
Prologue: A Chance Meeting

“Excuse me, um, do you need help c-carrying those, m-miss?”
Rarity glanced over her shoulder. The speaker, a young unicorn colt with lanky legs and a face full of acne, gazed up at her with a look of besotted adoration. He wore a vest embroidered with the store's name, Acclaim!, and the door he was supposed to be holding open for the rest of the fashion outlet's customers had swung shut, nearly striking an older pegasus mare in the face. Rarity couldn't help the smile that crept onto her face. Mm. Still got it.
“Oh, darling, that's quite noble of you.” She batted her eyes at him and glanced at the packages floating serenely in the air behind her. Truth be told, she wouldn't mind having a personal valet to carry them back to her apartment. Not that she needed the help – it simply meant she could shop even more. She made a show of considering the colt's offer, and just as she was about to accept, a flash of blue outside the wide glass windows caught her eye. 
Rainbow Dash, of all ponies, was standing across the street. She ignored the hustle and bustle of the busy city around her as she looked into a small bookshop's window display. Her mane, as shockingly bright and garish as Rarity remembered, danced in the light autumn wind.
Rarity nearly dropped her packages in surprise.
“Sorry, maybe next time!” she said to the colt, not even bothering to face him. She pulled the door open and dashed across the street, dodging around one of the light rail carriages that ran all throughout Fillydelphia's uptown district. Rainbow Dash was still looking into the bookstore when Rarity stopped just behind her. Their eyes met in the window display's reflection, and Dash spun around to face her.
“Rarity?” Rainbow Dash looked as surprised as Rarity felt. Her wings flared like she was about to leap into the air. “Ohmigosh... Rarity!”
“It is you!” Rarity felt herself smile uncontrollably. “Why, I thought I saw you across the street, and I thought to myself, 'Surely that cannot be Rainbow Dash!' But here you are! What are you doing in Fillydelphia, dear?”
The smile faded from Dash's face, and her wings settled back to her sides. She bit her lip and glanced around the sidewalk before she answered.
“Oh, you know, just taking some personal time,” she said. Her voice was as scratchy as ever, though deeper than Rarity remembered from their magical years in Ponyville. “The Bolts wrapped up for the season last week. Good time to travel, right?” The smile reappeared, but tight around the edges. It didn't reach her magenta eyes.
“Well, any time is a good time for travel, I always say!” The pleasantries rolled off Rarity's tongue without effort. Hundreds of nights attending soirees and garden parties hosted by the highest minds in Equestrian fashion gave her countless opportunities to practice the art of speaking without really saying anything, and while she spoke, she studied Rainbow Dash's face and posture.
She didn't like what she saw.
There were still bags beneath Dash's eyes. Her ears never seemed to point in the same direction, always swiveling about, as though a thousand phantom sounds assailed her. The bright mane that caught Rarity's eye before seemed almost dull, now that she was close enough to count the individual strands.
“So, how have you been?” Rarity asked, as though the answer weren't obvious. She tried to keep the concern out of her voice. “I haven't seen you since the, ah...”
“Funeral,” Dash finished for her. “And I'm good. You know. Getting better.”
Rarity cleared her throat. How long had it been? Almost half a year, she realized. A cold spring drizzle tinged with sleet had fallen the whole day of the funeral. It was like the weather had shared in their mourning. Knowing the pegasi, perhaps it had. She shook her head to banish the memories.
“Yes, that's good to hear. Very good to hear.” She forced herself to smile again. “Have you seen any of the girls since then?”
“Huh?” Dash jerked slightly – lost in her own memories, apparently. She gave a little scowl at something, then looked back at Rarity, her expression calm once more. “Nah, been... busy. Real busy. With flying, and stuff.” A pause. “And traveling! Yup, been going everywhere. Lots of travel.”
