so you were the only one with housemates to notify. They asked me to stay after that.” He sighed. “After a time in my field of work, you learn to appreciate a warm bed and a roof over your head.”
“Don’t get much of a chance to rest, huh?”
“You could say that.”
We finished the dishes and and drained the water. Ivory wiped a towel across the countertop for good measure and I made sure to put everything away. While we finished up, I asked, “Did you find out anything else after we were taken away yesterday?”
He nodded. “Not much, but I did manage to stop one of those guys from the freakshow tent after he had a little too much to drink. Turns out, Chemiker’s not even anywhere near the festival--or at least, not anymore. He’s holed up somewhere downtown, and isn’t moving. Couldn’t get any specifics, though; the poor colt passed out before he could run off his mouth anymore.”
“Then what will be looking for at the festival today?”
“Mostly just your friend Big News and anything he knows about Chemiker. He seems like a pretty heavy supporter, but I’m guessing he hasn’t been here long enough to know about the doctor’s true whereabouts. From there, I guess we can get him to maybe convince one of Chemiker’s supporters to talk to us. Get him to think we’re friends.”
“Are you saying we’re not?”
Ivory smiled. “Only as long as the story holds out.”
After that, we gathered up our stuff and prepared to head out. Joya had some sort of outfit that was a cross between yesterday’s tunic and a jacket waiting for me. She claimed it was part of her new line for fall. I put it and my camera bag on and headed out with Ivory at my side.
He had considerably more funds than I did, so we had the luxury of taking a steamcab to the festival grounds rather than a trolley. For which I was thankful, as it gave me a reason to keep from thinking about the night before. The festival had started earlier, but we hadn’t felt like catching the morning events, so the traffic wasn’t heavy. We did, however, have to stop once to let a few ambulances pass. Other than that, the ride over was uneventful, if a bit shorter than we expected. 
The driver had to stop short of the fairgrounds in Chestnut Hill, and told us he couldn’t go any further. When we asked why, he pointed out the front window. Ringed by a crowd of people were Fillydelphia police who had set up a roadblock to the festival areas.
We got out of the car and tried to ask a few nearby ponies what was going on, but nobody seemed to know.
“Come on,” Ivory said, taking me by the hoof. He used his considerable bulk to shove his way through the crowd to the front, with me in tow. A policemare stopped him once he got up to the barricade. “What gives?” he said.
“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t let you past,” she responded.
“But why?”
She looked briefly at an older stallion down the row, who gave her the go-ahead nod, apparently when he recognized me. “Somepony’s been shot,” she explained. “A big fella from Germaneigh. They said his name was Big News.”

	
		Episode 3: Herz der Finsternis



Ivory and I sat underneath a spreading chestnut tree in the little town square adjacent to the fairgrounds, feeling very dumb. Big News was dead and Grapevine had yet to show up, so we sat there in a haze of stupor, neither of us sure what to do. Occasionally someone would stumble upon us and ask what had happened and we would tell them, and be met by the same expression of shock that eroded into sadness and then indifference as they realized they had better things to do than mourn a Germane journalist that they had hardly known. After that, they would up and leave like nothing had happened at all.
I guess nothing really had, if I thought about it. The only ones Big had been an interest to were the Germane government and Grapevine and I, but only for fleeting reasons. Come to think of it, I really hadn’t known anything about the guy. Did he have relatives back in Germaneigh? A wife? Kids? Who would we send the information to, and what would they want to do with the body?
That’s the strange part about death; it makes you realize how much or how little you knew about that pony. I had felt close to Big, but after he was dead I didn’t even know where he was from. Just another link to the case that was cut; another light gone dark. I shuddered as thoughts suppressed and unwanted crept to the front of my mind. Just like Remedy, they said. And they were right. I had thought I’d known him, but then at the funeral I had opened my mouth and . . . nothing. All I could say was that I was sorry he was gone. Sorry; like it was my fault.
They never had found the body--the body they always called it, as if it and the name it had once been attached to were separate things--so what words we could offer was all that was left. And I hadn’t even been able to say something memorable. The rose I had bought from a store on the corner of Joya’s street had seemed like a dull offering of forgiveness for not being able to say more. And then we left the gravesite and he was gone.
“Minty, do you need a moment . . . alone?” Ivory said from where he sat, just a few inches to my left.
I started and was about to tell him that having ovaries didn’t mean I couldn’t take Big’s death any worse than he could, when I felt something drip onto my outstretched hoof. I blinked and realized I’d gone all teary-eyed. I almost laughed; I guess Grapevine hadn’t had as much of an influence on me as I had thought.
I quickly wiped my eyes dry and shook my head to clear it out a little; I reminded myself I still had a job to do. “I’ll be fine,” I said. “Just all of, well, this is getting to me a little.”
He nodded. “Understandable.”
I sighed. “I just don’t know what to do next. He was our only lead, so until Grapevine shows up there’s not much we’ll be able to do.”
“You seem to rely on her guidance quite a bit,” Ivory observed, raising one eye.
“Yeah, I guess.” I shrugged. “She’s the reporter, and I’m . . . not. Her job is to get all the stories, and I take the pretty pictures.” I patted my camera bag reassuringly, where it rested against my flank, slung over the white tunic-jacket-thing Joya had made me wear. “I just think it’s best if we wait to see what she thinks is all.”
Ivory chuckled. “Ornate gave me your file to read when I accepted this case. I seem to remember a certain filly applying for a reporter’s position, not photography.”
My cheeks started to redden. “Well you can obviously tell that didn’t work out,” I said. “I just wasn’t cut out to be a reporter, is all.”
“You and I both know you don’t think that. One does not simply forget what they dreamed and hoped for because of a minor setback,” he said.
“Then what would you have me do?” I grumbled. “Grow a horn and start jotting down on a notepad?” Hide her real emotions until the absolute worst time to show them? I silently added.
Ivory leaned closer to me. “Perhaps go on your gut instinct? I know it’s already speaking to you, and you already have a plan, judging by the look on your face.”
I looked away as quick as I could. Okay, so he was right . . . that didn’t necessarily make me wrong. Having an idea wouldn’t make me right.
“Well?” he said.
“I just figured that, uh, it would be best to check out- I mean check up on someone I met yesterday. His name is Bright Light; he might know what to do.”
Ivory patted me on the back. “See, I knew you had it in you. Now where do you think we could find this Mr. Light?”
I thought for a second. “Does this town have a library?”
*        *        *

It seemed the town did have a library--the problem was that no one seemed to know where it was. We were standing beneath an awning of a brick-borne shop a little outside of the town square, trying to get a word in edgewise with a pony who talked too fast for his own good.
“Now, you’ll obviously know that the first library here in town was built, oh, thirty-five years ago, down on Fifth,” he continued. He’d given his name as Harmonious Lyric, and the sing-song melody that the golden-flanked pony used to speak with matched his name. Not that it was help to us. “It sat there for eight years before another was built across town and that one was named after the current mayor’s son. Then they converted the old one to a school and the new one stood for another ten years before-”
“Excuse me, but we are wanting to know about the new building,” Ivory said hurriedly.
Lyric gave us a look of disdain and continued. “As I was saying, that building stood for ten years until the Great Parasprite Attack, which left most of our town ruined-”
I started to tune him out, rather than try to have my brain process information that I would never again use. The crowd gathered around the barriers leading to the fairgrounds had begun to waver as ponies trickled away to find food or entertainment while they waited for it to re-open. Some went home, but their numbers were surprisingly few.
Most of the shopkeepers seemed overjoyed by this turn of events, and some even threw open their shutters hours before they normally would have, in expectation of good business. One such store, a brightly-colored sweets stand across the way, threw open its door with a clatter of a bell and a chipper shopkeeper to accompany it.
“Hiya, Lyric!” he called.
Mercifully, Lyric quit his rant while explaining the ins and outs of the book collections of the last library and turned to greet the shopkeeper. “Morning, Sweet Tooth,” he said. “Opening a little early, aren’t we?”
“Can’t afford to let all this business pass me by,” Sweet said. He pointed to us. “Who are your friends?”
“Oh, these two? They want to know where the library is.”
“You mean the one on Fifth?”
“No, no, the new library.”
Sweet scratched his chin. “That’ll be the building over off of Mane, right? Next to the Pony Joe’s?”
Lyric shook his head. “They moved out of that place six years ago; that location’s renovated now. It’s the new nightclub, what’s it called . . .”
“The Equestrian Dream?” Sweet suggested.
Lyric nodded. “Yeah, that’s the one.” He turned to us. “You two looking for the Equestrian Dream?”
“No, we’re looking for this town’s library,” I said, a little too loudly.
The two of them snorted and laughed. “Slow down kid, no need to get angry,” Lyric said. “We’re just trying to have a little fun is all.”
“Yeah, it’s not like anypony can find the Equestrian Dream nowadays,” Sweet said, which brought another chuckle out of both of them. When he had called down, he continued, “If you want to find our town’s newest library, it’s two streets down and the fourth building on your right.”
“Thanks,” I grumbled, while Ivory gave them a parting nod.
As we walked away, I could hear them still talking behind me.
“Didn’t the Equestrian Dream relocate to Las Pegasus anyway?” Lyric said.
“You’re asking the wrong pony.”
Ivory and I continued on, moving further into the outskirts of Chestnut Hill. Gathering my thoughts, I said, “See, that was why we need Grapevine.”
He smirked. “How do you figure?”
“She’d have shut them up real quick,” I said. “She wouldn’t have just stood there and taken it.”
“So you’re saying you don’t want to find the Equestrian Dream?” Ivory said with a wink. I gave him a friendly shove and we were turning left onto the designated street before I knew it.
The library was a modern, stone-and-steel building that stood proud over some of the older buildings alongside it. Other buildings would have looked out of place, but this one had the opposite effect: it made the others look inadequate and quaint. A few ponies milled about the steps leading to the entrance, but otherwise the entire location was desolate in the morning light.
We ascended the concrete stairs at a clipped pace and entered the double oak beneath the stone alcove. It wasn’t as nice as Marshmallow’s own library, but quite fancy to service a town the size of Chestnut Hill. The interior was a single, large room that stretched out in every direction away from the entrance and the librarian’s desk in front of it. A bored-looking mare in a high seat didn’t bother asking us our names, but rather waved in a dismissive way in our direction.
“So what now?” Ivory asked once we had cleared her line of sight.
I shrugged. “I don’t know; this was about as far as my plan went. I just kind of . . . expected Bright Light to be here.” I hung my head. “Guess that reporter’s instinct of mine doesn’t plan very far ahead.”
“Don’t worry so much,” Ivory said, placing a clawed talon on my shoulder, “we’ve only figured out that he’s not at the front desk; he could still be anywhere in here.” He smiled. “So it’s best we get looking, don’t you think?”
I nodded and followed him as we made our way methodically around the library’s maze of shelves. Most of them were shoulder high to a pony, but some of them extended almost up to the ceiling, and had ladders attached to them for ease of access. The novels on the shelves stuck out to me more than those in Marshmallow’s had--a majority of them seemed to be actual stories rather than reference materials or famous poems. I mentally bookmarked the place as one to visit later; I’d been an avid reader up until Derbyshire, and I didn’t wish to break the habit.
We made it to the back of the building without luck in the almost-empty rows, but kept looking as we made our way back to the front. Ivory took one side of the row and I the other so that we could make sure as not to miss anything important. Which I almost did anyways when I bumped into a balding pony near the front of the library, sending him sprawling to the floor.
“Sorry, sorry!” I said hurriedly, reaching to help him up.
His response was to take my offered hoof and pull himself up. Without another word, he brushed himself off and left. I didn’t even have time to call back to him that he had accidentally pressed a piece of paper into my hoof.
My reporter side began to click and I examined the slip of paper closer as Ivory came up to my said, having saw the whole commotion from across the aisle. “What was that about?” he said.
“I ran into him by accident,” I said, then held up the piece of paper. “He gave me this and left without saying anything.”
“What does it say?”
I took another look and read, “The Chestnut Tree Cafe: ten minutes.”
Ivory raised an eyebrow. “Well that certainly sounds like a lead,” he said.
“Or a trap.”
“Would that really make a difference?”
I sighed. “Alright, let’s go see if we can’t find this cafe before the trail runs cold.”
*        *        *

Something around nine minutes later, we reached the cafe, feeling thoroughly out of breath. Lo and behold, the little restaurant was only a hair’s breadth away from the chestnut tree we had sat under earlier, presumably its oh-so original namesake. A bitter part of me recounted that all we had done all morning was make a big circle.
The inside was plain in every aesthetic way, but still seemed fairly crowded despite the decorative handicap. Tiny round tables made up most of the central dining area, while a few booths were pushed against the back wall. A bar sat up front, and behind that the cafe’s staff cooked what smelled like every fried vegetable known to ponydom.
Ivory and I looked around for our strange contact, and were made notice by a pony in the corner who discreetly waved to us when we looked at him. We ambled over to him without much of a second thought, and took our offered places at the seat in front of him. Close up, I saw that he was the same bald pony from the library.
When we were fully seated, he began. “I am glad the two of you could make it,” he said in a gruff voice seeping in a thick Germane accent. “WI apologize for the suddenness of this meeting, but time is of the essence now, and lingering in this town much longer could prove dangerous.”
“Wait, slow down,” Ivory said. “Who are you, exactly?”
“My name doesn’t matter,” the colt said. He lowered his voice and leaned closer to us. “Just know that I represent a certain . . . individual that wishes to make his presence known to the two of you.”
“You mean Doctor Chemiker?” I said.
He slapped a face to his hoof and took a deep breath before replying, “Yes, I represent the doctor’s interests. One of which is for his presence not to be known to anypony else, understand?”
My face heated and I meekly nodded.
“So why is he choosing to contact us now?” Ivory asked. “If he wanted to talk, why not at the start of the festival, before Minty and her partner’s seizure by the Germanes?”
“The Doctor wished to wait as long as possible until the investigations had cooled some to make his move, but recent events have accelerated his plans.”
“Big’s death,” I said.
He nodded. “With his primary follower dead, he has extended a hoof of friendship to the two of you, if you wish to take it.” He met our skeptic stares. “To talk, I assure you. Nothing else.”
“And if we don’t come?” Ivory asked.
The colt shrugged. “The Doctor wishes no ill will; no action will be taken against you if you refuse his offer.” He tapped one hoof on the table. “Though I must warn you, the Germane agents will have heard about the death of their primary suspect by now; you may not wish to take your chances with their kindnesses.”
It was a threat as clear as day, though the balding stallion’s eyes showed nothing but a gentle neutralness. Not that his threat wasn’t valid--mostly because it was covered by the very real threat of the Germanes. I had a feeling any generosity they had given us the first time would be as forgotten as the paper I signed to pledge I wouldn’t be doing exactly what I was at that moment.
“Why does he want to see us anyway?” I said cautiously. “The real reason to talk.”
The colt paused, as if the question made him uncomfortable. His eyes danced over the other patrons in the cafe, who paid no attention to our conversation out of a combination of simple courtesy and a lack of interest. “I really shouldn’t say . . .” he said, “but if I had to guess by the way the Doctor has been acting, he is trying to find whatever allies he has left in the city.”
“What about all the rough types at the fair who seemed so adamant on defending his name in the gambling tent?” Ivory said. “There were quite a few of them.”
“Hired muscle isn’t the same. Allies contribute--those brutes can only serve us as guards and to discourage those who are nosier than most.”
“And what makes the Doctor think that we even want to help him?” I said. “He seems like a pretty dangerous stallion to be around--why does he think we’re willing to put ourselves in the same situation?”
“Because I would not be here if he didn’t think so,” the colt said. He shrugged. “This offer doesn’t last forever; the two of you may either come with me now or stay here--your choice.”
Ivory and I shared a look before nodding at the same time. We were met with a smile of approval from the colt. “Then it begins,” he said.
*        *        *

We were led to a steamcar waiting around the corner that was somehow even more battered than any other I had seen before--which was saying a lot. It seemed to be on the constant verge of collapsing and apparently held together only by a silver tape spread liberally across it and the driver’s will.
It squeaked fiercely as we all climbed in, and I briefly had the sickening feeling that I was stepping into a death trap. The balding colt stepped into the passenger’s seat next to the stony-faced driver without such reservations. The machine somehow held together and we rumbled off, leaving a blanket of smog behind us from the outdated coal-burner.
As we headed into the traffic moving away from the closed fairgrounds, the balding colt turned around in his seat to face Ivory and I. “Unfortunately, there are some . . . reservations to you coming with us to Doctor Chemiker’s hideout,” he said.
“Like what?” Ivory said tersely.
The colt held up two black strips of cloth tied into a band, forming what was obviously a blindfold. “I’m going to need the two of you to put these on.” He tossed them to us, and mine landed in my lap.
“If Chemiker trusts us enough to talk to us, then shouldn’t we be able to see where we’re going?” I said.
“Oh, Chemiker trusts you,” the colt said, “but I don’t. Put on the blindfolds or you can get out right here.”
Considering the steamcar had picked up speed and the only thing to either side of the car was hard dirt and gravel, I decided to just go with it. I fumbled with the blindfold in my hooves for a second before remembering my wings and used them to help me put the cloth securely over my eyes. The blindfolds were made of fine material, so the world was entirely pitch black--there was going to be no seeing through the material.
I thought I could feel the colt waving a hoof in front of my face, but I didn’t respond. “Good,” he said. “Now we’ll take you to the Doctor.” The car rumbled around a turn and I could tell by the honking of horns that we were once again in Fillydelphia.
“So why did Chemiker stay in Fillydelphia anyway?” I said. “I mean, if he knows the Germanes are onto him, it seems like he should’ve skipped town.”
“Hey, does it look like I know?” the balding colt snapped.
“It doesn’t look like anything, from my point of view.”
He paused and Ivory stifled a laugh. “Very funny,” the colt said. “All I’ll say is that I told him the exact same thing, and so did a lot of others, but he hasn’t budged. If you’re lucky, maybe he’ll tell you why.”
The rest of the ride was quiet. I had tried, at first, to form a mental map of where we were going by the feeling of the turns the car made, but I was still way too new to the city, so I quickly lost track. I wondered if Ivory was keeping up, but didn’t dare ask him. All that I figured out was that we were heading in the general direction of West Fillydelphia--no surprise there. What better place to hide than where the police didn’t want to look?
We eventually came to a stop, and the driver helped me out of the car while the balding colt vocally did the same with Ivory. The sun was higher in the sky than when we had left, and the pavement beneath my hooves had begun to heat up. We were led, still blind, onto a sidewalk and presumably to the front of a building.
“Can we take off the blindfolds now?” I said.
There was a low chatter between the two, then one of them answered, “Go ahead.”
I tore away the black cloth and blinked in the sunlight. My vision was briefly obscured by the brightness, but it soon settled down. Once it did, however, it left me feeling much more puzzled than before. We stood in front of a clapboard shop, which looked long abandoned and beginning to sag with age. The door, however, was painted a bright orange. An orange so glaring that whether it was in the middle of the day or night, it shone brightly on the street. I only knew that because I had passed it nearly everyday that I had been in the city.
I turned around and, sure enough, Joya’s shop sat right across the street. The shutters were still closed, so that meant Joya was prepping a new display line for today, and would open later. “Oh come on!” I said.
Ivory turned around to see what I was looking at and burst out laughing. “Are you serious?” he said with another chuckle.
The driver and the balding colt looked at each other, then at us. “What’s the deal?” the colt said.
I snickered. “This is the street I live on, genius. That whole blindfold thing was pointless.”
Anger briefly flashed in his eyes, but dissipated once the balding colt took a deep breath. “I suppose it’s better this way--Doctor Chemiker will think of it as a sign of trust.” He walked over to the orange door and knocked in a peculiar rhythm. A moment later, it creaked open. “Are you coming in or not?” he said.
I took a big gulp, took one last look at Joya’s shop--freedom from the whole story if I wanted it--and walked in with my head held high.
*        *        *

The interior of the ruined storefront was dingy at best. There was a table with a few chairs spread around it, several naked mattresses in one corner, and a small woodburning stove in the middle of the room. A few of the beaten ponies from the freakshow tent were milling about, and regarded us with a sense of both familiarity and indifference. We weren’t their problem.
Mr. Baldy, however, they took for someone much more important. Those that hadn’t been on their hooves rose and the bald colt walked among them as if examining his men. Then he gave them all a curt nod and they returned to what they had been doing before, except one gray-blue stallion who saddled up close to Baldy.
“Is the Doctor in?” Baldy asked.
The other stallion grumpily smiled. “He’s been waiting for you to get back; he seems pretty excited to talk to one of those two.” He turned to Ivory and I. “Though I’d never know why.”
Ivory rolled his eyes indifferently and I did too. It’s not like he had helped stop a mayor . . . by failing to stop her in any way . . . okay, well I still had a lot more experience than most under my wing. Not that any of the stallions in the room would care, most likely.
“Right,” Baldy said. “I’ll go back and see which one the Doctor wants. You stay here and watch these two.”
The stallion nodded and Baldy slipped through a door in the back of the room. He shut the door behind him with a resounding thunk.
“Nice place you’ve got here,” Ivory said. “Must’ve been a real bargain.”
“Quiet you,” the stallion said.
“Sorry, was just trying to figure out what exactly all of you are doing here, when it’s only Chemiker that’s wanted for anything.”
The stallion snorted. “You really believe that?”
“Wait,” I said, “so all of you in here are criminals?” It occurred to me as soon as the words escaped my mouth that saying that sentence in a crowded room might not have been the best idea. Luckily for me, all they did was give me a few angry stares before returning to their previous activity of loafing around. Whether it was from Chemiker’s tutelage or personal conviction, I could not tell, but I noticed that a number of them by the mattresses were, in fact, hoof-cleaning steel-and-wood rifles.
The stallion with us seemed to take the comment in stride. “To our former country, we are indeed criminals. Wanted colts, really. But we wear it as a badge of pride.” He nodded to the door. “Doctor Chemiker was one of the first to gather some of us who thought the same way. When our attempts to speak out were silenced by the government, he helped secure us transport to Equestria as a place of refuge.”
“And yet even here you’re still in hiding,” Ivory said.
The stallion shrugged. “Not forever.”
At that moment the door opened and Baldy came back out. He surveyed the room then turned to me. “The Doctor will see you now,” he said without a hint of humor in his voice.
“What about me?” Ivory said.
“You stay here,” Baldy replied. Before I could say anything, he continued, “And that point is non-negotiable.”
Ivory gave me the go-ahead look and I stepped through the door, after which it was shut hard behind me.
The room inside was small, to a point of being cramped. Old dusty bookshelves lined the walls while in the middle of the room was an aged oak desk with papers littered on the top, some new and some old. Behind the desk was a window whose shades were pulled shut, allowing only a few tentative rays of light in, casting the room in a hazy light. In between the desk and window sat a high-backed chair which faced away from me, as if I were stepping into the lair of some half-bit novel’s villain.
“Uh, Doctor Chemiker?” I said cautiously.
The chair swiveled around and my draw dropped. “Hello, Minze,” said Bright Light. Or, well, I guess it wasn’t really Bright Light.
“You, you’re . . .” I stuttered, my brain still not quite comprehending. It was as if the looking glass I had viewed Bright Light through had shattered, and I had stepped through it to the other side.
He smiled. “I know, I know. And before you ask, yes, I am really Doctor Wahr Chemiker, former Professor of Chemistry at the University of Marelin.”
I shook my head. “B- But how is that possible? Ornate--my boss--showed us your picture; you looked so much, uh, not as young! Now you’re . . . not.” In fact, really looking at him, his muscular frame and big, open eyes looked nothing like the Chemiker in the picture. For the briefest of moments, I hoped it was all a big joke.
But Brigh- er, Chemiker just sadly shook his head. “I may look different, but I am the same stallion I always was. In fact, the reason that I am different is why I called you in here today.” He pointed to a rickety wooden chair in front of his desk. “Have a seat, if you don’t mind.”
I took a breath and sat down, and was surprised when the thing didn’t give out from under me. I thanked my lucky stars that Pegasi have hollow bones. “Alright, so . . . why call me in now?” I said, trying to get down to business in an effort to keep my brain exploding into questions. “I mean, you could have just told me you were Chemiker back at the festival, you know.”
He placed his elbows and the desk and brought the tips of his hooves together, where he sat his head upon them in a gesture that made me feel like I was going to be lectured in the principal’s office. “I had to choose my time right,” he said. “I sought you out at the festival--running into you was no accident. I hoped that you would be the pony the world saw you as after the article, but I had to be sure.”
“And was I?” I asked cautiously.
Chemiker smiled. “Even more so. I was going to wait until the right time to reveal my identity to you and your companion, but unfortunately . . . well, you know what happened.”
I nodded. “And then this morning.”
For a moment, Chemiker’s new, younger face seemed to age until it caught back up with him, but then went back to normal. “Yes, this morning. Big was quite the friend . . . he helped me escape Germaneigh, you know. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be here.”
“Do you know what happened to him?”
“He was widely associated with me and being watched by the Germane government. Ask yourself, Minze, what do you think really happened?”
I could draw a clear enough picture myself. The air in the room seemed to grow heavy with the weight of death. Breaking the silence, I asked, “So . . . why me? I understand why you’d want to seek out Grapevine--she’s got connections. But going for me first, well, it just doesn’t add up in my head.”
Chemiker laughed. “Oh, I was never looking for a pony with connections. In fact, the reason you’re here has more to do with my sudden change in appearance than you realize.”
Before I could ask him why--and maybe get him to cut down on the cryptic answers--there was a banging on the door and Baldy rushed in. “You need to come quick, sir!” he said.
“Why? What’s wrong?” Chemiker asked in a measured tone, like a good commander in battle.
“There’s a filly outside who is demanding to be let in. She’s already threatened to blow the door down--we think she may be with the government!”
Chemiker rose out of his seat, but I remained where I was. A gut feeling was gnawing at me, giving me a feeling like I already knew who it was. “Let me guess, she’s a purple unicorn?” I said. 
Baldy looked surprised. “Why, yes . . . yes, she is. Do you know her?”
I sighed. “Unfortunately.” I stood up and let them lead me to the front of the building. There, two of the ponies armed with rifles stood a little back from the door, their guns trained on the entrance. A third peered out the peephole.
“She’s still there,” he said.
Chemiker looked to me for confirmation, then said, “Open it.”
“But sir-”
“Do it.”
The buff stallion paused and reluctantly pulled open the door, making sure to keep out of comrades’ line of fire. Grapevine strutted in like she owned the place, as usual. She took in the guns with a look of boredom, and looked as if she had expected Bright Light to be Chemiker.
However, when she turned to me, her face went all funny--in almost goofy, schoolfilly sort of way--and she smiled real big. “Hey Minty,” she said brightly. “Good to see you’re fine.”
I bit my lip and groaned inwardly. Of all the actions to pick after last night’s most awkward kiss in all of Equestrian history, she would choose for her mood to chipper. “Oh, uh, hey Grapevine,” I said. “Uh, how did you know where to find me?”
Grapevine laughed. “Well duh, you’re right across the street from Joya’s. She saw you and Ivory inside; she told me so when I called her.” She looked around. “By the way, where is he?”
“Over here,” Ivory called, leaning against a far wall. “Feeling about as useless as wings on a fish.”
“Wait a second,” I said, holding up a hoof. “Why were you calling Joya in the first place?”
Grapevine rubbed the back of her head and gave an awkward laugh. “Well, I was kind of trying to call and see if you would come bust me out, but Joya said you were busy over here, so I uh-”
“Bust you out?” I said. “You mean, you were in jail again?”
“Well, yeah. Those Germane agents came and got me before I could get to the festival. They told me about Big’s death and interviewed me, but they said that they could see I didn’t have anything to do with it. That’s why I was calling; they said I could go if I had someone come get me.”
“And your friend--Joya--told you exactly where Minze was?” Chemiker said.
Grapevine nodded. “Well, yeah. After I told them that I didn’t have anyone who could come get me, they let me go. So I took a trolley and came here.”
Chemiker growled and rubbed furiously at the space between his eyes. “Do you not realize what you have done?” he said.
Grapevine scratched her chin, then her eyes widened. “They let me go as soon as they heard Minty was at a location that was likely to be yours, so that must mean-”
“They followed you here,” Chemiker finished for her. He sighed. “And now we have so little time to prepare, for they will surely be arriving soon.”
The other ponies in the room cursed and looked worried while Grapevine ground her teeth and hung her head. She turned to me. “I’m sorry, I was just trying to come find you . . .”
What surprised me more than her neglecting her usual reporter’s instincts was her apology, honestly. “It’s, uh, alright?” I said. She quickly returned to smiling, and I swear she managed to draw closer to me than she was before.
Chemiker spoke his forgiveness as well. “What has been done cannot be taken back,” he said. “But now we must prepare for the inevitable, and I fear we have little time to do so.”
As if on cue, we began to hear the wail of sirens and screech of tires that signaled the arrival of the agents and local police right outside of the building. The front windows were almost totally covered in wooden boards except in a few places, so we couldn’t actually see them arrive. What we could do, however, was hear the slamming of car doors and the beat of many hooves on pavement as the ponies outside piled out.
A voice came over a megaphone, “By decree of the Empire of Germaneigh, as approved by Princess Celestia of the Equestrian Empire, you are ordered to hand over the fugitive Chemiker at once. Resistance is futile and will be met with deadly force.”
None of the stallions in the room made a move to hand over the Doctor, but instead rushed to their weapons and drew back into firing positions across from the door. All except for one colt younger than the rest.
With his weapon drawn, he slunk over to one of the windows and spoke through one of the few spaces between the boards. “You’ll never take him!” he shouted. “You pigs don’t have the right!”
In response, one of the rifles outside spoke its roaring thunder and a bullethole appeared in one of the thin boards over the window. Due to some masterful dumb luck, however, the colt remained unharmed. Instead, the bullet found a home in Baldy, standing over near Ivory, where it buried itself in his skull. The body fell to the floor with a sickeningly-wet thump and blood pooled around him. Ivory, for his part, looked more in shock than anything else.
I’d never even found out his real name.
“Away from the windows!” Chemiker shouted, too late. He waved his hooves at his followers. “No guns! Let them come in here as the aggressors, not as defending themselves!” He turned to the stallion who he had been talking to earlier. “Make sure they keep calm.” He paused. “You won’t need to for long.”
Chemiker moved toward the far side of the room and swept away a few scattered boxes to reveal a small door. “Where are you going?” I said.
He threw open the door and turned to me. “Not where I am going, but rather where we are going,” he said. And with that he grabbed my by the hoof and dragged me with him through the doorway and to the other side. Before the door shut, I could see Grapevine try to follow us, but the stallion from before stopped her. I was alone with Chemiker.
*        *        *

We were in a dirty back alley, away from Chemiker’s loyalists and the police. Old trash littered the concrete beneath my hooves, and air smelled stale. Not one to wait around, Chemiker continued to drag me by the hoof through the alley somewhere to the east of all the commotion.
“What are we doing?” I said, trying to keep pace with him.
“We are going to the precise location that we need to be at,” he said.
“Which is where, exactly?”
“You’ll see, in time,” he answered. “I have already planned for this contingency, though I regret that I have so little time to enact it.”
I nodded like I understood all of those words. “Okay, so, what’s the plan?”
“The plan,” he said, stopping himself and I in front of another run-down building, “lays within.” He led me through the wide front door and into a lobby that still had remnants of tile on the floor. From the looks of the building, it had once been a hotel, probably back before the parasprite invasion. The entire inside looked even more beaten down than the other building had been, with virtually nothing clean or undamaged.
Nothing, that was, except for a single icebox--one of the mechanical self-cooling kind, like Marshmallow had. “This way,” Chemiker said, leading me over fallen debris to the icebox. It hummed softly from the large contraption on its back that gave it power.
“Alright, we’re here,” I said, “so now can you tell me what’s going on?”
He quietly nodded his head. “We should have some time before the authorities can find us, and it is imperative you know everything.” He paused to collect his thoughts, then began, lapsing into Germane as he did so. “The Germane Government does not want me--not personally,” he said. “They never have; they only want what I can create. For years I worked tirelessly in a secret lab below Marelin as their head chemist, working with other brilliant minds on a project that we were never allowed to know the full extent of.
“It wasn’t until the end, I think, that we really wised up to what we were creating, but by then it was too late. We had brought to life the weapon the government wanted, and after that we were sent home to ostensibly forget about what we had taken part in. Most did, but not me.” He stopped to take a deep breath before continuing. “It took time, but I managed to find a way to infiltrate the facility with a team of like-minded stallions such as myself. We took casualties, but I made it through to the storage and found our foul abomination. Before leaving, I destroyed all of the original copies of the serum, save two. One I took to give me the indentity you see today, and the other . . .” 
He turned and flung open the door of the icebox to reveal a small beaker filled with what looked like purple slime. “This is the sole surviving sample of the Reinstein Serum: half engineered magic, and half modern chemistry. Designed by Germaneigh to counter the Prench threat on the horizon by creating the perfect super-solider to be faster, stronger, and smarter than the enemy.”
I looked at the little beaker of fluid, then back to Chemiker’s new form. To think science could create something so potent was a scary thought. “So this is the very last one?” I said. “Because didn’t you say there were copies? Can’t they make more?”
Chemiker shook his head. “They had been trying in the intervening months between my departure and return to replicate our processes, but had met with failure. Something about our specific technique that they couldn’t get down right. All the copies they made were created by literally copying more of the serum with magic. Without any samples to copy, they can’t create more.”
I sat down on the dirty floor as the gravity situation began to weigh down on me. “Wow . . .” I muttered. “This is just . . . a lot to take in.”
He kneeled next to me. “I know this, and I apologize. Recent events have forced my actions prematurely, but I needed you to know all of this.”
“But . . . why?” I said.
Chemiker took out the beaker and carefully held it in his hooves. “Because this serum is now yours.”
I coughed. “Wait, what?”
“I cannot run from the authorities forever; I’ve known that for some time. So I came here to look for someone I could trust to handle this--to take up my mantle and keep it safe and hidden.”
“But they’ll just come after me when they figure out you don’t have it,” I said pleadingly. “Passing it on won’t stop them.”
Chemiker smiled sadly. “It will if they don’t think it has been given away in the first place.” He reached into the back of the icebox and produced another beaker filled with a liquid that was almost a perfect copy of the other, which he set on the ground. “This compound is similar in every way to the serum, except for the effects--it’s a placebo.”
“And what exactly do you intend to do with that?” I said, though I was already getting an idea that I didn’t want to accept. He seemed to pick up on that, because he didn’t answer but instead gave me a knowing smile.
Outside, the noise grew louder as the police found our hiding place. None came in the door, but we could hear them loudly discussing how to proceed. Some of the voices were in Germane, so the agents were there as well.
“Here already,” Chemiker muttered. He nodded to the camera bag still around my waist. Quickly; open your bag,” he said.
I did, and he carefully placed the beaker with the real serum inside. He closed the flap with equal caution and sighed. “Be sure to take good care of the serum; sometime, someday it may be used for good. Because imagine the future we’ll have if you drop your bag on its side.” He chuckled and said in a mocking voice, “The horror, the horror!” The banging on the doors had begun and escalated while we were talking, so with an abrupt suddenness, he stood up and turned away from me, took a deep breath, and began to walk toward the sound without another word to me.
I guess they were good last words to leave me with--at least they meant something anyway. Goodbyes always seem like such an obligation, and I would have felt a little bit of insincerity from some sort of tearful farewell from him. Instead, I got a bit of sarcasm and a wink.
Doctor Wahr Chemiker threw open the front door to the old hotel and walked proudly into the sunlight. I watched from a crack in one of the windows as he stepped into full view of a semi-circle of authorities who trained their weapons on him.
“You have no chance of escape, Doctor,” one the agents said, a pistol wrapped around his hooves and pointed right at Chemiker’s head.
Chemiker just laughed. “I never thought I did.” With a frightening quickness, he raised the beaker he had been keeping from view over his head and tilted it so it caught the sunlight. Just as expected, the Germanes recognized it for what it was and moved to stop him.
They weren’t fast enough, however, and the liquid flowed into Chemiker’s mouth. He tossed the beaker away where it shattered against the ground. The Germanes suddenly looked afraid of the Doctor, and raised their guns. “D- Don’t try anything stupid,” one of them said.
Chemiker smiled one last time. “Just try and stop me.”
He leapt at the agent who had spoken, hooves outstretched to the colt’s throat. But it wasn’t the agent who fired his gun first, but a young nervous cop who had a hasty trigger hoof. Once the first shot had been fired, however, the dam broke.
I turned away as the gunshots rang out, trying to save myself of looking at the result. I didn’t need reality to fill in the gaps of my imagination. I didn’t want to remember him like that.
My ears kept ringing long after the gunfire stopped.
*        *        *

“Why do ponies make sacrifices?” I said to the open air. I was sitting with my knees to my chest on a grassy hill in the far outskirts of Fillydelphia, far from any other living soul. An evening breeze had picked up, and most of my words were lost on the wind.
“Is it really just a compulsion to be a hero? Do they really think it makes them noble?”
There had been a lot of . . . cleaning to do. Grapevine had kept her distance, at least. Ivory had gone home with Chemiker’s stallions shortly after the Germanes cleared us of wrongdoing and left without checking my camera bag. Gone like nothing had ever happened, assuming their job was done.
Before we left, I gave Grapevine a report for the story--another tale of a fallen hero that would look nice for the papers. Lies, but necessary if I wanted to keep his secret. Grapevine didn’t know the truth, and I didn’t offer the information. To keep her safe, I kept telling myself.
I picked up a pebble and tossed it down the hill, where it bounced and rolled down to the field below. I’d gone with a simple picture, in the end. The bright orange door had been kicked off its hinges when the police stormed Chemiker’s building, and it had hung at a grotesque angle against the front. It fit the story, in a way. That picture would be displayed on the front page of the Chronicler with Grapevine’s story in a couple days. Maybe it’d make an impact, but I didn’t know; I was just a photographer.
The evening air was cold, especially on the granite against my back. The grave we had gotten for Rainbow Remedy was simple; just a headstone with his name. We figured he would have liked it that way. It sat on the hill overlooking Fillydelphia like a silent guardian, a watchful protector. He probably would have liked that more, to tell the truth.
It was then the tears started to come, the ones that had held back in the shock of the situation, like a salty timebomb. “You’re all the same--you think sacrificing yourself clears everything up, but it never does. It just leaves . . . pieces behind, for us to pick up.” I sighed. “Without your help.”
At my feet was the camera bag, and the terrible secret within. The catalyst for everything that had happened--the awful weapon that Wahr had entrusted me to keep safe until the day someone smarter than I could use it for good.
I shivered and brought the bag closer to my chest. It felt warm against my coat, and I sat back a little and closed my eyes. I was content, if for a moment.
But I knew I couldn’t stay there forever, the hour was growing late and the bright lights of Joya’s shop were calling me. Terrible things had happened that day but the city--the world--still lived and thrived. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for me.
*        O        *

End: Episode 3: Lost In Translation

Next: Episode 4: A View To A Kill


	
		Episode 4: Life In The Middle



It was a warm Monday morning a few days after the release of the Chemiker story that, without a sign of Grapevine since publishing, Ornate called me into his office. The Chronicler building had been even busier than usual, as if each new story Grapevine and I released put our building on a few more maps. I noticed as I walked in that his office had been soundproofed since I last had been there.
That wasn’t the other change, either. The corkboard was more full than I had ever seen it, and the clutter on top of his desk had increased tenfold. The room seemed to have aged several years in just five days’ time. Of course, the same could be said for the stallion that occupied it: dark circles ringed the underside of his eyes and scraggly beard had sprouted unevenly from where he hadn’t shaved.
“Glad to see you on time for once, Miss Flower,” Ornate said as I came in. “Now if only you’ll make a habit of it you may yet be a proper photographer.”
I sat in my usual chair--not even daring to think to take Grapevine’s even when she was still at home--and yawned while rubbing one eye open. Whoever had said that Pegasi needed less sleep must have been nuts. We aren’t freaking birds!
Ornate looked at me expectantly.
“Uh, good morning, sir,” I said. “Is there any reason you called me in here without Grapevine?”
He nodded. “She’s called in sick today. Said she barely made it out of bed to get to the phone. That kind of stuff.”
I paused. “So . . . what have I got to do with it?” Visions of having to wait hand-and-hoof on a sickly Grapevine caused me to shudder. Even if she had been acting strangely nice the last few times I had seen her, it was still a prospect that I didn’t really want to consider.
Ornate harrumphed. “When she called, Grapevine requested specifically for you to be sent over to her home. Told me that she wanted to talk to you, or something.”
Well that added a whole new context to the situation. Grapevine just wanting to talk? About what, exactly? That night . . . that kiss, more than likely. A topic I had taken pains to avoid in the days after Chemiker’s death. In a way, the numerous tongue fights with Sterling after “the event” had been an attempt on my part to symbolically get her and her memory off. Okay, so that wasn’t the only reason . . .
“Are you alright?” Ornate asked, a look that could be interpreted as both concern and annoyance on his face. “You look troubled, Miss Flower. And I won’t be having one of my top staff getting a headline story in any sort of bad state.”
I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. It’s just . . .”
He cocked an eyebrow. “Do you have a problem with your current partner?”
“No, no, nothing like that.”
“Good. Because, as of right now, you two are the only ones making any money for this paper. Anything past page one isn’t even worth the paper it’s printed on. And now both of you are going to be out until Grapevine gets better.”
Somehow, gruff Ornate being so willing to let Grapevine lie around at home surprised me. “Uh, sir, can’t you just . . . make her work?”
“No, no, not after . . . last time.” He shuddered. “Besides, then she’d go complain to the union.”
“We have a union?”
“Moving on,” he said, “the point is that we need more reporters of Grapevine’s quality out in the field.” He scratched his stubble and looked at the overflowing story corkboard behind me. Finally, he said, “You came here with the general idea of being a reporter, didn’t you?”
My heart leapt to my throat. Had I really heard him right? Since the nastiness with Pullmare, the idea of being a reporter had settled to the back of my mind, and I’d started to accept being a photographer. But now, those dreams and aspirations came flooding back to me like they had never left. “Y- Yes I did, sir,” I said.
Ornate smiled. “I thought you might like that.” He held up a hoof. “However, you aren’t ready to be a reporter--not yet. The prose from what you sent us was decent for whatever you had back home, but that won’t fly here. No, we’ll need Grapevine’s help for this one.”
“What are you going to have her do?” I asked.
“I’m going to put her to work,” he said, “in a manner of speaking. If she wants to call in sick but request another paid employee’s presence, that’s fine. I’m willing to wager she isn’t too ill to teach.” He pulled out a piece of paper and grabbed a pencil. “I’m writing you an order of the day to deliver to Miss Lulamoon. Until she’s well enough to actually work again, she’ll be teaching you to write a little on your own.”
My concerns for forcing a sick Grapevine to teach me were--regrettably--glossed over as Ornate’s words danced around my skull. Reporter. Just the word was something to savor. “You’re sure about this, right?” I said cautiously, cringing while waiting for an answer.
He waved a hoof dismissively. “Don’t count yourself among the lucky; I’ve been meaning to do this for some time now. Most of our staff that aren’t paper pushers get a chance at some point.” His voice grew cold. “Which means this will be your one chance, Miss Flower, to show some potential. If Miss Lulamoon decides you’re not ready to be a reporter, you won’t be. Are we clear?”
My eyes must have been as large as saucers. “C- Crystal.”
“Glad we’re on the same page.” He held out the piece of paper to me. “Take this to Grapevine and she’ll get you started. If she complains, tell her that I’ll be putting this down as paid leave.”
I nodded and put the paper inside my camera bag slung over my shoulder. “I’ll be sure to, sir,” I said.
“Now, don’t think this excuses you from a story; I want a new one from the two of you by next week--and a picture to go with it,” he called after me as I left his office. At the front desk, I was informed that Ornate had called and paid for a ride already. It was waiting outside, she told me over the general din of the the Chronicler’s waiting room.
I hurried outside, expecting at least a cab, only to find a wooden carriage. Or, to be specific, the same wooden carriage that had dropped me off at this building in the first place. The scruffy stallion with the wheel cutie mark didn’t look any happier to see me this time around than before.
“Are we going, or what?” he said.
I climbed into the car and sat on the bench that afforded me a look out the front. My camera bag was kept on my back this time. We got underway, and were out onto West Fillydelphia’s morning traffic in a frustrating slowness. In my time in the city, I’d apparently gotten a little too used to a cab or trolley’s brisk pace, despite the fact that Derbyshire’s most popular--and usually only--mode of transportation was the carriage.
“Well I see you made it in West Fillydelphia after all,” the driver said after a while. “Nice job; I’ve been hearing all about you and that partner of yours. What’s it like working with her?”
I rested my chin on one of my hooves. “It’s great . . . really great,” I said.
“You know, there’s been a few rumors that you and her-”
“No!” I shouted. He looked back at me funny, so I took a deep breath and said, “I mean, no, we’re not.” I rubbed my arm. “I have a coltfriend, after all.”
He nodded. “Well, uh, good for you. To tell the truth, I didn’t imagine you’d last more than a day here when I dropped you off that day.”
“I had a lot of help from my friends.” The conversation ebbed and I was content to watch out the carriage as we went along. We were headed away from West Fillydelphia, but not in any direction I had ever gone. The decadent and squalid homes and businesses fell away and for a time there was a gap of little parks and fields. Then the houses began again, but these were . . . different. Not anything rich, but not poor either; a middle ground between the two.
“Welcome to the Burb,” the driver helpfully said.
The streets were clean and foals played openly in them. Steamcars filled many of the driveways in front of neighborhoods full of look-alike homes. Stores looked the same too, and were grouped into their own sections away from houses and all lacked a living space. Everything was . . . brighter here, and it somehow disturbed me. Maybe I had become too used to grime.
“What is this place?” I asked, noticing that I didn’t have to yell as loud due to the lack of most city noises.
“This is the Burb: the mayor’s pet project,” the driver said. “They used to advertise it all over the city; it was supposed to be like a little utopia. Only families with high enough incomes would be let in. Everything would be clean: no factories could be built inside, all the cars burn clean coal, and trolleys aren’t even allowed inside the city limits.” Now that I looked at the street, I noticed it was paved smooth: no trolley lines anywhere. In fact, I saw more carriages like the one I rode in than back in West Fillydelphia; cleaner, I guessed.
“So what happened?” I said.
He shrugged. “Nothing, really. The Princess eventually forced Mayor Pullmare to let anyone move into the Burb, but it didn’t really matter; if you don’t fit the demographic, there isn’t much of a chance you’ll be let in by you own neighbors. It’s all a big clique, if you ask me.”
I slumped back on the bench. “And Grapevine lives here.”
“Looks that way.”
Somehow, my vision of Grapevine’s home hadn’t exactly fit the standards of the Burb. Somewhere dirty and old where dark stories and darker characters could be found sounded more up her alley. Not . . . manicured lawns and white wooden fences. I noticed that we were pulling closer to one of these neighborhoods.
Clapboard houses stretched out in neat rows on tree-lined streets where soft-faced grandparents watched their grandchildren play in the shade while the parents were at work. Above the rooftops the brilliant blue sky was broken only by a few white clouds that kept the sun from directly shining in any delicate eyes. A few Weather Corps Pegasi flitted about, keeping them in place. Paid off, no doubt. A large, official sign out front read “Carter Ranch Estates”.
The carriage came to a stop in front of iron gates that kept out any unwanted visitors. Large gates covered the road and forced any cars to stop and show an ID, and smaller ones blocked a single walkway that led into the neighborhood. While I watched, a black Cattleac pulled up to one of the booths, a card was flashed, and the large gate swung open and the steamcar went through with a puff of smoke. The doors closed immediately behind it.
I hopped out once we stopped at the sidewalk in front of the main walkway and security booth. “Is this it?” I said.
“Let’s not go through this again,” the driver said. He nodded to me once and set off back down the main road, leaving me alone on the sidewalk to stare at the neighborhood spreading out intimidatingly before me. Another, fancier carriage pulled up behind me and a posh stallion got out, dressed in a suit that looked like it was worth more than Joya’s entire store. A colt in a red uniform with shiny brass buttons immediately in the driver’s seat pulled away and drove off to places unknown.
The ritzy stallion refused to look my way as he passed, and acted no better around the jacketed pony at the gate who let him in after a moment. No other choice, I followed him to the booth.
The little green building was little more than four walls and a small control board that featured a large shiny lever. The outside was decorated in fancy iron arrangements that looked aesthetically pleasing but seemingly served no other purpose. The tiny gate clanged shut behind the post stallion, and it was my turn.
A brass relief of an ancient mustang warrior in full gallop decorated the inside of the booth and under it sat a sour-looking unicorn. She was wearing a tiny round cap on her head which, to be honest, would set me in the same kind of mood.
“Whad’ya want?” she said when I approached.
“I’m here to see a friend,” I said.
She glanced down at some papers on a clipboard in front of her. “Are you on the approved guests list?”
“The what?”
She sighed. “Name?”
“Oh, Minty Flower,” I said.
“Minty Flower . . .” she muttered under her breath as she flipped pages on the clipboard. I was afraid for a second that I wouldn’t be on the list, but her eyes brightened and she tapped the paper. “Here you are; an approved guest for Miss Grapevine Lulamoon. You’ve even been approved for priority access.” She reached beneath her desk and produced a key stamped with an address on a ring.
When I reached for it, though, she backed her hoof away. “This key works only on Miss Lulamoon’s domicile, and is to be used exclusively for such,” she said. “Any attempt to open doors to other houses will result in your immediate expulsion from the premises and the authorities will be called. Understand?”
I nodded and she reluctantly allowed me to take the key. I walked past the booth and she pulled the lever, letting the iron gate immediately swoosh open. Feeling eyes boring into the back of my head, I stepped inside and let the door clang shut behind me.
*        *        *

The neighborhood past the gates could not have been any different than anywhere I had been before if it had tried. Cars moved at a slower, leisurely pace, letting their tires really feel the asphalt beneath them. The children weren’t mussed or scuffed up, but rather had nice neat coats and clothes that looked like they had been bought the day before. Even just the way ponies walked was different: with their heads up and shoulders forward like they had nothing to fear from the world around them.
From their perspective, I must have looked practically alien. I was thankful I had remembered to comb my hair back to its straight position over one ear today, but that was the closest I resembled them. My camera bag already looked worn, and my coat had a slight shade of grey from soot. The bright pastel colors of their coats were like those I had never seen in Fillydelphia; the air was clear here.
I walked down the clean sidewalk under shady oak trees, constantly checking house numbers and street names for Grapevine’s. My path took me first down a long straightaway, then right, then left, then right again. If my directions were correct--and we Pegasi are rarely wrong--her house was near the back of the neighborhood, on the last lateral street that ended in a cul de sac.
The key’s address read, “405 Connemara Trail,” and I stopped in front of the house whose mailbox had those same numbers painted on it. But somehow, my brain just didn’t want to register that what I was seeing was actually Grapevine’s house. It was a quiet, one-story bungalow painted up in a faint blue, with an even green door in the middle of two matching windows on either side. The model was identical to many of the others I had passed, besides a few personal touches. Shrubbery out front was cut down to an efficient size compared to others, and the flowers that grew in the garden were ones that needed little water. The lawn was of similar shape.
I was about to walk up to the front door when I felt something thump me in the back of the leg. I looked down to find a small rubber ball lying, curiously, at my hooves. When I bent down to pick it up, I heard a voice call out, “Hey, Miss! Can you kick it back to us?”
The voice belonged to a foal about eight, dressed in a white vest and cap that sat low on his head. His voice whistled when it came out through the gaps in his teeth. He waved in my direction, obviously hoping for his ball back.
I smiled a little and gave a mighty kick . . . which managed to send the ball about ten feet before it started lamely rolling to the kid at a snail’s pace. Him, and his friends who had arrived behind him, didn’t even laugh. They just sort of gave me a combined look of pity. Pity from schoolchildren. I resisted the urge to hide my face.
They took off down the sidewalk and I walked up the pathway to Grapevine’s front porch. My hooves made an odd sound as they walked on the clean brick, and I edged up to the front door. Though I had a key, I decided to knock. I rapped twice on the wood and waited.
“Who is it?” came a chirping voice from the inside that only vaguely sounded like Grapevine.
“Uh, it’s Minty,” I said. “Can you let me in?”
The door almost immediately swung open, to reveal a smiling Grapevine dressed in a bright pink bathrobe. “Come in, come in!” she said. I complied, and she shut the door behind me.
There was a small hallway that I was taken through before arriving in the main living room. The room was covered entirely in a bright white carpet as soft as cumulus clouds. A couch and a couple chairs made a sitting area and were positioned around a large box that I realized, to my shock, to be an actual radio. Off to one side was a kitchen complete with a small breakfast nook, and to the other was a hallway that branched off into other rooms that I assumed to be bedrooms or studies. The kitchen itself had sparkling-clean appliances, including one of those steam-powered iceboxes, and a countertop that sheened.
The back wall consisted mostly of large, plate glass windows that afforded a majestic view of her small backyard, fence, and the sky beyond. From the window, I could see downtown Fillydelphia, now far off in the distance, and the small silver cigar of Serenity floating quietly above it on a warm summer morning. One wooden door led to a backyard porch, which had a couple sitting chairs on it.
“So, what do you think?” Grapevine said, spreading her forehooves out in a big sweeping motion.
“It’s, uh, well, it’s . . . wow. Nice, very nice,” I said. “How did you afford all of this?”
“Let’s just say there’s a bit of a disparity in our pay levels.”
“Right.” I looked her up and down. “You know, you don’t seem very sick . . .”
Grapevine quickly coughed into her hoof and wrapped the bathrobe tighter around herself. “Yes, well, it comes and goes,” she said. Before I could say anything else, she gestured to a small table that had been set up for two in the breakfast nook in front of a window. “Would you like to join me for breakfast? I know you and Joya run on very little most of the time.”
My stomach growled at the sight of a platter overburdened with warm muffins, perfectly white eggs cooked sunny-side up, and even steaming hashbrowns. “I’ll take that as a yes,” Grapevine said brightly.
“I didn’t know you could cook,” I said.
“I still can’t; we can get food delivered out here.”
She led me to the table and I fell into a chair that somehow contoured to the shape of a pony without sacrificing the efficiency of sitting upright. Even my wings had room to breathe. I didn’t think much more of that, however, as I was already piling food onto my plate. It was a fight just to keep from seeing how much I could stuff in my throat until I choked. Even then, Grapevine gave me a worrying look when I soon began to outpace her.
She merely picked at her plate, and mostly kept her eyes on me. An action that, even in my famished state, did not go unnoticed. “I see that you decided to come here naked,” she said finally.
I nearly choked on my food, and a little bit flew out of my mouth and landed on the table. When I had finished trying to cough up an air sac, I said, “Um . . . yes? I mean, most ponies around here are naked too, you know. Heck, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you wear anything more than that bathrobe!”
“I meant that it’s simply unusual to see you this way, now,” she said in a measured tone. “Wasn’t Joya using you to test out some of her new designs?”
“She was,” I said, “but she’s been coming up with a new line for stallions; Sterling’s her new test subject now.” When I mentioned his name, I noticed her bright expression briefly turn back to the old norm, but it was gone in a second. Deciding to press, I said, “Speaking of Joya, you do know we have a phone now, right? You didn’t have to get Ornate to drag me down there--in fact, he did so by calling me!”
Grapevine shrugged. “Just thought I’d get you to see Ornate for me before heading over here; save me the inevitable trip,” she said. “Plus, I had to make sure you wouldn’t be followed.”
“So make sure I came alone?”
“Same difference.”
I was beginning to get the feeling that I knew exactly why she hadn’t wanted to ask me over at Joya’s, where Sterling could hear. She cleared her throat, and quickly changed subjects. “So did the mare at the gate give you any trouble?” she asked.
I shook my head. “Not really,” I said. “But, I have to ask . . . why here? Out of all the places to live in the city, why choose the place that’s the most, well, the most- . . . the most unlike you!”
At first, Grapevine didn’t say anything, but just blinked in response. Her fork dropped out of its magic field and clattered to the table. I thought I might have actually brought the old her back for a second, but then her demure smile returned. “I know it seems different from how I normally act, but I prefer it in this neighborhood. It’s quiet and peaceful . . . a welcome solace from the work we normally go through.” She laughed. “The police don’t usually storm any houses on my street.”
“Yeah, well, it just doesn’t seem like you is all,” I commented. Then added softly, “You don’t seem like you, is all . . .”
“What was that?” she said.
“Oh, nothing.”
If she had heard me, she quickly let the matter drop. Instead, Grapevine used her magic to gather up the dishes and dump them into a machine that she assured me, to my complete disbelief, would wash them for her. Something about magic soap and steam-propelled water jets. Another flash of her horn and the radio over in the living room turned on and began projecting the warbling tune of some singer, probably from Manehattan or Las Pegasus.
We fell back to the living room, and I sank into the couch like it was a bale of hay, patting my stomach now full to bursting of my meal’s contents. Grapevine, after a second of decision, sat down on the couch as well: near me, but not too near me. There was an almost visible tension in the room that sparkled like electricity between us, but neither of us chose to address it.
Each of us remained silent through the rest of the bebop song, but when the station went to commercial Grapevine turned down the volume and spoke to me. “I’m going to have to assume Ornate gave you a job for me to do, right?” she said. “I don’t remember the last payday that he didn’t.”
I nodded and reached in my bag to pull out the note. I hoofed it to her and her eyes scanned its contents faster than I thought possible. After she finished, her face genuinely started to light up. “So it finally happened,” she said. “Little Minty’s getting another shot at reporter after all.”
“What, like you expected Ornate to do this?”
She shrugged. “In all the time I’ve known Ornate, he’s never hired anyone to the main staff without some potential.”
“But . . . he said what I sent in wasn’t any good,” I said. “Kind of a mixed message, don’t you think?”
“Oh no, what you sent in was terrible; trust me, I read it,” Grapevine said. She smiled reassuringly. “But it still had potential, which is what Ornate must have seen. Just not as much as your pictures. Usually, he’ll take a few months to send one of our prospective reporters to me, then I flunk ‘em out in a couple of days.”
I practically leapt off the couch as I sat up. “But I’ve only been on for about 2 weeks, so that must mean Ornate thinks I’m special!” I paused. “Right?”
“Uh, well, no . . . as I said, I read what you sent in.” When she saw my face fall, she quickly added, “But that’s alright, because I can help. If you’re willing to work at it, I can teach you how to start writing like a reporter in no time.”
“And then I’ll be a reporter?”
“Then you’ll know how to write; using those skills to be a reporter is up to you.”
I nodded. “Alright, so can we get started?”
Grapevine smiled. “Certainly.” She shuffled off the couch and walked back toward the hallway leading farther into the house. “You coming?” she called. I followed her back down the white-walled hallway past a small guest bedroom on the right and a small bathroom--I guessed also for a guest--on the left. Directly back was a much larger bedroom.
The bed in the middle of the room easily dominated mine in size: it had to be a Luna-sized, at least. Besides that, there wasn’t much else. A wooden dresser directly across from the bed with a large mirror on top and many drawers on its front. On one wall were indentations from where pictures had once hung, but it was now blank. A final door led to the master bathroom, and Grapevine stepped inside.
“I’ll be just a minute,” she said, and shut the door. I could hear the sound of running water on the other side.
I was content to wait on her for a few minutes, but when the running water kept going and going, I started to get bored. And when I get bored, I get antsy. The bedroom still wasn’t much to see, but I spotted a closed closet on the other side of the room from the bathroom. I walked up to it, figuring I would have a rare chance to see a completely empty closet for once: after all, I hadn't really seen her wear anything of her own.
The door opened easily, but what surprised me was what was on the inside. Instead of an empty room, racks overburdened with clothes ran the length of the closet on each wall. Dresses, vests, shirts, saddles, gowns, and every other type of outfit I could think of hung in dozens of different shades and, strangely, sizes. There were three racks filled with shoes to match the outfits, and a massive mirror leaned against one wall.
I ran one hoof across a nearby dress. Silk, for sure. Purple and white pattern studded with diamonds; much more than anything I could ever hope to afford. I wanted to see more, but Grapevine chose that moment to start getting out of the bathroom, so I quickly shut the closet door.
Her hair was done up in a braid, and a bright red headband held the rest of her mane in place. Other than that, she only wore her usual saddlebag. “Ready?” she said. I nodded. “Then lets go.”
*        *        *

Grapevine locked her front door behind us and took my key. For safekeeping, she told me. We walked down the bare sidewalk side by side, making sure to keep under the shade and avoid the direct heat from a sun higher in the sky than it had been when I arrived. The group of foals had moved on some time ago, so only Grapevine and I occupied the entire street.
“So what exactly are we doing?” I said. “I mean, how is this going to help my writing?”
Grapevine waved a hoof in front of her to illustrate her speech. “Any idiot off the street can do an interview and take notes, so we can skip that part for now,” she said. “What you’ve got to master first--especially when your samples were lacking it---is detail.”
“Detail?”
“Yeah, you know, making your story really stand out.”  She indicated to the street around us: the towering oak trees flush in summer and the smooth concrete drive that they lined. “You have to learn how to describe your story in a way that highlights the most interesting parts without sacrificing the little nuances.”
“Alright,” I said, “so how does us taking a walk  help with that?”
On cue, she resumed walking, though this time a little ahead of me like she was the head of our little classroom. “If you can learn to describe an outdoor scene with the right balance of focus and detail, then you can do the same in a story.” She laughed. “And I needed to go out for a few things.”
I huffed a little and continued following her. She fell silent when we drew up on a house at the corner of her street, and I soon saw why. A plump mare out front was waving to her. “Oh, Grapevine, is that you?” she called. The mare had a light blue coat and a frizzy brown mane and looked horribly, incredibly normal. And knew Grapevine by first name, apparently.
Even more surprising, Grapevine called back, “Morning, Mrs. Rose!” 
The hefty mare strode down her front walk to us with a big smile on her face and held out a hoof, which I took. “Pleasure to meet you, dear,” she said. “My name’s Anita Rose.”
I smiled back. “Minty Flower.”
“Oh, so you’re the partner Grapevine’s always going on about,” she said. For some reason, the way she said “partner” irked me a little. “It’s so nice to finally meet you!”
“Uh, the same,” I said.
Anita turned back to Grapevine. “Are you two working on a story today?” Her face lit up. “Ooh, are you working on one here?”
Grapevine shook her head. “‘Fraid not, Anita. I’m just helping Minty here learn how to write. I even called in sick today.”
“Ah, right, sick,” Anita said with a wink. The cries of a young foal could suddenly be heard from inside the house. Anita turned, then look back to us. “Well, I won’t keep you two any longer. Good luck on that writing, Minty, and you two make sure to stick together!” And then again the way she said “together” just didn’t sit well with me. I didn’t have any time to question her, though, as she was already back inside.
Grapevine set out again. “So . . . Anita?” I said as I followed her.
“It’s the new thing for names here in the Burb,” she said. “Well, it’s new now, but supposed to be based on some old naming system. Everyone around here’s been changing their names, and naming their kids that way; Anita used to be called Rose Petal.”
“That sounds pretty weird,” I said.
She shrugged. “It won’t catch on; there’ll be a new fad around in a few months, I’m sure.”
“Yeah,” I said, then let the conversation peter out. We walked on for a little bit, enjoying the gentle breeze that wafted in from the nearby mountains: the same my train had passed through to get to Fillydelphia in the first place. “So, speaking of Anita,” I said eventually.
“Hm?”
“She seemed to think you and I were very . . . close,” I said. “Have you been talking to her much?”
Grapevine took a minute to respond. “Not more than usual,” she said. “But you know how some mares are: you mention the word ‘partner’ once and they take it the wrong way. Some ponies just see things that aren’t there.”
“They still need the context in the first place . . .” I said. The statement just kind of hung in the air, and eventually dropped to the sidewalk when neither of us was willing to pick it up. So, we started walking . . . again. We weren’t exactly exciting in our movements.
She filled the gaps in conversation with idle gossip from her neighbors. Apparently, they had been naive enough to believe that a reporter wouldn’t share their little anecdotes. Mr. Wrenchhoof had a drinking problem. Mrs. Sunwell was a bit too friendly with the deliverycolt, and Miss Ratatouille and her coltfriend lost their jobs at a restaurant; some rodent infestation. Grapevine enjoyed telling the stories, and I admit it was fun to listen to them; part of being a reporter, I supposed. It even assuaged some of my concerns about Anita, though only a little. For a little bit, she almost seemed like she was her normal self, instead of whatever peppy persona she had taken on the night after the trolley ride. I would need to bring that up at some point, but my desire for her to teach me to write was greater.
We passed back through the gated entrance to the neighborhood, and the same mare from before tipped her head to Grapevine. She didn’t even look at me. We walked beside the road on another sidewalk as clean and empty as the one in the neighborhood. A part of me almost wondered if the Burb was just a giant model of a community that someone had accidentally let ponies inhabit, as clean as it was. Every neighborhood we passed by had the same gate and, from the looks of it, the same houses inside. As if someone had taken four designs and copied them a thousand times all over the Burb.
A little while later, we entered a massive flat slab of blacktop that was ringed by colorful little stores. Dozens of stamcars were parked in neat and orderly rows divided into spaces by yellow paint. “What is this place?”
“The entire place is called a strip mall,” Grapevine said, “and what we’re standing on is a parking lot. They’ve started getting popular back in Los Celestias, but only now are Fillydelphia and Baltimare catching on.”
“But . . . isn’t a mall the place between buildings with trees and grass and stuff?”
“Not anymore.”
There was a squat building shoved between two identical in size and shape to it that simply read “Cleaners” on the sign. Grapevine stopped outside its entrance. “Alright, you’ll need to stay out here while I go inside.”
Looking around, I said, “Why?”
Grapevine reached in her bag and pulled out a pencil and paper. “While I’m in,” she said, “write down everything you see and describe it in the best way you know how. I’ll check on it when I get back.” She forced the materials to me, and I grabbed them with my wings as she went inside.
I turned around and tried to see something worth seeing in the parking lot. There wasn’t much, though. Just the scattering of cars--all of them nicer than anything West Fillydelphia but nothing too fancy--and a few more shops. All of which lacked any color: it was like shopping inside a government office, it looked like. The strip mall faced away from the city, so I drew my eyes up, and took a look at the view. Tall mountains rose above the Burb, their snowcaps lighting against a clear blue sky. On the other side, I knew, were the great plains that stretched from Fillydelphia all the way to great cities of Manehattan and Canterlot.
The parking lot was boring, but when put into the context of resting beneath the mountainside, there was something . . . more to it. I gripped the pencil and held up the notepad and started to write. I took care to try and focus on the blandness of everything below the mountain: write out a contrast between them. Like orange and blue, my own colors.
I put myself into writing that little piece, though it only came to a couple hundred words. My gaze didn’t stray from the paper except for a quick glance at the scene before going back to writing. It felt like time slowed until I finished, and I realized that it had been ten minutes since I started. I gave it a look, and was personally impressed with what I’d written. Just from hanging around Grapevine, it was obvious I had gotten better.
Just as I finished looking over it a fourth time, Grapevine walked out of the cleaner’s. “Thanks again, Ms. Qingjie!” she called back. Draped over one hoof was an empty saddlebag . . . that looked exactly the same as the one on her back.
“You have more than one saddlebag?” I said. “And get them dry cleaned?”
Grapevine smiled. “Well duh, did you think I wore the same one everyday?”
I was suddenly very aware of having never made a single effort to clean my own bag. “No . . .”
She held out a hoof. “Mind giving me my stuff back?” I hoofed her the pencil and pad, but she only put them in her bag without looking at them. “I’d like to grab a cup of coffee before I look at what you wrote.” We headed across the parking lot to another store that, while identical in size and shape to the others, was at least a little bit more decorated. A neon sign in the front window gave its name as “Cream & Foam.”
“You want anything?” Grapevine said as we walked in.
I shook my head. “We just ate, and I don’t really drink coffee . . .”
“Suit yourself.” She joined the small line in front of the cash register, and I sat down at a table in front of the window. I carefully placed my bag on the floor, and tapped one hoof impatiently while waiting for Grapevine to get her drink.
Finally, she sat down and took out the paper pad to read. She sipped on her tall cup of foamy coffee, using the aid of her magic to bring it to her lips while her hooves held the pad. Eventually, her eyes stopped scanning the page and she lowered it to the table.
“Well?” I said.
“Needs work,” she said dismissively, some of the old Grapevine shining through. “I mean, it’s not bad, but it’s not good either. I liked how you did the contrast, but it didn’t have any focus. If you’d chosen a particular car or mountaintop, that would have been fine, but you wrote about the whole thing as if it were a postcard.” She shrugged. “It’s like, if you were describing a court case, you focused on every member of jury, the judge, and the audience at once, instead of picking out the interesting parts.”
I knew I looked crestfallen, but I couldn’t help it. I’d felt like it had been good, and it had even looked part. “Um, well . . . okay then,” I said softly.
She put a hoof on my shoulder. “Hey, don’t feel bad,” she said. “I’ve seen many worse first tries. You just have to learn how to make it flow naturally, is all.”
“But it doesn’t come naturally,” I said. “Not like photography does. I want to be a reporter, but it isn’t my special talent or my cutie mark. For you, it’s the opposite: you can just use your magic to help.”
“You think I use magic when I write?” she asked. When I nodded, she started snickering.
“What’s so funny?” I said.
“Oh nothing, it’s just that . . . well, I’ve haven’t used my magic to help me be a reporter since the day I got my cutie mark.”
I sat up a bit straighter in my chair. “Wait, why? Your magic is geared specifically toward reporting, right?”
She nodded. “It is,” she said, “too bad it’s useless.”
“Useless?”
Grapevine sighed. “Look, it’d be better if I showed you, okay?” I nodded. Taking a deep breath, she placed the notepad on the table and held the pencil at the start of a new page. Her horn began to glow, faintly at first then picking up in brightness and power. Her eyes closed, then snapped open to reveal a white-purple light shining from them.
Before I could really fathom what was going on, the pencil held in her magic started moving. Rapidly. It sped across one page, then a second, then a third. Halfway through the fourth, the magic abruptly cut off like a switch had been flipped, and her eyes returned to normal. A few of the patrons in the coffee shop had been watching, but now went back to their drinks.
“What . . . was that?” I said.
Grapevine grinned. “That was my talent magic. It picks my brain and writes down everything I’ve seen in the past hour and puts it down on paper.” She held up the notepad. “The problem is that most of what I write is unorganized gibberish.”
She offered the pad to me and I took it. Sure enough, most of what was written was unintelligable at best. “Blue flower pot rest yellow flower green green grass purple self white sidewalk,” was only one short line. It was possible to decode it, but I was beginning to see her point.
“Once I figured out that my magic’s method of reporting was pretty useless, I just focused on writing on my own with my good ol’ brain,” she said. “I only use that when I’m so wasted or tired that I can’t remember a single thing.”
I listened to her while scanning further down the page, trying to search for a mention of me. Strangely, there was nothing. Maybe I wasn't newsworthy, I guessed. Though it wasn’t like any of it was particularly useful information.
Or so I thought. Near the bottom of the second page, I found a sentence that stopped my blood cold. My brain shut off from whatever Grapevine was saying. I re-read the passage over and over, trying to see where it was wrong. Because shoved between two more nonsensical sentences on the page was one little piece that my eyes couldn’t stray away from. “Red house in window stallion gun point wife,” it read. “Bang.”

	
		Episode 4: Really Getting Around



“This isn’t happening, this isn’t happening!” Grapevine bemoaned as she paced back and forth. We were standing in the parking lot outside the coffee shop and I had been watching her rant and rave for a good twenty minutes until I convinced her to move away from the frightened customers inside the cafe. If there’s anything I knew about Grapevine, it was to just let her blow off as much steam as she needed. Otherwise, I’d be the one she targeted next.
I leaned against a section of wall between two shops while Grapevine snaked her way through the cars, tossing her hooves up in the air and muttering to herself. “How can you not remember them if they’re your own thoughts?” I called out to her.
She paused before groaning in frustration. “Ugh, it doesn’t work like that!” she said. “Now can you shut up and let me think for a second?”
Well, at least the crisis had apparently brought the old Grapevine back. Not that I had exactly missed her, but at least I enjoyed the significantly lower chance of being kissed. Plus, she pretty much ignored me as she went off on her tirade. I was free to kick back and observe the scenery again to figure out where my little description had gone wrong.
A cold front blew in over the mountains and gave the air a sudden chill that was unusual in the rest of Fillydelphia during the summer months. The sudden climate change seemed to get Grapevine’s attention, and she paused for a second before turning to face me.
“This is just . . . this is bad, okay?” she said. “This shouldn’t be happening; not here!” She looked away. “Not now . . .”
I got on my hooves and walked over and stood unsteadily next to her, still making sure to keep a minimum distance. “What’s wrong?” I said. “It’s not like we haven’t dealt with this before . . . I mean, so far, our track record hasn’t exactly been clean on, you know, that stuff.” The words coming out of my mouth surprised even me, but they felt right despite whatever thoughts I harbored for Remedy or Chemiker.
My words didn’t have the best effect on Grapevine, however. “No, no, you don’t understand!” She sighed. “The Burb is supposed to be quiet--to be safe. No drugs and users, no international conspiracies, and definitely no killing.” To emphasize her point, she tapped my chest in beat with the last few words. So much for personal space. Again.
“Alright, well, you don’t even know if the words mean anything bad, do you?”
“Uh, Minty? The journal was pretty explicit in what it meant.”
I shrugged. “All I’m saying: gun, bang? Could your brain be using euphemisms . . . ?”
She looked at me hard. “This isn’t some sort of joke, Minty.”
“I wasn’t joking! I’m just saying we shouldn’t just automatically assume the worst, right?”
Her horn glowed and I felt my camera being yanked out of its bag. I briefly protested, but a hoof held in front of my face silenced me. “See this thing?” she said, shaking my camera. “The pictures it takes give the full, detailed look to everything. It fills in every little blank we have; it’s why the paper uses it.”
She tapped her horn. “But this . . . thing doesn’t do that. It deals in absolutes; everything I see or hear is recorded, mostly without my knowledge. I don’t get leeway. Understand?”
I nodded tentatively, trying to follow her explanation as best as I could. “Yeah, I guess. But where does that leave us, then?”
“Where it always does,” she said, shoving my camera back into its bag, “on the case.”
“What about Ornate? Or Ivory? Or anyone else that can help?”
She quickly and vehemently shook her head. “No, definitely not. Not only would they not be welcomed here by the locals, but-” She paused. “Minty, you and Starshine and the rest have Fillydelphia, but I have The Burb. This is my town, and it needs to be me who keeps her safe.”
“Her?”
“Just keep Starshine and your coltfriend out of this, okay?”
Oh, so that was how it was going to be. Well, I figured, I had to go along with her, at least for now. But I’d need to get into contact with Sterling at some point; he’d taken to worrying every time I walked over to the Chronicler that I was going to go on another dangerous mission and now I was doing exactly that. Can’t say he was wrong to assume that I would, though.
“Right, got it. Any other rules?”
If she caught the sarcastic inflection in my voice, she didn’t show it. “Nothing besides keeping your mouth shut and letting me work, if that’s possible.”
I obeyed and stood and watched her think. And think. And think. After a few minutes, she seemed to grow frustrated and just kept muttering under her breath about “impossibilities”. Eventually, I said, “So . . . what are we going to do first?”
“What did I just say?” Despite her tone, the question seemed to jolt her back to normal, and she rubbed her forehead comfortingly. “Anyway, the first thing we need to do is go back to the scene of the crime.”
“Your neighborhood?”
She closed her eyes and sighed. “Yes. My neighborhood.”
I looked around. “And how are we going to get there?”
“Walk?”
I’d realized sometime before that just watching Grapevine had tired me out. Enough that the prospect of walking all the way back seemed a little . . . much. Maybe it was the fact that I only half believed that Grapevine was right. I don’t know. “Well, we don’t want the crime scene to get cold before we get there, right?” I said.
She seemed to consider this for a moment, then nodded. “Alright, fly up and get us a taxi.”
“How will flying help?”
“Just do it.”
I sighed and obligingly took to the sky. My skills were still a bit rusty--as if they had ever been oiled--and I wobbled a bit. Starshine had stopped by a few times since the Summer Sun Celebration to bug me about more flying lessons, but I hadn’t been in the mood. Though at this point, I thought, maybe it would be good to hang out with someone different for a while.
Down below, yellow-checkered steamcars made their way through traffic, and I began to circle and look for one with an opening. Few of the cars stopped, and the monotony began to get to me, and my mind drifted again. Back to Grapevine, of course. Where else?
I mean, I believed she had seen something, but murder? The reasoning still seemed flimsy to me, and almost felt like Grapevine was just trying to pull me into another adventure with her . . . I quickly pushed the thought away. Still, though, if Grapevine was right, then our frequency to be around when bad things happened was starting to get steadily high.
Below, a cab finally emptied of its occupants, and I decided to land gently in front of it to get the driver’s attention. Naturally, though, the plan didn’t go as well as I thought. I folded my wings closer into my body and glided down just fine, but when it came time to suddenly open them and brake myself, it didn’t go as well. I waited too long and the air resistance was too great by the time I tried, so I ended up smacking painfully onto the roof of the taxi. The driver behind the windshield, gripping hard on the steering wheel, gaped up at me.
“I’d like to rent this cab, please,” I said.
*        *        *

The driver turned out to be more understanding than I thought, and agreed to take us back to Carter Ranch. For double the price. The ride was smooth, though. The fancy car’s engine made almost no smoke or noise louder than a soft whirr of the motor. It was comforting, especially when I had to sit next to a fidgeting Grapevine.
She kept moving her flank slightly in her seat, and used her hoof to tap gently against the door. Her eyes kept looking out the window to the road ahead, and didn’t rest on me one time since we had gotten underway.
“You alright?” I said.
“Just wanting to get back,” she said without looking at me. “We need to move fast if we’re going to catch whoever did this. He couldn’t have gone far, after all.”
I paused. “You know, are you sure we’ve got the right idea for this?”
She finally turned to face me. “What are you trying to get at?”
“Nothing, I’m just making sure that you’re positive about this little case,” I said while holding my hooves up defensively.
“I am positive,” she said. “Since when have you known me to be wrong before?” When I didn’t say anything in return--though part of me ached to--she continued. “Are you sure you’re not just disappointed that we can’t focus on making you a reporter?”
Ouch, that one stung. And not necessarily for different reasons, either. Still, the retort hurt, and I instinctively flinched and turned away a little. Not too much that I couldn’t see Grapevine respond in kind.
She did so by sighing and lowering her head. “Look, no, I didn’t mean that,” she said “I just . . . I’m just trying to focus on the task we have right now.” She gave me a small smile. “I’ll be sure to give you some lessons as soon as this blows over, okay?”
I accepted what she said and let her know just as we reached the front gate of Carter Ranch. A few departing ponies in cars watched us as we got out of the cab, like we were some unknown species. Which to them, I guessed, we really were. Grapevine paid the cabbie with a wad of cash she pulled from a pocket on her bag, which revealed she had even more still with her. A shock to someone like me, who was used to seeing how far I could make one bit stretch. A practice Joya had approved of, and I had assumed Grapevine would too. Which just went to show how well I really knew her. 
The mare at the security booth in front of the neighborhood let Grapevine through without a second look, though kept her eyes trained on me the whole time. Though, it may have been puzzlement rather than suspicion. After a little bit of walking on the sidewalks framed by parks for foals and small business actually inside the gates of the neighborhood, Grapevine stopped.
In front of us was the main street lined with houses. “So you think it happened here?” I said.
“It had to,” Grapevine said. “Anywhere else and I would have noticed.”
“I still don’t understand how your brain noticed it but you didn’t . . .”
She glared at me and I shut my trap. The street was mostly empty except for a scant few cars parked in driveways. No signs of life could be seen; even the foals from earlier had departed for parts elsewhere. The sun shone brightly in our eyes, reflected off the many panes of glass in many windows.
“This is a work-live neighborhood,” Grapevine explained when she saw the look on my face. “Everyone here has to keep up a job to live in the houses; most of the time, both spouses have a job.” She paused. “They only make exceptions in . . . special circumstances.”
I didn’t press the topic, choosing to let it drop. Instead, I got us back on topic. “So what you’re saying is that it would be weird to see both the husband and wife home?”
“Exactly.”
I jumped in front of her. “So that means this will be quick, right?” I said excitedly.
She held up a hoof. “Whoa, not so fast. That fact also means that almost no one in this neighborhood would have been home at that time.” She swept one hoof to indicate all the dark houses on the streets. “No witnesses, and no leads.”
“So then what are we doing here?”
Grapevine smirked. “Because I happen to know a few ponies who should be gone, but aren’t.”
We walked down the sidewalk until we were near the middle of the row of houses on the right side. The houses here were similar to Grapevine’s, but somewhat larger. The architecture and paint, even to my untrained eye, were still very boring. No one was going to win an architecture award for square house number nine thousand and one. Not to mention the colors varied wildly between brown and beige. I wasn’t even one to care for such things, but the monotony of the neighborhood was already getting to me; I wondered how Grapevine could stand living here.
The house we stopped in front of had the unique distinguishing feature of having an off-red door, which was apparently the only customization allowed. The abode’s address was 411 Dartmoor Drive, because the neighborhood had apparently gone with theme naming.
“So who’s in there?” I said.
“The Whites,” Grapevine said. “I know for a fact that Mrs. White stays home all day. She’s real secretive about what Mr. White does, but apparently it brings in quite a bit of money.”
“And they still want to live here?”
She didn’t reply and just rolled her eyes before striding up the front walk to the door. She knocked once, but no reply came from within the house. She knocked again, harder. Still nothing. Finally, Grapevine started banging on the door, shouting, “I know you’re in there, Skyler! Open the door!”
A lock inside slid out and the door slowly opened. “What do you want?” came a voice from the other side. It was neither quite timid or forceful; more of a voice that demanded not to be taken advantage of.
“Don’t worry, we’re not here to report you,” Grapevine said. “You should know me by now.”
The door didn’t move. “You haven’t answered my question.”
Grapevine sighed and rubbed her forehead. “We’re here to . . . investigate . . . disturbances in the neighborhood.” The door started to close. “That don’t involve you or Mr. White.”
Another pause, but the door finally opened all the way. In the doorway stood an amber-maned mare with a coat as white as the clouds above the city. She was tall, far more so than any of us, and even more than Marshmallow. Around her neck was a fancy pearl necklace with a jewel pendant that matched the symbol on her flank. Even with her accepting us being able to see her, she leered at us like we were going to betray her at any second.
“Can we come in?” Grapevine said, an edge starting to take in her voice.
Skyler quickly scanned the street before eventually nodding her head and consenting for us to follow her into the house.
*        *        *

The interior was a lot like Grapevine’s. No, it was Grapevine’s, but reversed. The kitchen was on the opposite wall, and so was the main hallway. The main difference was in the decorating. Most of the Whites’ furniture was wooden with little padding that looked thoroughly uncomfortable. Not that Skyler offered either of us a seat.
Instead, she gave us a look that implied she was crossing her hooves in our general direction, without actually doing so. Ponies in the The Burb were strange that way.
“Alright, start talking,” Skyler said.
Grapevine took a deep breath before speaking. “We have reason to believe that . . .” She paused and looked around, as if somehow her whispered words could be heard around the whole neighborhood. “. . . reason to believe that someone in this neighborhood may have committed a very, um, heinous crime.”
Skyler brushed some of her mane away to reveal a sparkling horn. A coffee cup levitated over to her lips and she took a sip. “Somepony bought it.”
“So we think,” I said.
Grapevine glared at me. “We have very good reason to believe that a stallion in this neighborhood murdered his wife.”
Skyler took another sip. “Do tell.”
“This is serious,” Grapevine protested. “Somepony died.”
“And what do you expect me to do about it? I’m not some cop.”
Grapevine sighed and took a moment to compose herself. “Look, Skyler, we’re not here to mess with you, your son, or your husband; we just want to know if you saw or heard anything!” By the end of her sentence, her voice had risen to a fever pitch.
Skyler, meanwhile, look nonplussed. “You could have just said that in the first place.” She took another sip of the coffee. “And no, I didn’t see nothin’. I’ve been in here all day, and I didn’t hear or see anything.”
“You sure?” I said.
“Positive.” She placed the coffee cup gently on the counter. “Now get out. Both of you.”
Back on the street, Grapevine beat her head against the Whites’ brick mailbox. To facilitate the thinking process, she told me. “I should have known Skyler wouldn’t help us; the dingbat’s drunk half the time.”
“But she was drinking coffee,” I said.
She looked at me, then just shook her head and went back to thumping against the mailbox.
“So what do we do now?” I asked.
“This.”
“You know what I mean.”
She stopped her banging. “I don’t know anypony else on this street,” she said. Under her breath, I could hear her mention “rich pricks”.  “I have no idea who’s home and who’s not, and without that we have no idea who we can talk to.” She turned to me, her eyes half-lidded. “If there were a time to try to be a reporter, now would be it.”
I thought for a second. Well, longer really. It was more of an expression, you see, and anyway I racked my brain to come up with a solution. Derbyshire hadn’t had neighborhoods by any sort of definition. Just wide-spread farms that were loosely organized by a bookkeeper in city hall.
Suddenly, I could almost swear that the lightbulb on my flank lit up. “Is there a place where this neighborhood’s records are kept, by any chance?”
Grapevine thought for a second, then started to laugh. “Yes, in fact, there is,” she said, still laughing. “And, see, the last record keeper was a Pullmare-ite, so they had to get a new one and-” She waved a hoof. “Well, you’ll see.”
Without another word, she led me out of the neighborhood to parts of The Burb yet unknown.
*        *        *

The trip took some time, as we traveled the breadth of The Burb to reach wherever we were going. Whenever I questioned Grapevine about why the record keeper would live so far away from the neighborhood, she brushed me off. We elected to take a cheaper carriage, which also extended the time by quite a bit.
The area we came to was another neighborhood, though far unlike Grapevine’s. It was on a grassy hill that rose a little over the rest of The Burb. Imaginatively, it had been dubbed, “High Point Estates.” The houses weren’t as close together as in Carter Ranch. Instead, they sat on their own plots of land with open space between houses. The lawns, despite being many times bigger than Grapevine’s, were just as well kept. The place reeked of money.
The carriage stopped in front of a house set far away from the road and connected only with a wide concrete driveway. No car sat on the surface, though. The two-story brick house looked dark, to me. But Grapevine seemed to approve, as she got out of the carriage and paid the driver.
“Are you sure this is the right place?” I said.
“Positive,” she replied.
I walked with Grapevine to the door. Instead of knocking, however, she just swung the door open, causing it to creak the whole way. Inside, the lights were off. Sunlight only made it into the house through gaps in blinds and curtains over every window.
We were standing in a small foyer that opened up to the entirety of the house. A hallway to the right led to some rooms, and next to it was a double staircase that led to an upper story. Through a wide opening in front of us was the living room, and to the left was a dining room. 
There was more stuff, but I was tired of trying to draw mental maps of boring houses with boring furniture, so I stopped caring. Anyway, Grapevine took me through the living room to an even smaller hallway at the back. The door there was closed, but she shoved it open.
It was the master bedroom, and most of the room’s space was taken up by a giant bed. The sheets were lush and the mattress was taller than a colt. A cabinet radio took up the remaining space in the room. We walked in, and the first thing that I noticed was the snoring. A body turned in the sheets, and I realized we were walking in on a sleeping pony.
I moved to leave, but Grapevine motioned for me to stand still. She walked over to the side of the bed and looked thoughtfully at the sleeping form. After a moment of contemplation, she slammed a hoof against the wooden bedside table, sending a loud thump out to fill the room.
The pony in the bed shot up with a startled cry. Her blonde mane and cream coat briefly reminded me of Skyler, and then my mouth hung agape when I realized who it really was. Marshmallow sat up in her bed, looking at both Grapevine and I with considerable surprise.
“W- What are you two doing here?” she mumbled.
“We need your help,” Grapevine said flatly.
Marshmallow yawned. “That’s great and all,” she said, “but can I use the bathroom first? I’ve got the feeling this is going to take a while.”
*        *        *

A short time later, Grapevine and I were sitting on a large couch in Marshmallow’s living room while she sat on a fluffy chair next to it. Her hair was still a wild tangle, but she’d slipped into a bathrobe the same shade as her coat and sipped at some warm tea held in her magic. Dark circles were still visible under her eyes, though she had stopped yawning every few seconds.
“So how did you two get in again?”
“You left the front door open,” Grapevine said. “Again.”
Marshmallow sighed and pinched her eyes shut. “I keep doing that . . . I tell myself that I’ll stop but I end up forgetting anyway.” She took a mighty swig of tea from her mug, and gargled it down in a fashion that surprised me. “It’s all these stupid late nights I’ve been doing.” Grapevine nodded sagely.
I raised one hoof like I was back in school. “Excuse me, question,” I said.
“What?” Grapevine said irritably. Marshmallow parroted, but left the annoyance from her voice.
“Well, sorry if I’m not really in the know,” I said, “but didn’t you live in the library?”
Marshmallow laughed and shook her head. “Oh no, not permanently. My parents forced me to buy a house here when I moved to the city, but I usually preferred spending time in the library.” She paused. “It’s just that, since the Pullmare fiasco things around here have been crazy, so I’ve spent most of my time around The Burb. My relations to Canterlot even got me appointed to the new, temporary city council.”
“Which is what we came here to talk about,” Grapevine cut in. 
Marshmallow sighed and chugged the rest of her tea and replaced the mug in her magic field with a brush that began working out the tangles in her mane. “And do I dare ask what the two of you need with the neighborhood records?” She smiled. “I don’t approve of stalking, you know.”
“This is serious,” Grapevine said, gripping the edge of the couch’s hoofrest.
“I am being serious,” Marshmallow said. “We don’t need a repeat of the Bukowski incident.”
Grapevine’s face turned red, but she pushed the comment aside. “I’ve got a . . . strong hunch that someone in my neighborhood was murdered, but we don’t know who. Most everypony was gone at the time, and I don’t know most of the ponies on that street, so-”
“You need the records,” Marshmallow finished.
“Yep.”
Marshmallow thought for a second. “Alright, you can take a look,” she said finally.
Grapevine hoofpumped. “Alright, can we see them now?”
“Sure,” Marshmallow said, hopping out of her chair.
“Wait, right now?” I said. “You keep the records here?”
“Don’t be silly!” Marshmallow said. “It would be impracticable to keep all of the records here; I just have the neighborhood records.”
“And where would those be exactly?” I said.
Marshmallow motioned for us to follow her. She led us over brownstone tile in the kitchen to a small laundry room. She opened the door to reveal a simple, closed garage. The air was musty, and it smelled of . . . old, uh, -ness.
The garage was basically a concrete floor covered in a mass of boxes stacked in teetering stacks to the ceiling. The only thing that broke pattern was a stunningly-white steamcar sitting in the middle. “Whoa,” I said.
Grapevine groaned. “I forgot how much was in here,” she said. “Where do you keep the Carter Ranch records, again?”
“I dunno,” Marshmallow said. She shrugged. “They’re probably . . . somewhere to the left.”
“Right, thanks,” Grapevine said.”
“Not right, left.” Marshmallow chuckled when Grapevine hunched her shoulders and shook her head. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me, either of you.” She walked out, but briefly stuck her head back in the doorframe. “Breakfast will be ready in a bit.”
With that, the white-painted door shut. We were left in the glare of a few electric bulbs hanging from the ceiling and reined in by boxes, boxes, and, oh right, more boxes.
“So you think there is an easier way to do this?” I said.
Grapevine grabbed the first box to her left and started rifling through it. “Nope.”
“Well maybe we could-”
“Just get going.”
I huffed in her direction but sat down at another set of boxes not too far from her. They were wooden, but the tops had already been loosened, so it was only a matter of tugging them off. The first address I read, however, identified that the ponies inside lived on Stefanie street, so I put that one back in the pile and took another.
“How exactly is this supposed to help us find the ‘killer’, again?” I said. “I mean, all we’ve got is a probable street and the color of whatever stallion did it.”
“This was your idea,” Grapevine reminded me.
“Yeah, but your case,” I shot back.
The sound of rustling paper from her side stopped. “Just find the box with the residents of Carter Ranch, and we’ll work from there,” she said.
“But how is that supposed to help?” I said. “I mean, it’s not like all of these are going to list coat color with the residential stuff.”
Grapevine just snickered.
“What?” I said.
“You’re talking about an entire town designed by Ms. Pullmare. Of course it’s got coat color; she recorded every little detail. Heck, I’m sure it’s even got whether the residents prefer colts or fillies in there. The married ones.”
“Oh yeah?” I said. “So what does it say on yours, then?”
I had meant it more as a joke, but Grapevine’s only response was an icy, “get back to work.” She didn’t speak to me after that. I sighed and obediently went back to the current task, if only to do something that occupied my mind.
However, half an hour later, my mind felt like it was going to melt and drip out of my ears. The heat in the garage had climbed exponentially since we had come in, what with it being an uninsulated and closed space in the middle of summer. Grapevine and I had both begun breathing hard, and my sweat dripped freely onto the wooden boxes, soaking them.
“Okay, I can’t do this anymore,” I said after my simple touch turned a piper file into mush. “We have got to cool down.”
“Yeah, well, if you’ve got any bright ideas,” Grapevine said, flicking sweat from her brow, “I’d just love to hear them.”
I looked around a little, but didn’t spot anything besides more boxes, the floor, and the garage door. I almost gave up, when I realized I was looking at a garage door. I almost wanted to smack myself. “Why don’t you use your magic to open the garage door?” I said. “Let in a little air from outside.”
Grapevine opened her mouth, looked at the large metal door, then shut it again before saying, “ . . . Right.” Her horn glowed, brighter than usual from the strain, and the door slid open on hinges designed for just the purpose. Cool air--relative to the garage, anyway--poured in and both of us sighed.
“That’s more like it,” I chirped.
“Yeah, it does feel nice,” Grapevine said, “but we need to get back to work.”
I shut my eyes and groaned like I was a teenager again when I saw how many boxes we had left and how few we had gone through in comparison. “There’s no way we’re going to get this done today,” I said.
“Not with that attitude.”
“Yeah, well, I just wish there was an easier way,” I said. Grapevine didn’t offer up any suggestions, but it got me thinking. Like I was, again, back in school and coming up with an elaborate way to cheat instead of just studying. I moved closer to the open garage door to feel the cool air while I thought, and then I wanted to smack myself a second time in five minutes.
“Hey, Grapevine, all these boxes are labeled, right?” I said.
“Yes, I do believe so,” Grapevine said. “Glad to see you noticed sometime in the past thirty minutes.”
Ignoring her comment, I continued, “And that means you could, say, look over the entire room and at least get a glimpse at all the names, right?”
“Yes . . .” Grapevine said, pausing her work to look at me.
“And your magic records everything it sees . . .”
Her eyes got as wide as saucer plates. In the next second, she had abandoned the pile she’d been working on and was standing next to me, trying to see what I saw. “Yeah, yeah, this could work,” she said. She laughed. “Since when did you start coming up with ideas?”
“Since I got a chance for the job I really wanted?”
She nodded. “Right, right, nice to have someone else actually thinking for a change.” She paused. “If you’re only just now motivated to do actual work, why did you stick around through Pullmare’s stuff?”
I could tell she was fishing for an answer involving her, but I didn’t oblige. It wasn’t the truth, anyway. “I’m not really sure, I guess,” I said. “I just felt it was my, uh . . . duty . . . to stick around. Like, to help ponies.”
“A hero without a cause.”
“Uh, sure, I’ll go with that.”
Grapevine giggled. “Good luck if you ever write an autobiography.” Still shaking her head and laughing softly, she activated her magic again. Her eyes did the glow-y thing and a blinding light flashed through the garage. Suddenly, a notebook and pencil shot from her bag and into the air where the pencil began furiously writing.
To tell the truth, it wasn’t as impressive the second time. After a minute she stopped, and only just managed to catch the notepad before it hit the floor. Woozily, she held it up to her eyes and scanned the page. I heard her muttering the gibberish nonsense on the page until she alighted on what she was looking for.
“Bright light under boxes Stone Chimney Ash Street Carter Ranch Tranquility Lane floor,” she read. She pointed at a pile of boxes stacked directly beneath one bulb. “That one, it looks like.”
I started to make my way to it, but Grapevine’s purple aura surrounded the third box from the top and sent it flying toward us, leaving the others to topple over into a mess. The flying box nearly hit me, too, if I hadn’t already started to duck.
“Hey, watch it,” I said.
“Hey, watch yourself,” Grapevine replied. “This magic business isn’t easy, you know.”
I grumbled and watched her open the box. Her file was the first she grabbed, and it disappeared inside her saddlebag before I could catch a glimpse of it. Next were the files from Dartmoor Drive. Grapevine scanned over them faster than my eyes could keep up.
Many files went back into the box until only three remained. “Alright,” she said, “these three are all red, married stallions living on Dartmoor.” She placed all three on the ground. “Now we just have to eliminate two.”
She started to pore over them, but stopped. “Hey, if you’re going to be the one coming up with ideas,” she said, “then why don’t you tell me which one we should go with.”
My voice caught in my throat. “Y- You mean that I have to be the one to decide which one is the killer and that we go after?” I gulped. “And that if I make the wrong decision, the killer probably gets away.”
“Comes with being a reporter. You did want to be one of those, right?”
“It sounds more like being a cop.”
She started to slide the files away. “Fine, fine, I can do it by myself . . .”
I stuck a hoof out to stop her. “No, I’ll do it. Show me the files,” I said.
She did so, and I peered over them. All had pictures, but they were black and white. Instead, the files had a category on the paper that read, “Color: Red” for all of them. I scrutinized the dossiers before pointing to the one on the far right. “Well, he’s innocent,” I said.
“Oh, and why would that be? Remember, the wrong choice could be costly . . .”
I gulped. “Well, it says that he and his wife are in their 60’s, so I doubt he would even do such a thing, or that you, er, your brain wouldn’t have described him as old.”
Grapevine smiled. “Good choice.” She put that file back in the box. Which left two very similar stallions in age and appearance. Both red, of course. I pored over both of them, but found little difference. Even their jobs appeared similar; working for big name companies. I couldn’t hardly tell them apart, even. Which probably said something.
“Okay, I give up,” I said. “What sets one of these two apart as killers?”
“Check their histories,” Grapevine said.
I did, and finally found what I was looking for. The first colt had a fairly normal history with the usual education and work history, but the other had it a little different. Namely, a stint in the Equestrian Rifle Corps for four years. Mr. Gibbons, the dossier said. Or, rather, Sergeant Gibbons. 
I held up his dossier. “I think we may want to have a talk with the Sarge,” I said.
Grapevine smiled. “There you go,” she said. She took the file from me. “It gives a business address for him right here; we can go check him out.”
“But why would he return to work after this morning?” I said.
“He won’t be there, but clues might be.”
I nodded. “Alright, but how do you suppose we get there? The carriages won’t come back to this neighborhood, I don’t think. And if we take one, we’ll get there past closing time.”
Before Grapevine could answer, the rattling of keys could be heard behind us. “You could always get there in style,” Marshmallow said.
*        *        *

Marshmallow assigned Grapevine to clear the way for her car to get out under the pretense of needing me to help her with the food, much to Grapevine’s dissatisfaction. She mumbled and grumbled as, magic spent, she pushed the boxes out of the way.
Meanwhile, I was led inside. On the kitchen counter was a plate of bagels and two official-looking uniforms, complete with bowties. Marshmallow explained that we would need disguises to get into Mr. Gibbons’ workplace. Everything was in such neat order, in fact, that there was nothing left for me to do.
“Why exactly did you want me again?” I said. “Wasn’t there some job needed doing?”
Marshmallow rolled her eyes. “That was just so I could pull you away from Grapevine for one second.”
“Alright . . . what for?” I asked nervously.
Her face took on a look of caring and sympathy. “So how are you holding up?”
“Um, fine, I guess,” I said. “Is this about Chemiker, or Remedy, or-”
“Grapevine,” Marshmallow clarified.
“Ah.” I sighed. “How much do you know?”
“Everything. Word gets around, I’m afraid.”
“Joya?”
“Right the first time.”
Well, I had figured the word would get out sooner or later. How Joya had found out, only Celestia knew, but I wasn’t very surprised. What only frightened me was the prospect of Sterling finding out. I would need to talk with him . . . 
“So, how are you holding up?” Marshmallow repeated.
“I’m fine,” I said, doing my best to brush off the question. “What happened, happened. Sterling and I are still together and everything.”
“But what about you and Grapevine?”
That, I had no answer to. Instead, I nervously looked at the door, hoping she couldn’t hear anything of what we were saying. “We’re working on it.”
“Uh huh. And does she know that?”
I looked away. Marshmallow dropped the subject and gave the uniforms and bagels to me. “Just think about talking it out, alright?” Marshmallow said. She smiled. “You two are too important to the paper to fall apart over something so silly.”
Silly. Right. I took the stuff and started back out the door without another word.
“Oh, and say hi to Joya for me!” Marshmallow called after me.
I assured her I would and shut the door behind me.
*        *        *

Grapevine got her suit on just fine, though I had a little trouble with mine. Worse, she elected to help me with it, so I had to stand stock still while Grapevine fussed over me like she was a more violet Joya. Marshmallow’s words rang in my ears the whole time, of course. Once I had the suit on, Grapevine tied the bowtie as well with her magic, and we were all set.
The steamcar was already sitting on its own outside the garage in the driveway and we both hopped in, Grapevine driving. She started the car, backed out, and set off back into The Burb. I offered to give directions, but she directed me to just stay quiet and enjoy the drive.
Which I did. The added speed of Marshmallow's classy steamcar with the windows rolled down allowed her to take a more scenic route that arced around the edge of The Burb, snaking through the foothills of the mountains. It was cooler there, and allowed for a magnificent view of the dusty yet majestic city of Fillydelphia rising above the grassy Equirius Plane where the Delamare and Schuylhoof rivers met to ride out to the sea a little ways beyond. And behind us, I knew lay central Equestria with Manehattan, Canterlot, and, most of all, Derbyshire. It was a nice contemplative scene, so I tried to approach Grapevine.
“So me and Marshmallow were talking . . .” I said.
Grapevine tensed up a little. “Ponies tend to do that,” she said.
“Aren’t you going to ask about what?”
“Wasn’t planning on it, no.”
I sighed. “It was about you . . . and me . . . and the other night.”
Her expression didn’t change, but I noticed that her eyes were locked more rigidly on the road, and her hooves gripped the steering wheel even tighter. “Oh, is that so?”
“And she said we should talk about it, so-”
“Minty,” she said softly, “can we just . . . not. Please?”
The tone surprised me so much that I had to look at her to make sure I was talking to the same pony. Not that she hadn’t spoken softly before, but not in such a desperate way. I shut my mouth.
Grapevine bit her lip and took a deep breath before speaking again. “Just- just know that what happened . . . that was wrong of me.” She looked at me for one brief moment. “I messed up, Minty.”
She turned her eyes back to the road after that, and I didn’t say anything more. Just focused again on looking out the window. Lose myself in the landscape, and try to imagine how I would write it. One step forward, and two steps back, a tiny voice inside my head reminded me.
Eventually, the car made it out of the foothills and into the business district of The Burb; like a small version of Central City in Fillydelphia. Our destination, a looming tower of glass, lay before us. A steel sign in the front informed us the company was called Initech, though what the name stood for I could only guess at. We parked in the guest parking lot and both of us got out.
“You ready for this?” Grapevine said. “It’s been awhile since we went undercover.”
I nervously nodded, recalling my last incident with sneaking into a place of work--and the consequences that had come from that. “I’m ready,” I said.
“Good. Now, let’s just walk in there like we’re normal workers running late, find Gibbons’ desk, look for any clues he may have left, and get out.”
There were a few workers arriving, presumably from their lunch breaks, so we mingled with them. I quickly noticed, however, that we were a bit overdressed from the others. They only wore button-up shirts without ties of any sort, and some were even less formal than that. No gave us trouble, though, and we got into the building’s lobby without trouble.
According to the dossier, Gibbons worked on the fourth floor. We headed to the elevator, but never got a chance to make it. Halfway across the coldly-decorated lobby, a pony stepped in front of us. He was dressed even more bizarrely than us--actual trousers with suspenders up over his pleated white dress shirt. Despite his clothes, though, the face that greeted us with sunken eyes and receding hairline was anything but exciting.
“Are you two the consultants we sent for?” he said in the most boring voice I had ever heard. No, really: it made me want to fall asleep just hearing it.
“Um, yes,” Grapevine said, “Yes we are.”
“I’m impressed; you’re both three hours early.” He didn’t look impressed. More like my father when our fields had to be plowed a month sooner than normal.
“Well, we aim to please,” Grapevine said.
The office worker--manager, a tag on his shirt said---sighed. “Alright, then; let’s go ahead and start the evaluations.” He motioned to a separate elevator. “If you’ll just follow me . . .”
Grapevine held up a hoof. “Actually, we got here early so we could go talk to the employees a little beforehand, to get a handle on how best to interview them.”
The manager shook his head sourly. “Can’t let you do that,” he said. “If our workers knew were downsizing, and that you two are here to evaluate who gets to keep their jobs, well-” He left the sentence off, but didn’t seem to be in favor of picking it back up.
“Well, surely we could at least gain a little insight on the office environment from a quick look around,” Grapevine said.
He took a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m going to need you to not do that. Now just follow me to the interview rooms, and we’ll get started.”
Grapevine looked helplessly at me, and I back at her, before we both followed the steam-colored stallion to the elevator. Something told me I was about to get my first look at an office space, but it wouldn’t be a good one. The elevator door dinged shut.