The sidewalk traffic continued to flow around them, and in an unspoken accord they turned and walked side-by-side down the street. Upscale stores with fanciful displays – here a haberdashery, selling brightly plumed hats; there a glassblower, his window filled with a thousand wondrous creations – passed beside them, barely meriting a glance. Stately maples lined the streets, their leaves blushing red with autumn's late grandeur. Rarity ducked her head to avoid an errant branch.
“Yes, travel. How wonderful.” Rarity considered her next move. It felt like she was walking on thin ice. “Have you considered visiting Ponyville while you're free? I just know the girls would love to see you.”
“Ponyville?” An irritated, almost pained look flashed across Dash's face, though Rarity couldn't for the life of her understand why. Surely Dash didn't blame anything that had happened on Ponyville? That was years ago, and—
“What about you?” Dash interrupted her musing. “When was the last time you went home?”
“Home?” Rarity blinked. “Well, I was just heading back to my apartment... oh! You mean Ponyville, of course. I suppose it's been over a year now.”
“Why don't you go back more often?”
The question brought Rarity up short. She stopped in her tracks, then quickly stepped out of the way of a unicorn stallion and his family. A pair of young fillies toddled by, following in their father's path.
“Well, Dash... I suppose this is home for me, now.” She made a vague gesture with her hoof to encompass the bustling metropolis all around them. This, she realized the moment she first stepped in Fillydelphia, all those years ago, was home. The city was everything she ever hoped for, filled with shops and art and restaurants and ponies, a hundred thousand ponies all clamoring their way up society's ladder.
“Exactly,” Dash said. She nodded, as though she had somehow proven her point. An uncomfortable silence stretched out between them. Rarity felt the ice cracking beneath her hooves.
“But you know,” she gushed. “I was thinking just the other day of visiting Ponyville again! I mean, it's been so long, right? Why, we could visit together, Rainbow Dash. We could... we could get the whole gang back together!” Her worried smile was replaced by a small, hopeful one.
Dash stared at her for a moment, then frowned and looked down at the sidewalk. Her wings flexed one at a time before settling back to her sides. She chewed on her lip for a moment. Finally, she snorted.
“Yeah, Ponyville. I guess that would be cool,” she said, a bit of her old swagger coming back. “We could party with Pinkie, grab some drinks with Applejack... heh, even Twilight would be fun to hang out with again.”
Rarity let out a tiny breath. Success! Her smile relaxed and grew wider. “Wonderful, dear. I have a few things to tie up here, but I can grab a train...” She trailed off. She had been about to say “tonight,” but that wouldn't work.
Some loose ends took more than a day to tie off.
“I can grab a train tomorrow night,” she continued after only a brief lapse. Hopefully not enough for Dash to notice. “Oh, this is going to be fun. I haven't seen Sweetie Belle in months!”
“Right, fun. It's gonna be awesome.” Rainbow Dash nodded, but her gaze was off to the side. Rarity couldn't help the feeling that Dash was trying to convince herself of that truth.
“Well, I'm so glad we ran into each other. Why, this is the best thing that's happened to me all month.” Rarity stepped forward to give her friend a hug. Dash started to flinch, almost as if afraid of the contact, but it was too late to escape. Rarity's forelegs wrapped around Dash's shoulders, and she gave a little squeeze.
Rarity had always been trim, the result of an obsession with her body image that, at times, bordered on the unhealthy. A careful diet, light exercise and an incessant work schedule gave her a perfect form. She was sleek, with just enough curves to catch a suitor's eye and say to them, “Hello, darling. Yes, you. I just wanted you to know that I am emphatically female.”
Rainbow Dash, as Rarity now felt, was beyond trim.
If Rarity took one of the wooden clothes horses from her boutique and wrapped it round with iron cords, she could not have more closely emulated the pegasus in her grasp. There was not a scrap of loose flesh on Rainbow Dash's body. Her muscles were taut bands just beneath her hide. It was like hugging a suit of armor.
She gave Dash another squeeze, then stood back.