	
		Episode 4: The Art of Keeping Cool



“And what is it that you do, exactly?”
The chubby colt in front of us looked surprised at Grapevine’s question. He squired behind his thick-framed glasses and within the confines of a terribly cheap suit. “Wh- What?”
Grapevine looked at me. A look, I knew, must have looked to the colt like a very frightening thing, but to me was her way of signaling that she had no idea what she was doing.
“We just want to know, Mr. Smykowski, what you do around here,” Grapevine said. “In your own words, of course.”
Poor Mr. Smykowski looked like each question was a surprising, and verbal, attack on him. Like we were trying to interrogate him. Which, I supposed, was what we were supposed to be doing. The snively little manager had introduced us as a consulting team earlier to the staff in a large conference room.
They’d looked scared, which had alleviated us somewhat, as Grapevine and I had felt scared ourselves. The manager told us in a slimy way that we were to interview each employee about their jobs and try to find any flaws in their careers. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what would happen to them if they didn’t do their best.
Before we could protest, they stuck us in a claustrophobically-small room with only a desk and three chairs; two on one side and one on the other. A thick wooden door and heavy windows with blinds over it made sure we were secure in the room, but nowhere else. So far, we hadn’t even had a chance to escape and find Gibbons’ desk.
“W- Well, I’m a Product Consultant,” Smykowski said.
“And what does a Product Consultant do?”
“I take the blueprints we make from the engineers and give them to our customers.”
Grapevine paused. “But . . . don’t customers come here anyway?”
Smykowski gulped. “Well, yes, but you see-”
“So then is your job really useful?” Grapevine asked. He seemed to react like she was coming down on him, though to me it sounded more like she was genuinely curious. Of course, so was I. What was the point of having so many employees if their jobs aren’t useful?
“Well, our engineers, ah,” Smykowski stammered, “they’re not so good with, you know, talking.”
“So your job is just to talk?”
“Well, no-”
Grapevine held up a hoof and Smykowski quieted down. “Now, Mr. Smykowski,” she said, “can you please just tell us why your job is necessary?”
Smykowski looked frozen in place, with his eyes wide as saucers. “I- I talk to the customers . . .”
“But do you really need to?”
“Excuse me?”
Grapevine shrugged. “I mean, it just seems like this company doesn’t really need to have someone who’s only job is doing something that’s already done everywhere else.”
He slammed his hooves on the table. “They need me!” he shouted. “You need me! I can talk to the customers! Those stupid hacks in engineering can’t talk their way out of a fast food menu!” Smykowski started to cough, but angrily refused our help. “A- And without me and my department, this company couldn’t function!”
Grapevine turned around in her chair so she wasn’t facing Smykowski, and motioned for me to do the same. When I did, she said, “I don’t think he’s going to help us.”
“Well you just had to make him mad . . .”
She shook her head. “No, no, I mean I don’t think he’d help us if we asked him to.”
“Why not?” I said. “He seems to think his company is doing this on purpose to him . . .”
“Which they are-”
“Not the point.”
She sighed. “Look, if we ask him to help us, he will probably think it’s like some sort of scheme by his company to test his loyalty. He won’t help us.”
“So what do we do?” I said.
Grapevine smiled. “We move on to the next candidate.” She turned around in her chair again and looked very prim and proper to the sweating office worker. “Now where were we?”
“I was, uh, telling you that this company needs me,” he said.
“But do they really?” Grapevine said. “Can you prove to us that you’re needed?”
“Well not right now-”
“Because I don’t think you can even prove that to Initech, Mr. Smykowski,” Grapevine finished. “After all, why would you be in here.”
Smykowski jumped out of his chair so hard it rattled the glass. “That’s it!” he cried. “I don’t have to take this!” He slammed open the door and marched out, heat practically radiating off of him.
“Well that went well,” Grapevine said.
“That wasn’t funny.”
“No, but neither is us impersonating consultants. Now who’s next?”
I checked the chart, coughed, and checked it again. The same words stared up at me, though I hardly believed them. “Um . . . could someone have pranked us? Or given a false name?” I said.
Grapevine looked quizzically at me. “Pretty sure not . . . why?”
Before I answered, the door burst open and a light purple pony walked in, with a brink pink mane. A colt, it seemed, despite the coloring. And . . . the name.
“So who’re you?” Grapevine said.
The colt sat down. “Twilight Sparkle,” he said.
Grapevine blinked. “Excuse me?”
Twil- er, Sparkle sighed like he had heard the question a thousand time before. Which, I supposed, he probably heard. “Look, yes, I know who I’m named for and no I’m not anything like her.” He sniffed. “I’m not even a unicorn . . .”
“Well, your parents must have been big fans,” Grapevine said.
“Yeah, they sure were,” Sparkle muttered.
Grapevine took a bit of interest in that. Her ears flattened slightly against her head and her eyes narrowed. “And are you a fan, Mr. Sparkle?”
He hesitated before answering, “Yes . . .”
She brightened. “Well great, then. We’re both big fans, aren’t we, Minty?”
I jerked at the sound of my name, and glared at her for using it. Not that Sparkle seemed to care, however. “That’s right,” I said. “Big fans.”
Grapevine gave Sparkle a big smile. “So now that we know that we’re all big fans, would you care to tell us about your job here, Mr. Sparkle?”
“I work in printing,” he said.
“And what exactly is it that you do in printing?”
His look darkened. “I print things. And . . . deal with the printer.”
Grapevine looked at me then continued, “Can I be honest with you, Mr. Sparkle?”
“Is that a rhetorical question?”
She ignored him and grabbed a piece of paper from my clipboard and slid it across the table to Sparkle. He snatched it and read the contents while Grapevine spoke. “From the start, this interview has been a sham, Mr. Sparkle. As you can see on the paper, your company’s already given up on you.”
“Grapevine, what are you doing?” I hissed.
“Improvising . . .”
Sparkle didn’t seem to hear us. His eyes kept dancing over the little slip of paper as his worst fears came true all at once. The defeat in his eyes was apparent as he sank back in his chair. “W- Why?” he said. “Why tell me this?”
“Because we believe what they’re doing to you here is wrong,” I blurted out.
“Yes, what she said . . .” Grapevine said. “Which is to say, we believe the management here is doing too little to encourage this company’s employees.”
Sparkle hastily nodded. “Yeah, yeah, you’re right! That’s what almost all of us here think; before the new management, we always made every deadline and did it early, but now we’re always overschedule and over budget.
“Heck, poor ol’ Sarge has been catching hell ever since the last quarterly reports. I swear the managers spend half their time at his desk.”
“Sarge?” Grapevine asked.
“Oh, sorry, that’s our nickname around here for Crimson Gibbons,” Sparkle said. “He was a sergeant with the Equestrian Army a few years back. Nice guy, but he’s been acting real strange lately.”
“Oh really? Could you be, uh, specific?”
“Well he hasn’t shown up for work in three days,” he said. “At least, until this morning. Suddenly, he just barges in all happy-like, grabs some stuff from his desk, and just walks out. Never seen him happier in my life.”
From the way Grapevine looked at me, I could tell her alarm bells were going off too. “See now, he certainly sounds like somepony we’d like to talk to,” she said. “About keeping all of your jobs, of course.”
Sparkle perked up at that thought and leaned forward on the table. “All of them, you say?” Grapevine nodded. He smiled, but then his face darkened. “The only problem is that we have no idea where he’s gone off to.”
Grapevine tapped a hoof against her chin. “Well, we could go take a look at his desk, right Minty?”
“U- Um, yeah,” I said. Trying to keep up the act, I said, “But the problem is that manager of yours isn’t letting us leave the room.”
“You know, the manager who is so keen on firing you?” Grapevine added.
“Well, I guess I could help you two . . .” Sparkle said. “I mean, I wouldn’t get fired for this, right?”
Grapevine laughed. “Of course not; you’ll be doing us--and your company--a favor. Cutting the dead bark, if you will. Why, I bet you’ll even get a promotion.”
Now she had Sparkle’s full attention. He still took a few moments to mull it over, but the decision was clear from the start. He nodded. “Alright, let’s do this.”
We all got up from our seats at the table and moved to the door. Sparkle, being the only one allowed to leave, cautiously peered out it. “Coast is clear,” he whispered after a few seconds.
“How do you know how to do all of this?” Grapevine said.
“I’ve read a lot of mystery books,” he replied.
Sparkle snuck out of the room, followed closely by Grapevine and I. “Alright, my manager’s gone,” he said, “but not for long. You won’t get a chance to look before he comes back.”
Grapevine thought for a moment. “We’ll need a distraction.”
“But what?” he said.
“You and I are going to get . . . angry.” She smiled. “Tell me, is there someone or something you’ve been begging to get mad at since you started working here? Remember, you’ll be absolved of this once we report to your company.”
Sparkle grinned like a foal on Hearth’s Warming morning. “I think I know just the thing.” He trotted away.
Before she followed him, Grapevine said, “Alright, find Gibbons’ desk and look for clues. Anything. And make it quick; I have a feeling we can’t keep this up much longer.”
I nodded and watched her scamper off. It was a nice break to be able to find Gibbons’ information, though I felt bad for Sparkle. He’d probably lose his job from this. I felt bad, but reassured myself that catching a murderer was more important. Certainly with a name like his, he had to do something bigger than work in an office all his life. That’s how destiny worked, right?
The main floor of the office was filled with tiny little offices that had no doors. The walls were high enough that they couldn’t be seen by each other, but low enough for sound to carry easily. Inside each of them sat a pony, and with him either racks of blueprints or heavy typewriters. They all sat at the desks, hunched over in hard-looking chairs and didn’t take their eye off their work for more than a few seconds. I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to actually work in these. I was so caught up in that though, in fact, that I was nearly hit by a pony coming out of his not-office where the fourth wall should have been.
I quickly lowered my head and shuffled around like I had a reason to be there. Focusing on my work, it didn’t take me too long to find Gibbons’ office; mainly because it was the one that most ponies were avoiding.
The inside was messy, like he had been in a hurry when he last came. Papers were everywhere and more drawers were open than not. He had a typewriter still sitting on his desk, and a few generic pictures of landscapes with inspirational words under them, but other than that his office was very bland.
I walked through the cascade of papers, but couldn’t find anything worth using. Most of them were memos, or memos about memos, or memos asking if he had gotten the memos asking about the memos. I felt the pain of a thousand trees who cried out to be useful, but were silenced.
From across the room, I heard a loud crash which I assumed to be Grapevine’s distraction. Her voice rose over others in the office to say, “Fuck this printer!” That was followed by another crash, louder this time. More obscenities were heard coming from Sparkle.
Knowing I now had less time until somepony showed up to cart us off, I doubled my pace. The only problem was that there were about two hundred pages to sort through in about thirty seconds. Which is, to say, I didn’t actually find anything.
Yeah, I’m going to need you to turn around now,” the manager’s voice said. When I turned, two mean-looking guards in black uniforms were at his side. “You’re going to have to be coming with us.”
I didn’t pay much attention, however, because of what I also saw. A small index card had been tacked to the far wall of Gibbons’ office. On it was a small string of numbers, and a name. “561, Menage a Trois.”
The manager ordered me to come with him again, and stepped closer to me with his bodyguards, blocking off every escape. Well, all but the one that only Pegasi think about. “I think this is the part where I leave,” I said.
Before they could lunge forward, I spread my wings from under the itchy vest and jumped into the air away from their grabbing hooves. There was about six feet of clearance from the top of the not-offices and the ceiling, so I had plenty of room. I swooped over to where Grapevine and Sparkle were still beating on the printer, both covered in ink.
“Time to go!” I yelled down to her. She nodded and I took off again. The only problem I’d been having so far was that, for me, flying only came easy when I gave myself over to my more . . . natural urges. The same urges that saw large, floor-to-ceiling glass windows as open sky. A fancy way of saying I ran head-first into giant windows and slid painfully to the ground.
“Ow . . .”
Grapevine trotted up to me. “Hey, uh, Minty?” she said. “These rooms aren’t open, you know.”
“Yeah, I think I figured that out.”
We were surrounded once again by the manager and his guards. “I will admit your faking was convincing,” the manager said. “Too bad for you the real consultants just showed up. So we’re going to need you to come with us for some questions . . . by the police.”
Grapevine turned to me. “Minty, I’m going to need you to hold on to me,” she said.
“What?”
“Just do it.”
“Stop talking, both of you,” the manager said. He gestured to the guards. “Take them into custody.”
Just as they closed in on us, I grabbed on to Grapevine as best I could and suddenly a white light filled my vision and I could hear a popping sound.
*        *        *

We reappeared only two feet away . . . on the other side of the window. About forty feet above the ground. Grapevine was slumped in my forehooves, out cold. Luckily, my instincts had again taken over, and my wings were keeping us aloft in the warm updrafts around the building’s concrete base.
Unfortunately, my instincts couldn’t account for the added weight of Grapevine, combined with my flight inexperience sent us quickly tumbling to the ground. I forced my wings open to get some air into them and slow our descent, but they only did so much. At the last second before we hit the ground, I managed to get them open just a little wider and slow us down so we only bounced and scraped across the ground instead of splattering against it. I vowed to work on my landings.
Grapevine moaned and sat up, clutching her head. “Are you going to learn to fly at some point?”
“Whenever you learn to tell me your plans in advance,” I shot back, though my heart wasn’t in it. I added seeing Starshine to my to-do list as I checked myself for any deep scrapes. “Where’d you learn to do that anyway? I don’t remember you knowing how to teleport.”
“I don’t remember me telling you I couldn’t,” she said. She saw me glaring at her cop-out, so she sighed and said, “Okay, so, I’ve been learning since the Summer Sun Celebration.” She looked away, though she didn’t have to explain why. She’d want to teleport so she was never left behind by a friend again.
“So, anyway, what did you find?” she said after a beat. 
“Not much,” I said. “Just an address . . . I think. Five - six - one, Menage a Trois.”
Grapevine perked up. “Menage a Trois?”
“Yeah. Do you know where that is?”
“Check behind you.”
I turned around to look at the mountainside. At first, I didn’t see anything. Then, three towers materialized in my vision. The were blue-tinted towers of glass arranged in a delta sort of formation on the landscape. “Is that it?” I said.
“That’s the Menage a Trois Complex. Three massive apartment towers where the richest ponies in Fillydelphia live. Well, the ones without their own buildings.”
“And we’re going there?”
“Seems like it.”
I paused. “How exactly are we going to get in? It seems pretty exclusive to me.”
Grapevine smiled. “You’ll see.”
She led me out to Marshmallow’s car and we drove off to the buildings. The traffic on the streets got even more orderly the closer we got, as the drivers got better paid and more experienced. Which made Grapevine’s erratic driving stand out a bit. I clutched the side of the car and tried not to whimper while she came within a hair’s breadth of hitting the next car. And the next. And the next.
By the time we pulled up to the towers, I was amazed I was still alive. I was still shaking, though, and I had to pry my front hooves off the door to get out. Grapevine seemed to notice, but didn’t bring it up. 
The three towers were big. And fancy. And other words that mean the same thing but it was pretty easy to get the idea. Ornate was another word that sprang to mind, though overdone seemed to fit better. Before we went in, Grapevine reached into the glove compartment of the steamcar and pulled something out.
“What is that?” I said.
“Our ticket in,” she replied.
Front doors as fancy as the rest of the building opened easily on well-greased hinges with a whoosh sort of sound. A stallion stood at the front desk, prim and firm in his manner. He kept his chin perpetually up at all times. 
“May I help you?” he asked in a tone that implied he wanted to do nothing of the sort.
“Yes, we’re here to check out a room,” Grapevine said.
“All of our rooms are occupied-”
She slid the card from Marshmallow’s car across the desk. The stallion took one look at it, then gave it back to Grapevine. His expression and speaking manner didn’t change, but his tone sure did.
“But of course,” he said. “Feel free to check out whichever room you need. Just please be courteous to the renters.”
Grapevine nodded and led to me to an elevator in the corner of the immaculate room. “What was that all about?” I said. “What was on that card?”
“It’s Marshmallow’s royalty card,” Grapevine explained. “It identifies her as not only part of the The Burb’s city council, but a member of the Blueblood Royal Family. She can pretty much do anything she wants with that card.”
“Really?” I said. “Wow; seems like something scary in the wrong hooves.”
“It is, which is why we should both be glad that Marshmallow’s the kind of pony she is.”
We stepped into the elevator and Grapevine jammed the button with the number five on it. As it rose, I realized that the entire back of the elevator car was made of glass. The view coming off the mountains was stunning to look at as we rose; light glinting off the other two towers and off the peaks of the mountains above.
All too soon, the elevator dinged to the fifth floor and we got out. The hall was silent as we walked along until we got near the end of the hall and stopped at the room. “You ready?” Grapevine said.
“Yeah, but are you? We’re about to charge into a room . . . with a trained sergeant . . . who just murdered his wife . . . and probably has a gun.” I gulped. Suddenly, the plan seemed much worse than on the way up. “How, uh, are we going to stop him?”
“Well, Minty,” Grapevine began, “the thing about that is-” She suddenly turned and kicked the door open before charging in with a yell. I took a deep breath and ran in behind her.
I was prepared for anything: guns, knives, ropes, or anything else other than fighting. Anything, actually, except for what we came upon. You are never prepared to walk in on a couple engaged in the act of coitus. You know the act and may have done it yourself on other occasions, but the act of walking in on it . . . is something else entirely.
They were on the bed.
“Ah!” we all yelled at once. Then so many questions happened together.
“What are you doing here?”
“You’re still alive?”
“What is this?”
“Crimson, who are these ponies?”
“Why is she taking her camera out?”
It took a few minutes before things calmed down enough for anypony to speak properly. Grapevine tried to explain, in the calmest way possible, that we were investigating Crimson for murder without using the actual word, “murder”. It worked for about twelve seconds.
“So you think Crimson . . . killed me?”
Grapevine coughed. “We had a hunch.”
“And what sort of hunch was that?”
I sighed. “One based on her magic.” Grapevine glared at me, but I returned the look. Now wasn’t the time for me to feel guilty. “Look, we’re very sorry . . .”
“Sorry doesn’t begin to cover it,” his wife stammered. “To think you two could just barge in here-”
Crimson held up a hoof. “No, honey, it’s alright.” He turned to us. “What exactly did her ‘magic’ say?”
“It, uh, implied that you used a firearm to . . . shoot your wife,” Grapevine said haltingly.
His wife looked shocked, but Crimson just laughed. “Well, I’m not sure if you are thinking of a specific incident, but I was cleaning my guns today,” he said.
“And I was in the room,” his wife said.
“But did the gun go off?” I said. “The message specifically said, ‘Bang.’”
Crimson and his wife looked at each other, blushed, and looked away. I did the same, and Grapevine simply slapped her forehead. “I think we’re done here,” she said.
We both gave even more apologies and quickly walked out of the room and left the hotel in a hurry, not speaking to each other until we were back in Marshmallow’s car. Even then, it was just a few short questions that confirmed we were heading back to Grapevine’s house, and then we were off, back onto the streets and trying to shake off the lingering embarrassment of what had just happened.
*        *        *

Grapevine parked the ornate steamcar in her driveway and we both got out. I slammed mine shut, maybe a little too hard. Not that I cared at that point. The weight of the day was . . . well, weighing on me. And worse than before, because we had exactly nothing to show for our efforts. Besides a few embarrassing stories that would surely entertain friends, but nothing that could go in the paper.
Grapevine flipped on the lights as we came in, bathing her living room in artificial light. She shoved off the sweater vest and I did the same. I’d have to return those to Marshmallow at a later time. Same with the car, I supposed. 
“So that went well,” Grapevine said at last.
“Yeah, sure did,” I said. “It’s not everyday you get a peepshow for free, after all.”
Grapevine snorted. “As if you didn’t like it.”
I turned away and tried to hide the growing redness in my face. Tried not to think about Sterling. Think about nothing, think about nothing . . . 
“So what now?” I said, to take my mind off the . . . other subject. “Do we go back to practicing my writing?”
Grapevine shrugged off her saddlebag. “Well, no,” she said. “We keep working.”
“On what?”
“The case, of course.”
I paused. “Uh, Grapevine? The case is over with,” I said. “You know that, right?”
She waved a hoof. “Not likely. We’ve just hit a slump. We’ll need to figure out our next step in this case, and soon before the real killer gets away.”
“Grapevine, we found the stallion you thought was the real killer.”
“Then I thought wrong.”
I stepped closer to her. “It’s okay if you were wrong, you know. I’m wrong all the time . . .”
She shook her head and stepped away from me. “No, not this time. I can feel it.”
I sighed. From the look on her face, it was evident I wasn’t going to be convincing her anytime soon. And it was late, so I was tired and just wanted to head home. “Well, alright,” I said tentatively. “I’m going to head out, and you can tell me what you found in the morning, okay?” I gave her my best smile and started walking toward the door.
Grapevine jumped out in front of me. “Why are you leaving?” she said. “I need your help in this, too.” She smiled a little. “I think I’ll need you to stay with me all night.”
Now, I may be slow sometimes, and hard to pick up on certain . . . signals, but even I could figure out what she meant. And like a puzzle, all the pieces clicked in together. I smirked a little. “It seems like you got over your sickness pretty quick.”
Her eyes went wide. “Well, I just, uh, needed some fresh air . . .”
I laughed. “We both know you were never sick. You just made it up to keep out of work,” I said. “And then you called Ornate about it instead of me directly, so I would come here without Sterling: alone.”
Now it was her turn to take a step back. Which was, in our position, toward the door. “That’s not true . . .”
“Come on, Grapevine,” I said. “We both know it is. It’s just like the kiss--that stupid kiss: you’re trying to get me to yourself.” I sniffed, though part of my brain kept insisting that I couldn’t be that important. I shut it up. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you were happy to have somepony murdered just so you could have a reason for me to follow you around. Just like always.”
Grapevine shook her head in desperation. “N- No-”
“Yes,” I said. “Look, I know I’m not the brightest, and that I usually just let myself be led around . . .” I paused. “Because, well, because it’s scary trying to be the leader. But this time, I’m not going to be scared, because I’m going to lead myself out the door.”
I stepped past her. “You’re my friend, Grapevine,” I said, “but I can’t play this game every time we have a case. Just come get me when you want to do another case without all this.”
Anger thumped loudly in my chest, and I avoided looking her in the eyes so as not to stop it. I reminded myself that I needed to be angry. That it was the right thing. I had a coltfriend! I couldn’t be working with a mare who kisses me and wants me to spend the night with her.
As my hoof met the front door knob, she called out to me. “Please, Minty,” she said softly in a voice I’d rarely heard her use. “Please don’t go . . . we can make this right. I promise.”
I didn’t turn around. “If I stay, will we work on writing and forget about this stupid case?” She didn’t respond, and I could hear her softly shuffle her hooves. “I thought so.” Before I could make another decision, I opened the door and stepped back into the night.
The night seemed . . . colder, but it may have just been me. Or the feelings I was getting by looking behind me at the house. I stepped out into the driveway and peered in the direction of West Fillydelphia. It was far, and I was tired. The chances of me flying that far were little, and the streetcars in The Burb didn’t come very far.
Which left me with one option: Marshmallow’s house. I flexed my wings a little to jump into the sky, but could tell that even flying that far wasn’t going to work. There was a . . . tingling at the tips of my wings that increased the more I thought about Grapevine. Just the act of flapping my wings was a little painful. 
I told myself it wasn’t because I wanted to go back inside. Instead, I eyed Marshmallow’s steamcar like a predator its prey. I’d seen enough driving, I figured, to be able to do it on my own. As I crept up against the cool metal, I saw that Grapevine had even conveniently left the keys inside. Or maybe her neighborhood was safe enough to leave stuff out overnight.
The cloth seats felt comforting under my rump when I sat in the driver’s seat. The big steering wheel loomed in front of me, like a challenge. I took a deep breath and swiped the keys off the dash and shoved them in the ignition. It took me a few more seconds to figure out that I had to turn them to start the engine. The car roared to life, steam pouring out of a small smokestack to the side.
I thought I could see the curtains of Grapevine’s front window rustle a little, but it may have been my imagination. I carefully selected the shifter into reverse and backed out of the driveway as best as I could. Once I was on the street, I placed it into drive and jerked away from the house. I didn’t look back.
*        *        *

It took me quite some time, even with the car, to retrace the path to Marshmallow’s house. Mostly because I made sure to keep my speed only slightly faster than an aged turtle. Luckily, cars weren’t on the road at that hour, so I had free reign over the streets. Despite many setbacks and wrong turns, I managed not to crash. Not bad for my first time.
I left the steamcar sitting outside of Marshmallow’s garage while I walked around the house to the front door. I knocked twice on the wood and waited. I could see lights on inside, so I knew her to be awake. Sure enough, the door swung open to reveal Marshmallow rubbing at the corner of her eyes.
“Minty?” she said. “What are you doing here?”
“I was, uh, wondering if I could come in,” I said. Quieter, “And maybe spend the night?”
Her gaze softened when she looked at me, so I suppose I was making one of those faces ponies always talk about but I’d never seen myself use. “Alright . . . come in.”
We stepped through her foyer and she sat me down on her big fluffy couch before taking the giant couch-chair next to it. “What brings you here?” she said.
“I brought your car back.”
“I meant besides that--Grapevine wouldn’t have let you take it back at this hour.”
When I looked down, she simply nodded. “It was Grapevine, wasn’t it?”
“Can’t I just go to bed?”
A little burst of magic and my head lifted up to look her in the eyes. “Minty, you know you can tell me anything,” she said softly. Well, it was supposed to sound softly, but it carried a hint of forcefulness that reminded me of Pullmare/Golden more than anything else.
“We, uh, had a fight,” I admitted.
She huffed. “Again? What for?”
“She wanted me to spend the night.”
“Oh.”
The words hung in the air like they were almost visible, then faded away in the silence of Marshmallow’s high-ceilinged house. “And I don’t suppose you two actually talked it out?”
I shrugged. “How am I supposed to talk it out with her? She just wants what’s hers, and I’m suddenly the bad colt if I refuse.”
Marshmallow shook her head. “I’ve known Grapevine for a while,” she said, “and I know that she doesn’t mean all of what she says. She’s just . . . confused.”
“Doesn’t help me none.”
“No, no it doesn’t, I suppose,” Marshmallow said with a sigh. “I can’t tell you what to do, but I would say that, as her friend, it would be best to actually talk about this to her, rather than me.” She coughed. “After all, she is your friend, right?”
I didn’t say anything.
“Right?”
The magic hold increased, and I found that I couldn’t look away. “Alright, alright,” I said. “She’s still my friend . . . but I don’t know how long I can put up with all of this. I can’t keep feeling like the bad colt in these situations.”
Marshmallow smiled. “This isn’t like a book, Minty,” she said. “There are no good or bad colts . . . just the confused and the lonely. And right now, Grapevine fits both of those.”
“Yeah, well, it’s not my job help her with that,” I said.
Her eyebrow raised. “Somehow I never imagined you saying that. Perhaps I was wrong about you?”
That stung worse than a slap across the cheek, and I bitterly closed my eyes, though they were forced open a moment later by Marshmallow’s magic. “I want to be her friend, okay?” I said. “But she makes it pretty darn difficult. She hasn’t been there for me once in our relationship; it’s been all about her.”
“Then why do you keep coming back?”
I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. Because a thousand sentences, a thousand excuses hung on my lips, but I couldn’t choose one. “I . . . don’t know,” I said. I sat back, and her magic let me slip away. “I don’t know.”
“Well it’s not because you love her, is it?”
I shook my head. “No, no . . . not like that. But-” I paused. “I guess I like the idea of her loving me. I guess there’s just something when somepony as tough as her looks at me and just . . . isn’t so tough anymore.”
“But you know she’s broken, right?” Marshmallow said.
“Broken?” I nodded. I liked that word: it fit. “Yeah, that’s the word for it. And, I guess . . . I guess it’s like, I hold the pieces to put her back together, but I have to find a way that isn’t the one she wants.” I looked down. “And it scares me. I never had a lot of friends back home, so I don’t know how all this is supposed to go . . . and I don’t want to lose what I have, not really.”
Marshmallow smirked. “But can you keep this up even when those romantic feelings for you continue?”
This time, I answered without hesitation. “Yes,” I said. Somehow, something edging on conviction had found its way into my voice. “Because, well, I can put up with it, for her.”
“But just a few seconds ago, you said-”
“I know what I said. But, well, this is what I’m saying now.” I paused. “I’ve never been really good at anything; even my special talent is rarely used. So, to be there for her . . . to be good at something for once . . . I have to be the best for Grapevine. I have to be better than she is, for her own sake. Be the better friend to her and pick up the pieces so she can be put back together again.”
Even I was surprised those words were coming out of my mouth. But they felt . . . right. In ways that only truth could. Maybe I wouldn’t ever be a good reporter, but I could at least be there for one when she needed it. That was what friends were for, right?
Marshmallow smiled approvingly at me. “Now you only have to tell her that.”
“Yeah,” I said, “the easy part.” I bit my lip. “So, do you think I should go first thing in the morning?”
“I’d say give her time to cool off,” Marshmallow said. “Maybe wait and do something else first?”
“Like what?”
“I’ve heard a certain flight trainer has been asking for you . . .”
I rolled my eyes. Though at least some flight lessons would let me focus. And keep me from crashing so often. “Alright, I’ll do that,” I said.
“Great!” Marshmallow got up, and I followed her with a little push from her magic. “But now, I think it’s best if we both get some sleep; Celestia knows you look like you need it.”
I didn’t disagree. She pointed at a hallway adjacent to the foyer. “There’s a spare bedroom down the hall--you can’t miss it.”
After that, she disappeared into her room and left me in the living room, alone. Taking her advice, I trotted on tile down the hall to the bedroom. It was a mostly bare room, with only a large, Celestia-sized bed occupying it. The only other feature was a silky white dress that hung on a hook on the closet doorknob. It looked fancy, but I was too tired to give it more than another glance.
It was as if the physical effort of pouring out how I really felt had left me with no energy. I barely made it onto the bed before I was asleep, with the lights still on. And though telling the truth had exhausted me in every way possible, that night I slept the soundest I had since I had arrived in Fillydelphia.

	
		Episode 4: The Mare Who Knew Too Much



The next morning, there was an airship sitting on Marshmallow’s back lawn and waiting for me.
Wait, no, let me start over. The next morning, I woke up to my first surprise of the day. The sound of grinding gears had been playing in my ears for a few minutes, but I’d thought them part of a dream until I opened my eyes. Hovering above my bed and flapping her wings was a smiling Starshine.
“Hey, you’re waking up,” she said brightly.
I blinked. “Yeah, I am. And what are you doing here?”
“Well, Marshmallow called me this morning and mentioned that you might be interested in some flying lessons today, but I came over here just to make sure you wouldn’t decide to skip out or anything.”
I smiled like that hadn’t been exactly my plan. “Well, um, good that you’re here. It’s been a while.”
“I’ll say! You never seemed to want to answer my calls.”
“Well, I, uh, just wasn’t ever in when you called.” I said nonchalantly. The truth was, though, I hadn’t really been very good at figuring out the phones. According to Joya, they were fairly common and it was only unusual that she had recently gotten one, but to me they were almost terrifying. The first time I tried to pick one up, it let out a screeching noise at me and I threw it back on the hook before my ears burst. I’d avoided them ever since.
“Well, it’s really good to see you anyway,” Starshine said. She dropped to the floor and tugged the bedding off of me, much to my dismay. “Now come on, we’re wasting time here on the, ew, ground, when we could be in the air!”
I slid off the bed. “Alright, alright, just let me grab my stuff first,” I said. Starshine rolled her eyes and blew some air out the corner of her mouth. I ignored her and looked around.
Sunlight streamed through windows on the far wall of the room, informing me that it was sometime in the middle of the morning. What I noticed most, though, was that my camera bag was gone. I was almost sure I had at least put it by the bed when I lay down the night before, if not having slept with it on. However, the closet door was slightly ajar, so I walked past Starshine and checked in there.
Sure enough, my camera bag was sitting on the floor, directly under the white lacy dress. I felt like I had seen the dress before, and it bothered me. Even more, when I leaned down to get my back, my eyes passed over a note newly attached to the dress. “Ask Grapevine,” it said.
Not very likely. I tossed the note away. I’d already had my share of Grapevine, and still had more that I needed to get out, so adding something to it would have been crazy. So I dragged my camera bag out and set it on the bed before pulling the strap around my midsection and letting it fall to my flank.
“Ugh, are you ready yet?” Starshine said.
“That was like two minutes at the most.”
Starshine huffed. “Minty, you’re a Pegasus. Two minutes is always too long!”
I shook my head. “Whatever, let’s just go.”
Starshine led me out of the room and back down the hall to Marshmallow’s living room. Across the floor, our mutual friend had just finished making us some breakfast. Or, at least, what I assumed to be breakfast. Really, they mostly just looked like brown piles of mush.
“Just finished!” Marshmallow said. “Feel free to dig in, you two.”
Starshine licked her lips and hurried over to the kitchen table while I stood in my spot. “What exactly is that?” I said.
Marshmallow bit her lip. “It’s probably better if I don’t say . . .”
“I had her make it,” Starshine told me. “It’s a special meal that’s designed to give a Pegasus everything he or she needs to fly harder, better, faster, and stronger.”
“What happened to just eggs and toast?” I said.
Starshine pantomimed a midair vomiting session before going back to her brown goop. I sighed and accepted Marshmallow’s offered plate before sitting down at the table across from Starshine. The meal didn’t look any more inviting from up close, but I took a deep breath and slurped some down.
I’m not sure what I was expecting, but certainly not what I got. Because the food--if I could call it that--didn’t actually have a taste. Instead, I very literally felt the goop. I felt the texture and even the color, but didn’t taste a thing. My eyes watered after it went down. Even worse, when I looked at my plate, I saw that most of the substance was still there, and even seemed to have somehow grown larger.
Starshine, on the other hoof, had already finished her plate and was eyeing mine hungrily. Grateful, I slid my plate to her waiting maw and she devoured that with as much gusto as the first.
“You done?” I said when she had licked the plate cleaner than soap could get it.
She put the plate down and nodded. “We need to get going,” she said.
We both hopped up from the table and thanked Marshmallow profusely. She simply smiled a little and nodded to us. Starshine trotted out the back door and I followed her, though I stopped for a second to listen to Marshmallow.
“Remember what I said,” she told me. “And what you said.”
I told her I would and hurried out the back door.
*        *        *

That was when I got to the airship. I trotted out onto Marshmallow’s backyard--nothing more than a sad little field of struggling grass--and was set on asking Starshine what exactly she had in mind to flight training when my ears were filled with the drone of airship engines and the words died on my lips.
Sitting on the grass was, well, an airship, if I haven’t made that point clear. It wasn’t very large--even smaller than the Halcyon. The gasbag was a deep shade of blue, almost royal, and under it was a somewhat-small metal gondola. The thing was tethered to the ground by simple ropes. Even though it looked large just sitting there, it was actually quite small by most standards.
“Wh- What is that?” I stammered.
Starshine flapped over to me and landed at my side. “That’s called an airship, Minty,” she said. “Or, rather, a blimp since the airbag doesn’t have an internal structure unlike the larger zeppelins that-”
“I know it’s a blimp,” I said. “But . . . whose . . . blimp, exactly?”
“Oh, the Weather Corps’,” Starshine said.
“Aren’t you still kicked out of there?”
Starshine shrugged. “Technically, but they always forget to take away the keys . . .” She happily trotted over to the open door on the gondola, underneath a name painted onto the ship. October Sky. I followed her into the gondola, just squeezing through the door.
The interior was little more than a cockpit and a couple seats put in as an afterthought. Most of the gondola was taken up by a myriad of instrument panels, which Starshine explained to be weather-measuring devices. There were so many dials and gizmos that I was afraid to touch anything, and instead set my rump on the rear co-pilot’s chair and tried not to move.
Starshine shut the door, pulled a few levers, spun a few knobs, and the blimp lifted off with a thump. My stomach sank from the sensation of rising and I had to remind myself that I could literally jump out the window and keep flying if I wanted to. Funny thing being raised as an Earth pony who just happens to have wings.
“So where are we going?” I yelled over the engine noise.
The ground began to fall away beneath us as we soared higher and higher into the air. “We’re heading out into the mountains,” Starshine yelled back.
“What for?”
“Figured you could go for a little high-altitude training!”
I gulped and looked out the window, where The Burb now looked like a model set. “What happened to playing it safe?” I said.
“That’s what the blimp is for!”
I sat back in my seat further and gripped the sides harder. The airship continued on past The Burb, and headed straight over the Menage a Trois towers to the foothills of the great mountain range that rose behind Fillydelphia. The peaks were capped with snow and the sides draped in a carpet of greenery. Unfortunately, the majestic view was quickly obscured after we flew into a cloud bank that reduced visibility to nothing.
The reduced visibility, however, seemed to have an almost calming effect on Starshine. She leaned back in her pilot’s chair and loosened her grip on the controls a bit. “Marshmallow told me to drop you off at Grapevine’s house in The Burb,” she said after a few minutes. “Something I should know about that?”
“Not particularly,” I said.
“Oh, alright. You were just doing that thing where you act all quiet because you don’t want to talk about what’s really going on.”
No I wasn’t! How could she even think that? Just because I didn’t want to talk about Grapevine didn’t mean- . . . oh. “How do you know I haven’t changed?” I said. “We haven’t talked in quite a while.”
Grape- er, Starshine said, “Three weeks isn’t forever, Minty.” She laughed. “Plus, Joya can be a bit of a gossip over the phone when you get her talking. Which is by mentioning anything at all.”
“Whatever.” I couldn’t see her face, but I knew Starshine was smirking. Because she was right, of course. How could I not think of the night before? Worse, I had that feeling that always comes the morning after something big, where I began to wonder if what I had said had made any sort of sense and why I had even bothered to open up in the first place. And if either the conversation with Grapevine or Marshmallow had been worse.
The October Sky broke through the cloud bank over a valley that cut through the mountain range. Far below, a sparkling blue river snaked through the pass. Though I couldn’t see it, I also knew a train line ran down by the riverside.  A train line that had seemed so unfamiliar and scary just a few weeks ago.
Starshine pulled another set of levers and the airship took to hovering in the air, not moving one bit forward. “Alright, we’re here,” she said. A button opened the gondola’s outer door with a hiss and rush of cold air.
As I felt the wind from outside rushing over me, and knowing that I would be in that wind soon enough, I began to grow scared. “Isn’t this all happening very fast?” I said. “I mean, it just seems so . . . sudden.”
“Well of course it is,” Starshine said, reaching beneath the cockpit console and producing a length of rope. “But that’s what flying is all about. You can’t think: you have to just do.”
“Yeah, well, that strategy hasn’t worked very well for me lately,” I said. “I think my instincts are wrong.”
Starshine snorted. “Of course they are. Everypony’s natural instincts are no good for anything. It’s training those into acquired instincts. Learn how to react without talking, and react the right way.”
“And how does pushing me out of an airship keep me from thinking before I hit the ground?”
“Well, there isn’t much oxygen this high up . . . makes it hard to think.”
“What if my instincts lock up?”
Starshine tossed the length of rope to me. “That’s what this is for. That’s a specially-made rope; it came with the airship. You can do all you want to it and it’ll never break.”
Against my better judgement, I slipped the rope around my waist--exchanging it for my camera bag--and pulled it tight. “Now what?”
Starshine indicated to the deck in front of her. “Now you come stand in front of the door and wait for my signal.”
I did as told, and tried to keep from looking down so much. “Alright, and what’s the signal?”
“This!”
There was a powerful shove and then I was outside the airship and falling . . . falling . . .
*        *        *

. . . falling!
The mountainside rose up at me like massive teeth, reaching to catch me. There was no time to think, only act. And somewhere in my mind, I did note that the thin air was keeping me from thinking of anything but saving myself from a very untimely demise.
My wings opened--almost on their own--and caught some air, sending me out of my dive into a steady climb skywards. With the danger passed for the moment, I realized that I was giddy. Probably because of the adrenaline, but still. 
I let out a whoop and circled around below the airship before going back down. This time, I really just let myself go: just let the little flier in my brain take over and try to forget everything else. Just me, the sky above, and the mountains below.
The rope around my waist held me taut as I glided softly over the snowy mountaintops. My jetstream even sent some of the snow flying up in swirls around me, like I was some sort of Hearth’s Warming fairy. The peaks suddenly ended, though, and I was over a valley.
A different one from before; not tampered with by the hooves of ponies. The trees were unbroken except for a lake that pooled in the middle. The water was crystal clear, and I could see the white sand at the bottom of it. It was breathtaking and wondrous at the same time; it wasn’t as if I hadn’t seen something like it in Equestria before--being the beautiful country it was--but it was so, just, unexpected to see something like that after having been in Fillydelphia for so long. It felt nice to be in a place where I felt like I belonged.
And just like that my brain snapped back to the subject of Grapevine like it had never left. Coincidentally, the rope holding me to the airship, already strained by me trying to get a better look at the valley, snapped as well. I plummeted once again, though this time without the aid of my instincts.
I snapped my wings open, but they closed just as quickly from the resistance. Panic found it’s way into my brain and I started to yell. It was only with dumb luck that I chose to try and open my wings only a little bit to catch the air. But it was that luck that save me, as my wings stayed open and let me regain some balance I had lost and right myself shortly before I impaled myself on a pine tree.
Even then, the bottoms of my hooves scraped across the tops of some trees as I flapped a bit to gain more altitude. I started to slow down, however, as I cleared the trees and headed toward the lake. My muscles had begun to burn and my eyes had blurred over so I tried to spot somewhere to land. A beach with sand the same as the bottom of the lake ringed around the water, so I headed toward that.
With the last of my strength, I glided in to the beach and landed softly on the sand, for once not crashing into my destination. With a sigh, I flopped down and tried to slow my breathing.
*        *        *

I laid on my back on the beach and watched Starshine circle the airship around, slowly coming down into the valley. Even in its small size, the blimp was too large to land anywhere on the beach, so Starshine set it down just over the grove of pine trees nearest the shore and tied the blimp to it, where it bobbed in the wind like a big, well, balloon.
Starshine herself flew over to me on her creaking metal wings and landed hard in the sand with a big whump sound and a scattering of dust in every direction. She shook herself off like a dog and trotted over to where I lay.
“Seems like somepony decided to take a break,” she said, standing over me and blocking the sun.
“Too tired; wings hurt,” I muttered.
“Yeah, I figured.” Starshine sighed and plopped down on the sand next to me while I sat up. She looked at me. “Are you alright?”
I stretched my wings a little, then tucked them back against my spine. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just sore is all.”
Starshine paused. “You lost it back there.”
“Yeah, I guess I did.”
“Mind telling me why?”
I scratched the back of my head. “I guess, for once, the problem was me thinking too much.”
“Oh yeah?” Starshine said. “What about? Overthinking your flying?”
“No, it wasn’t that.” I said quietly.
Starshine’s eyes narrowed. “Grapevine.”
I looked away. “Is it really that obvious?” I said.
“You look like this.” Starshine scrunched up her face into something that resembled a cross between a face used in the bathroom, and one used in the bedroom. At once. Gross.
Still, I felt my face flush and I giggled a little. The mood even lightened, ever so slightly. “Okay, you’re right,” I said.
“Of course I am,” she said. “So what was it that got you so riled up that you dropped out of the sky?”
“All of this,” I said, sweeping my hooves to take in the whole vista in front of us. “Being away from the city . . . it reminds me of home.”
“Grapevine reminds you of home?”
“No, no,” I said. “I mean, ugh, I mean I guess I just feel like things are natural around Grapevine. Like, I really bel-”
A hoof to my mouth kept me from speaking. At the end of the hoof was Starshine with a convinced look on her face. “You’re telling that to the wrong pony,” she said. “Marshmallow told me what happened last night.”
Her hoof fell away and I spat out a few stray hairs. “Yeah, yeah, okay,” I said. “We’ll talk about something else if you want. Just . . . give me some time before we go back, okay?”
Starshine shrugged. “No problem.” She stood up and walked to the waterfront. Bending down, she used one wing like a dragon’s claws and picked up a stone. I was going to ask what she was doing when she scrunched up her face and threw the stone out into the water. Except, instead of sinking into the water, it skipped across the surface.
I got up and stood at her side on the edge of the lake. “How did you do that?”
She looked at me funny. “A farmfilly who doesn’t know how to skip rocks? That’s a first.”
“Well, Derbyshire didn’t really have much in the way of a lake,” I said. “And the only rivers around were too far away for us to make a habit of going to when there was work to be done on the farm.”
“Ah, well, that’s too bad,” Starshine said. “I’d show you how, but . . .”
“But what?”
She grinned. “I’m not exactly the best teacher.”
“Ah, well, don’t say that . . .”
Starshine flicked a hoof in the air. “No, no, it’s fine: I can admit it. I mean, after all, I don’t think you haven’t had a brush with death since I started to teach you how to fly.”
I rubbed the back of my head. “Well, when you put it like that . . .”
She threw another rock, but this one didn’t skip across the water at all, instead choosing to sink almost immediately. Starshine cursed under her breath. “Look, it’s alright. Really! I’ve always been better at learning than teaching, and I know it.”
“Then why were you appointed to be one of the Weather Corps’ flight trainers?” I said.
Starshine grinned sardonically and puffed out her chest. “You’re looking at the mare that not only cheated her way onto the trainer team, but messed up on her very first trainee.”
“Cheated?”
“Rainbow Remedy got me appointed there. He’s friends with the commander, Lightning Sprint.” Her face fell. “Or, well, was friends with.”
“How did you know him?” I said gently.
“He was the attending physician when my wings were . . . removed. This was back when he worked at Fillydelphia General.” She smiled. “He made sure my wings were patched up just right, and didn’t leave my side. And when the hospital refused to pay for prosthetics, he directed me to Sterling for better ones.”
Her statement gave me pause. Hearing about things he’d done that I didn’t even know about made me realize how little I had really known him. Because, really, he’d only been a friend for a few days. I guess he was just one of those rare ponies who impacted lives so much that a few days with him was like a lifetime with anypony else.
“Do you still think about him?” I asked.
“Not as much as I should,” she said. She threw another rock out over the water. It skipped four times. “What about you?”
I sighed. “The same. You tell yourself that you’ll think of him everyday and never forget, but . . . life gets in the way.”
She laughed and looked out over the water. “I think he would have wanted it that way.”
“Yeah, he probably would have told us to think about him even less,” I said. Starshine voiced her agreement, then went back to looking out over the lake. It was approaching midday, and the sun was almost directly overhead.
After a little while, she flapped her wings and rose into the air, dusting herself off. “Well, I think we’ve had our share of ‘deep’ discussions today,” she said. “I mean, we could talk about our parents or why you spend more time with Grapevine than your coltfriend, but it’s probably best that we head back.”
I quickly agreed, especially after the crack about Sterling. I flew up beside her. “My wings feel okay for now,” I said.
“Good, then let’s go.”
We flew up to the October Sky, which still bobbed in the wind that rushed over the treetops. Once my hooves were all safely inside, I scrambled into the co-pilot seat and sat down as securely as I could. Starshine shook her head and took her place in the captain’s seat, shutting the door behind her.
The airship shuddered away from the valley and back over the mountains. Soon, we were soaring through cloud banks. The ride was a little rough, though, so Starshine took us even higher, above the clouds. 
October Sky broke into open air far above, well, anything below. The view took my breath away: the sky above was dark blue, almost black. Fillydelphia, no, Equestria spread out below us, though a good bit of it was obscured by white fluffy clouds. Still, I could easily see where the ocean met the coast, and where farmland met the city. There was a sort of beauty in the the points where they smashed together. Plains, mountains, and forests were all arrayed in every direction in the strange, natural patchwork of our world.
“Whoa,” I said.
“I knew you’d like it,” Starshine said. She reached back and handed me a massive coat lined with fur and feathers. “Here, you’re going to need this.”
I gratefully took the coat. The temperature had dropped sharply up so high, and even with my padded fur and insulating feathers, I was cold. I put it on and shivered in delight as I felt warmth return to my extremities.
Since I could now think straight, I was able to take in the view once again. What was so amazing about the view, also, was the quiet. Just a slight whistling sound and the thum of the engines. Everything else had a serene silence to it, that in some ways was wonderful.
“Pretty great, huh?” Starshine said. “This ship was retrofitted for high-altitude flights by the Corps so it could monitor storms above the clouds. Thought you might want to take a little look.”
“It’s beautiful,” I said.
Starshine shrugged. “I figured you liked the view of the lake, but that you might like this too. Joya and Marshmallow both mentioned that you haven’t had much time to really rest lately.” She chuckled. “Your friends are good at knowing that kind of stuff.”
I sighed. “Yeah, they are . . . and they’re right . . . everytime I try to do anything like this, it seems like, somepony dies or something happens.”
“Well you’re a busy pony,” she said. “Most of us are; I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it at one point or another.”
“Yeah,” I said noncommittally.
Starshine turned back to the controls and started steering the airship back down. Ahead of us, a plume of black smoke began to make its way higher into the sky.
“What’s that?” I said.
“Smoke, and not the good kind,” Starshine replied. She pulled some levers and twisted more knobs and the October Sky began to rapidly descend. “Hang on, we’re going in for a closer look.” And just like that, we were back inside the clouds.
*        *        *