“You... you're doing okay, right?” she asked in a whisper. The tension she felt in Dash's body was like a coiled spring, wound far beyond its tolerances and ready to snap.
“I'm fine,” Dash said. “You worry too much, Rares.” She reached out a hoof and poked Rarity in the chest. A friendly gesture; Rarity winced anyway.
“Aha, yes, I suppose I do.” Rarity cleared her throat. “Well, I need to get these packages back to my place, but I can't wait to see you--”
“Hey, you wanna hang out tonight?”
“Tonight? Well...” The question knocked her off balance, and she glanced around, stalling for time. For some reason she couldn't meet Dash's eyes. “The thing is, dear, I already have some plans for tonight.”
“Oh. That's cool.” Dash's face was a study in indifference. “No biggie. We'll see each other in Ponyville.”
Plans? Is that what you're calling it now?
“Exactly,” Rarity said. She ignored the nagging voice in her head. “I'm glad you understand.”
Oh, I'm sure she'd understand. She might not want to be your friend anymore, but she'd under—
“Well, I'm afraid I need to get these things back to my apartment,” Rarity continued, rolling right over her own thoughts. “I can't wait to see you, though. Ta ta!” She leaned forward to give Dash a friendly nuzzle followed by a sheepish nod, and then she turned and stepped away.
Her apartment was in the other direction, of course, but it would've been awkward to spend much more time in that conversation. She cut across the next block and circled her way back home. Her last sight of Rainbow Dash was a forlorn blue spot in the crowd, quickly subsumed by the bustle of Fillydelphia.
* * *
Rarity's apartment was on the floor above her boutique. It was, in a way, not unlike the arrangement she had when she owned the Carousel Boutique in Ponyville. She could work downstairs during the day and retire upstairs at night. And, of course, go shopping in the finest fashion district in the world whenever she wanted.
Her assistants had already closed up the shop by the time she returned. A neat stack of orders lay on her bookkeeper's desk, and she spent a moment flipping through them in search of anything interesting. Most were for copies of last fall's designs, just now coming back into vogue with the advent of colder weather. She would have to check her stock of fabric to make sure there was enough for all these orders.
At the bottom of the stack was a request for something new, a bespoke evening gown for a wealthy socialite Rarity had had the fortune to design for in the past. Just reading the description sent her into a moderate tizzy. Autumn foliage in rubies and lace? I can do that. She scribbled a quick note on the order, instructing her assistants to schedule a fitting session as quickly as possible. The quill was already back in its holder when she realized her error and scribbled in another line. Schedule a meeting as soon as possible – after next week.
She gave the rest of the shop a quick glance – the waiting area was pristine as always, with samples of her finest work on display. A few fashion magazines, carefully selected to feature her own wares, sat on the table. The workroom was a bit of a mess, but she let that slide. Having assistants meant making compromises, and the neatness she had so prided herself on back in Ponyville was one. Besides, creative chaos sometimes led to better results.
The apartment upstairs was spacious, nearly as large as her entire boutique back in Ponyville. Custom oak furniture, wrought by some of the best earth pony crafters, decorated each room. The walls and floor were accented in the same blues as her boutique, all of it designed to showcase the room's most precious content.
Her, of course.
She set the pile of packages down in her bedroom and turned to the closet. Calling it a closet was a bit of an understatement – it was almost half as large as the bedroom itself, with multiple aisles and shelves filled with every hat, saddle, shoe, dress or gown a pony could imagine. Each item seemed to call out to her, begging her to select it for the evening.
What to wear, what to wear. A vexing question indeed. Aside from merely impressing her date, she had to consider the environment. Dinner at one of the city's nicest restaurants? Dozens of potential customers would see her. Or later at the theatre, taking in a showing of The Mare and the Night? Hundreds of ponies might see her! She considered a wide-rimmed cerulean hat with an ostrich plume. Too fancy?