We emerged from the cloudbanks over The Burb’s business district. Almost immediately, the front windows were filled with black smoke that obscured our vision. Starshine banked the October Sky hard right to avoid running into the taller buildings in the district while I held on to my seat and tried not to scream like a little filly.
“Can you see where it’s coming from?” Starshine yelled back at me as she juked the ship to the left to barely avoid scraping against a radio antenna.
I looked out my side window toward the source of the smoke. A large part of the business area was covered in the smoke, so it was difficult to find the origin. It wasn’t until we rounded the back of the district--and out of the wind--that I got a clear view. I groaned.
“It’s the Initech building,” I shouted. “It’s on fire!”
“Weren’t you there yesterday?” she said.
“Yeah, about that . . .”
Starshine shook her head. “No time for that now. I’m going to land; see if you can’t find me a good spot.”
“What, why?” I said.
“We need to find out what’s going on down there,” she said. “Especially if you and Grapevine were just there. The police can be very testy about those sorts of things.”
“Fine,” I said. Starshine took us in closer and I tried to look out the window for a place to land, but the smoke was too thick. The smell of burning paper filled my nose and mouth and made me cough.
“I can’t see anything from in here!” I said.
Starshine reached town and tossed me the rope that she’d used to moor the airship to a tree back in the valley. “I know we just went over this, but . . .” she said.
I looked at the rope and briefly considered refusing it, but something inside me told me to go ahead with it. “Okay,” I said, fastening a rope again around my waist. This time I double checked the knot and pulled on the length a few times to make sure it would hold.
Starshine pressed a button and the door on the airship opened, leaving the interior of the gondola at the mercy of the howling wind. “Go!” she shouted.
So I did.
I jumped out of the gondola like I was a stunt performer and caught the air with my wings. The raging inferno that had overtaken the Initech building provided large pockets of warm air, so it was an ease to simply coast along. Of course, I couldn’t coat forever, and was soon diving down toward the ground and trying to find a good place to land.
Most of the area was filled with buildings or crowded parking lots, and I was acutely aware of the dangers of trying to come down on one of those. Ponies below me had begun to notice the large airship barreling down toward them, and looked up in fright. Luckily, some with clearer heads than the rest began to point in one direction: my right. I swung over there and found a large grassy clearing. It had probably been put there as an attempt to pass the illusion that these companies were all about the environment, but it would do for a landing zone.
I pressed on toward the field and felt Starshine steer the ship right on my tail. My wings snapped open and I skidded to a stop on the grass. Quickly, I yanked the rope off my waist and jumped away to avoid being squished by the oncoming airship. Still, though, Starshine guided her with poise and the October Sky settled down on the field just fine.
Almost as soon as Starshine stepped out shakily from the ship, we were surrounded by important-looking ponies. “What’s going on here?” they demanded.
Starshine held up one hoof. “Official Weather Corps business,” she said. “We came here to see if you needed any assistance with this fire.” She looked around. “So . . . do you?”
One of the ponies dressed in a dark suit and tie shook his head. “The fire teams have already arrived and have the situation well under control.” Most of the gathered ponies seemed relieved that we had arrived in an official capacity rather than a random airship.
“Yes, well, we are glad to see that,” Starshine said. “But my associate will still need to examine the area for our reports.”
“Go ahead.”
Starshine nodded to me and I set off to get closer to the perimeter set up around the Initech building, and the ponies gathered there. When I got closer, I saw they were all gazing up numbly as the fire consumed their building. Like the building had always seemed so permanent to them that to see it all going away before their eyes had put them into a great shock. At least, that’s what I took away from it.
Walking around to the far side of the perimeter where the crowd wasn’t as thick, I spotted a familiar colt with a light purple coat and bright pink mane.
“Hey, Sparkle!” I cried, raising a hoof in greeting.
He turned toward me and looked surprised, but still hesitantly raised a hoof in return. When I got closer, I saw that none other than Crimson was standing next to him. Both of them looked to be in a daze.
“Is this the mare you were telling me about?” Crimson asked Sparkle.
Sparkle nodded. “Yeah, one of the fake consultants.”
Crimson nodded. “That’s not the only thing she’s faked lately.”
I tried to smile and managed to pull of a somewhat-believable facsimile. “Uh, hey again,” I said. “Good to see you two again . . . ?”
Sparkle looked up at the burning building. “A good time as any. After you and your friends’ little fiasco, the managers threw a hissy fit and started punishing all the workers in every way they could. It seems like somepony didn’t respond well to that.”
Crimson smirked. “They were so mad about that, they didn’t even notice all the time I took off--or me using the company’s guest penthouse over at Menage a Trois.”
I blushed at the memory while Sparkle laughed. “Yeah, ol’ Crimson told me about that one. Said it was only the second most awkward walk-in he’s ever had.” Crimson glared at him.
“So what’s going to happen now?” I said.
Sparkle shrugged. “Initech was on it’s last legs anyway, so I guess the company’ll probably fold pretty soon. Which leaves us out of a job.”
“Oh, well, I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.
“Nah, don’t be. I’ve got a cousin who works downtown for the new city council. He’ll probably be able to find me something to do,” Sparkle said. He elbowed Crimson. “Same for this guy too. Maybe even something outside for the both of us; city zoning and all that.”
Crimson smiled. “Yeah, I could use a job outside.”
I started to step away. “Well, glad to hear it,” I said. “But I’ve got more to investigate, so . . .”
“Always on a case, huh?” Crimson said. He laughed. “Well, we’ll leave you to it.” Sparkle nodded in agreement and they walked away, still talking about getting new jobs.
I pressed on through the crowd and worked my way around the building until I reached a part that didn’t have any ponies around. Mostly because it was facing away from the fire; if not for the smoke, it wasn’t easy to tell that there even was a fire. I was there because I thought I had seen a bright flash coming from the area earlier, and was working on a hunch.
Sure enough, as I got closer, two more familiar ponies sat on a bench just outside the Initech building’s rear plaza. On the bench sat a very dazed Mr. Smykowski and a Grapevine who looked very smug with herself. Both were covered in black soot.
“I figured I’d find you here,” I said as I walked up.
Grapevine looked surprised to see me while Mr. Smykowski just looked on. “Oh yeah?” she said.
I nodded. “Yeah.” I looked back up at the building. The fire was starting to smolder from the efforts of the fire fighting teams, so most of the smoke that drifted away was white instead of black from the water. “You didn’t have anything to do with this . . . did you?”
She shook her head. “Nah, the fire had already started when I got here. I was going around the building and trying to see what was going on, and I saw Mr. Smykowski trapped inside the rear lobby. The doors were locked and he couldn’t get out. So I used a little bit of my magic, got in, and got him back out.”
“Then why are you covered in soot too?”
Grapevine looked embarrassed. “I may have, uh, passed out after teleporting . . . both times.”
I looked at Mr. Smykowski, who was still silent and looking intently at the grass. “So if you didn’t have anything to do with the fire,” I said to Grapevine, “then who did?”
Mr. Smykowski looked at both of us. “Can you two keep a secret?”
*        *        *

The fire hadn’t actually harmed anypony, since it was started before anyone had gotten to work. The fire crews and police decided to rule it as an accident, and Grapevine and I agreed not to say anything since the only damage had been done to a company whose existence would not be missed. We bade our goodbyes to Crimson and Sparkle, then took Mr. Smykowski with us on the October Sky.
Space was a luxury on the little airship. Mr. Smykowski was on the heavy side, so he took the second passenger seat. Grapevine looked at me briefly and I thought she would squeeze in with me, but she instead opted to share the pilot’s chair with Starshine.
We flew out over The Burb once again, this time angling toward Carter Ranch. Starshine informed us that she’d be dropping Grapevine and I off first, then take Mr. Smykowski to his house. We agreed.
Starshine found Grapevine’s house easily enough, but again had the problem of actually landing. The yards in Carter Ranch weren’t nearly large enough to accommodate even the little airship.
“Do you want to try and find a place to land again?” Starshine asked.
I stood up as best I could in the small gondola. “Nah, I’ll fly us down,” I said. I walked over to the door and Starshine opened it.
Grapevine looked curiously at me. Rather than explaining, I wrapped my hooves around her and jumped out of the gondola backwards, keeping my face toward hers. She looked around awkwardly and fought a blush. A part of me knew I probably shouldn’t be pushing that point, but the rest of me noted that I looked really friggin’ cool flying down backwards. The airship hadn’t even been hovering very high, so we were on the ground in no time. Soon after, the October Sky rumbled away.
Grapevine watched it go, then turned to me. “So . . . here we are,” she said cautiously.
I kicked a spot on her grass front lawn. “Yeah, we’re here,” I replied.
She paused for a second. “Do you want to . . . come inside? Maybe?” I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw her almost wince. 
I nodded. “Yeah, I can do that. You need to get cleaned up, after all.”
We walked inside her house once again, though this time not together. She made sure to keep well out of my reach, and it hurt every time she did. I knew why she was acting this way, of course--I wasn’t dumb--but it still stung. I’d seen dominant Grapevine and eager-to-please Grapevine, but submissive Grapevine? It just felt wrong.
She led the way back through her house into the master bedroom and it’s massive bed. We didn’t talk; I wasn’t sure which of us was more afraid to. To break the silence and have everything come crashing down, as it were. Then she opened the closet.
It was only for a minute and just for the express purpose of getting out a white cotton towel, but it was enough. Because, right then, everything suddenly clicked. The suburban house built in a neighborhood that only allowed couples, the multitude of dresses in different sizes but the same style and color, and finally the white frilly dress back at Marshmallow’s with the note on it, just in Grapevine’s size. I wanted to hit myself for not putting the pieces together sooner.
Before I could stop myself, I blurted, “Grapevine, why did you move to The Burb?”
The question caught her in mid-stride, and she stopped. I could tell that she already sensed what I meant, but she didn’t say anything to the confirmation. Instead, she said, “Wh- What do you mean?”
“Surely there’s a reason you would buy an expensive house in a neighborhood filled with ponies you probably hate,” I said.
“I just like being away from the city is all . . .”
I walked up next to her. “Grapevine, I found the dress. The one at Marshmallow’s house.”
“Oh.” Grapevine just sort of stared into nothing and slumped down against the side of the bed until she was sitting upright on the carpet. “So . . . you figured it out.”
“It took me a little, but yeah.”
She sighed, and her voice cracked when she spoke. “This, um, this house . . . it was a promise. From the both of us to each. A promise of what, I don’t know, I guess what lay ahead.” She looked away. “It was stupid, but we did it anyway.”
“You and Spotlight,” I said. “You were getting married, right?”
Grapevine nodded. “Had the day picked out and everything. Just had to go on one last assignment, just the two of us, but then-” She left off, but I could fill in the blanks. A whistling sound that Orange Piece--Pullmare’s old crony--had made in that bar on the first day came to mind.
There were tears pooling in Grapevine’s eyes now, but they hadn’t started to run down her face. “And, well, what was I supposed to do? We had already bought the house, and some part of me wanted to keep that . . . promise. Even if he couldn’t.”
I tried to to speak, to comfort her, but she cut me off. “And I’m sorry, Minty.” Her head bobbed down. “I’m so sorry . . .”
Every instinct in my body told me that it was that moment that I should go. Flee. The pieces were too sharp and scattered too far to be picked up. But, for once, I stayed. Because, as I was starting to learn, instincts could be very wrong sometimes. Because sometimes it was ignoring that little voice in our heads that makes us worthy to be more than just the sum of our parts.
I sat on the floor next to Grapevine. She didn’t move away this time, though I think that was more out of self-pity than anything else. “Grapevine,” I said, “there’s nothing to be sorry for.”
“But there is,” she insisted in a hoarse voice. “Ever since you came to the city, all I’ve done is force you around. I tried to make you be how I wanted you to be . . . to be more like Spotlight.” The tears had finally started to roll down her face. “Because I haven’t seen you as a friend, Minty. All I’ve seen you as is a replacement for the stallion I lost.”
She looked up at me, and I could see her eyes were red and bloodshot. “And, when you started to drift away, to make your own way . . . I tried to force you to stay closer to me. Why do you think I was so gung-ho about this case? I don’t want anypony to die, but if it meant that you had to follow me around again, well . . . it was a good thing.” She slumped back down. “I’m a horrible friend, Minty. Please, just . . . just go. It’s alright, I’ll find you another pony to teach you writing.”
I looked down at the pony who had once been Grapevine. Her shoulders hung limply as low as they could go, and her head rested lazily on top of them while her eyes focused on everything and nothing at the same time. She was defeated, and it scared me. So, I did the first thing that came to mind. I hugged her.
Her body jerked under me, but she didn’t pull away and neither did I. “You’re not a bad friend for wanting to be closer,” I said. “And if it’s for the wrong reasons, well . . . then that just makes you normal. We’ve all got those flaws, Grapevine.”
I broke the hug but kept her close so she had to look me in the eye. “Heck, look at me. As soon as I think that I can have the job I wanted in the first place, I’m ready to abandon my friends for it.” I smiled. “And for what? I have all the time in the world to get there, and the only thing waiting for me outside is growing older under a job that keeps me away from family and friends so much of the time. But I was ready to forget about everypony--Marshmallow, Starshine, Joya, Ivory, Sterling . . . and you---just to gain that privilege. That doesn’t make me a good friend either, last time I checked.”
Grapevine shook her head. “Then what does it matter? That just makes both of us bad friends.”
I laughed, which seemed to surprise her. “Yeah, I guess it does. But you know what? That’s okay. Because I’ll never be the stallion you want me to be, and as long as I’m with you, I’ll never have the job I want to have. And the two of us trying to turn that into friendship by ourselves, well . . . you saw what happened.” I grinned. “But that’s the point of friendship: you can’t just do it alone. So maybe, if we both try together . . . we can make this work.”
She stared at me. “And you really think that can work? Even after all the stuff I’ve put you through?”
“If friends can’t be there when we fail as well as when we succeed, then what’s the point to friendship?”
Grapevine wiped at her eyes and then it was her who pulled me into a hug. We didn’t say anything for the longest time, but I don’t think words could have added to the situation. 
We got Grapevine washed up and a smile--a genuine smile--returned to her face. And that was the day that she first taught me how to write. We wrote about all sorts of silly things for hours while the radio blared it’s soft swing well into the night. We still hadn't said everything that needed to be said, and there were still cases that needed to be reported and stories to be told, but for just a day, things were alright.
*        O        *

End: Episode 4: A View To A Kill
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		Episode 5: 50/50



The little clock beside the bed made a harsh ringing sound as it went off beside my head. I fumbled to turn it off, and ended up hitting my hoof fruitlessly on the nightstand several times before it crashed on to the top of the alarm clock and made the darn thing shut up. I wanted to flop back down and go back to sleep, but I forced myself to roll over and out of the bed, setting my hooves on the cold floor beneath me.
A groan came from other side of the bed, and a brown hoof waved absentmindedly. “It it eight already?” Sterling asked. He sat up and looked around, blinking the sleep out of his eyes. He smacked his lips a couple of times for good measure. “Morning.”
“Mor-,” I began, but my voice felt husky. I coughed to clear my throat. “Morning.”
He swung himself out of bed and joined me on the floor, keeping right near my side. Like he had been for the past week and a half or so. Since “that” night with Grapevine--and time spent after doing nothing but writing practice while the B-grade reporters got some front-page space--he’d started to seem . . . closer. Maybe jealousy, if Joya’s talks about “stallions and their pride” were to be believed. Not that I minded.
“Today’s the day,” Sterling began in monotone. He walked over to my room’s big dresser, which had all of our assorted gear hanging off of it. “My airship leaves in two hours . . .”
“Yeah, I know,” I said . . . bitterly? Was that the word to describe it?
“I’ll only be gone a week,” he reminded me.
“I know, but still,” I said. “Do you really have to leave so soon? So soon after . . . after-”
“After we’ve been acting like an actual couple?” he suggested.
“Something like that.”
He grabbed a waiting suit-vest off of a hanger and began to put it on. He gently did up every clasp until it fit snugly around him. “Well . . . this is just something that can’t be avoided. Not at this stage.” He tried to smile. “But hey, look at it this way: once I get back, we can both take that trip to Las Pegasus for the expo.”
“Yeah, that thing you keep talking about,” I said. “What is it, again?”
“It’s basically a big inventor’s convention,” he replied, “but it’s all very competitive; all the inventors are trying to get grants and stuff.”
“Sounds like lots of fun.”
“More than you’d think. And that’s why I need to take this trip; if I don’t get to Baltimare and get the final parts to assemble the project, then I’ll have nothing to show at the expo.”
I sighed. “Yeah, I know, but still . . . I’m gonna worry about you.”
Sterling laughed and draped a hoof across my shoulders. “Worry about me?” he said. “Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”
“And why would it be?” I said lightly.
We both knew the answer to that one, though. Both of our eyes were drawn again to the dresser, to the top drawer. I opened it like it beckoned to me, or maybe it was just to reassure myself it was still there. Sure enough, the glass vial full of Doctor Chemiker’s serum sat in its little black box that somehow seemed to expel all light away from it. Sterling had built it for me.
I’d told him, of course! How could I not? I couldn’t keep a secret like that from him . . . and besides, in some ways, having two ponies who knew made it easier to keep the secret somehow. Maybe it was the knowledge that it was just as much of a burden on him as on me. I didn’t like to put too much thought into that subject.
“Still there,” I said.
“You sound like you wish it weren’t.”
“Why shouldn’t I sound like that?” I replied. “I didn’t choose to get picked to be Doctor Chemiker’s legacy . . . I never asked for this.”
Sterling used the hoof already around my shoulders to pull me in a little tighter. “I don’t think anypony’s ever asked for their destiny or legacy or whatever it is . . . they just kind of have it shoved at them.”
“I guess you’re right.” I gingerly shut the drawer and tucked away that problem for later. I also grabbed Joya’s latest fashion experiment that she’d given me to “advertise”. It was like she’d taken the tunic from a few weeks ago and stripped it down to what amounted to a large cape, but colored crimson. The camera bag hung on a drawer knob next to it, so I put them both on.
“But you can at least see why I’d be worried?” he said.
“Yeah,” I said, “but really, I’ll be fine. I’ll have Grapevine here, after all, and Joya and whoever else seems to show up whenever we’re on a case.”
I thought I saw Sterling grimace at the mention of Grapevine. Maybe Joya’s jealousy theory was right after all. Not that it was necessarily a bad thing. If every time Sterling got jealous it caused him to hang around me more, I wasn’t going to complain.
“But isn’t she part of the problem?” Sterling said after a moment. True to form, he followed up with, “I mean, you’re not exactly safe around her. In fact, being around Grapevine seems to be the most dangerous thing you can do in this city.”
I shrugged. “But we always come out of it okay.” Quietly, I added, “Well, most of us . . .”
Sterling pulled me around until we were facing each other, actually touching at the forehead. I guess I’d always been pretty tall for a filly, so I was about the same height as him, despite his larger stature. Somehow that fit pretty well. “Just try to stay out of trouble, okay?” he said gently.
“No promises,” I said with a wink.
He chucked. “Somehow I knew you were going to say that.” He looked around awkwardly for a second like he was trying to make a decision, then leaned in closer and kissed me. We only held together a few seconds before both pulling away and looking at anything but each other with big red spots on our faces, but . . . it was nice. 
After a minute of awkward silence, I cleared my throat. “So we should probably get downstairs before you miss your ride to the airfield,” I said.
Sterling nodded vigorously. “That would probably be for the best.”
We quickly collected ourselves and moved to the door, though that just resulted in a rush of who was going to let whom through first.  Eventually, we both managed to squeeze out into the hall almost side by side, apologizing the whole way. Life is nicer when somepony else is as strange as I am.
*        *        *

We made our way down the stairs to Joya’s front room. It was devoid of the donkey herself, so it was still just the two of us. Even then, Sterling’s gait became more unbalanced as we approached the ground floor, and he began to draw away from me. It was only very slightly, but still noticeable.
Not that this was the first time I had noticed it. Sure, when he was with me he was still the kind of awkward yet sporadic stallion that I’d come to like when he was around me, but when around others . . . not so much. I was still trying to decide if it was me who brought out the more confident side of him or others who made it hide. And which explanation I was more comfortable with.
The door burst open and Joya came flooding through, panting heavily and wearing a plain black coat. “Finally got the last of your luggage loaded!” she said to Sterling.
“L- Last?” he said. “I only packed one suitcase . . . the parts and stuff I went ahead and shipped by train.”
Joya smiled and rolled her eyes. “Well of course you only packed one suitcase for you,” she said. “But I’ve been talking with a stallion out in Baltimare who owns a big department store, and said he would be interested in seeing some of my samples!”
“So then why so much luggage?” I said, peering out the open door. The waiting yellow steamcar was practically bulging with bags; both the trunk and backseat were filled to bursting,
“Well, I decided to send him a sample of everything!” Joya said with a bright smile.
Sterling just sort of half-smiled while the cab driver mashed one hoof on his horn. “Hey, I don’t have all day!” we could hear him call.
“That’s, uh, my signal to leave . . . I think,” Sterling said. He nodded to Joya, then turned to me. “I guess I’ll be going now,” he said softly.
I smiled. “I’ll miss you.”
He returned the gesture and started to lean his face in close, but then caught sight of Joya and stopped short. Instead, he settled for a hug and then padded out the door and into the waiting car. It drove off with a squeal of its rubber tires. I sighed as I watched it go.
“He still has the thing about being around other ponies?” Joya asked.
I nodded. “Seems like it. Ah, well . . . he’ll grow out of it someday, right?”
“Would you really want him to?”
“Uh, well-”
Joya winked. “But that’s neither here nor there, is it?” She walked over to a wooden table against the wall, which sat underneath a shiny telephone. I still wasn’t comfortable with using the thing, despite Joya’s attempts to teach me. Eventually, she had just taken to writing any messages I received down on a piece of paper, much like the one she grabbed from the table now.
“Orders for me?” I said.
“Yep, just came in this morning. You’ve got a new assignment.”
“A new assignment on the same day Sterling leaves?” I said. “Sounds like a pretty big coincidence.”
“Or your friend could have just mentioned to Ornate that you would be doing nothing but moping once Sterling left . . .”
I opened my mouth to protest, then shut it. Okay, maybe I was planning to do a little moping, but so what? It would have only been one, maybe two days tops. Or three. Probably. Just how long would have depended on how long it took for Grapevine to drag me out of bed on some new assignment, but now it appeared that Joya beat her to the punch.
“Alright, so what’s the assignment?” I said in defeat.
“It doesn’t say,” she answered.
“Then what does it say?”
She held up a hoof to keep me quiet. I expected her to speak, but she didn’t. Or, at least, not immediately after. She looked at the clock, then down at the paper, and repeat this for several minutes. I started to tap my hoof against the floor impatiently before she finally inhaled and said, “The note says, ‘Knock, knock.’”
“What is that supposed to-” I began, but was interrupted by two quick knocks on the door. I grimaced, and walked over to the door, figuring it to be something Grapevine would consider “quirky”. Though it certainly didn’t seem like something she would normally do.
Of course, as it turned out, it wasn’t. I swung open the door to reveal two familiar faces that were certainly not Grapevine. 
“So did Joya get the message?” Starshine said excitedly.
Ivory stood over her, and snickered. “She must have called at least twenty times, well into the night. I’m surprised you didn’t hear the ringing.”
I felt my face redden. “Must have been, uh, busy.”
“Yeah, well, nopony cares about that,” Starshine said quickly. She smiled and almost seemed to be bouncing on her hooves. “What you should care about is why we are here.”
“To bring me to Ornate . . . ?”
Her smile got on even wider. “Nope, we are your assignment!”
I turned and looked at Ivory questioningly. He shrugged his broad shoulders, causing his wings to ruffle a little bit. “It’s true. Ornate gave me a call just yesterday.”
“But how does that even-”
Ivory glanced at the clock and interrupted me, “We don’t have time to talk about that here; I’ll explain on the way. We need to get going.” Starshine gave an honest nod in confirmation.
I waved goodbye to Joya and quickly followed them out the door, wondering just what I had gotten myself into. Again.
*        *        *

Fall seemed closer than it had before once I was out on the streets. The sky seemed just a little more hazel behind the increased cloud cover, and strong breezes blew between the buildings of West Fillydelphia, angling off the skyscrapers back downtown.
“So what exactly is this assignment that you’re rushing me out on?” I asked. “And that Starshine seems so excited about.” Seeing me look at her, Starshine tried to hide her beaming smile and not hop from hoof to hoof.
“I believe it would be better if we showed you,” Ivory said.
“Alright,” I said, “where do we walk?”
Starshine sniffed dismissively. “You say that like walking is worth anything.” She snapped her wings out, letting the sound of metal sliding on metal echo across the empty early morning street. Ivory obligingly spread his wings as well.
I looked back at my crimson cape and that there were, in fact, two slits to accommodate my wings. I gave a silent thanks to Joya and stuck them through, spreading them in the open air. They felt good to be out once again, after being tucked away for some time. 
“Where exactly are we going?” I asked.
“Just follow me,” Ivory said lightly, “and try to keep up.” He leapt into the sky, flapping to gain altitude. Being a hippogriff, his body was much larger than a pony’s, and so his wings were too. Starshine looked positively small when she flew up beside him. I flapped my wings for a moment to test them, then rose into the air with them.
As soon as I had joined them, Ivory just as quickly launched himself toward the middle of the city, both his pair of talons and pair of hooves trailing beneath him. Starshine glanced at me and set out too, while I tried to stay up with both of them. 
It may have been on my account, but we ended up not flying much more than ten feet or so above the tops of buildings, and at a speed comfortable enough that I could at least keep up with Starshine, though Ivory continuously stayed in the lead. It was mostly just a straight path toward downtown, so it at least wasn’t too hard to follow him.
Starshine glided up beside me. “So how easy is it to fly in that cape?” she said.
“It’s not a cape,” I said. “Joya called it a ‘light cloak’ or something like that.”
Starshine gave a funny at my backside, then back at me. “It’s red, it clasps around your neck, and it flaps behind you . . . it’s totally a cape.”
“Whatever.” I shook my head. “So when is Grapevine going to show up, anyway? Are we meeting her there? She still has my camera bag, after all.”
“Well your camera’s already there waiting for us, but . . .” She paused. “Grapevine’s not coming.”
“What do you mean, not coming? She’s my partner.”
Starshine rubbed the back of her neck. “Remember how she’s been showing you how to write? Well, Ornate thought that, with her recommendation, that you had enough experience to try something out on your own.”
My eyes widened. “So I get to write my own story?”
“Not exactly. You get to take notes on the story, but Grapevine is still going to write the full story once she’s done with her own investigation; something with Marshmallow back in The Burb.”
My breath started to come in quicker as I thought about it. I had my own assignment! This was . . . this was big. Everything I’d wanted when coming to the stupid city in the first place. It ached a little that Grapevine--my safety net for so long--wasn’t here with me or the one to tell me, but it was still great. Even the task of having to share the story with Ivory and Starshine was- . . . wait . . .
“Hey, since when have you been taking orders from Ornate?” I said. “You don’t even work for the paper.”
She grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, about that . . . you know how you and Grapevine stayed away from the Chronicler office to focus on your writing all last week? Well, while you were gone, Ornate thought that he could use some new blood, so . . .”
“So you’re my partner now?”
“No, no,” she said, “I’m more of Ivory’s partner, really. But Ornate did say I should keep an eye on you since Grapevine wouldn’t be able to.”
“Sounds like him,” I said glumly. “But what about the Weather Corps? I thought you were still trying to get back in.”
“I would like to,” she said, “but I need an actual, paying job right now, Minty. And the Chronicler was hiring, so I took a shot.”
Before I could reply, I heard a voice above me say, “Done giving her the morning exposition?” I looked up to see Ivory gliding above us. I let out a frightened “eep” at the sight of him getting so close without us even noticing.
“Y- Yeah, she did,” I said, “but nothing about our actual assignment.”
Ivory smirked. “Good, because this is really something you’ll need to see.” With that, he soared back to his position in front of us. I gulped and kept following behind him while Starshine sped ahead to match his speed.
Pretty soon we were downtown, and flying between tall buildings. I fought to follow Ivory’s winding path around the skyscrapers as best I could without knocking into any overly-important buildings. Despite that, once or twice my hooves scraped a brick surface or glass window, eliciting shouts from the ponies inside. Soon, however, we were past the financial and business areas, and still going strong.
I’d seen the downtown slums before, from afar, but never had I flown over or near them. They were on the other side of the city from West Fillydelphia, for one, and much more dangerous than Joya’s--and mine now, I supposed--home district, for another. Whereas West Fillydelphia was at least as slummy in its rows of tenements, it fostered a camaraderie among those working poor that I’d witnessed in Joya and her neighbors. Stories from the downtown shanty towns, however, were much different. Stories about gangs and revenge crimes and such that sprang up from too many poor packed into too tight an area that none of them wanted to be in. And we were flying right into the middle of it. Joy.
Ivory began to circle around one particular block of low-income housing, and eventually settled down on one roof mottled with grime and rust on the aging machines on top. A small coal boiler stood on one side of the concrete roof, but looked to have aged well beyond its working life. Despite that, it continued to hum with life almost in spite of itself.
I landed without doing any damage to myself or anyone around me, while Starshine rocketed to the roof, just barely stopping herself before impacting into the hard concrete. Somehow, though, she came down lighter than me.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“We’re in the Downtown Slum,” Ivory said, “One of the worst areas of the city due to-”
“Yeah, yeah, I got that,” I said. “I meant what building we’re on.”
Ivory closed his mouth and looked annoyed, so Starshine happily took over. “You’ll see!” she chirped.
There was a door on the roof that led to a staircase that wound down the inside of the building. Starshine glided down the center rather than hoofing it, but I wasn’t ready to take a chance and Ivory was too large to do anything but walk. Suffice to say, Starshine looked mightily annoyed when we got to the bottom a full five minutes after her. “What took you two so long?” she said.
“Don’t . . . even . . .  ask . . .” I panted. I swept some sweat off my brow and straightened up in front of the newer door. Unlike the one on the roof, this one was cold metal, and swung open almost silently on its hinges. It reminded me of a bank vault: something to keep the residents in. The green-painted hall that Starshine led us down didn’t help that perception much. All the doors looked heavy and the bare bulbs hanging over our heads constantly flickered on and off. We didn’t stop walking until we reached the very end of the hall, and a door painted a few shades green . . . -er than the walls that had no room number. A single brass doorknob was the only marking it had.
Starshine knocked once, then three times in rapid succession. At first there was no reply, then the sound of locks being undone came from the other side. The door eventually swung open obligingly, though who exactly was inside was still a mystery. It wasn’t until Ivory and I had followed Starshine in that the door shut and revealed the pony whose home we had been led into.
He wasn’t very tall: just half a head taller than Starshine at most. His coat was brown, but so light that it was more of an off-white, which helped accent his dark-brown-almost-black gavel cutie mark. Though it was cut short, his mane was just as messy and pink as Starshine’s. Standing next to each other, they looked too similar for it to be any sort of coincidence.
Sure enough, Starshine introduced him as, “Meet my big brother, Tipped Scales. He’s a lawyer for the inner city courts. He hasn’t lost a case yet.”
Scales smiled and nodded to us. “You might know me better as Common Law around these parts. Or just ‘Law’ if you prefer,” he said in a voice not all too different from Starshine’s, if more snide.
“So if you’ve never lost a case,” Ivory said, “then why are you living here?”
He brought up a good point. The apartment was really more of a corner loft. There was a bed, a tiny kitchen, and a desk overflowing with papers shoved into one corner below a hammock. More papers filled just about every inch of the floor, so much that it was almost like snow.
“Well, you see, I haven’t exactly won a case either,” Scales said.
“How does that even work?” I asked.
“My expertise is getting cases thrown out,” he explained. “If a client needs to get a case out of the courts as quick as possibly, I’m the pony they call. Problem is, it doesn’t pay well.” He gestured to the loft around him. “Which you probably already noticed.”
“But, all the other lawyers in town are scared of him,” Starshine said quickly. “Isn’t that right?”
His smile seemed forced, but I couldn’t tell if Starshine noticed. Probably not, from her expression. “That’s right,” he said.
I coughed. “If you don’t mind me asking,” I said, “why are we here?”
Starshine walked over to the little alcove beneath the hammock, where the desk lay. Now that I noticed it, the books and papers piled on the desk didn’t have anything to do with law. Instead, they were about writing, photography, typography . . . even office etiquette. Starshine grabbed a very familiar camera bag from beneath the desk’s hutch. She tossed it to me, but it felt much lighter.
I opened the bag, and saw inside that the only items it held were a brand new notepad and a couple pencils. “What gives?” I said, trying to keep my voice from rising. “Where’s my camera?”
Starshine pulled that out from under the desk as well, but sheepishly put it around her neck. Her. Neck. “Ornate suggested that I keep it so you don’t, uh, get distracted or nothing . . .” she said. “And I was to keep it at my- uh, my brother’s house for safekeeping.”
We just silently looked at each other for a few moments until Ivory cleared his throat and said, “We really should get going if we want to get there on time . . .”
“Yeah, yeah, great idea,” Scales chimed in. “I’m late to work enough as it is, so it might be best if you guys and gals clear out.”
I watched as Starshine readily trotted away toward Ivory, with my camera hanging around her neck. My camera . . . hanging around her neck. Inwardly, I groaned. Today was just going to be a whole mix of emotions.
*        *        *

Back on the street, Ivory again took to silence as he led us around. Not that I had any problem with it. The streets were even dirtier--and smellier--here than in West Fillydelphia, and the looks passing ponies gave us, when they even bothered to pick their heads up, could only be described as venomous.
It was a relief when we made it to a deserted trolley stop in front of a yet another set of run-down rowhouses. I shifted uneasily while we waited.
“Something bothering you?” Ivory asked.
“Yeah, just . . . this place,” I said. “I mean, I knew West Fillydelphia could be pretty bad, but not like this. Has it always been this way?”
Ivory nodded his head slowly. “Just about. This area used to be mostly parks and such . . . but then came the parasprites, and everything changed. Most of the city’s new homeless population were put here in what they called ‘temporary housing’.
“But even after Pullmare came, they remained in these neighborhoods. The new homes that our old mayor brought were either too expensive, or already given to the new immigrants. All the old families were kept here, in this little slice of Fillydelphia. And here they stay, ignored by our beloved Princess and her talk of freedom for everypony.”
I stared at him. “I didn’t know you felt so . . . strongly about that.”
“You don’t know me very well, then,” he replied. “You grow up in a place like this, and you get to be very bitter about those who reply to your cries of ‘Save us!’ with a simple ‘No.’”
“It’s true,” Starshine said, butting in. “I wasn’t always on Serenity . . . I grew up here, and life isn’t easy.”
Suddenly, I had a newfound appreciation for my parents’ farm. Sure, we’d been just as poor--and maybe a little more starving in the winter--but it had at least offered security. Independence. Looking around the slums, I didn’t see any of that. No way out.
My dreary thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of a battered trolley. Various insignias and improper words had been strewn across it in a multitude of colors of paint. Inside the trolley itself was a large group of ponies who looked to be in about the same condition as the car they rode in. They gave us mean stares as the trolley came to a stop.
I was about to ask Ivory if maybe we should wait for the next trolley to arrive, but Starshine almost gleefully hopped aboard with a big smile on her face. Then, to my surprise, a chorus of “Starshine!” rang throughout the car’s interior. The formerly-menacing ponies swarmed around her like a giant group hug.
When Ivory stepped on, however, the mood quickly became one of respect. Naturally, when I stepped on and the trolley took off, it was back to hostility.
“Who’s the girl?” one of them snarled.
“This is Minty Flower,” Ivory said, “she’s with us. She’s doing a report on this story for the Chronicler.”
“The Chronicler, huh?” the same stallion said. “Well, if you’re part of the paper that ran the story on that Pullmare, then you can’t be all bad.” He stuck out a hoof. “Name’s Red Rover, and this is my crew: Rover’s Rebels.” The red stallion with a mane as white as the moon introduced each of his “crew” in turn, though I didn’t even remember most of the names. The only pony who stuck out, at least in my mind, was a blue filly named Scout who stuck close to Rover’s side. Oddly enough, all of their cutie marks were covered in tape the shape of an “x”, but I decided to not ask why.
“So has ol’ Ivory filled you in on what’s going down today?” Rover asked me.
I shook my head.
He smiled. “What you are about to witness, Minty, is the start of something new. Something big.” He leaned against the window and stared at the tenements that whizzed past. “This morning is going to be the largest gang meeting in the history of Fillydelphia, and we get to take part of it.”
“The meeting of the two gangs,” Starshine explained.
“Two gangs?” I asked. “That doesn’t exactly sound like a lot . . .”
“Two gangs, but dozens of crews,” Rover said. “I have my Rebels, but there’s more showing up from all over the city. The Dead Rabbits from Five Points, the Saints from Third Street . . . even the Warriors from South Filly are coming. But together, we’re all part of the Basterds.”
“The Bastards?”
“Basterds,” Ivory corrected. He smirked. “The children downtown Fillydelphia didn’t plan for and hasn’t ever wanted.”
“Ah,” I said, turning to Rover. “So who’s this other gang, then?”
“The Neighponese,” Scout answered quietly. “They call themselves the Royales . . . and they’re much more disciplined than we are. Their leader, Sakamochi, keeps a tight grip on the whole organization.” She looked away. “If they were more aggressive, they would have run us out a long time ago . . .”
“Yeah, well, not anymore,” one of the gang members said excitedly. “Not after this meeting!”
“Yeah, the Boss is gonna be there!” said another.
“He’s gonna solve everything!”
“What’s the meeting going to be about?” I said. “And who’s ‘the Boss?’”
“That’s just something you’re gonna have to find out,” Rover told me.
I quieted down and obligingly waited near the front of the trolley as we continued on. We were approaching South Fillydelphia, toward even older parts of the city. As we drew on, I began to notice that every trolley behind or ahead of us on the same track were filled to the brim with more gang members. Some wore colored jackets, or headbands. In fact, I noticed all but the Rebels wore some sort of clothing.
Some of the gang members looked nervously at the other trolleys. “We’re too exposed,” the said. “We’re gonna get in trouble before we can even get there.”
“Pipe down,” Rover snapped. “Just be cool until we’re there. Nopony would dare defy the Boss and bring weapons to this.”
Some of the gang members still reached for their hips until they looked as if they remembered something wasn’t there. 
Eventually, the trolley came to a rest in front of an old concrete stadium. It looked to have long been overgrown with vegetation, as vines ran up every side and through every crack. “What is this place?” I said.
“She sure asks a lot of questions, doesn’t she?” Rover said.
Ivory laughed and answered for me, “This is the old Fillydelphia amphitheatre from before the parasprite attack. Most of the ponies who lived around here packed up and left, so ruins like this are left everywhere . . . almost as many as up in the Heights.”
“Wow,” I said. “Didn’t know this city had so much history.”
“You wouldn’t, farm girl.”
Whether his tone was light or derisive, I couldn’t tell. At any rate, it didn’t matter since we all piled out and moved into the amphitheatre. Ivory and Rover jointly led the way, and we seated ourselves on a platform above one of the tunnel entrances. From our seats, we could see the whole of the stadium as well as the neat concrete pillar in the middle of a stage overgrown with tall grass. On the pillar stood two ponies side by side. Each wore a cloak in all black, which hid every distinguishing detail from view. Which was the point, I assumed.
The crowd was loud as ponies continued to file in, but was hushed when both of the stallions on the pillar raised a hoof. The crowds had shifted into the two main groups of gangs, and then into their own separate little crews. The Neighponese, as Scout had said, were much more disciplined as they sat together while the Basterds shouted insults to each other and passed around idle threats like it was nothing.
Both of the stallions on the pillar stepped forward, though the one known as the Boss seemed to be the only who would speak. “Can . . . you . . . dig it?!” he cried to the waiting crowd. Cheers erupted for a full minute before they settled enough for him to speak again in the same raspy tone.
“Greetings, delegates from the gangs of of Fillydelphia,” he said. “We’ve got reps from all over town, here: Kensington, South Filly, Central, North, Even Oak Heights.” In turn, shouts went up from the representative crew from each district. “And not just from the Basterds--but from the Royales too!
“And do you know why we’re all gathered here today?” From the talks between the Rebels, it seemed like most of them did, but they kept obediently silent. “Because today,” the Boss continued, “today is a historical day. Today is the day that the Royales and Basterds joined together . . . in an alliance--an even alliance, split right down the middle: fifty-fifty!”
Murmurs ran through the crowd, and looks were shot back and forth between the two gangs. Nothing escalated to physical confrontation, though. Rover made sure to quiet his crew before the Boss spoke again.
“And why, you may ask, are we forming an alliance, after so many years fighting each other for territory?” He threw back the hood of his cloak, revealing a stallion with an alabaster coat and stunningly black mane. “Because it has made us weak! These gangs were formed to help our brothers and sisters who had been cast out by Equestrian society. To form bonds that nopony, nopony could break.
“But all of this fighting has only made us weaker! And now, our greatest enemy is trying to drive us out for good!” He paused for effect. “The Caballo family!”
Sharp exclamations of anger spread throughout the crowd, thrown in any direction the mare or stallion thought the enemy might be. Meanwhile, I was lost once again.
“Who’s the Caballo family?” I whispered to Starshine.
“The most dangerous family in the city,” she replied. “They were originally set up in Manehattan, but started to spread out a few years ago. Now they’ve set up in Las Pegasus, Baltimare, and even here, and they’re ruthless.”
“Must be bad if two huge gangs are teaming up to fight them,” I said.
“Now you’re getting it.”
The Boss called for quiet again, and it was given to him. “Now that you’ve heard what I have to say,” he boomed, “it is time to hand this talk over to my associate, Mr. Sakamochi, who will tell us exactly how we can work together and beat these Caballos.”
The hooded figure beside the Boss strode to the center of the platform, but did not speak. Instead, he remained silent as the moment got more and more uncomfortable. Ponies started to shift in their seats and talk softly to one another.
Finally, the figure raised a hoof, which had something in it. We were farther away from the stage, so when ponies in the front row started to gasp, I didn’t understand why for a few seconds. When I did, however, I wish I hadn’t. The figure wasn’t holding up just any object, but a stallion’s head!
With yells of fright and anger springing up around him, the figure threw down his hood to reveal a muscular, ebony face. Before the Boss could make a move, he quickly drew a shiny, silver revolver on the gang leader.
“You want to see how you can overthrow the Caballos, huh?”  he said in an accent almost identical to Joya’s, tinted in Cabbalian. “Well, this would be a good start.” As quick as he had said the words, he pressed the gun to Boss’ temple and fired three shots into the stallion’s brain. Sprays of blood arced through the air as the Boss’ corpse plunged off the pillar and onto the grass below.
Panic had started to rise among the gathered ponies, but it was too late. With no weapons or order, we were all sitting ducks. The situation got even worse as the figure spoke. “And now, the defeat of these two pathetic gangs is almost complete . . .” he said. With a beckon of his hoof, ponies clad in black appeared at the top of the amphitheatre seating, armed with snub-nosed rifles that had black ammo drums slung beneath them.
The figure on the stage laughed and kicked Sakamochi’s head like it was a ball into the crowd. “You’re all property of the Caballo family now; anyone who attempts to leave will be shot on sight!”
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The sight of ponies in dark suits pointing high-capacity guns in our general direction kept most of the gangs quiet, at least for a time. The figure on the pillar seemed pleased with the cooperation of so many gathered street thugs, and it showed on his face that broke out into a wide grin. Red Rover, meanwhile, was only held back by Scout who kept one hoof placed carefully across his chest.
“Now that I’ve got your full, undivided attention,” the figure said, “let me introduce myself. My name is Malo Caballo, first son to Peor Caballo and leader of our family’s . . . interests in Fillydelphia.” He gave a toothy smile. “I’m sure many of you have heard of me.”
Malo clopped his front hooves together in as close an approximation to glee a pony like him could get. “Now, I bet you’re all just-” he giggled, “. . . dying to find out why I would even take notice of this rather pathetic gathering of lackluster gangs. Well, I’ll tell you, it certainly wasn’t my father’s idea. No, he wanted to simply crush all of you: kill the leaders and lieutenants and anyone else who opposed our little takeover. Luckily for all of you here, I disagreed with him on that point.”
More murmurs spread throughout the crowd in a moment of silence, but the raising of guns by the guards quickly silenced them. “Because you see,” Malo continued, “I convinced my father that our organization needs more footsoldiers if we are to prosper. We lost too many in the aftermath of Pullmare’s downfall; right in here in this city, too! We’ll make those responsible pay, of course, but until then we need recruits.” He laughed softly. “That would be all of you.”
Many of the gang members now seemed interested in what Malo had to say, and began to lean forward in their seats almost eagerly. Even some of the Rebels looked to be paying more attention to the Caballo representative. Worry spread across Rover’s face: he noticed it too.
“Accepting membership into my family’s organization would be, you will find, much more favorable than the conditions you currently reside in. Plenty of food, good housing, even better pay . . . and much less of a chance of being injured in some way. When we take a city, we dominate it.” He paused. “But I also understand if you wish to decline my offer. Be wary, however, that doing so may have certain . . . consequences.”
He cleared his throat and stood tall. “Now, who will be smart enough to join us?”
At first, a few ponies throughout the crowd began to stand up, with the clear intent to move toward the Caballians, but were stopped when a dissenting voice rang out from somewhere in the crowd.
“Smart?” somepony called. “All of you: you think the smart choice is to go with them? If they really intended to give us better living conditions, then why kill our leaders? Why not just tell us that and let us leave our gangs in peace?”
“Who said that?” Malo shouted. “Who. Said. That?”
Any ponies who had started to rise sat back down, and no one cried out in betrayal of the unknown speaker. Instead, some of the braver ponies began to stare hard at the rough types who still held guns to our backs.
Malo grew visibly more angry. “Show your face! I said, show your face or my stallions will start shooting!”
“Now you show who you really are!” the voice called out again. “You don’t care one little bit about us!” Murmurs of agreement rose through the crowd, and some began to stand up again, but not in defeat. More like in defiance.
A cruel smile rose to Malo’s face. He knew he had no chance to win over the gangs’ sympathies, so it looked like he wasn’t going to pretend anymore. “That’s how you want it, huh?” he said. “So be it.” He looked up to his black-clad henchponies. “Capture all of them. If any of them try to resist . . . shoot ‘em.”
The henchponies began to make their way into the amphitheatre, guns held at the ready. Some of the first ponies they got to meekly looked away and kept still, accepting their defeat. A rather young gang member dressed in a red jacket, however, refused to be victimized.
“You guys ain’t the boss of me!” he shouted, standing in the path of two stallions twice as large as he was. For a moment, the crowd held its breath as to what the two henchponies would do. They seemed to hesitate as well, but one look at their boss and they leveled their weapons at the little colt. 
Gunshots rang out through the concrete seats of the amphitheatre and then it was quiet again, only broken by the tinkling of brass casings hitting the ground. It was a moment before anypony dared to try and set eyes on the sure-to-be grisly scene. But instead of the bloody body of a colt too young to leave the world, we saw that same colt still standing in defiance, but around him a glittering shield of magic colored crimson. Behind him walked up a larger colt in the same red jacket; presumably the gang leader.
The gang leader and the enforcers stared at each other for one long moment.
That act of defiance was what suddenly sparked a full-out melee as the opposing crowds suddenly broke loose. Bullets flew threw the air and impacted on magic fields. Most of the time, anyway. But in return bolts of magic energy whizzed at the stallions dressed in black.
Meanwhile, in our neck of the amphitheatre, the most pressing issue was finding an exit. Though not mine--despite my wings--the first thought of Starshine and Ivory seemed to be making it for the sky. After seeing several fleeing pegasi gang members crumple to the ground with a few more air holes inside them, they gave up on that idea.
Instead, we made for the tunnel exit below us. Starshine dove down over the railing into the tunnel itself, quickly followed by Ivory. I, however, was not as lucky and had to follow the crowd lest I be trampled underhoof. The flow of panicking gang members grew as those valiantly fighting began giving ground; their magic eventually caving in under focused projectile lead. 
The crowd--with me in the middle of it--eventually wound its way through the amphitheatre bleachers and into the tunnel below. The cries of the afraid reverberated around the hollow concrete environment, eliciting even more panic. I tried to spy Starshine or Ivory in the crowd, but couldn’t find them. 
As the pace began to pick up, I began to lose my footing. The ponies around me were more fit, and my cloak, cape, whatever kept getting caught on the more tight-fitting outfits of the other ponies. Finally, perhaps inevitably, somepony stepped on the tale of my garment, and I toppled to the ground. Lying there, on the cold concrete floor, I tried to hold my hooves in front of my face as I was kicked and shoved around. For a minute, I thought that was it . . . I was going to meet my end in a tunnel filled with gang members fighting over something that had nothing to do with me.
A hoof landed square on my stomach and the air rapidly left me. I gasped for breath on the ground, and flailed desperately at those who continued to draw near. Just as I thought I was finished, I felt a pair of hooves wrap around my shoulders and suddenly I was pulled away from the crowd and against the tunnel wall.
I expected to look up and find the face of Starshine or Ivory, but instead the identity of my savior was somepony I hadn’t seen before; one of the Neighponese gang members. “We have to get out of here!” he shouted, but over the roar of the crowd I could barely hear him.
I yelled back my agreement, but it was lost in the even louder noise that began coming from the crowd. Looking at the end of the tunnel, I saw a wall of black-suited stallions closing in on the entrance, blocking it completely. Desperately, ponies ran in the opposite direction to try and somehow escape back in the amphitheatre. Those that tried to break through the blockade met with a predictable fate.
I saw no way out, but apparently the Neighponese colt did. With a hoof wrapped roughly around mine, he pulled me along the wall farther away from the tunnel entrance. I tried to ask where we were going, but the crowd--which would still occasionally jostle me further into the wall--was still too loud.
Suddenly, he disappeared from sight, but quickly pulled me along with him. I found myself in a small side-tunnel that was almost unnoticeable unless looking directly at it. It explained why ponies continued to run past it without a second glance. We weren’t the only ones in the smaller tunnel, however.
A little further down the smooth-walled tunnel lit by pale fluorescent lights running along the ceiling, casting everything in a slightly green tint, was Red Rover. He was panting, or shaking, or something inbetween. He looked at me. “Y- You’re that mare with Starshine?” he gasped. I nodded. He looked behind me. “Have you . . . did you see Scout?”
“No, I didn’t see her,” I said. “The crowd . . .”
Rover kicked the wall and screamed in frustration. “So close! I was so . . . so close!”
The sounds of the crowd faded, but were replaced with a new one that was even more terrifying. The tromp of the stallions in black as they advanced steadily up the tunnel. We may have been out of sight to the casual observer, but they would notice us in a heartbeat.
“I hate to break up this moment,” the Neighponese colt said, “but we need to get out of here now.”
I agreed and started to make my way further down the smaller tunnel, but stopped when I saw Rover not following. Instead, he just kind of slumped against the wall.
“C’mon!” the Neighponese youth called. When he got no response, he sighed and ran back to Rover. Doing the same as he had for me, he roughly took Rover by one hoof and started to drag him down the tunnel. I kept pace with them as we made our way away from the amphitheatre and the violence. 
The tunnel eventually ended and we emerged into the open air. Bizarrely, the city around the amphitheatre was going about its business as usual, as if nothing was out of the ordinary. The sun still shone, and the birds still sang just as they always did. It was frightening.
Rover finally began to come to his senses after the little trip. “That was some quick thinking there-”
“Shuya,” the Neighponese colt answered. “I’m from the Royales . . .” He looked down. “Or, I guess, I was.”
“Did you lose anypony in there, Shuya?” Rover asked.
Slowly, he nodded. “There’s this filly . . . Noriko. She and me weren’t anything exclusive but, well, you know.” He shook his head bitterly. “The crowd swept her up.”
Rover turned to me. “And what happened to Starshine . . . and Ivory?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “They were the first ones in the tunnel, so they might have escaped, but I’m not sure.”
“If that’s true,” Rover said, “I’m sure they escaped. But I’m also sure that we shouldn’t stay here much longer if we want to remain free.” We all agreed and set out after him as he ran away from the amphitheatre.
The lithe Shuya had no problems keeping up with the more-muscled Red Rover, but I started to lag behind fairly quickly. Part of that was due to my frequent checks on all sides of us, like the Caballo henchponies could close in at any second. When they did slow down to let me catch up, I nearly ran into them.
“Sorry, sorry,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “Where are we going, again?”
“I know a place,” Rover said. “The old headquarters of the Basterds.”
“Oh yeah, and why are we going there?” Shuya said. “Why not to the Royales’ headquarters?”
“The Cabballos aren’t stupid; they’re going to be scouring the known hideouts--and they know all of them--for any stragglers. And you can guess what they’ll do with them.”
Shuya bit his lip but gave no protest when we started moving again. Rover led us down a winding path through sidestreets and alleys in the slum-ier parts of the slums. Because apparently that was possible. Go Fillydelphia.
He didn’t seem to caught up on the conditions around him, however, and led us easily through crowds of jobless and homeless that resided in the backways of the streets. Eventually, we came up to a plain wooden door at the front of a plain rowhouse on a plain street and . . . well, it was all very plain. Best place for a hideout, I supposed. 
I was about to ask how we would get inside when Rover simply kicked the door opened, which squealed in protest as it swung open. The inside was dark, save for what light came through the blinds. It was also empty of anypony affiliated with the Caballo family, so I hurried inside. 
The grimy interior of the rowhouse looked to have been picked clean, fitting Rover’s description of it being the former hideout for the gang. Still, a few wooden stools had been left over in the middle of the wooden floor, so we were able to sit and take a rest.
I caught my breath on one of them, as did Shuya, but Rover seemed to be lost in thought. I wanted to ask what was wrong but, well, I knew the answer to that question already. Scout. I guess I was the lucky one in the room, given that my friends were still probably free somewhere.
“What . . . what now?” Shuya said eventually. “Where do we go from here?”
“I don’t know,” Rover admitted. “I just . . . don’t know. Before, I had other gangs or even rivals to help out, but now everypony’s either been captured by the Caballo goons or are scattered across the district. We’ve got no backup, no fallbacks, no . . . anything.”
“This is starting to sound eerily familiar,” I muttered. I slumped in my stool, as much as the wooden frame would allow. I don’t know, I guess I just wished for once to not have some crisis to happen every time I tried to work on a story. Was that too much to ask? Worse, that now I was supposed to be the reporter. 
“So do you have a plan?” Rover asked me suddenly.
“W- What do you mean?”
“You travel around with that one reporter, Grapevine, don’t you? She’s supposed to be famous or something for her planning. It said so, right in her stories.”
Of course it did. “Well yeah, but that doesn’t mean I think like her too,” I said.
“She mentioned that too,” Rover explained, “but I just thought that maybe, you know, you’d have some sort of idea of what to do . . .”
I looked at both Shuya and Rover, as they gazed back at me in turn, a look of haunting expectation in their eyes. “I- I don’t know!” I said. “Why would I? This isn’t my fight! I just came here for some stupid assignment . . . I’m tired of ponies getting killed, and tired of being in the middle of it! I just want to go home and, and-” I almost added be with Sterling on to the end, but remembered that he would be far away in the sky by now.
They both seemed a little disturbed by my shouting. Not exactly surprised, though. Rover just leaned back and rubbed his temples, while Shuya simply shook his head.
“I’m sorry,” he said, “but it’s not really up to you right now . . . it’s not like any of the rest of us want to be a part of this.” He looked away. “We’re all just as worried as you are . . . my friend, Shogo, he was the one that spoke out against Malo. I can’t even imagine what they’ll do to him.”
“But why me then?” I said. “Since when did I become the default hero?”
“Since you made friends with some powerful ponies,” Rover answered. “I guess he hasn’t told you yet, but Ivory’s got him some influence around these parts. And you’re the only one who’s connected to him, so until we can link up with him and Starshine, you’re the leader. Understand?”
Ivory, have influence? That was a thought that made me very sorry I hadn’t spent more time with him as of yet. “Well, I suppose so,” I said, “but where do I start?”
“Where would Starshine and Ivory go in a time like this?” Rover said. “If they knew that some of the Rebels were still out there, they wouldn’t leave the area.”
“I don’t know, I don’t know,” I said. “We just pretty much went right to you.”
“Pretty much?”
“Well, we went to her brother’s apartment, but he’s at work now, and I don’t know where he works, exactly.”
“The Five Points Courthouse,” Rover said. “Tipped Scales: I’ve known him for a while. And if she started talking to him again, then that’s definitely where Starshine would go.”
“And that’s where we’ll need to go, too,” Shuya said. After seeing the look Rover gave him, he continued, “We’re supposed to be working together now, aren’t we? Even if they killed our leaders, our gangs should still be united against the Caballo threat, and right now if those two are what we need to win, then I say we find them.”
Rover smiled approvingly. “And what about you, uh . . . Minty?”
“I- I guess, but do we need to leave so soon? I mean, can’t we just stay here a little while and let things pass over?”
“Every moment we stay here, there is a higher chance the Caballos might show a little less mercy to all those we left behind. We have to move fast; we don’t have a choice.” He laughed softly. “But we will be here at least a few more minutes; there’s something I need to get first.”
“And what would that be?”
Instead of telling me, he got up and walked to the corner of the room against the wall. There, he kicked down hard against one wooden floor board, which suddenly became unlatched. He shoved it to the side to reveal a little space beneath the floor.
Shuya and I walked over to see what he revealed. Beneath the floorboard could only be described as a supply officer’s wet dream. A variety of guns, clubs, and knives littered the little crawlspace lined with hay.
“Where did these come from?” I gasped.
“Well twenty years ago projectile weapons started trickling in from the supply trains coming from Germaneigh and Prance-”
“No, I don’t mean the history of guns, I meant where these specific ones came from.”
Rover briefly looked away. “Um, Ivory got them for us.”
Shuya interrupted our conversation by reaching down at pulling out a weapon that was not quite a sword, but not quite a dagger either, but rather somewhere in between. It came with its own scabbard even, which he wore around his middle with the weapon’s handle sticking out to his left.
“I think this will do just fine,” he said.
“How exactly do you fight with that thing?” Rover asked.
“With the hilt in my mouth.”
“Sounds hard.”
“It is.”
Rover chose for himself a shotgun that was pumped not by pulling on it, but by pumping a lever designed for a hoof to fit through. The wood was worn and mottled, though still had the look of good maintenance to it. “Got this one in a bet with stallions from a Royal Guard contingent out West,” he said. Then, he turned to me. “What about you? Feel free to try out a couple until one feels right.”
I looked down at all the shiny, and very deadly, weapons and chose one of the biggest and shiniest of the bunch. It wasn’t a revolver, but rather a big, black pistol with its own holster. I wrapped the holster around my shoulders, feeling a little more secure with it against me. Enough that it made the pit in my stomach stop growling that I had no idea on how to fire a weapon, or if I even wanted to.
“One of the newer models, huh?” Rover said. “Back when we kept this as our hideout, that little number was the most expensive on the market. Good choice.”
I tried to smile. “Th- Thanks.”
“If you two are done, can we go ahead and go?” Shuya said. “We’re on a time limit, remember?”
“Right, right,” Rover said. “Just follow me and try to stay inconspicuous; the Caballos could be anywhere.”
I snorted. “Inconspicuous with a giant gun strapped to my side. What’s the worst that could happen?”
*        *        *

After a whole lot of boring walking through scenery I’d already seen before, we arrived at what Rover referred to as the Five Points. Cleverly, it had been named so as the point where five streets met . . . which really meant it should have been called One Point or Five Streets, but I wasn’t going to argue.
The actual area was a large square with many shops encircling it, and in the very middle stood a large, old courthouse. Again according to Rover, it had been one of the buildings saved from the Parasprite infestation, and was one of the oldest buildings in the town. It certainly showed, too. The ancient masonry were cracked and faded, and the belltower that topped the building leaned and for the most part seemed impossible that it was even still standing. In contrast, the shops and curios that surrounded its base had a shoddy, new look to them.
“Well there’s the courthouse,” Shuya said, beginning to trot over to it. “Come on.”
Rover grabbed by the shoulder and pulled him back to the shadows near the back of one of the shops, where I followed. “Not so fast; look up at the top of the courthouse stairs.”
I did, and spied a couple more stallions in the same black uniforms of the Caballo enforcers. They were keeping a heavy watch on the square.
“How are we going to get past them?” I asked.
“Well,” Rover began, “every mansion has a servant’s entrance, right? Shuya and I will create a distraction while you sneak around and fly up into the courthouse towers. Then, you’ll open the doors from inside and we’ll-”
“Hey, what’s Shuya doing?” I interrupted.
Rover followed my gaze to watch Shuya walking over to a particularly bulky shopkeeper who was arguing with a customer over his prices. Shuya tapped the stallion on the shoulder.
“Whad’ya want?” the shopkeeper growled.
Shuya gave him a big smile. “That stallion over there,” he said, pointing to an equally bulky shopkeeper with the same range of merchandise over near the courthouse entrance, “paid me to come over here and claim that your prices are horrible and quality even worse. But I figured you would pay me more if I told you, so . . .”
The shopkeeper’s eyes narrowed and he gave Shuya a hooful of bits. “Take these and scram,” he said. “I’ve got some business I need to take care of.” With exaggerated movements, the burly shopkeeper slammed down his hooves on the wooden counter of his shop and stomped over to the rival shopkeeper.
We moved in a little closer to watch the action. The first shopkeeper walked up to the second one. “So are you really stooping that low?” said the first. “Hiring ponies to talk bad about my shop?”
“Now just hold on there a minute,” said the second in a drawl. “Don’t go accusing me of things I most certainly didn’t do.”
“Oh, of course you would say that,” the first replied, getting up even closer to the second, “but I already know the real answer.”
“Oh yeah? And if you already knew the answer, then why did you come over here? I thought we already settled this a long time ago.”
“Then it seems,” the first said icily, “that it’s high time we settled it again.” 
Before our very eyes, the two shopkeepers began a terrible melee of flying kicks and blocks and tackles that was quickly enveloped in the dust of the street. A few ponies tried to get in close and stop the fight, but ended up bickering so much with each other that they started to fight as well. A full-on brawl quickly filled the area below the courthouse steps.
We watched as the Caballo henchponies at the top of the steps looked at each other, and then seemed to decide that a fight in front of their post might attract some undue attention, so they raised their weapons and proceeded toward the melee to put a stop to it.
“Now’s our chance!” Shuya hissed.
Keeping as close to the wall as possible, we edged our way to the stairs and then quickly flew up them. The wooden doors were heavy, but with the three of us we easily got them open and quickly ran inside, making sure they didn’t slam behind us.
*        *        *

Inside, the courthouse showed off the original craftsmanship much better than the exterior. The floor was made of marble tiles and the air was cool and smelled clean. The walls were unadorned and a uniform white that stretched far back to a pair of massive oak doors. Various doors lined the hallway, leading to parts unknown. A large wooden desk stood in front of us, helmed by a bored-looking colt.
“Can I help you?” he said, his voice echoing off the high ceilings. If he saw the weapons we had around ourselves, he didn’t seem surprised. Then again, in a neighborhood like Five Points, he probably was disturbed.
“Uh, yes, actually,” I said. “I wanted to know where I could find one of your lawyers. He goes by the name of Tipp- er, Common Law.”
The secretary raised an eyebrow. “There’s no lawyer here by that name,” he said, “but if you’re looking for a paralegal named Common Law, then I can help you.”
“A paralegal?”
“Look, if you want to find Common Law, he’s down in Mr. Estate’s office; it’s the third from the last door on the left. You can’t miss it.”
He looked away like the conversation was over, which I supposed it was. Not much else to talk about with a stranger. Though Tipped Scales would definitely have some explaining to do with his sister . . . if Starshine wasn’t there already.
Our hoofbeats rang out on the floor as we walked down the long hallway, feeling fully out of place among the ponies in suits who scurried by. Again, nopony made any comment about the weapons strapped around ourselves. I felt particularly silly, wearing what amounted to a cape, an almost-empty camera bag--filled with a still-blank notepad--and a holster.
We reached the plain wooden door and let ourselves in. The front office had a simple desk against a maroon-painted wall, and sat underneath a large painting of the San Palomino Desert. The flag of Equestria hung limply on a flagpole in one corner, and next to it was a doorway leading into an inner office. Sitting at the front desk, however, was Tipped Scales.
He was leaning back in his chair boredly. “So you made it,” he said. He looked behind me. “And you brought friends.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Were you expecting me or something?”
“Starshine called from somewhere. Didn’t say much, but said you’d find your way here eventually if you were still free . . . whatever that means.”
From his demeanor, I could tell Starshine hadn’t told him exactly what had gone down at the amphitheatre. “Well here I am, mister lawyer,” I said.
He cringed. “So you found out, huh?”
I nodded. “They told me you’re a paralegal . . . what is that, anyway?”
“A paralegal is like a, uh, junior lawyer,” he explained. “I follow around a real lawyer and do all the dirty work for him, and even occasionally take a very specific case.”
“Sounds familiar,” I muttered.
“What was that?”
“Alright, alright, so you’re not a lawyer,” Rover cut in. “But if Ivory and Starshine aren’t here, then how are you supposed to help us?”
It was then that Scales seemed to notice the weapons we were carrying around. He gulped. “Well, uh, Starshine said that Ivory would want Minty to stay here, so I guess the same goes for the two of you, right?”
Rover nodded. “If Ivory said it, then yeah.” He walked into the back room belonging to the real lawyer in the office, and after a moment of quiet thought, Shuya followed him. When they left, I plopped down on a small chair in the corner.
“Nice friends you got there,” Scales said.
“They’re not my friends; we just met. They’re more like . . . comrades.”
He shrugged. “Eh, same thing in my book. But then again, that doesn’t count for a lot.”
“Why, because your sister thinks you’re a lawyer?”
He sighed. “Yes, part of that. I don’t like lying, you know. It’s just . . . I used to run with the wrong crowd, and things got tense for a while. So when I found a way out, I may have, uh, over exaggerated a little to her.” He smirked. “So she’d be proud of me, you know?”
I smiled. “I definitely know that feeling.”
“Oh really?”
“Yeah.” I paused. “I mean, back in Derbyshire--where I’m from--after I got out of school I told my brother and sisters I worked for our town’s newspaper instead of just walking around in the woods or staying at the library all day.”
“If you didn’t work for a paper, how did you get on the Chronicler?”
I laughed. “That’s the funny part; it was an accident. I used to take pictures on my trips through the woods. Heck, I got my cutie mark when I took a really good one on top of a hill; I used to tell myself it had more to do with reporting than that, but I knew.
“Anyway, I used to take pictures and make little panoramas in my room, right? Well, one day I was mailing off more reporter applications to more newspapers--really at the bottom of the barrel at this point--and I must have accidentally slipped in a couple pictures instead. Which got me hired as a photographer instead of a reporter like I wanted.”
Scales smiled a little bit; a smile that tugged at the wrinkles around his eyes and lips. “So you still keep in touch with your family, right?”
“A few letters, yeah,” I said. “They’re proud of me and all, I guess. I mean, besides my older sister, I’ve never been close to them. And sis’ been gone for years . . . she’s in Canterlot now, and doesn’t really talk. Nothing like you and Starshine.”
“Well, you grow pretty close when life forces you to,” Scales said.
“Yeah, I guess so.” I laughed again. “And I guess sometimes it’s nice to get it out to a stranger in a similar situation than someone closer who might judge us.”
Scales grinned slyly. “I think you might be right.”
We held like that for a few seconds before Shuya poked his head in from the outer office. “We’ve got trouble,” he said.
Scales and I scrambled into the back room, which was similar to the front except everything was, well, bigger. Bigger painting on the wall--this time a panorama of Canterlot in Celestia’s Golden Age--and bigger flag on a bigger pole. The only main difference were the large windows that looked out back onto the street of Five Points. Rover stood in front of the windows, looking worried.
“Look,” he said, pointing outwards. When I squinted, I spied not only several black-clad Cabalo guards, but Malo Caballo himself angling toward the front steps of the courthouse. My heart felt as if it was going to stop.
“Oh no no no no,” I moaned. “Not here, not now!”
“What’s wrong?” Scales said. “It’s just one of the Caballo sons . . . Mal or something. His dad’s in court right now; they should be out any moment.”
We all turned and stared at him.
“What?”
Shuya shook his head. “We need to find a way out of here: now. Your friends can find us somewhere else; staying here would be insane.”
“Agreed,” Rover said. He turned to Scales. “Is there another way out of here?”
“Yes, but close to the front of the building,” Scales said. “You can make it if you hurry.”
Without further ado, Rover galloped out of the office, followed closely by Shuya. I, however, hung back for a moment. “Are you going to be okay?” I said.
He waved a hoof. “Don’t worry about me; I’m just the hired help. Nopony’s gonna notice me, and certainly not when they’re chasing the three of you. So go, now.”
I nodded and hurried after Rover and Shuya. They were already halfway to the front desk, and I tried not to get left behind. It was then, however, that the front doors burst open and I realized we were too late.
Everything seemed to slow down right then. Rover and Shuya skidding to a stop near the front of the hallway. Malo walking in all cocky. Him noticing Rover and Shuya, and realizing who they were. Realizing he was looking at gang members who had somehow escaped his grasp. The shouted orders to his guards. Shuya and Rover managing to dive into two different offices in the front, but leaving me standing in the middle, exposed.
Still in exaggerated slow motion, the henchponies around Malo raised their weapons and prepared to fire. Without thinking, I dove into the nearest office just as bullets started chewing up the tile where I had been standing just moments before.
Luckily, the office I chose to dive into had its door open, and was unoccupied. For the most part, it was a carbon copy of Scales’ office, which suited me just fine. Fumbling, I reached down and pulled out the gun from its holster and tried to hold it in my trembling hooves.
I heard more gunfire being exchanged--presumably between Rover and the henchponies--but stayed put in the doorway. I realized a few moments later that my ears had started to ring from the sounds being echoed off the high ceilings of the courthouse. Then, the gunfire stopped for a second and I took a chance to peek out.
Rover was tucked in a doorway with his back to the door, seeming unhurt. The black-suited Caballo stallions were hiding behind the big desk out front. I didn’t see the secretary, so I didn’t know whether he was alive or dead.
Without warning, a large crash reverberated through the hall and an entire desk skidded out into the middle of the hall. The henchponies must have been as surprised as I was, because it took them a second too long to react when Shuya dove out of the office he had been hiding in and behind the desk. Splinters flew in all direction as bullets from the Caballo guns chewed at the wood, but the desk held.
With their fire focused on Shuya, Rover chose that moment to also dive for cover behind the desk, pulling his shotgun with him. By the time the henchponies had shifted their fire, he was already safe. With most of their ammo expended, then, the henchponies dropped behind their own cover to reload as Rover took a potshot at them, blowing a vase on top of the front desk into a thousand pieces.
I watched the battle go on for some time, the pistol still heavy in my hooves. Could I shoot it? Would I shoot it? I looked down at the little black weapon in my hooves. So tiny . . . so small. To think that something so small could do so much was terrifying. My mind drifted back to Chemiker. Yes, terrifying. Still, I had to do something.
I took a deep breath and held the weapon up to eye-level. I pointed the barrel in the general vicinity of one of the henchponies. Just . . . pull the trigger, right? I mean, he was shooting at my friends. It wasn’t wrong to return the favor, was it? No, it wasn’t. I was sure of that.
With one last held breath, I pulled the trigger and closed my eyes. Nothing. My ears were still ringing, so maybe I hadn’t heard it. But when I tried to shoot again, I got the same result. Meanwhile, Rover yanked the lever forward and back again and blew off a chunk of the front desk. I started to wonder what all the government employees were thinking.
I crouched back in the doorway and let out what amounted to somewhere between a laugh and sigh of relief. I hadn’t cocked the pistol; it was still waiting to be fired. I looked down at it again, but shook my head. I had to shoot; for Rover and Shuya. Especially Shuya, who crouched behind the desk and seemed to be mentally kicking himself for bringing the sword instead of a gun to a, well, gunfight.
Before I could raise my weapon again, however, the court doors at the back of the hallway burst open. Inside, I could see ponies in suits cowering behind benches. But not the three ponies who walked through the doorway. One was an older stallion with slicked-back hair and large glasses who had a sour expression on his face. Flanking him were two more stallions in dark suits, just like the ones in the lobby.
“Just what’s going on here?” he shouted.
I could see Shuya’s eyes widen at the sight of reinforcements as he realized that he and Rover were once again exposed to fire. On what looked like instinct, he grabbed the sword from it’s scabbard and, with a toss of his head, flung it through the air. For a long moment, it hung in the middle of the hallway, it’s deadly steel flashing as it spun end over end. It flew towards the elder Caballo, but one of the henchponies pulled him of the way into one of the side rooms, but wasn’t fast enough to prevent a long cut along the older pony’s flank.
The other henchpony dove to the other side of the hallway, and right towards my door. I must have been more hidden than I had thought, because he didn’t seem to notice me. I scooted back as he dove to cover behind my room’s door.
I could hear my own breathing quicken as I tried desperately to scramble away from him. He loomed so close . . . I could smell his breath and hear the sound of his suit as he panted from the dodging. It was a long few seconds until he noticed me.
When he did, his eyes alit and he pushed himself as far backwards as he could. I couldn’t tell . . . was his hoof reaching for a weapon, concealed in his clothes? I didn’t have time to think. Only to act. Swifter than I thought possible, I raised the gun to him and then, as if on automatic, I cocked the pistol, pulled the trigger, and all I saw was red.
My hoof kept slapped against the enlarged trigger a few more times until the gun finally jerked itself out of my hooves and fell to the ground. I didn’t even remember seeing it fire, just hearing the noise . . . and then I looked up.
Slumped against the wall was the Caballo henchpony. I’d missed one of the shots, and the other two had gone wild away from his chest, but I’d still gotten him. One had slashed across his flank, while the other left a nasty hole that oozed red in his back leg. He moaned pitifully and sank to the ground.
My stomach sank with them as I looked him over. He didn’t have any weapons on him . . . he was defenseless. With a gulp, I kicked the gun away to the other side of the room and rushed over to his side.
“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!” Like a broken wind-up doll, I kept repeating that as I stood next to him, not sure what to do. I was vaguely aware of the gunfight still going on outside the office, but all my attention was focused on him.
He grunted and shifted on his side. “S- Sorry,” he said weakly.
“No, no, don’t be sorry,” I whispered, looking at my hooves helplessly. “Is there . . . is there anything I can do?”
He coughed. “My jacket. The wound . . . needs pressure . . .”
I grabbed his jacket and pressed it against the literal holes in him. I pressed as hard as I could, even when I saw him wince. Whether it was to fight the thought that snaked into my mind that it was I who had done that or if I was just being careful, I didn’t know. Or, I did know, but didn’t want to admit it.
Outside, the gunfire ebbed, suddenly and briefly increased, and then went silent. I couldn’t see who’d won, and at the moment it didn’t matter. It wasn’t until Starshine suddenly appeared in the doorway that I figured out we had won.
“They told me you’d be in here,” she said. “Me and Ivory, we brought the police. Malo slipped out during the fight, but we got his father. We won.” Then, she suddenly seemed to realize exactly what I was doing, and a look of concern stitched itself across her face. “What happened here?”
“I shot him,” I said simply.
“Oh.”

	
		Episode 5: Think Tank



At some point, somepony had given me a blanket, which I kept tightly wrapped around myself. The police Starshine had shown up with had turned out to be a bit more . . . friendly than those I’d met before, and they’d been fairly gentle with us since they took us to their station. Hours had gone by, though, and I sat alone in the waiting room at the front of the station, afraid to drop into sleep. 
The only other occupant of the room was an old policemare at the front desk who boredly flipped through a newspaper on her desk. She hadn’t glanced my way since I came in, and hadn’t even looked up when some thoughtful officer had given me a cotton blanket. I clutched it tighter around myself and turned over in the uncomfortable wooden chair I had been assigned to.
On the ground near me was my camera bag and cape. And under the cape . . . the weapon. I shook my head. Don’t think about it. The cape seemed so silly now, too. What had I been thinking? Sure, Joya had given it for me to wear, but I’d been the one that had kept it on. Had I really thought I was some kind of hero? Probably, since I supposed it was everyone’s dream to be a hero. But it sure had backfired on me. At least the ringing in my ears was gone.
The door leading back into the depths of the police station on a dirty little block of the Fillydelphia slums opened, and a mare stepped out. Her metal wings screeched softly as they traced over each other. Starshine quietly closed the door behind her and took the seat beside me.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hey yourself,” I replied.
“What does that even mean?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
She bit her lip. “They said he’s going to make it, you know.”
“Who?”
“The pony that you, uh- well, you know.”
“Shot,” I said. “The pony I shot. Don’t try and sugarcoat it.”
Starshine slumped in her chair. “Right, shot, sorry. I thought for a second that maybe the best thing to do was not remind you of what happened.”
“Sorry, it’s just . . .” I began. “Just that I don’t want to forget it, you know? I mean, everypony around here has been treating me so delicately, like somehow I was the victim.” I pulled the blanket tighter around myself.
Starshine sighed and wrapped one steely wing around me. “Now, come on, it wasn’t all your fault. Nopony blames you for what happened . . . you were scared and he just burst in on you, and you had no way of knowing if he had a gun or not. It was just a simple mistake.”
“No mistake is ever simple,” I snapped. Her eyes widened a little. “What I did was my fault. Mine. I shot an unarmed stallion because I was scared and couldn’t control myself like a . . . like a schoolfilly!” I looked down. “What would Rainbow Remedy think of this? Heck, what will Grapevine think of this? If she was in my place, she would’ve solved the whole situation without having to resort to any of this.”
Starshine place a hoof on each of my shoulders. “But Grapevine wasn’t there: you were.”
“Unfortunately.”
She sighed and ran her hooves through her mane. “Yeah, well, bottom line is that you need to stop beating yourself up about it. We’re not done here; the police are keeping us through the night to ensure our protection, but tomorrow we’ve got to find a way to find all the captured gang members.”
“Did anypony else make it out?”
“One of the others gangs, the Warriors, made it out the other exit, but apparently they were hunted by the Caballos almost all day; that was what Malo was doing before he made it back to the courthouse,” she said, then smiled. “But hey, they made it out.”
I turned away. “Well good for them.”
Starshine threw up her hooves. “Are you going to be grumpy all night?”
“I was planning on it, yeah.”
“Well do you think you could at least be grumpy somewhere else?” She stood up and grabbed my hooves and pulled me out of my chair. “I came in here to ask if you’d want to watch the police and Ivory while they interviewed Malo’s father.” She started pulling me toward the door. “Come on!”
“Wait,” I said, “I thought you were going to give me a choice.”
“I was, but then you turned out to be all grumpy, so now you have to.” She beamed. “It’ll be more fun than staying here, that’s for sure.”
Her grip was closer to iron clamps than anything else, so I let her drag me through the station door and into the offices further in. I don’t even think the policemare at the desk noticed.
*        *        *

We were led to a room with no windows and only a wooden desk where another uniformed policemare sat, this one a unicorn, with a notepad and pencil. She stared at the blank wall like it was a window. In the corner of the room stood Shuya, leaning against the wall.
“So you got her,” he said to Starshine.
She nodded. “I found her moping out front; figured I would bring her back here.”
“Good.” He turned to me. “Are you doing okay?”
“What do you think?”
“I think you want that to stay a rhetorical question so you don’t have to answer,” he replied.
The policemare shushed the both of us and turned her attention back to . . . the wall. Suddenly, though, her horn began to glow and a massive section of the wall turned transparent like it was glass. On the other side, the old Caballo with his gray, slicked back mane and large glasses sat at a metal desk with his hooves cuffed in front of him. Across from him sat a policepony in a darker blue uniform than the others and a captain’s cap. Flanking him were Ivory and Rover.
“Do you know why you’re in here?” the policepony said.
“No, but I suspect you’ll be more than happy to tell me,” the older Caballo said in a clipped tone. He glared at all three of the figures across from him like it was ludicrous that they would even dare take him in.
“Your son,” Ivory said, placing a talon on the table. “Where is he?”
Caballo shrugged. “How should I know? Am I supposed to keep up with my son at all times?”
“Well we’d assume so,” the policepony said in a measured tone while glaring at Ivory. “You are, after all, the leader of the Caballo family in Fillydelphia, correct?”
Caballo sniffed. “I am, but what of it? I haven’t done anything illegal-” He chuckled. “. . . that you can prove.”
“No, you haven’t,” Ivory said, “but your son did.”
“The last time I checked, the law did not hold responsible the father for the sins of his son.” He turned and almost seemed to stare right at me through the wall, though from their reactions they couldn’t actually see us on the other side. “After all, was it not one of your ponies that shot my unarmed guard?
I looked at him through the transparent wall and gulped. Starshine and Shuya watched me, but I didn’t do anything that worried them, apparently, as they stopped after a moment or two.
“We are looking into that matter,” the policepony said, “but all evidence indicates that it was your guard that rushed the mare in question, and that she only acted on self-defense.”
Caballo sniffed. “Of course you would say that.”
Suddenly, Rover thumped a hoof on the table. “Just tell us where he is!” he said. “Where. Is. Your. Son?”
“To tell the truth, I don’t know,” Caballo said with a laugh. “We have more than one backup location in this city; he could be at any one of those. If you want to find out where he is, you will not get the information from me.”
Rover looked like he was about to hit the older Caballo, but the policepony held up a hoof. “Silence, both of you,” he said tersely. He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “I can see this interview isn’t getting anywhere for the time being. Until I get further reports, this meeting is over.” He stood up and grabbed Caballo by the hoof. “Come on, I’ll take you to your cell.”
The wall suddenly became opaque again and the policemare in front of me stopped writing. “Meeting’s over you three,” she said. “Time to clear out.”
We filed out of the room and the policemare disappeared to parts unknown within the station. Starshine grumbled. “What a waste of time,” she said.
“Did you expect it to be anything more?” Shuya asked.
“Well, I guess not, but it still would have been nice to know what we’re going to do tomorrow.”
“We?” I said.
Shuya shot Starshine a look. “You didn’t tell her?”
Starshine tired to smile. “Well, there wasn’t a whole lot of time and then we had to come watch the interview. . .” She looked around. “Though, really, you know this one better than I do, Shuya. Plus, Ivory wanted to see me in the lounge, so why don’t I leave this one to you?”
Before Shuya could say more, Starshine had scampered off down the hall. Shuya shook his head and turned to me. “I’ve known her for three hours and she’s already doing this . . . is she like this all the time?”
I shrugged. “She broke my wing within the first hour I knew her.”
Shuya eyes widened. “Wow.” There was a moment of pause between us. “So I guess you’re going to want answers, aren’t you?”
“I am kind of a reporter now, so yeah.”
He sighed. “Alright, well, do you mind if we walk while we talk? The air here feels like it’s suffocating me.” I nodded and we started to meander down one hall, neither of us really knowing where it led.
“Okay,” I said after a little while, “why are we participating in anything tomorrow? I mean, I thought the whole point of calling in the police was to get them to do their job and leave us out of it. Especially because, well . . . I’d rather keep yesterday from happening again.”
“Well for one, most of the policemares here have no idea what they’re doing,” Shuya said. “I talked with that interviewer a while back, and it turns out the only ponies working on the case are part of a think tank specifically made for tracking down the Caballo family.”
“Then why don’t they just track them down?”
“That’s the problem,” Shuya replied. “They don’t really know much. Before Pullmare’s decline, the Caballo they’re holding here in the station didn’t run the family here in Fillydelphia: his brother did. But when his brother burned inside the City Hall, Caballo took over the family and they kind of dropped off the radar; no killings or anything.”
“Until Malo, right?” I said.
“Yeah.”
We turned a corner and two policemares that had not been engaging in activity approved by the police quickly blushed and ducked into an office. Shuya seemed to take the sight quietly and didn’t make note of it, and neither did I.
“So what’s all this got to do with me?” I said. “Okay, so they aren’t having the best of luck on the case, but why are we still involved? I feel like I’m missing something here.”
Shuya awkwardly paused and looked away. When he finally spoke, he didn’t look me in the eye. “For one, the pony you shot? You’re still in the right as far as the law goes . . . but the police have decided to overlook a trial and everything if you help out.”
That stung. “They’re bribing me,” I said.
“Pretty much.” He sighed. “I mean, I’m sure they’re also just trying to protect you from the Caballo family’s lawyers. We know you didn’t mean to shoot him, but they way they argue . . .”
“Hey, uh, could we not talk about that?” I said. “Please?”
“Fine then, what else do you have on your mind?”
I stopped for a second to think. “You mentioned a mare,” I said at last. “Noriko, I think? What happened to her?”
“She got . . . swept up. We were trying to make our way to the tunnel, but so were about two dozen other gangs. I tried to hold on to her, but I- I couldn’t.” He stopped walking. “And now she’s with Malo with the others.”
I grimaced. “We’ll get her back, you’ll see. For now though, tell me about her. I mean, you seem to be majorly crushing on her . . .”
He raised an eyebrow. “Well don’t you seem nosy all of a sudden.”
“Just trying to keep your mind off of the other stuff, is all.”
“Yes, well, it’s working,” he admitted with a smile. “Because me and her, well, we had a little bit going on, I guess you could call it. Nothing serious, of course. Shogo--our little gang’s leader--wouldn’t allow it. He said that it was dangerous to fraternize.” He laughed sadly. “Guess it was.”
“Well why didn’t you and her just quit the gang?”
“You don’t simply quit a gang,” Shuya said. “Though, of course, Noriko wanted to try anyway. She wanted to go to Canterlot and be . . . something, I don’t remember. Wish I’d pay more attention, now.”
I could see the conversation starting to get away from me in a direction I did not want to go down, so I tried to change the subject. “Hey, something’s been nagging at me for a while.”
“Oh yeah, and what is that?” Shuya said, snapping out a little of his mood.
“Back in the tunnel . . . why’d you save me? Out of all the other ponies running past, why me? Besides the whole being stuck on the ground, of course.”
We stopped walking and planted our hooves in front of the door. Shuya smiled. “I was hoping you would say that.” He nodded to the door. “Because, to tell the truth, that’s not something I should be answering.”
The door indicated that the room beyond was filled with holding cells for the newer prisoners. Caballo would be one of them. “You want me to talk to a . . .crime boss . . . about this?” I said, not quite believing the whole thing.
Shuya laughed. “It was Ivory’s idea. He said the two of you could have quite the talk.”
“So this entire walk was . . .”
“A set up, yeah.” He winked. “Everything I said was true, though. I’m a stallion of my word, after all. We Neighponese have to stick to our honor if only to fit the stereotype, after all.” He trotted off, leaving me standing in front of the door. I didn’t really have a choice besides going in, I figured.
I turned the knob and went inside.
*        *        *

The holding cells were far cleaner than any jail I had ever seen. More like a hotel than the cell I had shared for a short time with Pullmare a few weeks back. The cells themselves were empty, save one at the very end of the row. The older Caballo lay glumly on a rough cot, looking up at the ceiling. I knocked on the cell’s bars to get his attention.
He snorted and sat up, blinking rapidly in the glare of fluorescent lights hanging from the ceiling. When he recognized who I was, he smiled. “Well, well, well,” he said. “I was beginning to doubt if you were going to show up.”
“My friends seemed to think it would be a good idea to speak with you,” I said. “So I didn’t really have a choice.”
“Oh, you always have a choice,” Caballo said lightly. “You just knew that, deep down, you wanted to talk to me.”
“Since when is a crime boss a philosopher?” I said.
“I’ve lived for quite some time . . . you pick some things up along the way.” He picked himself off the cot and walked up to me until the cell bars were the only thing separating us. “But now, would you happen to know why you decided to come see me?”
I shrugged. “Not really, and I can always leave if you keep this little act of yours up.”
Caballo laughed. “But you won’t, will you? Because I believe you came in here for one reason: you are feeling guilty.”
“Oh yeah, guilty of what? I don’t owe you anything.”
Caballo shook his head. “Of course you don’t feel guilty about me . . . but rather somepony close to me.” He smiled. “Tell me, Miss Flower, do you even know the name of the pony you shot? Or even better, what he looked like?”
I stood back a little bit. Because the truth was . . . I didn’t even remember what he looked like. In my head, the guard was just some kind of apparition . . . an embodiment of all the emotions that had been flying through my head as I pulled that trigger. Not somepony real. “No, no, I don’t know what he looked like,” I admitted.
“Then I suppose you wouldn’t know anything else, would you? And I imagine you won’t get a chance to at this point, either. Stalwart’s wife probably doesn’t want her husband’s shooter to show up, especially around their daughter. Poor little girl must be a wreck.”
“I-” I stammered. The words felt like hot iron being pressed into my brain. What guilt of mine that had started to subside came back with a vengeance. I could hear my knees shake as they threatened to give out from under me.
“But you never thought of that, did you? You must have assumed my guards were faceless . . . nameless. Just cannon fodder that you needed to remove on your  way to getting a stab at myself or my son. You never stopped to think about how much the life of a henchpony may matter, so long as you could delude yourself into thinking you were a hero.”
“I’m no hero,” I snapped. “And what, is this all that you wanted to do? Have me come down here  just to insult me and make me feel worse than I already am? It was an accident, okay? I can say sorry a thousand times and it won’t matter, and I know that.”
Caballo snorted. “There are no such things as accidents. Just actions that too little thought is put into.” Before I could respond, he held up a hoof and said, “But I did not want you down here to upset the great Minty Flower.”
“And now you’re just mocking me.”
He held up his hooves in mock self defense. “Oh no, most definitely not. Why would I mock you? You are, after all, more powerful than anypony else in this building.”
It was my turn to laugh. “I think you’ve got me confused with somepony else.”
“Do I?” Caballo said with a chuckle. “I believe, in fact, this is what that insipid hybrid of yours that calls himself Ivory wanted me to talk with you about. I would have protested, but I have nothing better to do in this little cell, and a good argument always gets my spirits up.”
“Alright, so what makes me so special then?” I said sharply.
“You work for the Chronicler, do you not?”
“Yeah, but just as a photographer. How in the wide, wide world of Equestria does that make me more powerful than you?”
“Simple,” he said. “I control ponies, yes . . . but only through methods considered undesirable to them. Money or weapons or simple fear is how I kept, er, keep my power. But you. You can control ponies by telling them what they’re supposed to think is most desirable. You can control how they feel about you.”
“Since when have I ever done that?” I said. “Grapevine and I just report . . . we don’t really influence anything.”
“You don’t?” Caballo said. “That’s news to me. Perhaps it was my imagination, but I seem to remember the wave of factories being investigated and shut down when your picture of Pullmare and your partner’s story went national. Not to even mention the little piece on the Germane that still has the Princesses talking angry with the government of Germaneigh.”
“That happened . . . because of our stories?” I said, not quite believing a word he was saying but wanting to all the same.
“Well, more like your stories hit along the vein that had been waiting to burst,” Caballo said. “But that is the essence of journalism, correct?”
“I don- I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know anything about this . . .”
“Ah, but you do!” he exclaimed. “I can see it in your eyes. You are excited to think that you have actual power. For once in your life, correct?” He laughed softly. “It is the same expression my son made when I allowed him to be in charge of my operations.”
I jumped back so hard my rump smacked against the wall behind me. “I’m nothing like him!” I said.
“No, I don’t think so . . . not yet, anyway. But I can see it in your eyes . . . you are feeling the weight of ponies turning to you because you’re their ‘easy way out’ of the problem. In a city so influenced by journalism, they presume you to have all the answers--that somehow you will automatically know what to do.”
“And just how would you know?” I said.
“How do you think it feels to run an organization like mine?”
I sat down on the cold concrete floor, but I barely felt it. The entire room seemed to swirl around me, out of control. I didn’t know what was even happening . . . or didn’t want to. “So this, this thing they’ve got going on tomorrow . . . they want me to do something for them, but I don’t know what. Since when does the police turn to a journalist for advice?”
“The price of fame,” Caballo said simply.
“Yes, but I don’t know what to do with that fame,” I said. “There’s nothing I can offer them as just some low-level reporter.”
Caballo just kind of looked at me funny. “Did you not hear anything I just said? You are a reporter, and deserve every emphasis on that word I can give. You have the most influence of any pony in this building, even if you can’t see it very well.”
I cross my hooves in front of my chest. “Okay, so I have some influence after the dust settles, but how am I supposed to use it right now?”
“Why, by using it the only way you can,” he said. “Lead them. To them, you have the answers: you’re the mare who stopped Pullmare and Chemiker, after all! Whether you like it or not, and whether the rest are aware of it, they already see you as the pony who knows how to deliver them from this crisis. Now, it’s simply a matter of whether you will assume that role or not."
My head started to hurt and the room started to seem very cramped. I stood up quickly and started backing away toward the door. “I think I’m going to need some time to . . . some time to think about this,” I said.
Caballo slunk back to the cot in his cell. “I don’t expect you to return,” he called after me. “But if you do, reflect first on what I’ve just told you!”
*        *        *

I stumbled half-blind through the police station until I found myself in the front lobby again. But even there didn’t seem to be the place I wanted to be . . . the place I needed to be. So I barged out the front door without a word. I thought I could hear the policemare at the front desk yell at me, but I ignored her.
It was dark outside, and the streetlights flickered on the cold, wet pavement. It was raining. Puddles splashed around me as I made my way down the street, not really knowing where I was going. It was like my mind had taken a backseat and I was just trying to let whatever instincts I had drive me.
I realized at some point that I was running, and slowed down. I stopped in front of one well-lit building and let the rain patter gently on my head as I caught my breath. It had been cathartic to run, but after a few minutes my legs burned from underuse. It hadn’t even occurred to me to fly. I also found, to my surprise, that I still had managed to hold on to my camerabag somehow.
The building I had planted myself in front of glowed brighter than the rest around it, so I decided to get a good look at it. It was a little less run-down than those around it, and painted in all white except for a green sun insignia on it. The hospital. Of course. It wasn’t an accident that I had brought myself--even subconsciously--to the hospital, I knew. Caballo must have had a bigger impact than I thought.
Still, I weighed my options and chose the one that required less guilt and walked through the front, glass double-doors. The inside, despite the somewhat shabby appearance of the outside, was as clean as any other hospital I had ever seen. The only difference was an almost out-of-place piano sitting right past the front doors.
The waiting room was surprisingly empty for such a late hour, and nopony appeared to be working the front desk. With a moment’s hesitation, I walked through double swinging doors into the interior of the hospital.
Past the doors, the building became another world entirely. Nurses skidded every which way and doctors were constantly trying to chat with just about every pony they could while orderlies wheeled around gurneys and equipment. It was a mad house.
It was also a mad house with a very burly security guard. He walked up to me and tapped me on the shoulder. “Who are you?” he said in a gruff voice.
“I’m, uh-” I stammered, suddenly remembering that I was, if nothing else, the perpetrator in a crime against one of the hospital’s patients. Perhaps it would have been better to think my flights of fancy through, said the part of my brain that reminded me that I had brushed my teeth shortly after I took a swig of orange juice.
The security guard looked like he was about to question me right out of the hospital’s front doors when a familiar voice stepped in on my defense. “She’s with me,” Ivory said, walking up behind the security guard. His half-pony, half-griffon form stuck out sorely within the confines of the hospital, but he didn’t seem to mind. His talons made a clacking sound on the tile below him.
The guard nodded to Ivory. “Well . . . alright then. If she’s with the police, then she’s fine. But nopony else besides her, got it?”
Ivory waved him off until we were alone. “Police, huh?” I said.
He shrugged. “I needed an excuse to get out of that station, and they wanted somepony to watch over that pesky little victim of yours. Figured I might as well be up for the job; us hippogriffs don’t sleep much.”
“Yeah . . .” I said, still cringing a little from the victim comment. “I, uh, talked to your friend in the jail cell.”
“Oh, Sabio and I go way back,” Ivory said. “Mostly as enemies, but he’s willing to talk your ear off over just about anything if you let him. I assume he’s the reason you’re here?”
“Uh, kind of,” I said. “I guess I just feel very, well, guilty.”
Ivory smiled. “As you should. There’s nothing wrong with feeling guilt for a wrong you committed. Only shows you’ve still got some morals left in you.”
“Right, well . . . can I see him?” I said.
Ivory grimaced. “That part’s a little tricky,” he said. “Depends on if he’ll let you, and what you have to say.”
“I just want to apologize,” I said. “That’s it. He can get mad at me if he wants and, well, he’d probably be right to. I just want him to know that I’m sorry.”
“That’s the Minty I hoped I would see,” Ivory said softly.
He led me down a few stark-white corridors to a plain room with a door marked only by a clipboard hanging from it. The name on it read, “Stalwart Defense.” So a name to match the memory, I supposed.
Ivory placed one talon on the door’s handle. “Are you ready?” he said.
“I don’t think I’ll ever be,” I replied.
“Good enough for me.” He pushed open the wide door and led me into the hospital room. The furniture inside was sparse: a hospital bed and single wooden chair in the corner by the window. In the hospital bed was Stalwart, swathed up in bandages and a hospital gown. Somehow, the sight of an admittedly-imposing stallion in what amounted to a lime-green frock took all of the intimidation out of his appearance. He was awake, but seemed to be staring at the chair rather than us.
I realized the chair was occupied. A filly no more than eight was curled up in it, apparently asleep. Her messy mane was splayed about her face in a way that was so familiar that it pained me and made me suddenly think of home.
“If you’re going to stay,” Stalwart said quietly without looking at us, “please shut the door. I don’t want the noise to wake her.”
Ivory obligingly did so, and Stalwart turned over in his bed to get a good look at us. He didn’t seem to even notice Ivory, however, when his eyes hit on me. Something between a grimace and a sneer appeared on his face. “What are you doing here? Come to gloat with your police protection?” He looked to his daughter again, almost as if he was afraid of what she might hear.
“I didn’t come for any of that,” I said quietly. “I came here from the police station to apologize for . . . what I did.”
“For shooting me.”
“Yeah, for that.”
He sighed. “You’re young, so I’m going to assume you thought this was an accident.”
I smiled a little. “Accidents don’t exist. I wasn’t careful and, worse, I wasn’t thinking. Everything I did was my fault . . . my fault for not keeping calm.”
“You’ve been talking to my boss.”
“Well, he’s right you know.”
Stalwart laughed quietly. “He usually is.” He coughed a little, though, and had to lie back down on the sheets. “It’s too bad he can’t come visit me, being in jail in all. He came last time . . . this isn’t my first time in the hospital for a bullet, after all.”
“He’s only in jail because the police seem to think they have a reason to hold him,” Ivory reminded him. “Not that I object . . . the details are not quite in favor of your boss.”
“They never have been,” Stalwart said. “At least, not since the kid started taking over. He’s the one that’s been doing all the killings and the hostile takeovers and all that crap. We don’t even get any money out of it, most times.”
“You seem very . . . forthcoming with this information,” Ivory said.
Stalwart shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter anymore, I don’t think. The boss was already talking about retiring to one of Celestia’s fiefdoms soon, anyway. And as for me, well . . .” He looked at his daughter still sleeping softly in the chair. “I can’t keep doing this. Maybe an honest guard job, but not this.”
“If you don’t like the job you have now,” Ivory said, “then why take it in the first place? You seem like a nice enough pony, after all.”
“Well glad you approve,” Stalwart said with a lopsided smile. Then, he sighed. “But you see, the organization wasn’t always like this, though. The Caballo family used to be, well, like a family. Sure, they did some bad things, but it was easy to overlook when they’ll take a street urchin like me and give him a decent chance at a real life.We didn’t even have to carry guns at all back in the day . . . one of the reasons I still don’t. Just a little muscle was all we needed.
Now, though, you’ve got all these little gangs springing up and The Boss’s son taking it as a personal offense. To tell the truth, the guns were supposed to be for intimidation, not suppression like they are now.”
“But Malo said that his father had ordered all of the smaller gang members to be shot when he was speaking at the stadium,” I said.
Stalwart snorted. “He obviously wasn’t using one of the oldest tricks in the book to get the audience to not totally hate him.”
Ivory snickered a little and I shuffled my hooves. I was suddenly starting to feel very out of my league among the two veterans of the Fillydelphia slums. What I wouldn’t have given to have Grapevine with me. Or better yet, Sterling.
Stalwart seemed to grow very tired and settled back into his bed. Ivory looked at the door and muttered, “I think we should go ahead and go.” Stalwart didn’t protest.
However, when Ivory started to walk toward the door, I stayed by the bedside. Stalwart looked at me through a half-lidded eye. “Is there something else you want?” he said.
“Just one thing,” I said. “Do you know where your boss’ son is?”
Stalwart shook his head. “Now that’s something you’ll have to ask The Boss about.”
“They already interviewed him; he said he had no idea where his son was.”
“And all of you believed him? To think all the time we spent in fear of the police being right on our flanks . . .” His expression softened a little. “I’ll tell you this, though: The Boss won’t be telling nopony nothing unless he thinks you’re worth telling it to.”
I nodded and started to move away from his bed toward Ivory. At least I knew I could get the information, if only the older Caballo thought well of me. Problem was, I don’t think he did. “Then I guess I’ll go,” I said. “Thanks . . . for everything. For talking and for forgiving. I won’t forget what I did, or you. I promise.”
Ivory opened the door and I was halfway out when Stalwart called out softly to me. “Hey, you,” he said. “If you’re not forgetting anything right now, then try not to forget that not all of us are bad colts. Some of us are just doing our jobs.”
He lay quiet on the bed after that and Ivory and I closed the door as gently as we could behind us. Ivory led me back through the hospital and into the waiting room before talking to me again. As per his name, he sat down on the piano’s bench and undid the covering on the keys, though he did not play.
“You feel any better?” he asked.
I nodded. “Yeah, a bit. It felt good to actually kind of confront it, you know?
“I would know a thing or two, yes,” Ivory said. “And I presume your talk with Mr. Caballo went well, too?”
“Not really,” I said. “I mean, he spent the whole time making me feel like I didn’t even know who I am . . . that I should start acting like a leader because the other ponies can see me as one .”
Ivory laughed. “I’m afraid to say that he’s mostly right on that one . . . the ponies at the station are under the presumption that bringing down corrupt ponies is your everyday job.”
“But I don’t even know how to be a leader!” I said.
“Take it from me,” Ivory said, “since I was, after all, the former leader of the Basterds if you haven’t figured it out yet; no leader ever knows what he or she wants to be . . . rather, a leader is a product of what the normal ponies want them to be, and they model themselves on old leaders as best they can.”
Ivory stretched his talons a bit and suddenly began to play a song on the piano. For some reason, I had expected it to be something longing or sad that fit the situation. Instead, it was upbeat and almost hyper. His claws flew over the keys he shared a name with.
“Let’s say tomorrow you decide to take up that role as their leader,” he said while still playing. “The choice you have now is who you will be if or when you lead them.”
“I, uh, I don’t know,” I said.
“Surely you’ve admired someone who was a leader before.”
I thought for a second. “Well there’s Grapevine, of course.”
“Good, good. But do you want to lead like she does?”
“Uh, I guess not . . .” I said. “I don’t think I could really be like her in that way.”
“Alright, then who else?”
Of course, I already knew the answer to that. I had known all along but somehow bringing up his name had seemed . . . uncouth. “Rainbow Remedy,” I said simply.
Ivory grinned and played a little faster. “I thought you’d choose him, ever since I heard about him, I figured he might have rubbed off on you a little. Now, all you have to do is be him.”
“But being him got himself killed,” I said quietly. “And, well, he had his flaws too . . .”
Ivory laughed and shook his head. “Of course he did; every leader does. But the point is to ignore those and to be the ideal that you saw them as, not what they really were. Be the pony that they burned into your mind.” He winked. “And then it’ll be your turn to do the same to somepony else.”
“I can . . . I mean, I guess I can at least try,” I said with as much determination as I could. “After all, they’re kind of expecting it, aren’t they?”
“Now you’re getting the idea.”
I looked around. “So . . .where do I start?”
Ivory finally stopped playing. “I would start with Mr. Caballo.”
*        *        *

Some time later, I burst in the door to the police station. The policemare at the front desk again looked up, but I didn’t care. This was the new Minty. Leader Minty. Or so I kept telling myself on the way over to the station. I had no idea what I was doing, but figured I had less of a chance to mess up that way.
I didn’t stop as I stomped down the station’s back hallways, brushing past several officers and even Shuya and Rover. For the life of me, I thought I saw Rover nod approvingly. 
Finally, I arrived at the entrance to the cell rooms. I swung the door opened and quickly made my way to Caballo’s cell.
“I was hoping you would come back,” he said with an amused grin. “What news do you have for me?”
I planted myself in front of his cell. “All I can tell you, is I’m going to stand here and you’re going to tell me exactly where your son is.”
“And why should I do that?”
“Because you need me as much as I need you. You need me to stop your son so your organization doesn’t spiral out of control.”
The older Caballo stallion smiled. “So it seems somepony matured a little tonight.” He stretched his back and walked up to the door of his cell. “Let’s begin, shall we?”