Oh, just wear what you always wear.
She scowled at the hat and moved on. A sleek black gown on a hanger beckoned her. Simple, yet sophisticated. Good for any occasion, really.
You already know what you're going to pick. Something slutty.
“No, I don't think so,” she said to the gown. She was still young for her social position, and she needed something that showed off her youth. Something that showed off her skill, but also reminded ponies who she was. She turned down the next aisle.
The blue dress caught her eye instantly. It was more of a slip, really – rich, dark blue fabric that shimmered in the dim light. She plucked it from its hanger and pranced into her bedroom to stand before the mirrors. With a thought and a bit of magic, the dress floated into position, lightly draping itself over her back. She fixed the clasp over her breast and looked up to see the result.
The unicorn in the mirror was stunning. Even with a mane slightly askew from a day of shopping, she would easily be the most beautiful mare in the theater, including the actors up on stage. The deep blue dress matched her eyes and offset her royal purple hair. She really should wear blue more often.
She nodded at her reflection and floated the dress to a nearby rack to wait. She had a few hours to kill before their dinner reservation, which meant she barely had enough time for a bath.
* * *
“So, does your sister still live in Ponyville?”
Rarity smiled across the table at her date. They had just finished the main course – a sinfully delightful plate of lightly toasted oats garnished with carrot slices and drizzled in honey – and were waiting for the desert to arrive. It was one of the better meals she'd enjoyed in months.
Even better than the food, of course, were the glances from their fellow patrons. The dim, candlelit restaurant was one of the most expensive in the city, and barely a dozen other couples shared the room with them. From the moment they walked in, Rarity had been subject to every stallion's eye. She drank their attention like a flower drinks sunlight.
“She does, she does,” Rarity answered. She paused for a moment while a waiter set their deserts before them. Some sort of carrot cake, she guessed. She gave it a little nibble and had to suppress a moan. So delicious.
“Oh, c’est magnifique,” she continued. “Anyway, Sweetie Belle. I gave her my old boutique to use as a studio. You should hear her sing – I keep telling her she has the talent to make it in a city like this, but she says she wants to stay in Ponyville. Someday I'll get her to change her mind.”
Her date nodded. He was a fine specimen of a unicorn, even by her standards. White coat, just like hers, with a dark blue mane that was stylish in a slightly unkempt manner, as though he had more important things to worry about than his hair. He worked for the crown in one of Celestia's liaison offices at the city center. Fillydelphia sometimes seemed very far away from Canterlot and its courts, and it was easy for most ponies to forget they had a princess. Celestia didn't seem to mind.
He was smart, stylish and handsome. His body was straight out of a fantasy. He was, many mares might have argued, quite the catch.
If only she could remember his name.
It was something to do with marks, she was sure. Feather Mark? No, that's silly. Hardly a name for a stallion. Check Mark, perhaps? Maybe something to do with checks? She disguised her ponderings with another bite of cake.
Oh, like you care about his name, anyway.
“Well, if she's half as talented a singer as you are a dressmaker, she would do well here indeed,” her date said. He tried a bite of the cake and made a pleased sound.
Seems like a nice pony. Better than you deserve. Can't even remember his name, but you'll fuck him as long as he reminds you of—
“Anyway, it's getting a bit late,” she said suddenly. “We should probably start heading to the theatre. I'd rather not get stuck outside with the crowd.”
He glanced at the grandfather clock standing against the wall. There was plenty of time before the show started, even if they ambled to the theatre at a slow mosey. “I suppose it is. Hopefully this show will be as delightful as the dinner.”
She smiled at him and raised a hoof to beckon their waiter. As always, she paid for both their meals and left a generous tip.
* * *
“How did you get tickets for this, anyway?” her date whispered in her ear. His breath tickled her mane, and she leaned a bit closer against his side.