	
		Episode 5: Crescendo



The sun began to rise over the outer edge of Fillydelphia, illuminating both the downtown towers and slums in early morning light. Morning. I sat on the roof of the police station, my back against a radiator that hadn’t worked for years. A little chill whipped through the air, but I hardly noticed it. Sleep hadn’t come through the night as I had kept my position, but I hadn’t wanted it to. Too much on my mind.
Nearby, the early morning solace was broken with an angry snoring. Starshine was sprawled out on the blanket I had held against myself mere hours before, and had set almost immediately to sleep since we had made the trek up here. I envied her. She was able to sleep, content that I was going to be coming up with something for us to do.
The door to the roof banged open and Ivory carefully backed out. In his talons he cradled two cups of what looked and smelled like--much to my relief--coffee. He passed one to me. “Here, I thought you could use this.”
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said gratefully, draining the cup in large gulp.
Ivory laughed. “Long night, huh?”
“You could say that.”
“I get the feeling sleep was the last thing from your mind,” he said, sitting down beside me. “And I have a pretty good idea of what was the first thing on your mind.”
“Malo,” I muttered.
Ivory nodded. “Have you got a plan?”
“Does it look like I do?”
“Well, in situations like these, I suppose it isn’t too bad to not have a plan; it allows you to be more flexible.”
I smiled a little. “Then I must be the master of flexibility.”
The sun began its rapid early morning ascent into the sky, and soon we were both caught in its glare. Below, the sounds of ponies waking up and beginning the day’s activities could be heard.
“How’d the talk with Sabio go?” Ivory said at last.
“It was definitely . . . interesting,” I said. “He almost seemed to approve to me after a while. I’m still not sure how having the praise of a crimelord is supposed to make me feel.”
“Did he tell you where Malo is?”
I used one hoof to point out over the city, to a section that wasn’t quite near The Burb, but not quite near West Fillydelphia, either. It was a section in the middle where the last bit of land rose up in a plateau before finally becoming a plain. “He said their fallback location is up there, near the Heights. Whatever that means.”
Ivory’s expression darkened. “Then it seems our enemy has chosen a very appropriate place for our confrontation, whether he knows it or not.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“The Heights is a place of infamy in Fillydelphia history,” he explained. “It was once a hub of craftsponies and traders and the entire district flourished. But then, in the chaos of the parasprite attack that left the city in ruins, everypony in The Heights suddenly vanished, leaving behind only damaged buildings and the remains of the railroad tracks that once ran down the slope of the hill and into Fillydelphia proper.”
“They all disappeared?” I said. “I mean, I can understand most, but all . . . ?”
“Every last one.”
“Okay, so where did they all go? I mean, you make it sound like there were a lot of ponies there, so they all had to end up somewhere, right?”
Ivory shrugged. “Nopony knows. They just all apparently vanished, leaving the ruined buildings behind. And after the rest of the city was built back up by Pullmare, the Heights remained the same. The city government claimed it was because funding ran out, but we all used to hear stories about workers disappearing or saying they heard voices there.”
“But those are just stories, right?”
“I’d like to think so, yes.”
I gulped. “And we’re going to have to head over there to confront an armed and crazy crime boss with dozens of hostages while I don’t have any plan . . . sometimes I think this was the wrong city to come to.”
Ivory stood up and laughed. “I’m inclined to agree, but Fillydelphia is at least better with your help.”
I kicked at the ground. “Yeah, well, most of that was Grapevine and Rainbow Remedy. It’s not until now that it’s relying on me to do the saving by myself.”
“I’ll follow you anywhere, ma’am,” Ivory said with a wink and mock salute.
“Oh, is that so?” I said with a small grin. “Even knowing, unlike the others, how little of an idea I have of what I’m going to do?”
“Beats me having to come up with something,” Ivory said. “Besides, it’s exciting in a way. Just hopefully in a way that won’t get all of us killed.”
A voice groaned from beneath where we both stood, and looking down I realized I had forgotten about Starshine. “Do you both really need to talk so loud?” she muttered. She yawned and stretched her back, the metal of her wings gleaming in the sunlight.
“Sorry if we woke you,” I said. “You want us to leave you alone so you can sleep some more?”
She shook her head. “On a day like this? I might as well get up; I wouldn’t be able to get more sleep anyhow.” Starshine pulled herself into a standing position and looked at Ivory and I. “Well you two look a little down in the dumps. I thought we all wanted to see how badly Minty would screw this up.”
I glared at her, but Ivory answered for me, “We are . . . but it’s more the location we’re worried about.”
“What, is he like in some super-evil castle of doominess?”
“Malo’s holed up in the Heights, apparently,” I said.
Just like Ivory, Starshine’s cheerful mood was cut down to size. “Oh.” 
A small knot began to grow in my stomach. If Starshine could be brought down by the mere mention of that name, then how was I supposed to lead a bunch of ponies into that place? Not that I actually knew if I would be leading anypony . . . I wasn’t really clear on the details.
“So,” Ivory said, “clapping his talons together, “why don’t we go downstairs and see what’s happening and how all of this will be going down?”
“Sure, can’t wait,” Starshine said with exaggerated enthusiasm.
We left the roof behind while I cast one last glance at that particular area of the city. The Heights. This day was already turning out just wonderfully.
*        *        *

Ivory took us to the police’s locker room, where we found the others waiting for us. Shuya and Rover stood by themselves away from the gathered policeponies. The pony in the captain’s hat and dark blue uniform stood at the forefront of his forces.
“I see you found her,” the captain said to Ivory.
Ivory nodded and turned to me. “Minty,” he said, “this is Captain Law. He’s the head of this department’s squad in charge of tracking down the Caballos.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Flower,’ Law said. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve done most of our job in a single night. My hat’s off to you, really. But what’s most important to my squad right now is what exactly you found out from our prisoner.”
The policeponies all looked at me expectantly, as did Shuya and Rover. 
“I know the location of his son and, presumably, the prisoners,” I said.
“Which would be . . . ?”
“The Heights.”
There was no look of shock, and no murmurs of despair from the gathered policeponies. They were too experienced for that. Instead, they just looked at each other and their captain duly. 
Law, meanwhile, bit his lip.
“Any other information you’ve got for us?”
“It’s in an old municipal building,” I replied. “They’re probably holding the prisoners in the basement while Malo and his gang occupy the offices upstairs. There’s only one way to get to the upper offices, so they can defend it better.”
“Then our job’s going to be extra hard then,” Law said.
He turned to his officers, and then back to me. “Now, I’ve been hearing that you’re set on being some sort of leader, right?”
I nodded.
“Then if that’s true, what do you have in the way of a plan?”
I gulped. Of course he’d ask: why wouldn’t he? He was the captain, after all. Still, a part of me had hoped that he would save the questions until we were already at the building and I could judge the situation for myself.
“Well, uh, sir,” I began, “I believe I could, maybe, take a team into the basement to rescue the prisoners first. M- Mr. Caballo told me that the building’s sagging enough that we could make it in through holes in the structure.
“And, and-” I said as I fought to come up with something, “we could use the released prisoners to make a distraction and force Malo and his subordinates to come down from the offices and into the open, where your team could take care of them.”
“That’s quite the little plan you’ve got there,” Law said with a smirk. “But who exactly are you going to be leading?”
I paused. Right, I was supposed to get volunteers before announcing my dangerous plan. Oops.
“I’ll follow her,” Ivory spoke up. “The Basterds aren’t going to have to wait much longer on my account.”
Shuya walked over and stood beside Ivory and I. “If it’ll get Noriko back, then I’m in.”
“It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do,” Starshine said.
I looked over at Rover, who leaned heavily against one of the lockers. “What about you?” I asked.
He peered at me, then sighed. “I’ll go, but nopony is leading me anywhere. I’m just there until I find Scout and the Basterds, and then I’m gone.”
“So you’ve got your team, then?”
I smiled. “I think so, yeah.”
“Then go around to the front of the station; I’ll have somepony bring a car around for you all,” Law said. “Get in and we’ll wait for the prisoners to start streaming in before moving in ourselves.”
He smiled. “So don’t worry yourselves too much; you’ll have backup if things get rough, too. Enough gunshots and we’ll come in anyway.”
We exchanged goodbyes and the two teams separated. Mine filed into the waiting room at the front of the building so we could, well, wait on a car to be brought around. With the morning came the normal citizens, so we were forced to take a seat in a far corner of the room, away from the normal ponies and their normal business.
Once we were out of earshot, Ivory whispered, “If you have any sort of motivational speech, then now would be a good time to give it.”
I turned to face everypony. “Well, I’m not going to lie to anypony,” I said. “I don’t have some sort of speech, but I do have something to say. No guns. No knives, no swords . . . no weapons of any kind. If you want to follow me, then you’re going to have to do this without their help.”
Ivory gave me a look that I hoped was approval while Starshine flexed one leg. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to come, then,” she said, “because my whole body’s a weapon.”
I glared at her.
Shuya was at first reluctant to take off his scabbard with the sword  in it, but after a moment he bowed his head and did it. When he picked his head back up, he gave me a look that said, “You better know what you’re doing.”
Rover, however, steadfastly refused to take off his shotgun and holster. 
“You’re going to have to leave that behind,” I said evenly.
“I told you already that I’m not taking orders from you,” he said. “That plan of yours involves innocent gang members being used as a bait in a very dangerous game, so I’m not going in there without something to protect them. You may have a problem with guns, but I don’t see why your prejudice should have to affect me.”
“It’s not prejudice,” I snapped. “They already have guns, and lots of stallions to use them, so trying to fight them toe-to-toe would be suicide. But if we come unarmed, then we’re going to catch them off-guard, and find a way to beat them using our minds instead. That’s the only way to win against a force like this.”
Rover’s eyes narrowed. “You say that, but you don’t have a gang and marefriend to worry about who are trapped inside that building.”
“No, I don’t,” I said, “but if you bring that gun, then what you don’t have is a team to back you up. And good luck fighting Malo by yourself with that shotgun.”
His hooves shook while he did, but Rover removed his weapon and holster and put them on the ground next to me.
He leaned in close. “If you mess this up, I’ll never forgive you,” he whispered.
“Then I guess I have no choice but to not mess anything up,” I shot back.
After that, a policemare showed up and announced that they had brought a car around front for us. Ivory, Starshine, Shuya, and Rover all obediently filed out the door while I stayed behind a little while longer. The same policemare suddenly looked very nervous when I handed her both Rover’s shotgun and Shuya’s sword.
Before I left, she tapped me on the shoulder and indicated to a brown overcoat that was slung over her back. “The captain wanted you to have this,” she said. “He said it was to keep you safe.”
I accepted the coat and put it on as she walked away. There was a lump in one of the pockets, and when I pulled it out, it turned out to be a flare gun. To signal him in case of emergency, I supposed.
I put the gun back and headed outside to where everypony already occupied the car. It was a black-painted civilian model with no top, so even Ivory was able to fit in. Starshine occupied the front seat with Ivory beside her, while Shuya and Rover took up the back seat. A fact neither seemed to be too happy about.
“Since when do you drive?” I asked Starshine.
“Since we needed a getaway driver when I was still in the gang,” she replied. “Not all of us could fly, after all.”
I eventually decided to climb in and sit awkwardly between Ivory and Starshine in the front rather than try to get near Rover. He still looked sullen while he slouched in his seat.
Starshine put the car in gear and we rattled away from the police station just as the other team began filling their cars.
“Next stop: The Heights,” she said.
*        *        *

The Heights is a strange place. The atmosphere has a sort of ethereal effect that makes the skin crawl and all of your hairs stand up on end. Maybe it was because the sagging houses and businesses long ago picked clean of all valuables looked more like a graveyard than anything else. Creepy.
We followed the only road that appeared to have been used in the past decade, figuring that it was the only path that Malo and his crew could have taken. Even so, it was terribly bumpy and made my stomach swish about.
“How much farther?” Rover asked with an agitated tone.
“We’ll get there when we get there!” Starshine snapped.
“What are we going to do when we get there, anyway?” Ivory asked me quietly.
I shrugged. “I’ll think of something.”
“Then you may want to think of something fast, because I can see the building up ahead.”
I rose in my seat and could just barely see the shape of a large, official-looking building past the next turn. Electric lights blazed in the window, signalling the presence of Malo. Or ghosts. Hopefully not ghosts.
“Orders?” Ivory said with a smirk.
“Stop the car,” I said quickly.
A little too quickly, actually, since Starshine slammed on the brakes and sent us all flying forwards. I hit the dashboard and rubbed the spot where my head impacted a very large brass dial. 
“Thank you, Starshine,” I said.
“Any time.”
“Why’d we stop?” Rover demanded.
“We’re almost to the municipal building,” I said. “If we want to keep undetected, then we’ll need to go the rest of the way on foot.”
“Uh, Minty,” Starshine said, “I hate to break it to you but steamcars aren’t exactly silent. They’ve probably heard us coming for a while now.”
“Which is where you come in,” I said. “While the rest of us get out and sneak around the side of the municipal building, you’ll keep driving right up to the gate. There, just make something up about exploring or seeing the lights on and get them to send you away. It’ll make them reassured about the steamcar noise and be a good distraction.”
Starshine’s lip quivered. “But, but,” she said, “I wanted to be part of the fight too!”
“Well then stay close to the building,” I said. “I’ll give you a signal when we need your help.”
“What kind of signal?”
“Trust me, you’ll know it when you see it.”
“. . . fine.”
We all began to pile out of the car and started to make our way toward an ancient general store. However, Starshine stopped.
“Hey, Minty, wait a second,” she said.
I turned around. “Yeah?”
She reached down in the car and produced a black bag, which she tossed to me. I looked inside and found my camera, looking as great as it had ever been.
“I thought Ornate wanted you to have this?” I said.
Starshine smiled. “It looks better on you.”
I slung the bag over myself as she drove away, and joined the others inside the general store. It was gutted on the inside. Only a few old wrappers and boxes remained. Even the cash register was nothing more than a rusted outline from where it had been swiped some time before.
“This place just weirds me out,” Shuya muttered.
“What, are you saying you don’t like exploring mysterious and possibly haunted ruins?” Ivory said.
Shuya rolled his eyes.
We watched through the grimy front windows as Starshine turned the corner and started drawing closer and closer to the municipal building. The building itself sat in the center of a road lined with old stores and residences that ended abruptly at the uniform and slate gray facility. It must have been boring to look at even when the place was inhabited.
“Come on,” Rover said, indicating to a side door.
We followed alongside Starshine and her car as she crept down the street by breaking in and out of one store after the next. Beauty salons, clothes stores, and candy shops that were all deserted and long since looted. 
Finally, we came to a bar at the end of the row that was our last stop before Starshine met up with the guards. Between the bar and the municipal building was a chain-link fence and about fifty feet of a grass field with absolutely no cover.
“Are you sure this will work?” Shuya whispered.
“It’s our best bet,” I replied. While Starshine slowed on her approach to the guards’ little outpost at the front of the building, I mulled around the store. It was slightly nicer than the other buildings, and didn’t appear to have been looted. The tables and chairs and such were still there, though toppled over. Like there had been a sudden rush to get out.
It gave me the creeps, so I looked out the front windows. Across the street, on the right side, the buildings were in even worse states. The windows were in shards and the way the light played off of them, it looked like shadows moved inside them. Creepy, but not supernatural.
“She’s meeting the guards now,” Ivory told me.
Sure enough, Starshine had stopped in front of the guards and they seemed to be angling around to the driver’s side of the car.
We took that as our chance and bounded out the bar’s side door and into the grassy field. We ran across it, though tried to keep low enough to remain unseen. We weren’t able to stray too far to the right of the guards, however, since the grassy field ended suddenly in the plateau that gave The Heights their name.
While I moved, I was even able to get a look at West Fillydelphia back down below the plateau. Would have been nice to be down there, I thought.
But then I didn’t have any more time to think about it because we had arrived at the chain-link fence.
“Alright, what now?” Rover hissed as he kept a close eye on the guards who were still interrogating Starshine.
“Allow me,” Ivory said. He raised one talon with its glittering claws and took a hard swipe at the fence. A large section fell away with a soft clatter.
He smiled when he saw the look on our faces. “Sometimes, it pays to be a freakshow.”
Ivory went through the hole first, followed quickly by Shuya and Rover. I was last, but when I was halfway through I suddenly found that I couldn’t move. My mind started to panic and I lost all sane ideas to get through besides trying harder and harder to get through.
Rover, with a bemused look on his face, came over and unhooked a piece of my coat that had gotten caught in the fence, sending me sprawling to the ground on the other side.
“Thanks,” I said wearily.
“No problem,” he replied. “Lead on, ma’am.”
I shook my head before picking myself off the ground and continuing on. By that time, Starshine had been sent away, but the guards hadn’t noticed us. So far so good.
Malo’s hideout loomed over us, its unspoken challenge waiting for us on the inside. It was in considerably better shape than the buildings around it, giving a shocking contrast to the area.
“So what now?” Ivory said.
“We head around back,” I said. “Let’s find a way into the basement.”
*        *        *

The trek to the rear of the building was slow. Ivory had spied some guards up on the wooden roof, so we had to keep close to the wall and creep along it while making as little noise as possible. The area around the building was one giant concrete slab that reminded me of The Burb’s parking lots, though this one had numerous amounts of weeds sticking up through cracks.
Talking was out of the question, so we crept along in silence until we reached the edge of the building and moved around to the back. The rear in the building appeared to be much worse than the front.
Whole sections of wall were gone or hastily patched up, and the entire building sagged to one side as the foundation began to go out. 
“Well this place turned into a dump really fast,” Shuya said.
“Yeah, but how are we going to find a way into the basement?” Rover asked. “All the doors and holes lead to the first floor.”
Rover was right. There were a few rusted-out doors on the back as well as the holes, but they all were well off the ground. I looked around for an idea until I spied a set of wooden doors extruding from the ground next to the wall.
“Down there,” I said, pointing to it.
The doors had a padlock on them, but Ivory again made quick work of it. 
“You’re kind of scary,” I remarked.
“Kind of? Guess I need to try harder.”
The opened doors revealed nothing but blackness, so we had to drop down inside to get a handle on what was going on. We were in a large room that stretched out at least one hundred feet from side to side. There was no light except what was coming from the open doors and holes in the ceiling.
It took a moment to my eyes adjust and reveal to me what I was seeing. Cages lined the walls, and each was filled with gang members from the amphitheatre. They sat defeatedly in their little metal boxes with their heads down and backs against the wall. Some talked very quietly amongst themselves, but most stayed silent.
They didn’t seem to have noticed us yet, so their expressions remained dour. Rover didn’t wait for his presence to be noted, however.
“Scout!” he called, not even bothering to check for guards. Luckily, there didn’t seem to be any. “Scout, are you there?”
The ponies in the nearest cages certainly heard us, and rose from the ground and pressed against the bars of their cells. The sight of a familiar gang leader come to rescue them seemed to pick up their spirits, and they all began chattering excitedly.
Rover didn’t care, though. He continued to call for Scout until he heard the faint answering, “Rover!”
Ivory and I followed Rover to a cage on the far side of the room while Shuya took his own path toward Noriko. The cage Scout was in was also filled with some of the Basterds, who looked up in surprise and joy when we arrived.
“Scout!” Rover cried as he pressed himself against the cage, almost trying to force his way bodily inside.
Scout pressed herself against him from the other side and they hung there for a moment. A fairly awkward moment for Ivory and I, and we both pretty much towed the ground and didn’t look at one another.
Soon, though, came the task of getting them out. Rover started to tug on the lock, but Scout held her hoof in the way.
“What gives?” Rover said.
“The locks . . .” Scout said.
Now that I noticed it, none of the other gang members in the other cages were too set on trying to undo their locks and escape.
“They’re rigged with some sort of magic,” she continued. “If any of us try to escape, the magic is set off and everypony inside . . . well, you can guess.”
She shuddered.
“Malo, he, uh, he gave us all a demonstration before he locked us in. We know they work.”
“How’d Malo get cages like that?” I asked.
“He didn’t; they were already here.”
Rover banged his hoof against the cage in anger, sending the sound of rattling bars through the air. “Of course!” he said. “I get so close and then they do this. Malo’s just got a plan for everything, huh?”
“Calm down,” I told him.
He whirled around to face me.
“Calm down? Malo has Scout and my gang locked in a cage that’ll kill them if they try to escape, and you want me to calm down?!”
“Uh, yeah,” I said. “I’ve got a plan.”
*        *        *

The plan wasn’t exactly complex, but I figured it would work best that way. The best plans are the ones easiest to pull off, after all. Right?
The cage across from Scout’s--the one closest to the door--was empty. So, I came up with a pretty simple idea: throw something inside it, like my camera bag, close the door, and then try to open it again. When it fried my bag inside, it would be loud enough for the guards to hear and they would come running to scrape off whatever was left of the unfortunate pony.
After that, it would only be a simple matter of knocking the guards out and taking their keys.
The plan even went off pretty well, too. We had Shuya stand at the cage to make “dying sounds” that sounded disturbingly real while Ivory and Rover waited by each side of the door.
The cage itself made a shocking sight, followed by my camera bag glowing white and fizzing away into a pile of ash. It hurt to watch it go, but at the same time I would have sacrificed everything I owned to save the ponies in the cages. 
We all remained quiet as the door to the basement opened and a couple of Malo’s guards walked through. They were well-prepared, even though they assumed that it was only a few prisoners frying themselves.
Their drum-fed submachine guns were held at the ready as they walked into the room. 
Unfortunately for them, of course, their enemies were now behind them instead of in front. The first guard Ivory hit in the back of the head with a piece of rubble went down without resistance, and the other only required an extra kick from Rover to fall silent.
“Well . . . that wasn’t too bad,” Shuya said.
We were all smiles while Ivory collected the keys and thought we looked pretty triumphant. That was, until we figured out that the guards worked in three’s. 
While Ivory and Rover had been busy with the other two, the other guard had lagged behind and watched the entire event unfold. Before we could stop him, he placed a silver whistle from around his neck into his mouth and started to blow as he ran in the other direction.
Rover and Shuya stood shocked while Ivory looked to me.
“Get all the prisoners out now!” I said. “Take them out through the front where the police will see you; I’ll distract the guards.”
“How exactly are you going to distract that many guards with guns?”
“I’ll think of something!”
Before he could protest further, I took off after the wayward guard down the halls of the municipal building. They were all slate-gray and very boring, though at least they weren’t able to distract me while I chased the guard. 
I began to lose ground on him about the time I re-discovered I had wings, so I took to the air despite the cramped ceiling and dove after him. 
Even with my added speed, however, I was not able to tackle him to the ground until we slid into a large, central chamber in the building. It was just after the main entryway and was little more than a cavernous room that had once had fancy decorations and also contained a balcony with a wide stairway leading up to it as well.
Oh, and it had Malo and about ten guards. I probably should have mentioned that first.
They all kind of stared at me while I lay on top of their guard in a composition that would have been compromising had the roles been switched. Even so, I took the opportunity to grab the unfortunate guard by the neck and haul him up in front of me.
“Nopony move!” I yelled.
Seeing as how I didn’t actually have anything to threaten the struggling guard with, his comrades made the decision to move by training their guns on to me.
Malo looked down on me from the balcony. “Who are you and how exactly do you intend to threaten my guard without a weapon?” he demanded.
“My name is Minty Flower,” I said, “and I kind of figured that hearing my name would make you want to kill me, so you’ll have to get through your guard first if you want that.”
Malo’s eyes flashed. “Minty Flower . . . Minty Flower of the Chronicler? The one who ended Pullmare’s reign?!”
I smirked. “That’d be me.”
His eyes narrowed. “Kill her and make sure there’s nothing left. She’ll pay for what she did to our family.”
The guards raised their weapons and my heart started beating fast. Probably almost as fast as the stallion I held in front of me. 
“W- Wait,” I said. “Why not fight me one on one? That way, you get to beat me yourself rather than letting your guards do it.”
He laughed. “Sorry, but I’m no fool. Fight you by myself and risk you overpowering me when I can just gun you down? I don’t think so.”
The guards raised their guns again, and I had to rack my brain for one last solution before his gun-toting stallions turned me into the pony formerly known as Minty.
“Well that’s what I figured you’d say,” I said.
“Excuse me?” he said.
“Well, you have no honor; you won’t fight me one-on-one because you’re too afraid of losing.” I winked. “At least, that’s what your father said.”
I could almost see the veins bulging out on his head.
“You talked . . . with my . . . father?!”
“Of course I did,” I said. “He’s working for the police now, didn’t you know? He’s so ashamed of his son that he’s helping us catch you. How do you think we found you? Malo, he’s given up on you.”
Malo shook with rage, but he probably would have still kept his cool if one of his other guards hadn’t come in at that moment to announce that the prisoners were escaping. That was enough to blow his top off.
“All of you, go find them! Kill them all!” he shouted, then turned to me. “I’ll deal with this one myself.”
The guards grabbed their weapons and rushed out of the room. I even let go of my grip on the stallion I was holding and he scrambled after his comrades. 
I didn’t actually know what I was supposed to get out of the fight, but was just glad to not be shot. However, when I looked up to where Malo was standing, I got another idea. 
“If you want to fight, then let’s fight,” Malo taunted. “Unless, of course, you’d rather me debase myself and go down there.”
I smiled. “Oh no, I’d much rather face you on higher ground.” 
Before he could change his mind, I rushed up the stairs toward the balcony. Problem was, I had counted on him taking the initiative on my hurry. Near the top of the stairs, a kick from Malo into my chest sent me crashing into the wall with a loud thump.
That one blow didn’t give me any respite, however. I slumped to the floor, but Malo just as soon picked me up and hurled me on to the floor farther away from the stairs. I tried to get up, but the wind rushed from my lungs as his hoof connected with my stomach. 
No sooner than that was over, my head snapped back as he struck my chin. Stars dance in front of my eyes and I coughed. Again, he picked me up, and again threw me across the landing, this time all the way to the balcony.
I struggled to stand up, but when I did he settled for hitting me in the stomach again. Somehow, I stayed on my fight.
“You like that, huh?” he said. “Where’s my honor now? Is it in your stomach?” A kick. “Your face?” A punch to the jaw.
He laughed. “What? You afraid now because you can’t fight me, even one-on-one? Face it, you’ve lost.”
“R- Really?” I said. I tried to laugh, but it came out more as a cough. “I think I’m the one winning here.”
He slapped me across the face. “Really? You call this winning?”
I smiled. “Yeah, see, if I had tried to fight you, I might have won, but by letting you hit me, I was able to do this.”
I pulled out the flare gun from my coat pocket and pointed it at him.
“Really? A flare gun? That’s your big plan?” he said.
“No, this is.” I pointed it at the ceiling, toward a small hole in the aging roof I had spotted earlier, and pulled the trigger. The flare shot up and out of the hole, straight and true.
Malo cringed and covered his face with his hooves. When he saw that nothing was attacking him at the moment, he let them down and faced me again with a smirk on his face. “Looks like your little plan failed, then. What were you trying to do?”
I didn’t say anything, but looked up at the hole directly above me and sidestepped out of the way. “You may not want to be standing there for much longer,” I said.
“And why not?”
I looked up at the hole again, and could hear the sound of metal scraping on metal descending rapidly towards us. “On account of that.”
Suddenly, the roof above Malo burst apart as Starshine came sailing through, using her wings to buffer her from the wood. Her speed kept her going and she impacted into the balcony both Mal and I were standing on, and the darn thing splintered and cracked and began to fall, taking us with it.
In fact, the whole thing began to fall. Apparently, the aging hadn’t been too kind to the old municipal building, and the roof coming apart just about did her in. Sections of the wall and roofbeams fell down around us. Even a few pipes and hoses came down with them.
Starshine lay on the ground next to me under a pile of rubble while I had managed to land clear of the debris.
“Minty?” she said.
“Yeah, Starshine?”
“Never let me do that again.”
I smiled. “I’ll try not to.”
I offered a hoof and helped ease her out of the wreckage, and she shook some splinters out of her hair. “Still, you have to admit that was pretty great.”
I looked up at the hole she had torn that was still working on consuming the entire roof. “Yeah, I’d say it was.”
Starshine informed me that the police had arrived with backup and were mopping up Malo’s crew, so I was starting to feel mighty proud of myself. So proud, in fact, that I let my guard down long enough for Malo to get up from the wreckage and grab himself a submachine gun.
“Alright you two!” he yelled. “I’ve had enough of the both of you! If I don’t do anything else, I’ll at least make sure you two don’t make it out of here in one piece!”
He backed us toward the wall with his gun, until we were pressed up against the cracking concrete. There was a hissing pipe next to my leg, which I looked down at in disbelief because I had one more idea. If that didn’t count for something, I didn’t know what did.
Because, see, when I’d gotten my first camera, I’d decided to play with it. My father hadn’t approved of me taking it apart, however, so I’d had to mess with it in the barn, near the compost pile. And, as one half-burned barn had taught me later, compost makes gas.
“Hey, uh, Malo?” I said.
“No, no more questions!” he screamed, cocking the trigger. “You’re going to die now!”
While I still had my chance, I pulled out my camera and undid the flash until the bare bulb was revealed. “You may not want to do that,” I said.
He put his hoof on the trigger. “Give me one good reason.”
I placed my own hoof on my camera’s flash. “Because, see that little hissing pipe right there? That’s going to be the gas line, and if this camera goes off, then so does this entire building. You hear me?”
He didn’t seem to believe me at first, but the gun started to shake as he kept looking between the broken pipe and my camera. I think it eventually dawned on him that even if I was wrong, it wasn’t worth his life to find out.
Finally, he sank to his knees and let the gun clatter against the ground. He seemed to look at the ground in horror.
“I . . . I can’t win,” he said. “I was so careful . . . the cages, and the guards, and the guns . . . but all of you still win! My father always wins! No matter what I do, you find a way to one-up it!”
He kind of just lay down on his side on the floor in a defeated heap. “. . . you beat me.”
Starshine and I walked over to the lump on the ground that we had so feared before. Now, he looked more like a spoiled little kid who had run out of ways to win with pure force. Which, I guess, he pretty much was.
“You know,” I said, “have you ever thought that just maybe, if you do so many bad things, it’ll all come back to you?” I smiled to Starshine. “And that if you try and act good, sometimes you get a little lucky?”
He thumped his head on the ground and groaned.
*        *        *

The police showed up a while later and collected Malo, who gave no protest other than to give me a death look while they took him away. I just gave him my biggest smile and tried not to act too smug with myself.
Ivory and Rover ended up working with the gangs, because apparently Shuya, Noriko, and some other pony named Shogo had disappeared not too long after they were freed, and didn’t look likely to come back. I didn’t blame them, though; a scare like this was probably more than enough to keep them away from the gang life forever, and they weren’t the only ones who had run off.
Rover seemed happy and content where he was, though, managing his gang with Scout at his side. And, well, Ivory just seemed to like getting to boss ponies around a little bit. The police appointed him to do that so they could search the building more, and maybe find out a little bit more about those cages.
As for me and Starshine, we ended up on the roof looking down at the scene below. Starshine kicked her legs in the open air below her, and munched on some carrots that she’d snagged when they’d passed them out to the former prisoners earlier.
“So how’d you like being leader for a day?” she said.
“It was . . . interesting,” I replied. “Kind of nice, though also really scary. I’m just glad it turned out as well as it did.”
“Well you did have a little help,” she said. “And I wouldn’t call those bruises a good thing.”
“Hey, all part of the plan.”
We both shared a laugh over that and settled in to watch the work go on below. Specifically, the part of cleaning up that we didn’t have to do. Hero’s privilege, I guess. Not that the bandages wrapped around her hooves or my waist and head would have let us do much.
“So what now?” she asked at last.
“What do you mean?”
“You got your first taste of being a leader . . . so what are you going to do now?”
I lay back on the warm part of the roof that was still intact. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll need to write those notes for Ornate to pass on to Grapevine, and I can let you take the picture, since that’s what he wants. After that, I guess I’ll just wait up for Sterling.”
“Oh? You two going to be doing anything?”
“Yeah, he’s bringing me with him to Las Pegasus for some expo or whatever. I’m pretty excited to get out of the city again, honestly.”
Starshine smirked. “I would be too.” She looked away for a moment, then cleared her throat. “You know, you could ask me about him.”
“Who, Sterling?”
“Of course, dummy! You’ve only been dating him for like a month, and you haven’t even asked the mare that’s known him for years about him!”
She was right. I’d kind of forgot about her after the Summer Sun Celebration all the way until The Burb, and even after that I didn’t speak to her until yesterday. But with an entire week left of nothing to do, I might stand to spend a little time with her.
“Well, what do you know?” I said.
She grinned. “Well for one, he’s horribly afraid of cats . . .”
*        O        *

End: Episode 5: Gangs of Fillydelphia

Next: Episode 6: Rolling Stone


	
		Episode 6: Another Freak, In The Freak Kingdom



We were somewhere around Dodge Junction on the edge of the desert when the euphoria began to take hold. I remember saying something like, “You look lightheaded, Sterling, maybe I should drive . . .” And suddenly there was a terrible roar all around us and the sky suddenly opened up as the sun’s rays beat down on the car, which was going about a hundred miles an hour with the top down to Las Pegasus. And a voice was screaming: “Holy Celestia, we’re doing it! We’re actually doing it! We’re going to Las Pegasus!”
Then it was quiet again. Sterling was laying back in his seat with his shirt open and kept only one hoof on the steering wheel. “Just now sinking in, huh?” he said, staring up at the sun with round Wonderbolt sunglasses.
“Never mind,” I said. “Pull over; I need to stretch again.” He eased on the brakes and steered the red convertible toward the shoulder of the dusty highway. There was no point in trying to explain my outburst, I thought. He wouldn’t understand.
It was almost noon, and we still had more than a hundred miles to go. They would be tough miles. We were tired and battered from the unpaved roads outside the civilized areas of Equestria. But there was no going back, and little time to rest. Press registration for the fabulous Las Pegasus Inventor’s Expo was already underway, and we would have to be there by four to claim our soundproof suite. The bits Sterling had stashed away for a room had been spent on last minute additions to the car, so we were relying on the generosity of Ornate for a room. I was a professional journalist now, after all, and had an obligation to cover the story, for good or ill.
The Chronicler’s new financiers had also given me three hundred bits in cash, most of which was already spent on a handsome set of leather luggage, a novelty floral shirt I now wore, and a floppy, wide-brimmed hat. The trunk of the car with my luggage and Sterling’s tools made us out to be a mobile mad science lab. He had all manners of tools: little tweezers that could pick the wings off a fly, wrenches that could adjust the bolts on a battleship, and indeterminate machinery that whizzed and buzzed and had flashing lights covering them so I knew they were important. We also had several drums of what Sterling referred to as gasoline, and had picked up a case of bottled drinks that fizzed in your mouth and tasted like a very tangy orange. A mare at the station had told us that they were safer to drink while driving.
All of this had been loaded the night before in a hurried rush in front of Joya’s house. I had discovered that I had nothing to take my things in since my carpetbag had been lost long before, thus the necessity of buying an entire set. I had never traveled so far from . . . anywhere, really, and needed to be prepared.
And just like that, I had ended up on a long, windy road that stretched further and further west in a rolling experiment. She was Sterling’s pride and joy, and a sight to behold. She was a monster, and a beauty. A monster of a beauty. Cherry red, with a massive engine that growled and roared and fired explosions just to propel itself down the road at speeds never attempted before by ponykind.
When I finished stretching my tired and cooped up muscles, we climbed back in the machine and Sterling started it with a crack of heat and metal and we were off, roaring down the highway at a comfortable ninety miles an hour straight on toward Las Pegasus. If we rode hard, we would make it just in time.
Either way, it was going to be quite the ride.


“Minty, this is the way to travel,” said Sterling. He tapped one of the dials on the dash and kept humming along with the rhythm section of a nameless tune. “I wish we installed a radio,” he muttered. He started singing softly to the old song. “One toke over the line, sweet Celestia, one take over the line . . .”
One toke? Maybe good enough for him, but I wanted more. I had thought about grabbing the wireless for the trip, but went against it. The roar of the sunbaked desert as it flew past us was enough for me. When the trees died and fertile land gave away . . . I felt more free than I had been since I came to Fillydelphia.
The faster we rode, the more frantic Sterling’s humming got. A constant speed was best for gas mileage, he told me, so it was good to keep a steady rhythm going. I was glad; the quick bursts of acceleration that had punctuated our trip out of the city had left me feeling woozy.
Sterling was the first to see the hitchhiker. “Hey, someone’s looking for a lift,” he said, and before I could give a thought to protest he was aiming the convertible toward the side of the road where a ratty mare with this big grin on her face waited for us.
“I’ve never seen a car like this!” she said. “It doesn’t have a smokestack or nothing!”
“Of course you haven’t,” Sterling snapped. “This car is a whole new breed of motor machine. It’s the dawn of the gasoline age . . . are you ready?”
The mare nodded eagerly and we rode off. I turned in my seat to reassure her that our speeds were, in fact, a controlled experiment when I realized that I recognized her bright orange face: she was the mare with the carrot stand back on Serenity after my night with Pullmare! Sweet Celestia, what were the odds?
From the look of her, she came to the same conclusion a few moments after I did, and her face lit up like a Cloudsdale Candle. “It’s you!” she said. “That mare about how to buy carrots!”
I nodded. “You’ve got it right, miss.”
“Wow, just to think . . . you look so different! So much older!”
Sterling grinned from the drivers seat and thumped his hoof on the dash. He was laughing. I smacked him in the back of the head, then put on my best adult voice.
“I’ve been through a lot since that morning. I’ve seen things, you get me? And I’m on my way to see more!”
She gasped. “Are you going to Los Celestias too? I’m going there to start a business; since the banks started to close back in Filly, ponies have been leaving right and left.”
“Los Celestias? Heck no!” I scrambled into the backseat beside her and put a hoof around her neck. “We’re on our way to the fabulous Las Pegasus Inventor’s Expo, the biggest inventor’s meeting in the whole world! And you want to know why I’m going along with this fine fellow behind the wheel?”
She nodded.
“To find my dream of being the greatest reporter in the world, no matter the cost! This assignment has extreme overtones of personal danger and mass hysteria, but that won’t stop me, not ever!”
She swallowed. “Wow.”
“You want me to tell you about it?”
“What?”
“Never mind, let’s just get right to the heart of it. You see, just yesterday I was sitting on a stool in my friend Joya’s house when the phone started to ring. I don’t trust that madmare’s technology, so I naturally let my landlord answer it. You know what she told me? She told me, ‘This is the call you’ve been waiting for.’”
I laughed and slapped my knee. “And you know what? She was right! This was the call I had been waiting for since I arrived at that alicornforsaken city in the first place. Do you follow me?”
The mare’s face was a mask of pure bewilderment. I blundered on: “I want you to understand that the colt at the front wheel is not just an inventor, but my coltfriend! Not just some stallion of ill repute that I picked up for a high speed trip to Las Pegasus. But it doesn’t matter, yes? We have a story to get back to!”
I could tell she was starting to tremble a little. But why? There were bad vibrations here, I was sure of it. Did she not believe me? Because my story was true. I was certain of that. And if she were to know why a high speed trip to Las Pegasus was necessary, then I would have to start at the beginning.
*        *        *

I had been sitting on a stool in Joya’s foyer holding up a yard of fabric while she made precise cuts in it when the phone began to ring. She’d gotten it, of course, and made some excited noises into the receiver before hanging up and coming at me with a wide smile.
“That was for you,” she said. “It was Ornate.”
“Oh yeah, and what about?”
She clapped her hooves together. “Grapevine told him about your trip to Las Pegasus tomorrow. So he wants you on assignment.”
“More note taking?” I said. My notes on the last investigation with Ivory and Starshine had passed through Grapevine and hit the front paper of the increasingly-circulating Chronicler like a megaspell. Stories about ponies poorer than the average reader sold, and sold well. It’s easy to feel better about yourself when you read about those worse off.
Joya shook her head and her smile grew wider. “He wants you to have your very own reporting case! He said Grapevine will still be editing it, but you’ll still have free reign on the story.”
I want to say I was humble, but that would be a horrible lie. I probably knocked over at least five stands and sent her cloth flying everywhere. How could I not? I was taking my own destiny by the neck and screaming, “You hear that, you son of a bitch? It’s my turn now!”
Sterling was due to arrive at six—it was around five-thirty at that time—so I realized that I must be better prepared than I already was. The first point of order was for Joya to call Ornate back and request for him to set up the hotel and everything. If I was to write, I was going to need quiet.
While she did that, I went to pack, a task I had put off as long as possible to avoid the unneeded stress until it was too late to have anything else. That was when I found out about my missing carpetbag. I searched high and low for it until Joya informed me she had thrown it out weeks before.
She said it like it was no big deal. Of course it was a big deal! It was my family’s for a long time . . . one of our few passed-down possessions. But then, I thought, that could be a good thing. I was abandoning the traditions; they were just blowin’ in the wind. 
The only thing I took in the end was a crinkled list on a piece of paper with a coffee stain that contained every single bit of Starshine’s information about Sterling. His likes, dislikes, interests, all of that. I’d asked her to make one after we’d talked for a grueling three hours about my other while I fought heat and sheer exhaustion from trying to remember it all.
While I waited for Sterling to show up, I looked down at it. They were numbered in Starshine’s neat calligraphy and ordered by the most important to the least. Some items included “Never wake up before eight,” (number eighteen) and, “Hates singing in front of crowds,” (one hundred and twelve).
Seven minutes past the hour, Sterling arrived in a shining red machine that radiated sex and muscle in one complete package. The tiles were fresh rubber that still burned with asphalt in the grooves and the windshield was freshly washed.
“This is what we’re taking to Las Pegasus?” I asked.
He nodded. “Driving straight there starting early tomorrow. It’ll be on display at the expo once we get there, so we can’t ride it too hard.”
It felt like a crime to use such a beautiful machine for menial work, but I explained my suitcase predicament to Sterling and he eventually agreed to use the car for our errand. Six o’clock on a Sunday night isn’t the best time for shopping in Fillydelphia, and the sun was sinking behind the steel towers downtown by the time we found a wholesaler out on the edge of West Fillydelphia that was willing to sell luggage to us.
At first, he thought us to be robbers, and only spoke to us through the mail slot until we made it clear that we were there only to purchase goods from him. Even then, he was reluctant to sell us anything when he could be closing, and didn’t let me look at any of his suitcases until I agreed to buy an entire set.
The shopkeeper opened the door only enough to let us in and showed us his luggage section. There were various bags done in the old carpet style and all for cheaper prices, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off the modern luggage. 
Pure, Equestrian steel and decorated in leather, they were the finest quality in the shop and I had to have them. When checking into a fancy hotel like the one surely awaiting us in Las Pegasus, presentation is a must. Even if I never ended up using the bags again—or even didn’t fill them up all the way—it would be worth it.
“Say, what are you two doing with all this luggage, anyway?” the nervous colt in charge of the store asked.
I stopped caressing a set of candy-apple red suitcases that matched the car only long enough to answer. “We’re going to Las Pegasus tomorrow. We need to be ready for anything, oh yes!”
The clerk seemed to accept that, but Sterling came over to question me. “Why are you acting so giddy?” he asked me.
“It just hit me,” I whispered back. “We’re going to Las Pegasus! Actually going! I’m getting out of this city finally, and with you.” His answer was a lopsided grin that I returned.
I paid the clerk in the backlog of bits that I’d been saving up from my paychecks that I had no use spending on anything besides rent. Sterling and I carted the luggage out to his car and threw it all in the trunk along with the equipment already in there.
We drove back to Joya’s and spent the night together in his backseat as an added measure to prevent theft. It wouldn’t have been hard to tell the car was occupied, from the noise we made. Afterward, we looked up at the stars for a while and fell asleep. Around five in the morning, we ate breakfast at a small cafe in The Burb and then headed out west on the highway.
*        *        *

“And that is why this journey is so important,” I finished, tapping the mare on the head.
“So you can use your luggage?”
I looked at her in surprise with my mouth agape and slapped the leather seat separating us from the front of the car. “Haven’t you been listening?” I said. “I’m going to be the greatest damn reporter in the world, and this trip is essential to that!”
I edged closer to her and tightened my hoof already on her shoulder. “And I’ll do anything to earn that title. Anything.”
She smiled, but I could tell she didn’t understand. Not really. Had I not been clear? I suppose that is just the nature of dreams: they only make sense the ponies that have them. What had she said bef0re? Something about going to Los Celestias. Yes, that. To me, I didn’t care about any sort of trip to that town, but she was hitchhiking across the entire country to reach her own dream. I couldn’t fault a mare for that.
We came up to an oasis of concrete and steel in the desert that advertised cool drinks and cheap meals for the weary traveler, because who else would they serve? Sterling pulled the car into the station and we all hopped out. 
I found the money to buy more of the fizzy drinks inside the little store. The buggers were starting to grow on me, and I appreciated the mild buzz I got from them, though it was nothing like a strong drink. The cashier informed me it was caffeine, but I don’t trust anypony who works a store in the middle of the desert. They’re a shady bunch.
Back outside, the mare with the carrot stand and I faced the desert in the direction we were going and were able to make out a place further down the road where the path forked off in two different direction. After questioning a fellow traveler, we were informed that one way--the left--led to Los Celestias, and other to Las Pegasus. 
“I guess I’ll leave you two here, then,” the mare said to me. “I’ll find another ride to Los Celestias.”
“Are you sure you have to leave now?” I said. 
She smiled and nodded. “Positive. But I’ll be sure to look you up if you make it big, alright?”
After that, Sterling and I bade her goodbye and took off back down the road. He had spent the time at the station refilling the “gas tank” with cans from the trunk and seemed much more positive with his machine’s performance. I was just satisfied with the wind coursing past my face.
I looked out the side of the car and watched the rolling dunes of the San Palomino Desert roll past us all the way to the horizon. In the emptiness of the desert basin we were in, I found a sort of beauty in the starkness. It was a land untouched by ponykind; pure nature at work, and not magic. No pegasi weather teams had ever visited here, and no unicorn magic left a mark on the sand.
“You like the view?” Sterling asked.
“Yeah,” I said, “it’s just so . . . empty. But soft, too. Makes me almost regret that we have to go back after all of this is over.”
Sterling laughed. “Just wait until we get to the city, then. You’ll probably want to settle down right then and there.”
He added a nervous chuckle to the last statement, presumably to make it seem less like he’d just suggested I settle down with him in a far-off city away from my friends. It wasn’t like I wasn’t going to berate him for it; it hadn’t been quite intentional. But it made me think.
Why hadn’t I had any thoughts like that, or even close? Long term . . . it didn’t seem like a big thing to think about. We’d been together for just a month anyway, which everypony said was just the beginning, but it felt much longer. Maybe it was because we didn’t really fight or have many problems. But was that good? Was a relationship legitimate when there aren’t differences between the two, or was it more of an extended friendship?
It was an argument that had bothered me for some time, but one I rarely put to words. It was more a disquieting feeling at the back of my mind that occasionally resurfaced. Even as I thought that, it dipped back under the surface as the road once again grew smooth and dust stopped cascading over the top of the car.
Sterling smiled at me. “We’re on our way.”
*        *        *

“On our way” turned out to be several more hours of driving, though it was mercifully on the same smooth, paved roads that we had ridden on. Outside the car, the smooth dunes continued, though grew rockier alongside the mountains that grew out of the ground like they belonged to an adolescent dragon. The scraggly peaks were paltry compared to those around Fillydelphia, but they fit the desert scene quite well.
I thought it to be very beautiful until we hit the actual city, and then I stopped caring about them altogether. There is something very disquieting about seeing a city suddenly just spring from the ground before your eyes as you get closer. Towers of glass rising from the sparkling sand below, trees and grass replacing desert, and even great pools of water where there rightly never should be any. As dead as the desert around it was, Las Pegasus thrived. 
Other cars appeared on the road with us, but they were pieces of junk not even fit to taste our exhaust compared to the machine we rode in. Our red convertible moved like a Great Red Shark in a school of minnows down the road. The engine roared and wheels squealed as we kept our constant high speed that a steamcar could not hope to keep pace with. If there were police out and about, we either avoided them by some miracle or they decided that trying to chase us was futile.
“Which hotel is it, again?” Sterling asked. 
I picked out a small tab of paper that Joya had given me from underneath my seat and looked at the name scrawled on it. “It’s called the ‘Winged Unicorn’,” I said. “Sounds fancy, huh?”
“I hope so,” Sterling said. “They say it isn’t a true Las Pegasus experience unless you stay somewhere really nice.”
“Who says?”
“I don’t know . . . ponies that are rich enough to come here, I guess. But the point is: it’s good we’re staying there.”
The highway turned into a normal straight that cut right through the heart of the city. It was there that the majority of the lit-up buildings and ponies concentrated. Flickering neon lights glowed in every hue imaginable decorated the buildings and washed the ponies under them in an artificial rainbow. And what a kind of pony that walked those streets! They styled their manes in every type of way, wore gaudy clothing and jewelry and slathered themselves in makeup. A world of freaks. But, was I different from them in my cheap outfit and out-of-place car? No, I was just another freak, in the freak kingdom.
It was not difficult to find the hotel down the long strip of road. A massive, neon-lit, statue of Princess Celestia rose on a spire above the expansive concrete building awash in golden light. The porters all wore the uniforms of the Royal Guard and one greeted us we rode up.
“You two here as guests?” he said.
“Well of course we are!” I replied. “Don’t we look like the type of first-rate travelers that would stay in an establishment like this?”
I didn’t even know where my forceful response came from. I didn’t like the look in their eyes: they were sizing us up. If we were going to hold our own in this crowd, we’d have to act like we belonged.
“Alright, alright,” the porter said. He held up a very small slip of paper. “Just take this ticket. You can use it to get your car in the morning.”
I eyed the ticket carefully before snatching it from his outstretched hoof. We decided we would retrieve our luggage from the parking lot later, and went inside with just ourselves. The interior of the building was built to resemble what I assumed to be Celestia’s throne room, with marble floors and white columns to hold up the ceiling.
Sterling went to the registration desk for our room while I stumbled over to the press sign-in table. Three very bored-looking ponies sat behind it, and eyed me with curiosity. I managed to make it to the table and nodded to them.
“I’m, uh, here to sign in,” I said. They sat back a little and I realized that I had almost yelled it like an order to them. Damn.
“Name?” one of the ponies asked.
“Minty Flower of the Chronicler. Reporter,” I said proudly.
He scanned a little list he had sitting in front of him, but eventually found my name and handed me a press pass that was stamped with my name and paper. “Don’t lose this,” he said. “It’s your ticket into the expo and the only way you can keep from paying for your room yourself.”
“Oh, I’ll be sure to keep it safe,” I said. He grunted in reply and I met up with Sterling by a big fountain in the middle of the foyer, where he had our room key.
“Where are we staying in?” I said.
“Room four-nine-eight,” he said. “Up on the top floor.”
I looked at a map and saw that our wing was also the closest to the parking lot. A little bit of luck already. “Great, let’s get the luggage and find our room.”
*        *        *

We managed to haul in the little bit of luggage we actually needed to our room and opened the shiny red door with a golden key that they had given Sterling at the front desk. I briefly considered finding out if the key was really made of gold or not, but the sensation passed quickly.
The room we were set in had me dropping my bags as soon as we were in and touching the rich carpet with my face just to be sure it was real. The entire room was massive, with the back wall at least fifteen feet away. There was a large, Celestia-sized bed in the middle and a couch that rounded the corner with the wall. A wooden radio was in another corner, one that had large, rounded windows that looked out at the city outside. Even the bathroom had a tub big enough for three if they all stood. Or two . . .
“This is . . .this is amazing!” Sterling said.
I laughed. “I could definitely get used to this.”
We picked up our luggage and shut the door behind us with a clack of the chain lock. I set my suitcase down on the bed, and Sterling did the same. We looked up at each other.
“So we’re, uh, sharing the bed?” I said.
He nodded slowly. “Well, I just thought . . .” he said. “I mean, we’ve shared one before.”
“Yeah, but this seems official, you know?”
“Is there something wrong with that?”
I paused. “No, I guess not. Just a big step.” I smiled a bit for him. “But hey, that’s what this trip is about, right?”
Sterling’s face broke into a grin that melted my heart a little. “I think you’re right,” he said. He nodded to the bathroom. “I thought I’d shower and then we can go see some of the local places before tomorrow. Do you want to, uh-”
I shook my head quickly. “No, no, I’m alright! I’m fine, I mean. Fine.”
He shrugged. “Alright. I promise I won’t use up the hot water. Mostly, anyway.”
The bathroom door closed and I could hear the water begin to run. I opened my suitcase and laid out all of my things, hesitated, and did the same for him. I figured I might as well. After that, with nothing to do, I settled on staring out the window all contemplative-like.
But it was light outside and nothing interesting enough to be written down comes to mind in the day outside a window, so I sighed and laid down on the bed. I exhaled a bit as it almost immediately contoured to my form, creating a soft pillow that embraced my body. I could definitely get used to this.
The silence of the room as I lay there was only interrupted by a soft singing coming from the shower. Another song from Sterling, apparently. “Feed your head . . . feed your head!” A weird song, for sure. Though what struck me strangest was that he was actually doing the act of singing in the shower; I hadn’t even known he’d like that.
Then again, there was a lot I didn’t understand about him. I had to have Starshine write up a list for me, for Celestia’s sake! We had been dating for an entire month--not very long at all, my inner Mother reminded me--and it seemed like I barely knew the real Sterling. I sighed when I realized, again, what I was laying on. I barely knew him and we were sharing a bed in a strange city.
I closed my eyes and listened to him sing. I was surprised: he was actually good. Back to the matter at hoof, though; the thoughts that came in the quiet when the excitement from the adrenaline rush of the trip had died down: why hadn’t I tried to learn more about him? I’d had plenty of chances, but it had seemed like every time I had time off from a story, it was spent hanging around Grapevine or Marshmallow or one of the others. My time with him was shorter and filled with . . . other things.
The answer kept teasing me, but I tried to ignore it by grabbing a pillow and placing it over my face and yell into it. It didn’t work very well. Because the only answer I could gather was, well, that I just didn’t see me and him as something that was worth getting to know him over. That, really, my mind’s eye didn’t actually believe Sterling and I was something getting worked up about.
For all my brain thought, the trip to Las Pegasus was just a stepping stone to my career as a journalist. Nothing more. I denied it as much as one can deny one’s own thoughts, but it didn’t work very well.
While I raged inside my head, however, life continued on. Sterling emerged from the bathroom, his mane still dripping and clinging to his head, and walked over to me. “Are you, uh, okay?” he asked.
“Yeah, fine,” I said, my words muffled by the pillow still over my face.
“Then is there a reason why you’re laying with a pillow over your face?”
“ . . . nope.”
“Alright, then. Anyway, if you want to use the shower, go ahead; I figured you might want to get some of that dirt off. Then we can go check out the city . . . I mean, if you want.”
I rose from the bed and threw the pillow off. “Yeah, yeah, that sounds great,” I said. “Just give me a minute, and I’ll be right out.”
He smiled. “See you soon, then.”
I showered, and didn’t sing. Didn’t think; just let the water wash over me. Thinking in the shower is a dangerous activity; it can lead you to a lot of ideas best left unthought. Instead, I turned the hot on as high as I could and lost myself in the steam.
*        *        *

Dressed once again in my cheap, tourist clothes, Sterling and I cruised down Las Pegasus’ main street in search of something exciting to do for the night before the expo. The event would consume all of our time for the next few days, so it was best to work the adrenaline out of our systems before it consumed our brains and turned us into raving monsters at an expo where formality wasn’t just used, but expected. Not that it wouldn’t have been fun.
Most of the places on the long strip of road, unfortunately, didn’t seem much different from the bars or clubs of Fillydelphia. Sure, they were seedy and covered in neon lights, but it was easy to tell that the insides were the same kind of dives. 
Our Great Red Shark roared down the road, and the engine growled as it hungered for a destination. “You know, there is always gambling,” Sterling said.
“Yeah, but if I want to waste money, I want to do it on something worthwhile,” I said. “Like booze or cheap novelty shows.”
Sterling looked around, then his eyes alighted on one particular spot, and he pointed to it with one hoof. “How about that place?”
The place he pointed to was certainly a bar, but an odd one at that. The neon was muted and brick painted a dull maroon . . . it was like somepony had physically sucked the light out of the building. So of course we had to check it out.
There was a rotting parking lot that Sterling parked the Shark on and we got out and went to the entrance. The burly pony waiting in front of the door was dressed up in some tight-fitting leather harness that I chalked up to an intimidation tactic in a city of freaks.
“Names,” he said gruffly, holding tightly onto a list.
“We’re, uh, probably not on there,” I said. Before he could get angry, however, I pulled out my press pass. “I think this should suffice, though.”
The guard smiled. “Always happy to serve a member of the press; we could use the good publicity.” He opened the door slightly, but kept us from entering. “You two did read and agree to the terms and conditions for opening Sweet Fantasies, correct?”
Sterling and I looked at each other. “Of course,” we answered.
With that, we were allowed through the door and inside the mysterious building.
*        *        *

The room was dark, but that wasn’t the first thing to hit me. No, the first thing I noticed was the smell. The sweat and the salt of passion and ecstasy . . . the place smelled like sex. And not even the good kind, either! The stinky, nasty kind that is done in the heat of the moment in places that you shouldn’t be in. Then I noticed the other ponies.
They were all dressed in various garbs made of tight-fitting, shiny leather. It stretched around their torsos, around their tails . . . around their flanks. Some even had bright red balls in their mouths that must have been an impediment to their speech, though I gathered that was the point. In our casual clothes, we were thoroughly out of place.
Some amalgamation of a waitress approached us, in what appeared to be a maid’s uniform made entirely out of black leather. In the dim lighting, she was almost like a ghost. Despite her appearance, she was as friendly as could be, though.
“Hello, you two look like you’re new!” she said.
“Yeah, uh, you could say that,” Sterling whispered. I could tell that he wanted to make a break for it. I had to do something fast.
“But we want to try . . . whatever this is,” I assured her. Oh, I already regretted saying those words, judging by the surroundings. But this trip was about taking chances! What happens in Las Pegasus stays in Las Pegasus, right?
The waitress-maid-thing smiled. “Right this way, then.”
She led us across the room that was dominated by a large, glass-top bar against one wall and a wooden stage at the far end of it. On the opposite wall was a long line of booths, each with their own separate velvet curtain. Oh no.
At the far end of the row, the mare pulled open a curtain and basically shoved us into the booth, though left the curtain open. The bizarre thing was, the booth was no different than any wrap-around seats in any normal cafe. Well, the stains might have been slightly more questionable--though only slightly--but everything else might as well have been familiar.
Though, the thing that stuck out the most were the two mares sitting on the other side of the booth from us. They, unlike most of the others, wore no leather clothing at all, save for one of them who had a collar around her neck and the other had the leash in her mouth. Oh, and they had put a spell on themselves to make it look like Trixie Lulamoon was holding Twilight Sparkle’s collar. I couldn’t even . . . what?
“Hi,” they said in unison, winking their long lashes in both our directions.
Sterling and I just kind of stared at them and shifted nervously in our seats. After a few moments of the most uncomfortable silence I’ve ever experienced, the one that had herself looking like Trixie spoke up.
“You two are new around here, aren’t you?” she said. We both nodded. “And, let me guess, you don’t know how this place works?”
She leaned across the table toward us and smiled as we recoiled. “You two seem pretty uncomfortable. You know why that is?” We shook our heads. “Listen closely . . . to the music,” she whispered.
I did, and realized that, over the general din of the bar, I could hear a soft music playing. But it wasn’t some sort of hardcore club beat that had punctuated Equestria for the last thirty years. No, it was something more . . . innocent. Childish. The tune sounded like something from a children’s radio program.
The Trixie mare grinned. “Now do you get it? See, we ponies can separate our ‘perverted’ lives from all the happy-go-lucky and smiles our candy-colored asses provide, but when you combine the two, then things get uncomfortable.” She winked. “Or kinky.”
Sterling and I glanced at each other, then scooted away a little. The mare pretending to be Trixie sighed. “You two aren’t just here randomly, you know. This place drew you to it, so why not enjoy it? What’s so bad about consenting couples getting a little . . . freaky?”
When Sterling and I still made no move toward each other, the mare with the collar who looked like Twilight Sparkle looked to her partner for permission before speaking, “You know, if you two are slow to start, we could always help you . . .”
“How would you do that?” I said.
My question was soon answered, however, with “Trixie” sliding over to me until she was almost on my lap, and “Twilight” doing the same for Sterling. I let out a frightened squeak.
“Uh, sorry,” I stammered, “but I’m not into mares.”
She smiled. “Neither are the real Trixie and Twilight, but we can all have a little fun once in awhile.” She continued to scoot closer to me and I was running out of room to get away from her.
I held up my hooves. “Look, I’m sure you’re nice, but I know Trixie’s daughter. I’m sorry, but . . . I can’t do that. That’s just too weird for me.” The point that I was saying that in a place where weird was an understatement was not lost on me.
“Are you sure? Because it seems your friend has taken quite a liking to my pet.”
I looked over to find Sterling very close the mare garbed as Twilight. They weren’t quite doing anything yet, but Sterling was blushing and making eyes at her. The eyes he used on me. My eyes.
“Sterling!” I hissed. “What are you doing?”
He gulped. “Well, uh, just . . . don’t you think we could try to enjoy this, this one time? All four of us? You were saying all that about trying to live it up here, after all.”
Stupid words. Words were stupid. Who invented them anyway? Just coming back to bite me in the flank . . .
“Is he your coltfriend?” ‘Trixie’ whispered in my ear.
I nodded.
“Well, he seems to be taking a liking to my pet,” she said, her voice sultry. “Don’t you think you should get in there?”
“But-” I started.
She placed a hoof over my mouth. “Don’t; this is just Las Pegasus.”
I joined Sterling and ‘Twilight’ while ‘Trixie’ ordered drinks. Soon, I was losing myself under the influence of liquor and we all gathered together in the booth. The curtain was closed by some helpful waitress, but we barely noticed.
But did it help bring Sterling and I together?
No.

	
		Episode 6: One Toke Over The Line



I woke up to find a squishy red ball occupying my mouth. It tasted like . . . well, it tasted nasty. It was all I could do to spit it out as quickly as I could and desperately wipe at my tongue.
“Gross, gross, gross . . . !” I sputtered.
With that matter finished, I was able to get a better look at my surroundings. I was back in me and Sterling’s hotel room, and in the big bed. Alone. The sheets were all crumpled up and strewn across the bed and floor surrounding it. There was no sign of the two unicorn mares from the night before.
I groaned as I felt a pounding in my head. Great, a hangover. I didn’t remember too much about the night before . . . I remember the bar, and then coming back to our room, but after that: nothing. Hazy fog and a wild heat and . . . Sterling!
I turned over the bed and the sheets on the floor in a panic until I heard a faint snoring coming from a lumpy figure beneath a blanket on the couch. Sure enough, my inventor was fast asleep; still dead to the world. I walked over and poked his forehead until one eye fluttered open.
“Huh . . . what?” he said.
“It’s morning,” I told him. “Today’s the day of the expo.”
He snorted. “What time is it?”
I shot a glance at the clock, then answered, “Quarter to nine.”
Sterling yawned and struggled off the couch to stand shakily on his hooves. His mane was in a mess and there were dark circles under his eyes. He held his head just as I had: the hangover, part two. Like the first, but not as interesting since it was pretty much the same as the first.
“Ugh, what happened last night?” he groaned. “No, scratch that, why did that happen last night?”
“You were the one who was so eager once those mares entered into the picture,” I said without a single ounce of bitterness in my voice. Nope, none at all.
He laughed. “You didn’t hold out much longer, you know.”
I rolled my eyes and kicked out a couch cushion on the floor. It was covered in an indiscernible sticky substance that I was not going to look further into. “Well, it doesn’t really matter anyway,” I said. “They’re gone now, and today’s the day of the expo. Our big day. So we need to get ready, don’t you think?”
“I call first shower, then.” Before I could protest, Sterling trotted into the bathroom and shut the door, locking it behind him. 
I sighed and let him be, choosing instead to tidy the room up a bit. I piled the sheets onto the bed for the maids and left the couch cushions in one corner for them to--hopefully--clean very thoroughly. Maybe I should leave a note, I thought. I decided against it, though. Writing is hard.
Instead, I walked over to a mirror that hung over the nightstand and took a good look at myself. My eyes were bloodshot and my mane frizzy in just about every place and curled up where it normally wouldn’t have been. My clothes were gone, too, but that was expected.
I located my cheap outfit that I was now beginning to think as my reporting garb and put them on for me to look at. The red floral-pattern shirt and the floppy, wide-brimmed hat fit me, I thought. To help with my ungainly-looking eyes, I grabbed Sterling’s Wonderbolt shades and put them on. Much better, I thought.
Of course, looking the part wasn’t all of it. I had to act it, too. Really get into the reporter mentality. Recapture that feeling from yesterday: not giving a care to the world, using only the harshest of language . . . how I acted around Sterling. All of it. Because I would need all of it, I knew, if I were to survive the expo in one piece and come out on the other side with a story clutched in a deathgrip in my hooves.
Sure, this attitude wasn’t really me, but on the other hoof, me hadn’t really done anything of note, had she? So far, the old me had only stumbled into a photographer job I hadn’t wanted and had watched ponies die before her very eyes. This new me, instead, had taken a daring trip across the desert to Las Pegasus and had--I was fairly sure--taken a few very bold steps the previous night.
I reached for a brush for my mane and tail, but ultimately decided against it. The frazzled look worked in that way. It gave me the appearance of a mare thoroughly on the job.
When Sterling emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam, however, I temporarily shed my clothes and gained a much-needed shower. Looking frazzled was one thing, but actually smelling like it was another thing entirely.
*        *        *

Sterling and I took the elevator down to the ground floor and emerged out into the bright, steaming sun that bounced off the blacktop of the parking lot and right into our faces. Being in a desert, Las Pegasus was prone to being very hot. What a shocker.
We located the Great Red Shark with little difficulty, and gave a parking attendant the ticket from yesterday in exchange for another before roaring off down the main road in search of the convention.
Not that we had to search for long, however, The expo was located in a large stadium-esque building near the edge of town that traffic congealed around. To some, Sterling told me, the Las Pegasus Inventor’s Expo was the Wonderbolt Derby, the Canterlot Rodeo, and the Ponyville Fashion show all rolled up into one package that reeked of low-grade formaldehyde and pocket protectors.
It took some explaining to convince the guards at the gate that the Great Red Shark was, in fact, our exhibit as well as mode of transportation, and it took some further wrangling to convince them to open the back gates of the stadium and let us roll the car in to its assigned area.
Registration, as they informed us, had been recommended to start a few hours before. They left us alone when Sterling informed them that we still had an hour to sign in if we so chose. The assigned area for the vehicle was near the back of the exhibit area. It was a round stage with a ramp that we wheeled the Great Red Shark on and was already set up with examples and charts and other such stuff on the ground around it. These had apparently been set up by somepony before we had even gotten there, which perplexed me until Sterling explained the deal to me.
Well, more like showed it to me. A unicorn mare wrapped in gunmetal grey with a splash of blue to serve as her mane and tail stood by the display, looking mighty proud of herself. There was an impish grin below her pale blue eyes. Sterling waved at her and dragged me over.
“Minty, meet Silver Cogwheel,” he said. “Cog for short. She’s my partner from Stalliongrad. We met when Starshine and I showed off her wings a few years ago.”
Cog nodded and smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Minty,” she said in a heavily-accented speech. “Sterling told me a lot about you while he and I put the finishing touches on the car.”
I cautiously smiled and raised a hoof. “Hi.”
“Cog agreed to help me after her wing prototypes ended up taking longer to develop than she thought,” Sterling explained.
Cog rubbed the back of her head. “Not really prototypes, even. Just some tweaks to the original design that you didn’t have the time to put in place for that Starshine girl.”
“Sure,” Sterling said with a grin. “Anyway, now that we’re set up, we can really get this convention going, huh?
“Just wait until the crowd gets a look at this,” Cog said. “We’re set to win this year for sure?”
“You can win an expo?” I said.
“Sure, but only in the grant money you get from investors. Which is what everypony here wants, anyway.”
“Uh-huh.”
After that, we all spent a few more minutes exchanging pleasantries as ponies continued to filter in and set up their own exhibits. The mood was still relaxed, but I thought I could feel an undercurrent of . . . what? Jealousy? Was Cog jealous of me? No, that couldn’t be it, but I still somehow felt like the third wheel as the conversation continued to turn to more technical matters and leave me thoroughly in the dust.
A few minutes of that and I was asking: “Hey, uh, what time is your presentation, anyway?”
“In about half an hour,” Sterling said. “Why?”
“Well, I was wanting to know if you’d like to go take a look at some of the other exhibits. You know, have a little fun and check out the competition. What do you say?”
Sterling bit his lip. “You know I’d love to,” he said, “but I really think I should stay here with Cog and keep getting set up. I need to practice my speech, too. But by all means, you go check out everything; won’t you need that for your story, anyway?”
“Oh, right,” I said. “My story.”
With that, I turned and began walking toward the center of the massive stadium, away from Sterling and his “partner”. Now I suddenly knew where the slight hostility was coming from: It wasn’t from Cog, but from Sterling.
*        *        *

I reassured myself that so much worrying was ridiculous, so I consigned myself to continue on to the other exhibits and take in a little bit of the expo. Not that there was any shortage of interesting things to look at. Ponies scurried about wheeling carts with a hundred diffferent kinds of machines on them.
There was a hat that had talons like a griffons but unsharpened that could be used to pick up objects without hooves. A chubby mare advertised the smallest oven I had ever seen, and claimed the low power of the machine made it perfect for children.
There were, of course, a large assortment of weapons at the expo, too. I noticed however, that none of them were actually anything new on the market, or new to ponies in general. In fact, most of them were far older than what I had seen! Single-shot shotguns and rifles with wood stocks and dull metal barrels sat on large tables spread out away from the other exhibits.
It was not for a few minutes until I noticed the sign that read, “Fourth Annual Las Pegasus Gun Show.” These ponies were having their gun show in the middle of the inventor’s expo! As crazed as it was, there was something admirable in that. That they could carry on with their own purpose and duty, uncaring for the events that unfolded around them. None of them strayed from their own exhibits or tables; they remained content in their own endeavors.
So then I got bored and wandered back to the cool inventions. There were so many that caught my attention that it quickly became a blur: moving pictures unpowered by magic, radios only the size of a loaf of bread, and even a massive coil that spat electricity everywhere. That one was a favorite of the crowds, though I noticed none of the ponies in corporate wear paid much attention to it. No practicable use for it, I supposed.
As far as vehicles went, there wasn’t much there. A few, slightly-modified, steam engines and one pony who had taken it upon himself to make a steambike with one massive wheel in the back and a skinny one in the front. Overall, not much competition. For that I was happy.
Before I knew it, even, ponies around me were making a big deal about the “shiny, red car” and walking over in Sterling’s direction, so I decided the best course of action would be to follow them. By the time I reached the stage again, the crowd there was quite large and circled around the stage.
Sterling himself looked much neater than what I had left him as, somewhat to my resentment. He had donned a suit and his hair had been slicked back in a professional way, presumably by Cog. I felt a pang in my stomach. I liked his mane that way, and here she was going about and changing it.
I managed to shove myself to the relative front of the crowd while Sterling took a gulp and walked to the center of the stage with the Great Red Shark resting right behind him. It gleamed in the light coming down from above, and spoke of power and beauty at once . . . I really liked that car.
Sterling looked out at the audience and seemed to have a brief moment of panic before he cleared his throat and spoke: “Ladies and Gentlecolts, today I have brought you an invention that will revolutionize travel in Equestria!” I could tell that his voice shook a little bit, but he looked at me and smiled a little before continuing, strong and loud. “Today marks the end of the days of steam within this country, and an ushering in of the power of diesel!”
The ponies in the crowd whispered among themselves while they watched. It wasn’t hard to see that almost none of them actually believed him. I even began to doubt my own coltfriend’s grandiose claims a little bit. Then Sterling nodded to Cog, who was sitting in the front seat of the Great Red Shark.
She started the engine and, instead of the long, gentle purr of a steam engine slowly starting up, Sterling’s car roared to life immediately in a storm of strength and exhaust coming from a pipe in the back.
He reached over for a large metal cart and revealed another, separate engine like the one in the car, on display for all to see.
“The beauty of this engine is its relative simplicity compared to a steam engine,” Sterling said. He pointed to a rod with several cylinders poking off of it. “These are called pistons, and are arrayed on the crank shaft. Basically, the piston will move down on the crankshaft during its "stroke", pulling an air and fuel mixture into the cylinder. Then, the piston travels back up, compressing the mixture and a spark plug at the top of the cylinder ignites the pressurized mixture, releasing the energy and forcing the piston to travel back down, placing force on the crankshaft--on which this piston, or how ever many others in the engine, places force upon.
“The piston will begin the travel back up, because of intertia, since the crankshaft is literally a crank, so the reciprocal motion dictates that. As its moving up, it compresses the exhaust left by the combustion phase, and another shaft, usually a camshaft, which sits above the cylinders, operates a valve that will open as the piston moves up. The exhaust will exit the cylinder through this valve and proceed to the exhaust system. Finally, as the piston travels back down, it begins to suck the fuel/air mixture in, repeating the process.”
Most of the crowd stared blankly at him, though some of the fellow inventors looked at the engine with a new sort of curiosity born out of both wonder and envy. One pony near the back coughed and called out, “Okay . . . but what does it do?”
Sterling smiled a little as his face reddened. “My engine takes diesel fuel extracted from oil found out in the San Palomino desert and fires it directly into the engine in a controlled explosion to power it, as opposed to using simple steam.”
Explosions: that got the crowd going. To imagine a vehicle powered by the awesome-icity of explosions was an exciting thought and the crowd began to electrify in its excitement. Even the other inventors began to grow more jealous than interested.
One of my fellow reporters raised a hoof, and Sterling indicated for him to speak. “So you’ve got an engine that’s powered by explosions,” he said. “But how exactly is it better than a steam engine? How much can this new idea really beat the standard that has worked these past twenty years?”
Sterling smiled. “Steam engines, compared to my diesel engine, are woefully inefficient. For example, steam engines require two fuels: water and a thermal fuel such as wood or coal. Mine requires only one. Also, steam engines deal with a much higher pressures in the boilers, which can obviously be a problem. 
“Steam engines are usually highly inefficient for smaller operations, since they are solely driven by heat, which in turn produces the pressures created in the steam which drives the pistons in a steam engine. Heat loves to conduct and radiate in accordance to gradients, which are simply differences in temperature or pressure. High to low, you know. So, steam engines are constantly losing energy just by radiating heat, and absolute insulation is impossible.”
I found myself whistling in admiration. Sterling sure knew his stuff. Sometimes, when it was just me and him hanging out and doing “normal” things, it was easy to forget that Sterling was, in fact, a literal genius. Much smarter than me, at any rate.
The reporter wasn’t done yet, and I realized that I should also be madly scribbling notes down. “Alright, fair enough,” he said, “but how long will an engine that is powered by explosions really last? Metal is metal, after all.”
“Oh, much longer,” Sterling said. “You see,  since steam engines operate on gaseous water, the constant contact with moisture will quickly degrade and rust metal components. A diesel engine, on the other hand, does not require water, except to cool it. Steam engines, as you all know, have never really been known for their reliability, except when they are designed into turbines, which create the electricity for power stations or energy for extremely large vehicles. Anyway, diesel engines last even longer, because they operate at the higher pressures like I said earlier, and because of this, they require stronger components and thick cylinder walls made of iron or what-have-you.”
Cog took over from Sterling’s monologue to sweep her hoof along the side of the car and proclaim, “As you can see, the diesel engine is superior in every way!”
A few of the ponies in the crowd started to clap at that, and I found myself doing it with them. It was nice to see Serling surprised at how vocal the crowd was, and he even took a small bow. Cog roared the engine one more time for effect, and then the show was over.
The crowd, sensing it was time to leave, gradually began to filter out and away from the stage, chattering away with each other. I trotted to up on the stage to find Sterling visibly sweating and breathing hard.
“H-Hey, Minty,” he said with a goofy smile. “How did I do?”
“Great,” I said. “I mean, I think I understood about a fourth of what you said, but what I understood was pretty good!”
Cog smiled and wrapped a hoof around his shoulder. “Great presentation, Sterling. I think we’ve got that grant money nailed for sure.”
“You really think so?” Sterling said.
“I know so,” she answered.
Sterling laughed. “W-Well glad you approve, Cog. I was really worried.”
So that was it. I watched as he looked at her for assurance and not . . . me. Suddenly, that pit in my stomach that had been growing  alighted in fire like a burning nightmare. That . . . that mare with her hoof around him. Oh sure, I bet she was a real friend of his.
“Hey, so, uh, what now?” I said. “Do we wait on the judges or something?”
“No, the judging won’t be until tomorrow,” Sterling informed me. “Today is the day it’s open to the public. Come tomorrow, only the judges, inventors, and press will be allowed in. That’s when I’ll have to give my presentation again.”
“Then why give it today?”
“Because the judges are probably here today anyway, and will be walking around to see the inventions most ponies are talking about or looking at.”
As I looked out past the stage, I did notice that more than a few ponies continued to watch the car and us that stood next to it. I felt like I was on a pedestal . . . it felt pretty good, really. Even if I knew I wasn’t what they were here to see.
“Alright,” I said, “so if you’re done for today, what do you say to me and you going to get something to eat?” I smiled. “You could even explain some of that egghead talk to me so I could get it down for my story.”
Sterling grinned, but not in the way I had hoped. It was a grin that came before an awkward statement that he really did not want to make. “I’d love to, Minty,” he said, “but Cog said she already booked a restaurant to go celebrate at. You can definitely come, though. I mean, if you’re done here with your story.”
Now that I thought about it, I didn’t really have anything of note to write down for the story. Then again, what did it matter? I could get it later.
“Nah, I’m done for today here,” I said. “We can all go the restaurant.”
Cog nodded. “Great! We can take my rental car, too. It’s not nearly as good as Red Bullet, but it’ll get us there.” 
We followed after her to the parking lot just outside the stadium to a boring, brown steamcar that had enough room for four. I got in the back and scooted over to make room for Sterling, but he chose to ride shotgun next to Cog. I made a show of leaning out on the backseat and claiming it for myself, then, but they didn’t seem to notice.
As we pulled away from the expo, I huffed. Cog was certainly turning out to be annoying, that was for sure. Plus, Red Bullet was just stupid, anypony with half a brain knew Great Red Shark was the preferred term. I took the rest of the ride in sullen silence.
*        *        *

We arrived at a restaurant that was somewhere between fancy and droll, in a strange neutral area that I hadn’t known could exist. The walls were clean and adorned by formal light fixtures, while the waiters and waitresses were all dressed up and carried food to the tables in a practiced manner. Meanwhile, however, the patrons seated at the wooden booths were dressed in more “normal” ways and the food was deceptively usual with hay fries and daisy sandwiches dominating the menu along with a wide range of other confectioneries. The place was called “The Dive”. 
Cog led us to a table near the back near a wooden stage large enough for a formal band that was currently shrouded in shadow. We sat down and ordered our food: Cog got an apple-glaze salad, Sterling a rose petal sandwich, and I grabbed--after happily finding out that they had it--a few, “real” Maneican tacos with lettuce, tomatoes, and cheese inside the hard shell. Joya had introduced me to them a few weeks before, and I had found them to be delicious. A wonder why they hadn’t caught on outside of the western areas of Equestria.
While the waitress in her black uniform carried away a paper with our orders on it, Cog grinned gleefully at Sterling. Like the booths at the club the night before, the seats were round and wrapped around the table, so there was no actual side to sit on. Sterling chose to be in the middle, however.
“So Sterling,” Cog began, “you like it here?”
He nodded. “Yeah, this restaurant is pretty great.”
“I agree, but don’t you think it could use some music?” 
On cue, she clopped her forehooves together and suddenly the stage lit up from overhead lights and a band began to play. They were made up of unicorns and pegasi, and were much more informal than any I had ever seen. They had a large drum set in the back, but not arranged as an orchestra would, but rather in a haphazard fashion.
One of the unicorns held a guitar that was, for some reason, plugged in to an electrical outlet, while a pegasi held a similar instrument with only four strings. Finally, an earth pony with a large beard and mussy mane took the position of singer.
Sterling gasped as he watched them, and turned to Cog. “You . . . you got Jefferson Airship to play here?!”
Cog laughed and smiled at him. “Of course! My cousin knows a scheduler of theirs, and I found out they were going to be in Las Pegasus this week. It wasn’t so hard to convince them to play for one day at a bar, especially for the pay this place gives.”
“Wait . . . who’s Jefferson Airship?” I said. “Is he the guy on the microphone?”
“No, no,” Sterling said. “Jefferson Airship is a band. They’re from my hometown, San Flankcisco. I’ve listened to all their songs at least ten times . . . but I’ve only seen them live once, and that was a year ago.”
The pony on the microphone grinned in our direction before tapping it. “Alright, we’re gonna do a song,” he said in an odd accent. “Hope you all enjoy it.”
The guitar started up in a haunting wail as the unicorn held it and a pick in his magic to strum. When it had gone on for a few moments--and been joined by a tambourine--the singer started up: “Today, I feel like pleasing you more than before . . . today, I know what I wanna do, but I don’t know what for. To be living for you is all I want to do . . . to be loving you it’ll all be there when my dreams come true.”
Cog and Sterling both seemed to be enjoying themselves and swaying to the music with the rest of the restaurant as the band played. So maybe it was only me that noticed the lyrics . . . had Cog chosen them on purpose? Because it was a pretty blunt message, and one that neither she nor Sterling seemed to address. In fact, Sterling kept looking at her in amazement and laughing while I was, well, ignored.
I sat sullenly in the booth, then, as our food arrived and I scarfed down my tacos in silence. They were good. Dammit. The band started up another song about love and junk, so I started to hope that dopey love songs were all they played, so it wasn’t a move on Cog’s part. Even then, though, I kept a close watch on her from across the table. How she talked to Sterling . . . and how, in my studying of her, I didn’t.
Really, I went most of the time without saying more than a few words in the conversation as they drifted on talking about how they would use the grant money. Apparently up next was applying their new engine to all sorts of things. Sterling made the suggestion to install them into airships, but Cog said that they should think more out of the box on flight. Attaching the engine to wings, even. The conversation moved to the technical aspects of Cog’s new wings for Starshine, and I lost track.
Eventually, night settled again on the city. The neon lights blazed defiantly out at the stars, daring them to bathe Las Pegasus in darkness. Most of the patrons from earlier had left the restaurant, but we still remained. At some point, the members of Jefferson Airship had put down their instruments and moved into the booth next to us, and even talked to us. Well, more talked to Cog about them playing at the restaurant and saying a few words to Sterling who looked like he was about to faint.
I remained silent.
After a while of that, Sterling interrupted me from a reverie I had placed myself in by sliding next to me in the booth. “Hey, Minty,” he said. “You’ve been pretty quiet tonight.”
I shrugged. “Just letting you enjoy yourself and your time with Cog.”
“You sound jealous.”
“What? Me?” I laughed. “Sterling, you know I’m not jealous . . . I’m just letting you enjoy the time with your friend; we’ll have plenty of time later. Tonight, even.”
He rubbed the back of his head. “About that . . . well, you see, the band invited us to some party. I mean, you’re welcome to go, but I didn’t know if you would want to-”
“Nah, go on without me,” I said. “I’ll be fine. I need to get caught up on my story, anyway. You go and have fun with Cog and the band.”
“You sure?”
“Positive.”
His face broke out in a warm smile that did in fact help me feel a little better about lying. “Thanks, Minty, you’re the best!”
Sterling confirmed the information with Cog and they shortly left off with the band to some nightclub or whatever. Not that I cared. No sir, I was Miss Neutral. I was still Miss Neutral when a waiter came up and informed me that our esteemed guests had left without paying.
That was how I found myself still at the restaurant close to midnight washing dishes. My saved up bits had been able to cover most of the costs, but not all. I picked up a dish in one hoof and flapped it dry, because it was easier than using a towel.
The kitchen was a dirty little closet with grime covering the tile underhoof and walls, as well as the massive aluminum sink that some fatback grosero had set me in front of. Dish after dish came through. Rinse, soap, rinse again, dry, repeat. Rinse. Soap. Rinse again. Dry. Repeat. Just a pattern that went on as the minutes slowly ticked by and the resentment in the pit of my stomach rose to my head.
Resentment for that stupid band and Sterling for liking them. For Cog and Sterling liking her, and for not feeling like paying attention to me. Then resentment for myself for being so selfish to want him all to myself. But was that such a bad thing? To want my coltfriend for myself? Of course, wasn’t it worse that all the resentment revolved around Sterling?
A black feeling that settled over me couldn’t be denied for much longer: that at the root of problem was Sterling. Not that he was a problem necessarily but . . . but what? No, don’t think about that. Don’t think about the voice that kept trying to assert itself that our relationship was a sham. Don’t listen to it, don’t pay it any heed. 
I was over my head. One toke over the line, Sterling had said. That was how I felt. I was too far over the line, I had crossed the threshold. I was going to a place that never led back into the light.
And I didn’t mind at all.
*        *        *

The restaurant eventually closed and the pig-faced manager sent me off with a stern warning to never show my face around the place again if I wanted to keep it. Somehow . . . that hurt. Paying the price and getting the punishment. Not fair, all of it. Those swine! Leaving without taking care of the bill!
Not that I couldn’t learn anything from them. As I trotted back toward the hotel I considered what exactly I was supposed to do. Judging from the carnage the night before, we had been running somewhere around forty bits an hour with the two mares, and had been doing so for eighteen hours straight. Ornate wasn’t going to pay for the room service, and I was now flat broke except for everything that Joya kept at her place for “safekeeping”. Around two thousand bits all told that I would have to dip into when I got back, but I didn’t have time to worry about that now.
I decided, in the end, that there was only one thing I could do: leave the hotel without paying the bill. Make a mad dash out of the city in the Great Red Shark, all of my cares blowing away in the wind. I knew Sterling had to have an emergency stash of bits in the car, so I could use those until I got somewhere.
When I arrived at the hotel, my mind was already made up, though the only problem which remained was exactly how I was going to get out undetected, especially at such a late hour. I loaded up the luggage I had taken to the hotel--about two cases out of a set of twelve--and packed up Sterling’s things as a precaution. I’d considered an end to my idea if he had been back at the room, but he wasn’t so the notion soon passed.
I pushed my luggage cart back to the lobby, but it was there I lost all my nerve. To steal was something I did not take lightly, and having never had participated in such a grand endeavor before left me all shaky in the knees. Every sidelong glance from a staff member could be a confirmation of my deed.
But I couldn’t go back to my room now, oh no! If I stepped back into that elevator, they were sure to take me right to the basement. Question me about my tab, and when I couldn’t pay it . . . then what? They’d lock me up for sure! The swine!
I took a deep breath. Get a hold of yourself, Minty. You’re not some crazy reporter, you’re not Grapevine! No, I wasn’t Grapevine, and that was working to my disadvantage. I was stuck: too afraid to go back to my room and face the consequences, but not able to work up the nerve to get into the Great Red Shark and drive.
The hotel had a small casino on the ground floor and I wheeled my cart over to it and sat in front of a slot machine. For the hour, it was surprising to see how busy the place was. Ponies continuously played the slots and other games of chance, not caring one bit for the hour or the day. Just kept playing in the hopes that Lady Luck would shine down on them at one point or another, that they would hit that big streak at some point or another.
It was enough to take my mind off my current situation as I watched. Because, really, they reminded me a lot of myself. That belief held so close to ourselves: that Equestrian Dream. That any pony can make it big on one great stroke of luck and a small dose of magic. Every pony strived to be the next Pinkie Pie or Rarity or Applejack: small time mares who had gotten the attention of Her Majesty Lady Luck and made it big just like that.
So ponies like me and those sad fools at the slot machines held the interminable belief that, somehow, that same luck would find us sooner or later if we did the right things. I had chosen to come to Fillydelphia and had assumed that I had gotten a reporter job right off the bat. What a stroke of luck!
But no, I had to earn the position I had currently reached. The sad fools playing the casino late into the night held tight to their luck while I had somehow fought and clawed my way to Lady Luck’s throat and shouted, “Do you hear that, bitch?! It’s my turn!”
Inconceivable.
That was the moment, then, as I sat in a smoke-choked room with my flank resting on a worn seat in front of a slot machine at ten minutes to midnight, that I made my decision. It was time to leave the hotel, and this Celestia-forsaken city. Luck wouldn’t find me here, and neither would my work. I had no story, no writing done. I didn’t even know how the rest of the expo went, and I couldn’t write an expose on one invention. No, I had stories to cover, but they weren’t here. If I was going to make my own luck, it would be somewhere else.
I wheeled the luggage cart out front and an attendant pulled the Great Red Shark up to the curb. He was nice enough, and even helped me load the car while I slid into the driver’s seat. It was a new surrounding, but looked less complicated than a steamcar at any rate, so I knew I could make it wherever I went. That wasn’t luck: that was destiny.
I had some trouble while I was leaving, however, when the hotel’s late-night manager came over to the side of my car with a big, fake smile plastered on his nasty face under its beady eyes.
“Leaving so soon, Miss Flower?” he said.
“Yeah, just going for a drive,” I answered. Keep it cool, I thought. Be the reporter without a care in the world: take Ivory’s advice and be your Grapevine.
He smiled again, wider and--somehow--louder. “We just always like to be a, er, tab on some of our higher-spending guests. Wouldn’t want them wandering off, now would we?”
The bastard. He was on to me! But that didn’t mean he could win. “Yes, of course,” I said. “But, you see, I’m not the pony you need to talk to about the bills.”
“Oh, and then who should I speak to?”
My mind searched frantically for a name that wasn’t Sterling. “There’s a, uh, stallion by the name of Duke. Yes, Duke! He will be in charge of our finances, and you can speak to him about the bill.”
“Splendid!” the smile said. “May we speak to him now?”
“Oh no, best not to wake him. He’s an agitated sleeper, oh yes, and is hard to wake once he’s out. Call him in a few hours. If he doesn’t answer, wait another hour and knock on the door.”
For a moment, I thought the pony-shaped slime wouldn’t take the bait, but his eyes seemed to eventually accept my explanation and he stepped back from the car. “Very well, then. Enjoy your trip.”
“Right-o,” I said, and was off with a press of the gas.
*        *        *

The Las Pegasus Strip was deserted at night and I had nowhere to drive to but out. Out, out, out. I zoomed off down the road and out of the city into the suburbs where there was a mighty fork in the road like the one we had encountered on our way down.
One way led back to Fillydelphia and the East and all my problems still waiting for me back home. But the other . . . the other led to Los Celestias. Freedom. In a city on the coast in the center of weird, it was a safe haven for those deemed too Strange for a life in the cultivated and cultured East. Grapevine was from there, I knew, as were others that participated in life but didn’t play by the set rules.
There was a story there, I knew, and a thousand others if that one should fail. I didn’t have to be there forever . . . but I could at least take the chance. I had whatever emergency stash of money Sterling kept in the car--probably around one hundred bits--and a leather set of luggage that I could pawn off. Sure, he’d miss the car, but I’d call him in a few days. He’d understand, and I’m sure Cog would take care of him.
I shook my head. No need to think about him now, I told myself. If he was in the arms of another mare, then I need not interfere. No, just shoot down the highway and escape.
So I turned the Great Red Shark onto the road heading West and mashed down on the gas, sending the Great Red Shark into a fiery burst of speed and power out of the city and across the cold desert and a highway lit only by moonlight.
I was free.