“Oh, a favor here, a favor there,” she whispered back. The actors on stage were volleying lines at each other loudly enough to cover their quiet conversation. “I made a lovely little dress for one of the actresses – I think we'll get to see it in the final act.”
He hummed quietly in response, and they resumed their silence. It was actually quite a good play so far. Romance, intrigue, villains and heroines. Almost like one of the silly romances she had amused herself with as a younger mare, now brought to life on stage.
The lights overhead dimmed for a change of scene, and when they returned, new set pieces had been rolled onto the stage. The prince slept in his bed beneath a glowing moon high above his roofless room. A shadow darted across the stage and leapt through the prince's window.
“Oh, I've heard about this scene,” Rarity whispered. “Apparently it's a bit, ah, risque.”
“Well, it can't be too bad. Otherwise they wouldn't let foals...” He trailed off and glanced around. There were, in fact, no foals in the audience. Up on stage, the heroine slipped into the prince's bed.
“They don't have plays like this back in Ponyville,” Rarity said. She felt herself starting to blush. Beside her, her date shifted in his seat, and it was all she could do not to grin.
* * *
“Thank you for the evening, Miss Rarity.” Her date leaned forward to place a polite kiss on her cheek. “It was delightful. I hope to see you again soon.”
“It was my pleasure, I assure you.” She smiled and lowered her head demurely, trying not to let her thoughts show on her face. Why didn't he ask? Every stallion always asked. Did she have to beg?
You'd like that, wouldn't you? Begging him in the street? At least then he'd know what you are.
“It's still early though, isn't it?” He paused to clear his throat. “Could I, ah, interest you in a drink?”
And there it was. She let out a little sigh of relief. “That's very nice of you to offer. I think I would love a drink or two.”
And maybe something else besides? But hey, might as well keep up the act. You're still a good pony.
He grinned, looking a bit silly, and held open the door to his apartment. She lightly brushed against him as she entered.
The apartment was dark, with only a single lamp keeping the night at bay. Her date bustled around her to turn on a few others, and the rest of his home came into view. It was tidy–either he was unusually organized for a bachelor or he'd entertained some hopes of this very outcome. Most stallions did. She buried a smirk before he came back around, a tumbler and a pair of glasses hovering in the air beside him.
“Is scotch alright?” he asked. “I'd offer some wine, but I don't have anything chilled.”
“A scotch would be delightful,” she said. She stretched out on the couch, tucking her legs beneath her body. It wasn't as nice a couch as hers, but then, he only had a government salary.
It was a good enough couch, she decided.
He took a similar position on the rug in front of the couch and floated a pair of glasses between them. She carefully grabbed one with her magic. They clinked them together and each took a deep sip. The fiery liquid burned its way down her throat and seemed to settle in her chest, filling her with a deep, soothing warmth.
“Oh my,” she said. “That's good stuff.”
He tilted the bottle in the air, inspecting the label. “It was a gift from a few years back, actually. I've been saving it for a special occasion.”
Aww, he called you special. Good thing he doesn't know he's just a nameless stallion filling a hole in your life. That'd kill the mood, wouldn't it?
She ignored her own thoughts, chasing them away with another sip. Besides, he wasn't nameless. Mark, mark, something mark...
“Bright Mark!” she blurted. It was shockingly loud as it broke the romantic quiet.
He started at the sound of his name and gave her a bewildered glance. “Er, yes?”
“Ahem, sorry. I was, just, ah...” She felt herself blushing and hoped it was too dim for him to notice. “Just surprised you would open such a special gift, just for me.” There, that was appropriately sappy.
It seemed to mollify him. He gave her a smile. “I think you underestimate how special you are.”
This time she didn't mind the blush. She finished off her glass and set it down with a very deliberate air, then lowered her head onto her crossed forelegs. Her eyes were level with his. Come on, take a hint!
He did. He set his glass beside hers, then leaned forward to brush her cheek with his lips. It was more of a nuzzle than a kiss, and she hummed encouragingly in response. She felt him smile, and he leaned forward, pressing his mouth against hers. Lightly at first, then more insistently. His tongue pushed against her lips, and she met it with her own. The kiss stretched out for long seconds.
She broke away with a quiet sigh. He wasn't a bad kisser, at least as far as she could judge such things. Firm, but not crassly aggressive with his tongue like so many stallions. She shifted onto her side and gave him her best “come hither” look.
It worked. He took a breath, then followed her up onto the couch. It was barely large enough for the two of them, even with most of him overlapping her. The poor thing simply hadn't been designed for this sort of activity. She grinned at the thought and lifted her head to steal another kiss.
He rested his forelegs on either side of her body, taking enough of his weight that she felt comfortably pressed rather than crushed. She squirmed beneath him, running her hooves up and down his huge chest while they exchanged more kisses. The bite of scotch on his tongue slowly faded as their saliva mingled.
“Wait,” she said. She pushed him away with her hooves and wriggled out from beneath him enough to free her dress. A quick thought and surge of magic unclasped it and floated it off her body. She folded it, very neatly, and then set it on the arm of a chair safely off to the side.
“Ahem. You may continue.” She drew a hoof along his chest as she settled back down onto the couch. He grinned at her, and they spent the next few minutes in a warm haze. The scotch had settled pleasantly into her brain, banishing for a time the critical thoughts that always seemed to pursue her. She didn't think – she simply enjoyed the feel of his tongue against hers and the delightful weight of his body pinning her to the couch.
The kissing stopped, and she was about to open her eyes to see why when she felt his lips press against the side of her neck. She cooed quietly, then drew in a quick breath as he nipped at her skin. So, that's what he likes, hm?
She tilted her chin back, exposing more of her neck to his questing lips. The familiar warmth had finally started to build between her legs, pulsing with the beat of her heart, and she pushed her hips insistently against him. He let out a shuddering breath, warm and hot against her neck, almost as hot as his tongue as he traced a wet trail up to her jaw and then her ear. Her ear flicked around maddeningly before he captured it with his teeth and nibbled on the firm, sensitive flesh.
Rarity absently regretted that she wasn't the one nibbling on him, but it was getting hard to keep her thoughts straight. She settled for running her hooves through his mane, down his back, along his sides and against his chest. His body was pleasantly toned, hard where she was soft, filled with power and strength that screamed masculinity. She writhed beneath him and moaned as the heat between her legs became an inferno.
And then his hoof was tracing its way down her side. She jerked and gasped as it pressed against her mark, then gasped again as he pushed it between her legs in search of that burning heat which was already filling the room with a musky scent.
Despite her body's clear and open invitation, she tensed, her limbs locking in place around his sides. This was the part she always dreaded, when they felt how wet she was, how shameless she was. His hoof lightly touched her there, between her legs, and the drawn out moan that poured from her throat was equal parts pleasure and fear. If he were a good pony, this was when he would push her away in disgust, order her out of his house and onto the street like the shameless hussy she was.
But he didn't. Instead he returned his mouth to hers for a deep kiss, and his hoof pressed against her lips, parting them ever so slightly. A surge of pleasure shot through her, and when she moaned again it entirely out of lust. The fear, for now, was banished.
Of course he doesn't care. They never care. He always knew you were a slut.
She bit his lip, harder than she intended, drawing a surprised grunt from her lover. He pulled back, his breath hot and ragged. Even in the dim light, she could see in his eyes the feral intensity that was beginning to take over. The cuddling and foreplay wouldn't last much longer, she guessed.
“Would you like to go to the bedroom?” she whispered.
He nodded, and just as quickly was off of her. She rolled off the couch onto the floor, and they walked together down the apartment's lone hallway, bumping and nipping playfully at each other the whole way. Their play grew hotter and heavier, and they almost didn't make it to the bedroom.