	
		Episode 6: Where The Wave Rolled Back



The Great Red Shark cut through the morning desert air as it roared down the highway in a mad flight down the straight blacktop toward my final destination of Los Celestias. My mane blew in the wind like a great, orange cape behind me. I need a haircut, I thought, but the thought went away as soon as I mashed down on the gas.
It had been like that all morning, really. Every time I had any doubts or thoughts about what exactly I was doing, I would just press the gas a little bit more and increase my speed toward the city of freedom so far in the distance. The last sign I had passed had told me I was now a little over one hundred and fifty miles from Los Celestias, but I was pressing one hundred in the car already so I would be there in no time at all.
The engine hummed beneath my hooves and the rumble it sent out spread through my entire body as I rode the beast through the desert wastes toward my promised land. The love I had developed for this machine over the course of my journey had developed into something bordering on the fetishistic. I was part of the car and it was part of me. One Shark that drove down the endless road.
Would I ever make it to Los Celestias? Maybe, but that wasn’t the Big Question. No, the only thing that mattered was whether I would enjoy the journey there. I sure as Luna’s mane had so far.
Driving a steamcar was like a ritual or service or other somesuch. You turned the dials and cranked the levers and it went. You were firmly the controller and the steam-powered beast--a giraffe, some liked to call it--the controlled. No connection.
But with this car. Oh, this car was an entirely different story. It was more than just an animal--though it certainly was a beast--it was also an undercurrent to my thoughts and my only companion on the long roads. The longer I drove, the more the car became a part of me and I a part of it. I felt the road beneath the tires and thumping of the pistons on their never ending cycle to power the engine along.
I was in balance like some damned Zebra philosophe and I was loving it. The car didn’t judge me for my past actions or abandoning Sterling: it only asked for me to take it by the wheel and steer it into oblivion.
Luckily, it didn’t require me to be particularly good at the steering, anyway. I had the feeling that if there had been other cars on the road at some point, I would have invariably hit them. I took most of the morning to stop swerving all over the road, and even now barely kept the Great Red Shark constrained to one side of the highway.
I was reminded, again, that Sterling would have been able to show me how to drive properly. Maybe even keeps his hooves on the wheel with mine, or let me sit in his lap . . . 
No. I pressed on the gas in a frantic haze and jolted the car along at even faster clip. No thinking about him, lest I would lose my nerve and turn the stupid car around and go back to Las Pegasus. It didn’t help that there was a small pit of my gut that was icy cold with regret of leaving him there. Alone, without money, and his prize invention missing.
Faster.
If he’d cared about me, he wouldn’t have just run off, right? Especially without paying the bill! Sure, I hadn’t been talkative during the dinner, but hadn’t I dropped all the hints? Was . . . was I that selfish and self-centered?
Faster, dammit!
Was I also so jealous if he had a single female friend? I had one of my own that had tried to kiss me after all . . . and one who shared a few loose memories of a particular night on the roof of the Chronicler. And yet, he’d never said a word. Never shown a bit of jealousy, or questioned me about it.
Just keep that peddle on the floor!
Couldn’t I just let him have this limelight? I was already fairly famous, after all, and now had stolen his one chance at fame in a flight of fancy. Sad, too, that he probably wouldn’t hate me for it. I had an idea--though perhaps a bit idealizing--that he would give it all up if he only could. There was an empty place in my heart that knew I could never do the same . . . not even for him.
Faster.
So maybe it was a good thing that I’d left him there, right? A kind of wake-up call to him that maybe, just maybe, he was better off with that inventor that clung to his side. She’d called in his favorite band, for Celestia’s sake! They were both smart, so they could easily come up with a new invention in the absence of the old one. Perfect for each other: heck, I was happy for them.
So why was I crying?
At that point I must have been pushing something like one-fifty and swerving all over the road as my emotions started to choke me. It wasn’t a surprise, then, when I heard the scream of a police siren behind me. I checked the mirror and saw that, indeed, swirling blue and red lights were trailing me.
Now, I could have easily lost him in his extra-slow steamcar, but I eventually decided against it. Against all logic, I let my hoof off the gas and began to slow down toward the shoulder of the road. Why? I don’t know . . . maybe it was a punishment I was inflicting on myself. Maybe it just felt good to know that somepony would be telling me what to do.
At any rate, I hit the sand-gravel mix beside the road at seventy and spun in a donut before coming to a complete stop. My high speeds had left the cop in my dust, so it was a few minutes before his car showed up in the little area to the side of the road.
He parked and shakily emerged from the car. Overall, he seemed surprised that I had even bothered to stop, but it only showed on his mustachioed face for a few moments before being replaced by the normal haughtiness.
The policepony approached the side of the Shark and leaned over me imposingly. I grinned up at him. “Nice day, isn’t it, officer?” I said.
“Ma’am,” he said, “do you know how fast you were going?”
“Pretty fast?”
He threw up his hooves. “Honestly, I have no idea, because my instruments don’t go up that high!”
I shrugged. “So what, am I getting a ticket, or is it jail time for me?”
My apathy, to me, felt less like defeat and more just like being too tired to do anything but accept the consequences. Many fine books had been written from prison, after all. Writing reports and books weren’t so different, were they?
The cop looked around and then back at me before heaving out a sigh. “Look, ma’am, I’m in no way to carry this right now. You look tired, so why don’t you head up to Barnstow? It’s a few miles up the road, and it’s got a rest stop. I’d suggest you take a rest there.”
I looked at his badge, that indicated he was in the highway patrol. “That’s out of your jurisdiction, isn’t it?”
“Yes ma’am. Barnstow’s got some great breakfast food, too. You might want to try some of that.”
I opened my mouth to tell him that I had more to do than stop in some podunk town, but then reconsidered. Here this cop was, me squarely in his sights, and he was offering me a way out! To not take the chance would be to act like a fool, and even in my current state I wasn’t quite that.
So, instead, I chose to reply: “The breakfast food, you said?”
He nodded. “Pat’s Diner has some great biscuits. After, of course, you take a nice, long nap.”
I smiled tentatively. “Of course.”
“Good.”
He gave me a grin before returning to his car and driving off. However, he stopped not too far down the road back to Las Pegasus, and waited. Testing me to see if I would take his advice. So, I did.
I put the Great Red Shark back into drive and roared off toward Barnstow. Did I plan to actually stop there? Maybe . . . just, maybe.
*        *        *

Running out of gas in the middle of town was a good way for the decision to be made for me. It was just as well, however. I did need a little time to stop, after all. 
There wasn’t much else to the town, anyway. It was a little spitball of whitewashed, clapboard and cement businesses that set itself in the middle of the desert astride the highway and refused to move. There were a few steamcars on the road and ponies walking the streets, but the population didn’t seem to be larger than a few hundred at most. Really, if not for the highway, there wouldn’t have been a reason for a town with the silly name of Barnstow to be there.
When the engine started clunking away to inform me that I needed to refill its ravenous maw with gasoline, I pulled into the rest stop that the policepony had mentioned. It was little more than a numerous amount of parking spaces centered around a staccato-topped building with bathrooms and little else.
Not much, but I figured it would do. 
By the time I had finished lugging the cans of gasoline out of the trunk to the gascap, pouring the strange liquid into the tank, and hauling the cans back into the trunk, I could feel the weight of a night with no sleep weighing on me already.
Sleeping in the middle of the day, to me, had never felt like a desirable activity. For some reason, it just felt wrong. Maybe it came from years of working on a farm, but wasting daylight hours just to sleep made me feel like a foal more than anything else. It was a reminder of how tired I was when I ignored those feelings and put the car’s top up to get a few winks of sleep.
I lay down in the front seat and looked up at the beige canvas of the convertible’s top. It was blank. Really blank. Yet, somehow, it held my interest even when I tried to force myself into sleep. 
I guess it was because I kept getting all emotional. Stupid emotions . . . they were all stupid, really. Making me act like some stereotypical mare who blubbered around without her stallion and couldn’t express herself properly toward him. We were better than that.
I rolled over on my side and started to close my eyes. The seats were comfortable, but the car was so . . . lonely.
*        *        *

Some time later, I was woken up to a tapping on the driver’s side window. I peeked one eye out from beneath a hoof that I had draped over my face. Outside, the day had gotten a bit brighter, and the figure next to my car was draped in a noonday shadow.
I rubbed my head and sat up in the seat before rolling the window down. With the change in position came a change in perspective, so I got a better look at the mare standing outside the car. A familiar face that practically shocked me out of my seat.
Outside stood the Trixie imposter, still in full regalia with her silver hair and even blue coat. Her eyes shined down at me, though it looked as if she had aged a dozen years in a night. Of course, I had never gotten the best look at her in the first place, so how was I to know she hadn’t looked that way in the first place?
I rolled down the window. “Can I help you?”
She stared at me. “We need to talk.”
“Okay . . . why?”
‘Trixie’ walked around to the other side of the car and knocked on the door until I opened it for her. “Drive to Pat’s; we can talk there.”
I crossed my forehooves over my chest. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me why you just show up and start ordering me around.”
Her horn glowed a light blue and I watched as the key I had placed on the dashboard float up and insert itself into the ignition and turn to start. Just as quickly, my hooves wrenched themselves out of my control and placed themselves on the wheel and stick shift.
“Drive to Pat’s, or I’ll do it for you,” ‘Trixie’ said coldly.
I gulped and complied, backing out of the parking space and turning back onto the main highway. I drove back into the heart of the town and took a few minutes to find the obscure, adobe restaurant on the other edge of town. 
I parked the Great Red Shark on a cracked blacktop and got out carefully, aware the whole time that I was being watched closely by ‘Trixie’. She’d been silent the whole drive, but didn’t take her eyes off of me. 
As we walked along the sand-blasted wall of the restaurant on our way to the entrance, I happened to get a look at her flank. An innocent look, but what I saw threw me for a curve. 
‘Trixie’ back at the bar had been unique in that she hadn’t had the same cutie mark as the real Trixie, but rather something to do with a hammer. But the mare beside me . . . her cutie mark didn’t have anything like a hammer on it. Instead, it was the image of a crescent moon and a magic wand crossed over it.
Oh no.
“T-Trixie?” I exclaimed, backing up against the wall.
She smiled at me. “The Great and Powerful. Why, did you expect somepony else?”
My mind drifted back to the fetishist and her pet . . . and the actions commenced with them. “No . . .”
“Good.” She turned and continued to walk toward the diner’s door.
“If I could ask one question, though . . .”
“Hmm?”
“How in the wide, wide world of Equestria did you find me in a town like this?”
Trixie smirked. “I come through here on my way to Las Pegasus all the time. As it turns out, a red convertible car like yours is quite noticeable, especially after a certain daughter of mine took pains to describe it over the phone to me.”
She laughed and I did so in return, partly out of relief. It wasn’t like she was exactly familiar, but a small connection to Grapevine in a lonely desert town was nice enough for me.
Trixie took me inside the cafe and sat us at a corner booth. She ordered some sort of bagel-thing from the flustered waitress while I settled on simple eggs and a biscuit, per the cop’s recommendation. 
I couldn’t help but keep looking at the famous pony across the table from me. “You’re speaking in first-person,” I said.
“Oh?” she said. “Is that silly reputation still sticking with me? I haven’t even used it since Grapevine was born, after all.”
I put on my best smile. “Of course it’s not sticking with you! I was just, uh, really curious.”
“Well, good.”
Our food was delivered and we started to eat in a moment of silence. I couldn’t help but keep sneaking glances at her, and she noticed eventually.
“Why do you keep staring at me?” she asked.
I gulped. “Well, uh, it’s just that you . . . and the Ponyville Six . . . and being famous and all that.”
“That was a very long time ago, now.” She laughed. “Really, it’s you and my daughter who are the famous ones now.”
“Really?”
“Enough that back in Los Celestias I can find copies of the Chronicler.” She smiled. “It’s nice to see Grapevine out and doing some good in the world. Celestia knows I hoped she wouldn’t turn out like me when I was younger.”
I nodded. “Right, before you and the Ponyville Six had that-”
“Yeah.”
I munched down on my eggs thoughtfully, while she stared at me over her own meal. Her hair, I noticed, was more grey than silver now, and the lines around her eyes were much more prominent than pictures I had seen. Even in the ones that Grapevine had showed me after that one night we shared.
“You know,” Trixie continued, “when Grapevine was calling me on the phone, she told me specifically that you were going to be in Las Pegasus . . . so why are you on the road to Los Celestias?”
“Oh, right.” I bit my lip. “Well, you see, I had a little . . . trouble . . . in Las Pegasus, so I figured I would take the car and head to Los Celestias for a bit to cool off and find a new story.”
In hindsight, my scheme sounded more ridiculous than when I was thinking it up back at the Winged Unicorn Hotel. Then, it had seemed like the logical course of events, but now it just felt like a fever dream that had somehow become real.
“A flight of fancy, huh?” Trixie said. Her brow furrowed. “Wait, Grapevine said you were going to Las Pegasus with some colt, uh, Silver or Sterling or something, right?”
“Yeah, that’s true,” I admitted.
“At the risk of focusing this conversation on you, are you out here because of him?”
I tapped a hoof on the checkered table that was thick in the remains of a thousand meals that had soaked into it over the years. “I wouldn’t quite say that.”
“Oh, and why would that be?”
“I’m not really out here because of him. Really, I’m out here because of me.”
Trixie snorted. “Oh, this oughta be good.”
I glared at her. “What?”
“Oh, nothing, it’s just that these stories tend to be at least somewhat interesting.”
I briefly thought about just shutting up and letting her talk for the rest of our meal, but then I would have had to keep justifying my actions against the doubt she already put in my head. If I could speak my part, perhaps I could quiet those traitorous thoughts.
“Well, the only reason I’m out here is because of myself,” I continued. “Sterling and I were in Las Pegasus for the conference, you know, and I was the one who screwed everything up.”
“How so?”
“I . . . I-” I paused, and let the words sink into myself before I could utter them. “I wasn’t good enough for him. I was jealous and rash and could only think about myself the whole time! I made a fool of myself, so I ran away.”
I looked away. “Maybe this way he can find happiness without me.”
The words hurt to say, and bit like knives when they left my tongue. I felt darker than I had in a long time . . . which was why I was surprised when Trixie began to laugh.
Of all the reactions I could have gotten from her, laughing was the last I could have expected. Laughing so hard until she cried. Her hoof kept pounding on the table as her laughing droned on and on until it was replaced with hacking and coughing.
Eventually, she called down enough so that she could dab at her eyes with a paper towel while still giggling slightly. I glowered at her.
“And just why is all of this so funny?”
“You . . . you’re taking all of this so serious!” Trixie cried. “You’re trying to act like all that’s happened is so ‘dark’ and ‘deep.’”
“This is plenty dark!”
Trixie chuckled. “Look, dear, how long have the two of you been seeing each other?”
“A month.”
“And have you been in a relationship like this one before?”
“ . . . no . . .”
“I figured as much,” she finished. Trixie laughed again, though only once. “I was right, though, this is interesting. It’s nice to see a mare like you going through the first trials of love after all.”
“L-Love?” I stammered.
She raised an eyebrow. “You two haven’t talked about the L-word? I mean, I know it’s only been a month or so, but if you two are taking a trip together to a far-off city . . .”
“L-word?” My mind jumped briefly to Grapevine. “You mean lesbians?”
Trixie very carefully placed one hoof on her forehead and rubbed it there. “No . . . no, not lesbians. I meant love, I wasn’t trying to trick you.”
“Oh, right.”
“So what do you think about it?” She leaned over the table toward me. “Come on, I know you’ve at least thought about it once or twice.”
I looked down at my hooves. “Once or twice.”
“Aha, and what did you think then?”
“Well . . . mostly about that I’m not really feeling love at all. I mean, we’ve only gone out for about a month. Sure, bonds forming over danger like we had are pretty strong, but it doesn’t seem like an actual love situation.”
Trixie leaned back in her seat. “You’re right.”
“I am?” I stammered. “But I thought you said-”
“I asked if you thought about love, not if you were in it. Because, let’s face it, you aren’t.” She smiled. “But what you are on is the path to love, and this whole situation with running away so he can have a better life are some good first--if very shaky--steps.”
“What do you mean?”
Just then, the waitress returned with our check. She slapped it on the table while watching us closely, then left. Luckily for me, Trixie was quick to pull out a coin purse and offer to pay it, since I didn’t have much in the way of money other than Sterling’s stash. Somehow, I figured she would frown upon that.
With the bill paid, we headed out of the diner and back toward the Great Red Shark. Despite the service, I at least felt satisfied with the food: my stomach was very comfortably full. The heat outside, however, quickly took away that comfort to replace it with a sweltering blanket of pure hot.
Trixie settled for leaning against the rear fender of the car while I watched her. 
“Are you going to finish your speech from in there?” I asked.
She shrugged. “Probably better that I didn’t. These are lessons that, no matter, how painful, need to be learned on your own.”
My shoulders drooped a bit. “I suppose.”
“Though I guess, since you came all the way out here-” she began with a small wink, “I can tell you this: jealousy isn’t a bad thing to feel in a relationship. Far from it. The only bad thing is not confronting your partner about it.”
I looked at the highway and toward the way I had come from. Back to Las Pegasus, the city of the lucky.
“I’m going to have to go back there, aren’t I?”
“Most likely.”
I sighed. She was right, of course. How could I have been so foolish? The Great Magnet was always going to draw me back to Las Pegasus, no matter where I went. Fleeing to anywhere else was a hopeless endeavor.
I walked up to Trixie and offered a hoof. “Thanks . . . for everything. Really, if you hadn’t found me, then I’d probably be heading to Los Celestias right now. I don’t know how we found each other, but I’m glad we did.”
Trixie didn’t shake my hoof, however, but instead brought me in for a hug. “Any friend of my daughter’s is huggable,” she said.
When we pulled away, she held onto my front shoulders and smiled. “I know it’s all new to you, but trust me: this will work itself out. Grapevine’s said before that you’re the kind of mare that things just seem to work around, and I don’t think this should be any different.”
I smiled back and she let me go and I climbed into Sterling’s car. She told me something about calling Grapevine to tell her about the whole thing and walked off.
For a minute, I simply sat in the car and let her words echo in my head. About Sterling . . . and love . . . and Las Pegasus. I tried, too, to banish all my fears and self-loathing that had accumulated over the course of the trip. That’s all it had really been, hadn’t it? Fear and loathing in Las Pegasus.
*        *        *

The farther I drove out of Barnstow back toward Las Pegasus, the more I became convinced that the Trixie I saw had, in fact, been a hallucination. Some sort of mad vision that acted as my own little morality avatar to get me to do the right thing. 
Then again, maybe I had met Grapevine’s mom in the middle of a tiny desert town for no reason at all. Stranger things had happened, right? 
I told myself this as I kept the Great Red Shark at a nice cruising speed of around ninety, conveniently forgetting my run-in with the police only hours earlier. I was driving better this time, though.
I was more awake and felt refreshed. Energized. I was going to cover my story and convince my coltfriend that I wasn’t a crazy psychopath and I was going to do it all by noon tomorrow. How, I didn’t know.
Those details aren’t the most important in life, however. The how is always pointless when it comes to the why? Why a story is good is more important than how exactly it was written. I had learned that the hard way.
But I’d come this far, and by Celestia I would keep going! My dream was just being realized, and I had plenty of time to shape it myself. With a spoon. A spoon, by Celestia, a spoon! The glorious silver tool of scooping power!
Ugh. I grabbed my head and stared up at the sun. The heat was getting to me; it was frying my brains like eggs in an iron skillet. I had to take a rest.
I edged the Shark onto the side of the desert highway and stopped in a big clearing of dust and tiny, sun-bleached rocks. I lay back and tried to think of cooler places than, well, a desert.
The problem was, thinking of nothing but snow was boring. So I did the first thing that jumped to mind when sitting in a car that isn’t yours: check the glove compartment. I figured Sterling must have at least stuffed some food or reading material in there. I really hoped it was food.
I popped open the compartment and expected something from the mundane. Instead what I got was . . . unexpected to say the least. My heart lept to my throat when I saw what Sterling had hidden in the compartment.
Sitting among maps and paperback books was a very large and shiny silver revolver. The kind with the big black handle and barrel as wide as a unicorn’s horn. From a little lecture from Ivory about gun safety after my last fiasco, I knew the revolver to not be just any normal weapon: it was a griffin weapon. Each bullet was designed to take down one of them in a single shot, so there was no telling what it would do to a pony.
I slowly handled it with my wings--using the harder feathers to act like griffin talons--and checked the chambers. Sure enough, they were all filled by a brass bullet. The gun suddenly seemed even more dangerous to me.
My first instinct was, of course, to put the gun back. I’d had enough of them the last time I had handled one. The guard I had shot had recovered just fine, but he’d always have scars to remind me what happened if I got reckless. So, naturally, I meant to return the weapon to its place and wonder why Sterling would have something like that in the first place.
But something held me back. Maybe it was how shiny the gun looked, or the heat exhaustion, or maybe just the weight of so much stress finally collapsing upon me, but this gun called out to me. It called out for it to be shot. After all, what harm could come of it? I looked both ways down the highway and saw the expected nothing. Nopony was around.
The feel of that killing machine leaping in my wing grip as it threw a hunk of metal riding an explosion at hundreds of miles per hour . . . there was something exhilarating about it. Plus, I reasoned, there was no reason why a gun being shot in such a harmless manner could actually be a bad thing.
That was probably why I suddenly found myself facing the quiet desert stretch with the silver revolver pointed out in front of me and my eye lining down the sights. Could I really do it? Could I really-
BAM!
The gun leapt in my loose grip and the recoil sent me sprawling on the ground. The massive retort echoed across the rocky desert landscape long after the bullet had impacted somewhere far out in the desert. Maybe some little groundhog had had his day ruined, but no ponies were around.
I looked at the smoking gun in my grip and laughed.
“That was awesome!”
My wings flapped and I flew a little in the air in exhilaration. The intensity, the power . . . it was exhilarating. It was like throwing all my troubles downrange. Yeah, that was it. I grinned and pointed the gun ahead of me again. Just take all of my troubles and shove a .44 down its throat.
Cog getting so close with Sterling?
BAM!
Abandoning Sterling shortly thereafter?
BAM!
Spilling my guts to my best friend’s mother?
BAM!
Not knowing if I love Sterling or not?
BAM!
I lined up my last shot very specifically to hit a small rock off in the distance, just to see if I could. I whispered my last problem to myself: “Still not knowing if what I’m doing is right?”
Bam.
The echo reached me a few moments later. It sounded . . . empty, in a way. Hollow. I pointed the revolver one more time downrange and clicked the trigger but, as, expected it simply clicked and nothing came out. Empty, but I wasn’t.
I sighed and tossed the gun on the ground. It had felt nice to discharge so much ammo in a short time, and the little bursts of energy were as nice as any drug, but it still didn’t stop me from having more questions than bullets.
The desert was like that, I supposed. It was so empty that it offered no answers: only your own questions thrown back at you. I could look at the rimmed plain of rock and sand for hours and find nothing but myself out there. But there was a point where that would no longer do. When the time for questions was over. It had been that way back in Fillydelphia.
A wave of knowledge and understanding that had come from my friends always having the answers to all of my problems. That wave had swept me up, and carried me along until I reached my goal of reporting . . . but it was never enough. They could only carry me so far before I had to learn life on my own. As the sun high over the desert set the landscape alight, I looked down at the revolver and, for a moment, thought I could see where the wave finally broke and rolled back.
*        *        *

I kicked around in that empty desert for a little while longer before heading back to the car. I made sure to very carefully place the gun back where I had found it, sans ammo. Hopefully he wouldn’t notice until my little problem with him had blown over.
I put the car in gear and started down the highway feeling a little lightheaded, but I hoped it was a sign that everything was right with me. Probably not, but then again, when was everything right with me?
As I roared down the highway, I started to formulate a small bit of a plan for what to do with Sterling. It wasn’t much yet, but it was something. I’d make most of it up as I went along, of course, but that was to be expected of me. 
After around an hour of driving, I pulled into another rest stop and headed right over to the local payphones. I grabbed a couple of bits from a bag Sterling kept in the trunk of the car. A gun in the glovebox and money in the trunk . . . that probably had some meaning behind it, but for me it just meant way too much effort for far too little money.
I ran up to the nearest phonebooth and almost lost my nerve. That squawking terror . . . but no, I could do it. For Sterling!
The mouthpiece felt odd in my hoof, but I pressed it to my ear anyway and inserted two copper bits anyway. A buzzing started in my ear and I almost slammed the piece back on its cradle, but I pushed on.
Luckily, it was soon replaced by a bored voice of a mare. “Connection?” she said.
“Uh, the Winged Alicorn,” I replied.
There was a pause. “Alright, room?”
“Room 498.”
“Wait just a moment.”
There was a pause that returned her voice to that shrill buzzing for a little while. Soon, however, it was replaced by an altogether too-familiar voice.
“Hello?” Sterling said.
I almost didn’t say anything. It was all too painful at the moment, but I persevered. “Sterling?” I asked.
“Minty!” he cried. “Oh, thank Celestia you’re okay! Where have you been? One of the hotel managers said you had left with the car . . . we were all so worried!”
I paused. “So . . . you’re not mad?”
“Why would I be mad?”
“Well, uh, aren’t you worried about the money?”
Sterling laughed. “We were, for a while, but then it turns out that they upgraded our suite. Something about a customer named Duke who transferred the funds through another guy named Thompson, and it all ended up paying for a better room!”
I looked at the receiver like it was spouting lies to me. What. So, apparently, I bluff my way out of a hotel and it gets them an upgrade. Really, I was okay with that.
“So when are you bringing back the car?” Sterling said, though this time more cautiously. “I mean, we assumed you just went for a joyride, but when you didn’t come back . . .”
I cringed. “Well, I had a very good reason for not coming back, you know.”
“Which is . . . ?”
I rubbed my head and told myself to think. Think hard. “It’s for a, uh, surprise.”
“Surprise?”
“Yeah, for the expo. It ends tomorrow, right? Well, I figured that I could take the car out and return with a big surprise for you that is sure to wow the judges.”
I could almost hear the hesitation color his voice, but in the end he relented. “Alright. I’ll trust you . . . and look forward to it.”
“Thanks,” I said, then added, “and I’m sure Cog will like it too.”
Sterling laughed. “I’m sure she will, especially with the heart attack she almost had when she found out it was gone. You may want to steer clear of her until after the expo.”
“Can do.”
“And Minty?”
“Hmm?”
He paused, and sighed a little. “I miss you.”
I smiled. “I miss you, too.”
We kept in silence for a few minutes before Sterling said he had to go and we said our goodbyes. He hung up on his end and I on mine. I stared up at the phone. 
So many promises I had made that now I had to keep. Crap. I sighed and picked up the telephone again. I had one idea about how to make the big surprise at the expo special.
“Connection?” the mare asked again.
“Do you know if Jefferson Airship is still in town?”

	
		Episode 6: Fear and Loathing in Las Pegasus



Unsurprisingly, the phone operator had no idea if a relatively-obscure band from San Flankcisco would still be in town. After a few minutes of fruitlessly trying to explain to her the very concept of the band, I gave up and hung up the phone.
Great.
I kicked at the ground beneath the payphone as I walked back to the Great Red Shark and climbed back in. The leather seats felt warm in the sun as I lay back in them. This was a real mess I had thrown myself into, wasn’t it? Stuck in the desert and promising Sterling a big surprise when I had . . . nothing.
I tapped the steering wheel and thought for a moment. What were my assets? I had Sterling . . . and Trixie I wasn’t entirely sure was real . . . and me. Crap. Not good, not good.
“Ugh, think, Minty!” I growled, rubbing my temples. “There’s got to be a way out of this! There has to be!”
“Uh, ma’am?” a voice asked.
“What?!” I snapped at the pony standing next to the car. 
The stallion in the gas station’s grubby overall blinked at me. He licked his lips, then said, “Uh, I was just wanting to know if you want your tires pumped. They seemed low to me.”
I felt my face start to flush. “Oh, yeah, that’ll be fine.” I tried to laugh. “Um, sorry about that.”
The stallion brought a hose over and fixed it to a point on one of the wheels. “It’s no big deal,” he said, “we all get frustrated sometimes.” He took out a pump machine and fiddled with the dials a bit before looking back at me. “What level do you want it, miss?”
“Oh, uh, fifty.”
“You want it at . . . fifty psi?”
PSI? What did that mean? “Yeah, sure, that sounds good,” I said. I tried to smile convincingly.
The stallion shrugged and started the machine, muttering something about “your funeral.” He sauntered over to a bench out front of the convenience store and picked up a newspaper to read. I noticed, to my detriment, that it was just a paper from Los Celestias. Too bad.
Watching the air pump work, though, did give me an idea. An idea so powerful that I started to laugh and set my head on the steering wheel. I had one more asset in Las Pegasus, of course. Cog!
Oh, that wonderful silver and blue mare. A common friend to Sterling and she knew the band already! I questioned not thinking of her before, but then again asking Sterling’s dubious friend to help me express my feelings toward him wasn’t the brightest idea I had had that day. It wasn’t the stupidest, either.
The station attendant finished with the wheels and I started the car and took off. Immediately, I could feel a difference in the handling. The car felt slippery . . . but secure. Like I was gliding across the road instead of digging into it. It was a good feeling, really, on the long stretches of highway.
It let time burn away as the highway unfolded before me in my unceasing route back to Las Pegasus. The desert and the cacti eventually fell away and out of my view, to be replaced with a single vision: finding Cog.
The city threw itself over me as desert turned to concrete and suddenly I was among the streets of Las Pegasus again, hustling and bustling with the rest of them. I took a sharp turn nearly halfway across town and took the long way to the expo stadium. I didn’t actually have any idea where Cog would be staying, so I hoped I’d find her there. 
My press pass got me into the gated parking area of the expo center, though the place was almost completely deserted. Only a small stand of steamcars clung to one side of the parking lot, so naturally I parked as far away from the as possible. Readjusting my hat and coat, I found the front door and went inside.
*        *        *

The sound of the door clicking shut behind me echoed through the almost-empty stadium. A few inventors here and there remained to work on their projects. I maneuvered my way down one of the aisles of inventions to reach the area where the Great Red Shark had perched just yesterday.
I took a deep breath before rounding the final corner of the aisle to reach the very back stage. There was a lone light shining down on it, so I didn’t see her at first. When my eyes adjusted, however, I spotted Cog hunched over some sort of object on the stage.
She was wearing a plain, white cotton shirt and not much else. Her mane was let down and she looked positively dirty. She’d probably been awake all night.
I walked to the front of the floor before the stage. “Hey,” I called.
“Hey, we’re not open,” she said back, not bothering to turn around. “Come back tonight to see the new steamless car.”
I paused. “I find that somewhat hard to believe, seeing as how you and Sterling don’t even have the car in your possession.”
“How did you-” she began, but when she turned around to see me, the confusion in her eyes softened. “Minty?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I came back.”
Something seemed to click inside her head, and suddenly her eyes tensed and lit up like there was fire inside. “You!” The wrench she had been holding in one hoof was sent flying through the air straight at my head, and I barely had time to throw myself on the ground before it slammed into the wall behind me.
When I looked up, however, I saw she wasn’t done. With a gutteral growl, she leapt off the stage and charged right at me. She hit me right as I was halfway back on my feet, and sent me sprawling once again to the floor.
She pushed her weight on top of me, and raised her torso above mine. “You bitch!” she screamed. “You’re the one who stole the car!” She slapped me across the face and my ears rang. “And you made Sterling worry himself sick!”
“C-Can you please stop choking me?” I managed to get out. She loosened up her grip, but stayed on top of me, fury still burning strong in her eyes.
“Would it help if I apologized?” I said.
“It would be a start.”
I looked to the side. “I ran away, okay?” I said. “I took the car and ran away.”
“But . . . why?”
“I don’t know.” I swallowed. “I don’t know, okay. I was confused and stupid and lost and-” I took a deep breath. “. . . and I thought you were taking Sterling away from me.”
Cog looked at me and started to laugh. In the process, she pushed herself off of me and stood next to me, though I remained on the ground. “You-You really thought that I was trying to move in on Sterling?” She laughed some more and started to hit the ground. 
I pouted. “What, are you trying to say he’s ugly or something?”
“No, no, not at all. I mean, I guess he is.” She tapped her chin. “I don’t really tell ponies this, but since you’re with Sterling then, uh, there’s a certain reason I wouldn’t think of being with him.”
I looked her over. Coltish personality, bouncy, willing to tackle me to the ground and lay on top of me . . . “You’re-” I began, then pointed at her, “. . . his cousin!”
She smacked herself in the face. “I like mares, you dolt. I wouldn’t try to move on your boyfriend ever. Period.”
“So . . . you’re gay.”
“Yeah.”
“And you sat on top of me for like five minutes.”
“. . . .Yeah.” She coughed. “Hey, don’t look so weirded out; you’re not my type anyway.”
“What’s your type?” I said.
She winked. “Good looking.”
When I glared at Cog, she started to laugh again, though in a more high-pitched and whiny tone. Or maybe that was me being jealous. Probably not, though, since I’m not much of a jealous pony.
“So what made you to decide to come back?” Cog asked when she had finally calmed down. “I mean, I’m assuming you came to bring the car back, right?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I had a run-in with a, uh, certain mare who got me to see what I had been doing was wrong. So I decided to come back here to deliver the car . . . and to talk to Sterling.”
“Well talk to him; he’s back at the hotel.”
I shook my head. “No, not like that. I promised that next time I saw him, I would have a surprise; I want to make it special and show that I’m not just going to run off.”
“You know there is this thing a mare does with her stallion to make a night special . . .”
I held up my hooves. “No, no, not like that! I just want to show him that I care, you know? In a way that doesn’t involve . . . that.”
“You mean sex. We’re adults, Minty. You’re talking about sex.” She sighed. “I don’t suppose you’d have an idea of this surprise you’re making for Sterling do you?”
“So you’ll help?” I asked.
“Well yeah; Sterling’s my friend, after all. It’s my job to help him with all these pesky fillies that come along,” Cog said. “So like I said, do you have a plan?”
I scratched the back of my head. “Kind of. It mostly hinges on one thing, though: Do you know if Jefferson Airship is still in town?”
*        *        *

I roared away from the convention center in the Great Red Shark with Cog in the passenger’s seat. I felt more confident than before, that was for sure. As it turned out, Jefferson Airship was in town, but at the airport.
I gunned my way through town, taking care to weave around the cars ahead of us to get as much speed as possible. “So you really think they’ll help us?” I yelled over the roar of the engine.
“Probably!” she cried back. “I mean, they’re all really nice; I’m sure they’ll play one last concert.”
“What about money?”
“We’ll worry about that later, okay?”
I slammed on the gas and darted through the gap between two large trucks, just barely avoiding scraping my sides. Cog grabbed one of my hooves and squeezed it tight as I continued my speedy dance through traffic.
I turned onto the Las Pegasus Strip and roared back out toward the desert. I had seen the airport with its massive landing pad filled with airships on my way back to the city, so I figured it would be a simple matter of getting over there.
“You know, you’re a pretty interesting mare,” Cog said after a few minutes.
“Well thanks,” I said. “What makes you say that?”
“I mean, you are willing to go through all of this crazy trouble for Sterling, but can’t just talk to him about your problems? I mean, did you really need to drive halfway to Los Celestias just to figure out that you couldn’t let jealousy go to your head?”
I smiled a little. “I’m a reporter. We’re a strange bunch; some lessons come easy, but others . . . not so much.”
She laughed. “And you really tell yourself that?”
“What?” I pouted. “It’s totally what being a reporter is all about.”
“Right, sure.”
We kept driving, though once I was on the highway, she started to turn around a bit. She got up out of her seat, even, to confirm where we were.
“Hey, uh, I think we have a problem,” she said.
“What is it now?” I said.
She pointed across the desert to a massive slab of concrete slapped into the desert and covered in airships. “The airport’s over there.”
“Yes, and?”
“This highway doesn’t let out to the airport. I rode in on an airship; we had to take a different road.”
I groaned. “Alright, fine, I’ll turn around . . .”
Cog looked at a pocketwatch that she pulled from a chain underneath her shirt. “No time,” she said. “Their airship leaves at five.”
“What time is it now?” I asked.
“Just about five.”
It only took me a second to decide my next course of action, which should have told me right away how stupid it was. Before I could smack myself for thinking of something so stupid, I jerked the car left and onto the dry patch of desert between the incoming and outbound lanes.
“What are you doing?!” Cog screamed, now locking me into her death grip as I fought to keep control of the Great Red Shark.
“I’m not going to miss this airship!” I yelled back. Though she was right next to me, the insane amount of noise created from driving a massive car over uneven terrain was enough to drown everything but screams. We had plenty of those.
Suddenly, the ground flattened out and we angled up onto the inbound lane of the highway. The Big Red Shark paused in the middle of the road for a moment as I looked around for the best path to the airport.
Unfortunately, we didn’t get to stay very long. A very large steamcar was honking its horn and driving straight toward us, threatening to hit the Shark across its middle. “Drive, drive, drive!” Cog screamed at me.
I glared at her, but stomped on the gas anyway and dove back onto the rough ground away from the highway and sped toward the airport. Sand and bits of rock kicked up under the car and thumped against the metal side and out the back of the vehicle. Every time a little pinging sound was made, Cog would cringe a little more. 
The airport loomed ahead, but there was one small problem: it had a fence around it. Not a very strong fence, mind; just a chainlink one to keep out ne'er do well fillies and colts, but a fence nonetheless.
“Minty, the fence!” Cog cried.
“I see it!” 
Not that it stopped me from not changing our course. Before Cog could protest again, we had hit the fence and plowed right through it, tearing the flimsy metal poles of out the ground and leaving the chainlink sliding around on the hood of the Shark.
Cog cringed until I turned a sharp right away from the warehouses storing the airship fuel and parts and toward the actual landing strips. The sight of a car roaring down the runway was enough, it seemed, to keep ponies from stopping us out of sheer surprise and bewilderment.
“Which airship?” I called to Cog.
She pointed to a massive one with a red balloon. “That one!” she said. “The Cloud Chaser!”
“Right, right,” I said. I steered us over to the frickin’ huge airship and parked near a large staircase that let ponies walk up to the passenger compartment, which hung off the ground. Most of the ponies milled around on the ground, though I didn’t at first spot the band.
However, Cog quickly climbed out of her seat and started waving toward a group of ponies, who trotted over to the car. An earth pony with a bushy beard and mussy mane smiled at Cog. 
“That was quite a, uh, entrance,” he said. “What brings you and your car here?”
“Paul,” she said, pointing to me, “meet Minty Flower. Minty, meet Paul Canter, the leader of this band.”
I waved to him. “Uh, hi,” I said.
Cog smiled. “Minty here had one big, huge, enormous favor to ask all of you.”
Canter’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, yeah?”
“Tell him, Minty.”
I gulped. “Uh, well, you see . . . you remember Sterling from the other night? I’m kind of his marefriend, and, well, I need your help.”
So I told them.
Sitting on the airfield while their airship started to board, I told a band of six strangers my entire story and what I had learned. Barring the more explicit bits, of course. But still, I spilled my guts for them, though after a while I was more telling the story for my own benefit than theirs. To get my story straight in my head was nice for once.
The feelings of mistrust and jealousy. The decision to leave and the flight to Los Celestias; meeting Trixie--which they didn’t seem to believe in the slightest--and shooting the gun in the desert.
When I finished, Canter just kind of looked at me funny. “So you want us to play another show at the inventor’s expo . . . for free . . . so you can get your coltfriend back and prove that you really like him?”
“Well it just sounds stupid when you say it like that,” I said. “But I promise it’ll be worth it!”
Canter scratched his head. “Your story might make a decent song . . . but otherwise, how? I mean, we’ll have to buy new airship tickets and everything.”
“Well think of all the rich inventors and judges there!” Cog said quickly, surprising even me a bit. “It’s big publicity for sure.”
“And I’ll write you up in my story covering the event,” I threw in. “I’m a reporter after all.”
“So a publicity stunt?” Canter said.
“Yeah, pretty much.”
He scratched his chin. “Give me a minute to talk to the band.” They walked a few paces away and sat together in a little huddle before whispering sharply to each other. I couldn’t hear what was going on, but it seemed the argument was fierce.
“So you’re actively helping me now?” I asked Cog. 
“Only if it helps Sterling,” she said. “He’s a good friend; I can’t have some mare go messing him up.”
“Yeah, thanks a lot.”
“My pleasure.”
The band’s meeting was quick, but when they returned my heart skipped a beat when I saw them smiling at us, particularly Canter. “Alright, we’ll take it,” he said. “It’s about time we moved our act out of San Flankcisco, anyway.”
“Well then,” Cog said, leaning over the windshield. “Get in.”
*        *        *

We drove out through the hole in the fence again to avoid questions from the airport security and got back onto the section of the highway leading into the city. The desert sun was just starting to dip down toward the horizon, so Cog warned me to go a bit faster just so we could make it.
“We appreciate the car ride,” Canter said between bumps. “Though it is a bit cramped.” He and the entire six ponies of the band were somehow crammed into the backseat and riding up with every bounce the Great Red Shark took. The rest had been introduced as Jorma, Marty, Signe, Jack, and Skip. Problem was, I couldn’t really tell them apart. Not that it quite mattered; they were more than happy to ignore me.
That was, they kept ignoring me until I was hitting about sixty miles per hour coming into the city. One of them spoke up, “Uh, I think we’ve got a problem.”
“What kind of problem?” I said through gritted teeth.
“A police kind of problem.”
I looked in the rearview mirror to see that, sure enough, there were cop cars edging through traffic behind us. Their familiar red and blue lights whirled from the black, sleek chassis of their oblong steam cars.
“I’m not even going that fast!” I said.
“You’re going sixty,” Cog pointed out.
“Like I said: not that fast.”
“It is when most steamcars barely make it up that high; the limit’s forty here.”
“Oh.”
The police cars, naturally, had a bit more speed to them than the average car, so they were starting to catch up to me. My natural instinct to just pull over, however, was noticeably absent.
“If they pull us over, we’re not going to make it to the expo are we?” I asked Cog.
“No, most likely not,” she said.
“Well, that just simplifies things.”
I rammed the car into the next gear and soared down the highway, putting the cops far behind me as I pushed one hundred straight through downtown Las Pegasus. The wailing of sirens faded and I could bear to calm down a little, if just for the moment. The other passengers, however, were a bit more excitable.
“What are you doing?” one of them cried. “That’s the police!”
“Yeah, and if we stop we won’t make it to the expo,” I said calmly.
“It’s just an expo; it’s not worth jail time, especially for all of us!”
“Look,” I said, “I’ll take all of the blame for this; you guys just focus on playing once we get to the expo. With any luck, we’ve outrun them anyway.”
They seemed to believe that little lie, so they were placated for the rest of the trip across town to the expo building. By the time we had gotten there, however, the place was crowded to the point of ridiculousness.
“Whoa, check out how many ponies are here,” I heard one band mate say to another.
“Yeah, tons of publicity,” said another.
I turned to Cog. “I thought tonight was just for judges?” I said.
“Oh, right.” She laughed a little. “Well, you see, I may have exaggerated a little about the car around town . . .”
“They’re all here for us?!” I cried.
As it turned out, she didn’t even have to confirm that for me. As soon as our car was within sight of the gate, steamcars started pulling out of our way so we could get through. I felt nervous as I was let through the gates without question and allowed to park out back next to the vehicle entrance for the expo. 
The band members climbed out and retrieved their luggage from the trunk before giving us a wave and going inside. I climbed out while Cog inspected the car. She looked grim.
“You really did a number on it,” she said. “While you guys set up, I’ll have to clean her up until she’s in better condition.”
“Yeah, that’ll be good.” I paused. “Hey, Cog?”
“Hmm?”
“Thanks. For everything.”
“Hey, don’t mention it. It gave me something to do.” She laughed. “Though this day isn’t over yet; you’re going to have to get this whole band thing going, and hope it impresses Sterling.”
I sighed. “Yeah, that’s going to be a real joy.” I kicked the ground a little before speaking up, “Wh-What do you think his reaction would be if I, you know, sang a song for him?”
“Are you serious?”
“I mean, if it’s a stupid idea . . .”
She laughed. “If you can sing and convince the band to let you to . . . I’d say go for it. He’s all into that sentimental junk anyway. He likes it when his mares are all lovey-dovey.”
“Well, uh, good.” I chose to ignore the “mares” remark. 
Cog and I trotted inside and back behind a stage they had set up over the former presentation area for the car. Quite a few ponies were gathered out front, but luckily they were hidden from view. Cog grabbed her toolbag and ran back outside, leaving me alone with the band.
Canter walked over from a scruffy-looking pony and smiled. “Alright,” he said, “I got them to agree to let us perform.”
“How, exactly?” 
“Something about a riot if the crowd isn’t given something soon, and the car isn’t ready.”
I gulped and looked at the curtain, trying to imagine the crowd on the other side. Their noise volume was still at a talking level, but I knew it could get nasty real fast. And I was going to have to be the one to go out there and placate them. Not the my favorite thing to do.
“You going to go tell them about the concert?”
“Yeah, I will in a minute,” I said. “But, can I, uh, ask you another favor?”
“Is it bigger than abandoning our flight to do an impromptu concert for free?”
“. . . no . . .”
“Then go ahead.”
I gulped. “Could I, uh, sing one of your songs? Just one, but one for Sterling. The first one, even! Just let me sing the first and I’ll let you guys do the rest . . . is that okay?”
Canter looked at his fellow bandmates, then back to me. He started to laugh. “You know what, kid?” he said. “I . . . think I’m going to say okay. Why the hay not, you know? If we’re already doing all this other stuff, might as well.”
He coughed. “Now, do you have any song in mind?”
I rubbed the back of my head. “N-Not really . . . do you have anything about wanting to, you know, be close to somebody?”
The bandmates all looked at each and grinned. Canter winked. “I think I have just the thing. Now, get out on that stage and introduce us, and then we’ll give you the lyrics on paper. Just sing along, get your song done, and we’ll take the rest of the show, okay?”
I nodded hurriedly. “Alright, I can do that. Most likely.”
I took a deep breath, gave one last look at Jefferson Airship, and stepped past the curtains and out onto the stage. The crowd was even larger than I had realized, and my stomach started doing flip-flops. Especially as dozens of pairs of eyes--if not hundreds--suddenly turned and focused on me.
I tried to smile. There was a microphone on a stand at the end of the stage that jutted out into the audience. When I stepped out to it, I was surrounded on three sides by ponies. I tapped the microphone once and heard the sound echo through the convention center. Oh, this was bad.
“Uh, hello,” I said into it and listened to my voice carry across the crowd through large speakers in their midst. “Thanks for coming tonight!”
No response other than silence and a few coughs.
I gulped. “Well, uh, I know you all came to see the new gasoline car, but it’s not quite ready yet. Don’t worry, it’s being cleaned up as I speak!”
A few of the ponies started to trickle away, and I began to shake a little. I was losing them! “But, we have something very special while you wait! Backstage, all the way from San Flankcisco is Jefferson Airship!”
The band members, luckily, chose that moment to move themselves onstage, which had the effect of keeping the audience not only there, but whispering among themselves. I saw more than a few smiles, for which I was lucky.
While they did that, I searched the audience frantically for Sterling. There were more than a few ponies with similar coat or mane colors, but never the same together. I looked and looked but couldn’t find him.
I did spot a very different sight, however. They were near the back of the crowd, but moving rapidly forward. Members of the Las Pegasus police adorned in their full uniforms and carrying weapons were making their way toward the stage. My heart sank.
Canter apparently saw them too. He leaned in close to me and whispered, “I guess they found us after all.”
“To be fair, there aren’t a whole lot of cars like ours in the city,” I grumbled. 
“What are you going to do then?”
I paused. The whole thing, if they rushed onto the stage would not only be bad, but embarrassing . . . but that also gave me an idea. “I’m going to try something,” I said.
I stood next to the microphone again. “Myself and the band would like to thank you all for being here,” I told the crowd. “We would especially like to thank the members of Las Pegasus’ law enforcement that could join us here tonight. We’re sure that they’ll have just a good time as the rest of you!”
The police officers in the crowd stopped in the crowd as suddenly every single pony focused their attentions on them. Many of them gave me dirty looks, but none tried to rush the stage again. Instead, they gathered near the back of the convention center, making it clear we wouldn’t be able to run away after the performance.
Not that I planned to, anyway. I was only here to impress Sterling . . . but where was he, anyway?
The amps at the back of the stage crackled as the instruments were plugged into them. The drums rattled a bit and the guitars were strummed to test, but still Sterling did not show up. The more we stalled, though, the more restless the crowd became. The police also appeared to be a little more bold the longer we refused to start.
Eventually, as the crowd began to rustle below us, Canter walked up to me. “We have to go on now,” he said. “If we don’t, we risk losing a lot of the audience and being arrested.”
“I know, I know,” I said. “Sterling still isn’t here, though.”
“Do you want us to play a song first?”
I sighed and shook my head. “It wouldn't feel right that way.”
He tried to smile. “Hey, maybe if you start singing, he’ll show up? Worth a shot, I think.”
“Yeah . . . I just have to trust him.” I gulped. “He’s trusted me so far, so I can trust him the rest of the way.”
I took the microphone in one hoof and spoke into it, “Alright folks, we’re just about to start! Now, before the band really starts, they’re going to do a song, but, well, I’ll be the one to sing for all of you.”
Surprisingly, maybe because they had never heard of Jefferson Airship, nopony in the crowd actually booed or anything like that. Mostly, they just kind of looked like they wanted me to get on with it, so I did.
I looked back at the band, who picked up their instruments and held them at the ready, and nodded. “Alright, this song . . . this song goes out to someone very special to me, Sterling. I only hope that, wherever he is, he can hear it.”
Canter gave me a piece of paper with the lyrics on it before disappearing backstage to wait for his turn to sing. I looked down at the lyrics and took a deep breath to hopefully stop my legs from shaking as the song started up.
I gulped and started to sing.
When the truth is found to be a lie,
And all the joy within you dies.
Don’t you want somebody to love?
Don’t you need somebody to love?
Wouldn’t you love somebody to love?
You better find somebody to love.
I wouldn’t say my voice was the greatest. Definitely not. But the crowd at least wasn’t completely cringing. In fact, I found myself starting to get into it and sway my body a little. It was oddly exhilarating, to tell the truth.
When the garden flowers, baby, are dead yes,
And your mind, your mind, is so full of RED.
Don’t you want somebody to lo-
While I was swaying, I also wasn’t quite looking where I was going, and one my hooves slipped. The paper with the lyrics dropped away from me, and though I desperately tried to catch it, I had to watch it drift down into the audience.
The band kept playing, though looked oddly at me. I gulped. The lyrics: I had lost the lyrics! Now Sterling wouldn’t find me . . . or even care about the whole thing.
I was just about to jump off the stage in defeat, however, when a new voice piped up to sing:
Don’t you want somebody to love?
Don’t you need somebody to love?
Wouldn’t you love somebody to love?
You better find somebody to love.
I looked over at the side of the stage to see Sterling himself, with a big loopy grin on his face, singing along to the song. He edged up next to me and kept singing, though he gave me a wink.
With my confidence restored, together we sang:

Don’t you want somebody to love?
Don’t you need somebody to love?
Wouldn’t you love somebody to love?
You better find somebody to love!
The song ended, and I was content to just smile at him and give him a big thanks. Sterling, however, had other ideas. In front of the crowd, he swept me up and kissed me to an approving chorus to the ponies below us.
To me, though, I didn’t even care.
*        *        *

Jail again. It wasn’t much more fun than the last time, though it involved a lot less hitting by an insane mayor. Which was a step up, really. Though at least Pullmare-slash-Golden had been exciting.
The police who had arrested me backstage at least had been amicable about the situation. When I explained the whole thing to them, they agreed to only take me in instead of the whole band. Then again, they seemed to enjoy the music enough that they probably only wanted a scapegoat anyway.
My dank cell was small comfort to that fact, though. A little toilet, an even little-er cot, and concrete walls. I sighed, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel too bad. Sterling had at least seemed to be having the time of his life when I left. He and Cog had brought the car onstage to the roars of the crowd. Their very appearances were drowned out by the flashing of camera bulbs as just about every reporter within a two hundred mile radius came to see them.
I sat on the edge of my cot and swung my hind legs in the air under me. Here I was, ever the martyr. At least I had a title. Though the story was a complete bust, along with my very title as reporter.
I thought back to the kiss. Somehow, it was worth it.
The clopping of hooves on concrete outside my cell alerted me to the imminent arrival of somepony else. My stomach growled; hopefully it was dinner. I supposed I had better get used to prison food.
When I went up to the cell bars, however, I got a surprise with the arrival of a very surprising pony. Sterling stood on the other side of my cell, grinning widely.
“Hey, Minty,” he said.
“Sterling!” I cried. “I’m so glad to see you! Did the show go well while I wasn’t there?”
He nodded. “It was great. Though, well, it would have been better if you had been there instead of . . . here.”
“Yeah . . .” I rubbed the back of my head. “I guess you’ve got a jailbird marefriend now, huh?”
Sterling stuck out his tongue. “Oh definitely not. I couldn’t even think of it.”
My heart sank, but it only lasted for a moment before he started laughing at my stricken expression and stepped out of the way to reveal a police officer with a shiny set of keys who stuck one in the door to my cell.
“You’re a very lucky mare,” he said. “A royal pardon from the Blueblood family is a pretty rare thing, especially in a town like this.”
He opened the door and I stepped out, though the officer kept a close eye on me the whole way back to the front of the staccato-roofed police station.
“Marshmallow?” I asked Sterling.
He winked. “You got it. Said something about it messing with her ‘mayoral campaign’ but our desperate phone call was enough for her to make another call here on such short notice.”
“Mayoral campaign?”
“I’m sure she’ll explain when we get back.”
The officers at the station let me fill out my paperwork and reluctantly let me walk out the front door as a free mare once again, though with the threat to never drive in Las Pegasus again. I was more than happy to agree to that term.
Sterling and I climbed into the Great Red Shark and roared off, away from the police station and the city. Cog was already on an airship home, Sterling had checked out of the hotel, and the luggage was in the Shark’s trunk. All that was left was to drive back to Fillydelphia.
*        *        *

It was night by the time we stopped again. Sterling told me something about having a place he wanted to show me, and pulled off the road somewhere in the middle of nowhere and parked the car on a small bluff.
We got out and sat on the hood of the Great Red Shark, the cooling engine keeping us warm against the desert’s night breeze. From the bluff, I could look out on the whole of the empty desert and see where the rim of the mesas met the night sky. Stars swirled overhead and a half-moon lent its light to the countryside around us. It was quiet.
“One of the judges told me about this place,” Sterling said at last. “He said it he used to take his wife to it back when they were dating; said it was one of the most beautiful places he had ever seen.”
“Are you saying you’re taking me here so I’ll marry you?” I said.
He looked stricken. “No, no, of course not! I just meant-”
I laughed. “Calm down, I was just joking. How’d the judging go, anyway?”
“We won,” Sterling said. “I’ll have to work out the money and other stuff when Cog and I are both back home.” He turned to me. “Speaking of that, what are you going to do about your story?”
I laughed. “I was thinking of turning my entire adventure into a story itself. Maybe a book, even.”
“What would you call it, then?”
“I dunno. Maybe . . . Fear and Loathing in Las Pegasus.”
He smiled. “That could work.”
We sat in silence for a long time after that. He scooted close to me, and I leaned against him. His coat was warm against my own. Above us, a shooting star silently slipped its way across the sky. A small breeze blew through the scattered cacti and tumbleweeds.
There was certain beauty in that great, empty desert illuminated by pale moonlight. It was a quiet sort of beauty, and breathtaking to the right kind of pony. As we sat on top of that Great Red Shark, I felt more at peace than I had in a very long time. 
Sterling draped one of his forelegs around me and pulled me a little closer. I looked up at him.
“Sterling?” I said.
“Hmm?”
“Do you . . . do you still like me?”
He looked down at me. “Now why would you ask a question like that? Of course I do.”
I sighed. “Well, I mean, all that’s happened here . . . the car stealing and running away . . . I just find it amazing you still want to be with me.”
Sterling laughed. “I thought the same thing when you left.”
“Really? How?”
“Well I kind of figured you left on account of, you know, me.”
I looked down. “Oh.”
He tucked a hoof under my chin and brought my face closer to his. “But you know what I told everyone when they accused you of running off on me?”
“N-No, what?”
“I told them: ‘This is Minty. She can be pretty crazy sometimes, but she has one of the most caring souls of any pony I’ve ever met . . . she’ll come back.’”
My heart beat a little faster. Caring soul? Well, I wasn’t going to dispute that with him. Not now. “But now that we’re back together . . . do you think this will work?”
“I don’t know, will it?” He grinned.
I smiled. “Well, I think-”
I didn’t get to finish. He leaned in to kiss me again and we held together as the stars burned away in the night.
Just two more freaks, together in the freak kingdom.
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A slow wind blew across the blacktop surface of the gas station. I stood by the car while Sterling was inside the little general store across from the pumps. A hose ran from one of them into the shiny red car, delivering the fuel we would need to get across the rest of the San Palomino Desert.
I looked out across the dunes again. The sun glared off them, but I had some cheap novelty shades I had picked up at the last rest stop to keep most of it out. Inside the car, on the passenger seat, was my journal. It was an old thing, bound cheaply and red on the outside. Inside was my scrawling writing that filled up the pages with everything that had happened since I came to Fillydelphia. My mother had given it to me the day I left on the train bound for the big city.
Now, it was as filled up with my words as the land around me with grains of sand. It was a funny thing to hit the end of it; to know that I had come such a long way when just going to the city had seemed like such an adventure. A blew a few wispy strands of hair out of my face. Now it was Fear and Loathing in Las Pegasus.
A bell dinged and Sterling returned to the car. He had a bag with a few snacks and other stuff as well as something I had requested. He pulled it out. It was a cheap blue journal, with a quality that could be expected from buying it at a roadside station.
“You sure you wanted one?” he asked me. “I mean, we can probably find a nicer one at a bookstore back in Fillydelphia—”
I took the book from him before he could say anything more. It had creamy white pages on the inside and a place to write my name. I grabbed a pencil off the car’s dashboard and scribbled “Minty Flower” into the space. There. It was mine.
“The thing about a journal is,” I began, “the most important part is what’s on the inside. The rest doesn’t really matter.”
“I guess.” He took the pump out and screwed the gascap back on. Soon, we were both inside the car again and pulling away from the lonely station. “So what are you going to call this one?” he asked.
I shrugged. “I don’t know yet. This one’s going to be different, I’m sure of that. That last journal was all about Fillydelphia and what I did there, but now I’m tied down to one place. I think this journal will be about that: exploring outside one little city.” I smiled. “The world at large.”
~        O        ~

Yeah, that's it folks! It's been a wild ride writing this story over the past year, and I hope you all enjoyed riding alongside me. If you want to read what happens when Sterling and Minty make it back to Fillydelphia and all the adventures they'll have there and in the world around them, check out the sequel, The World At Large.
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