His room was small, and the bed small as well, but she judged it would be large enough for their purposes. She gave him a final bump with her shoulder, then darted toward the bed, hopping up to plant her forelegs upon the mattress. She turned to look over her shoulder and flicked her tail to the side, giving him a glimpse of her most private of treasures.
It had the desired effect. He stepped forward, ready to mount her, and she slipped away from him up onto the bed. Her tail flicked gently against his snout along the way.
“Tease,” he accused her with a grin. She smiled back and settled onto the bed, her hooves pawing at the sheets beneath her. They had a surprisingly high thread count, she noted.
He hopped up onto the bed, setting the whole thing creaking. She wondered for a moment if it would support the stress they were about to subject it to, and then the thought was driven from her mind as he mounted her, pushing her down with far more weight than before. Her tail strained to the side, entirely of its own accord, exposing her to the world. He nibbled at her neck again, and she let out a shuddering moan.
Shameless.
“Are you ready?” His breath tickled her ear. The head of his cock pressed up against her entrance, and she felt her legs shaking, like she had just run a dozen miles.
Beg him. Show him what you are.
She didn't beg. She didn't need to. A quick, jerky nod was all it took, and his hips pressed forward. Inch by inch he penetrated her, spreading her wet passage apart to accommodate him. He grunted into her ear and pushed again. Her hooves dug into the covers as she gasped. As always there was the slightest sensation of pain as she stretched open, defeated entirely by the animal pleasure that washed through her pelvis. She moaned and pushed back against his hips until he was as deep into her as a stallion could go.
They lay together for a few minutes, unmoving, conjoined, panting. She shifted her hips and felt his head twitching deep within her. The feelings – of being pinned, penetrated, possessed by this stallion, by her prince – could have lasted forever. It was enough for her.
Not enough for him, though. He tugged at her mane with his teeth and began moving his hips, slowly at first, then ever faster. Each thrust sent shudders through her body, accompanied by tiny, unladylike gasps of pleasure that escaped from her mouth. The fullness, the pleasure built with each stroke. She moaned, louder, and turned her head to bite the sheets.
Slut. Whore.
It was over too soon. That was no strike against him – he lasted admirably long. But eventually his thrusts grew faster and harder, less even, like he was out of control. Each stroke rocked her entire body and set the bed swaying. The pressure within her grew higher and higher, almost reaching the peak. She pushed against him with each thrust, utterly shameless.
He thrust one final time, nearly crushing her hips against the bed with his weight. She felt his shaft pulsing, followed by a warm flood against her cervix. She strained, almost at the peak, and reached a hoof down between her legs to help press herself over the edge. A light touch was all it took, and her body shook with ecstasy.
They panted together for a few moments, unmoving. He was still buried within her. She turned her head, and he leaned down to kiss her again. They shared the pose, both satiated, until he slipped out of her and lay down by her side.
Rarity never knew what to say at times like this, so she kept her mouth shut. His foreleg reached across her back to pull her closer, and she settled against his chest with a satisfied sigh.
It wasn't bad, really.
Not bad at all.
They both got what they wanted.
Right. He got you, and you get to pretend for a little while. Seems fair.
His breath tickled her mane, and she felt the rise and fall of his chest grow steady with sleep. Stallions – always the same.
He'd make a nice prince. Except, of course, he isn't one. Just some nameless stallion you wanted to fuck.
Bright Mark was a good pony, she decided. Courteous, thoughtful and generous. She could appreciate that last part more than most.
Right. Rarity: ever so generous. Such a wonderful role model you make for foals. Except the part where you're a slut.
She let out a breath and closed her eyes. Sleep, sleep. Any time now, sleep. Tomorrow would be a busy day, making sure the shop would tide over until she returned from Ponyville. It would be so nice to see the girls again. Especially Rainbow Dash.
Whore.
She didn't mind the thoughts that kept playing out in her head. All ponies were plagued with doubts, after all. Some more than others.
Shameless.
So maybe life hadn't turned out the way she expected. Her prince was still out there, and until then, this would do. She realized long ago that self-loathing was a small price to pay for some things. She cuddled up against the stallion holding her in his sleep.
Right, keep telling yourself that.
The price of not being alone.

Reminiscent

Through her train car's window, Rainbow Dash watched the bright autumn landscape speeding by in a riot of reds, yellows and oranges. Sugar maples the color of ripe watermelons dotted the woods, competing with the still-green oaks and evergreen pines for her attention. In a few more weeks they would begin to brown, and it would be time for the Running of the Leaves Festival. She sighed quietly, lost in the memories the thought provoked. Had it really been nine full years since that race?
She was still reminiscing when the train pulled into the Ponyville station, announcing itself with a cheerful blast of its horn. Ponies crowded onto the platform to welcome the new arrivals, and within minutes the train had emptied. Dash waited for the rush to subside and then stepped outside.
No one was waiting for Rainbow Dash, but then, it would have surprised her if anypony had. She hadn't told anypony her plans except Rarity, and the unicorn wasn't due back in Ponyville until tomorrow. A few ponies, mostly younger pegasi, recognized her and pointed or waved. She put on a smile and waved back. Rainbow Dash the Wonderbolt had to be polite to her fans.
So, Ponyville. She took a deep breath and looked around. Not much had changed in the year or so since her last visit. Maybe a few more ponies filled the street, maybe a few more buildings on the edge of town, where farmland once stood. On a hill in the distance, she could see the bright red barn that was Sweet Apple Acre's trademark, and around it vast orchards of apple trees now yellowing with autumn's touch.
It was time to meet some old friends. She hopped off the platform and trotted down the crowded street.
* * *
A bell rang as she pushed open the door to Sugarcube Corner, surprising her with its silver tinkle. Had that always been 
there? She had some very clear memories of sneaking into this shop in the past, and there had never been a bell to give her away. She looked up at it curiously, then shrugged and stepped into the bakery. As always, the smell of baking bread and frosting assaulted her, setting her mouth watering with anticipation. Perhaps a snack wouldn't be out of the question.
“Just a moment!” a male voice called from inside the kitchen. True to his word, a moment later Mr. Cake appeared behind the counter. As soon as he spied her, his face broke into a grin.
“Well, if it isn't Rainbow Dash! How you been, kiddo?” He stepped around the counter and held out a hoof. She shook it automatically—a habit gained from a hundred shows and appearances with the Bolts. He looked the same as she remembered; perhaps a bit older, but then, having twins could do that to a stallion. She wondered absently where Carrot and Pound were.
“Hey, Mr. Cake,” she said. “Great, now that summer's over. Busiest time of the year for the Bolts.”
“I can imagine.” He started to say something, then stopped abruptly. When he spoke again his voice was quieter. “By the way, I'm sorry about what happened. We all are.”
She gave him a small nod. The first thousand times ponies had told her they were sorry for what happened, sorry for her loss, sorry for whatever, she'd gotten choked up. Now it barely warranted an emotional response. The words were sincere, she knew, but the well of her appreciation had run dry long ago.
“Thank you.” She paused to clear her throat. The air must have been dryer in Ponyville than Fillydelphia. “Is Pinkie here? I was hoping to say 'hi' and see—”
“Dashie!” There was a pink blur, and somehow Rainbow Dash found herself on the floor, wrapped in a giggling mass of mane and earth pony. It was good to see that Pinkie Pie hadn't lost any of her enthusiasm or joy. Also, she was fairly sure her ribs were now bruised.
“Pinkie,” she wheezed. “Little air?”
“Oh, sorry!” Pinkie sat back on her haunches, looking down at Dash with the world's largest grin. “I was just so excited when I heard my name! And then I realized it was you—” she reached out and poked Dash in the chest—“I just couldn't help myself! It's been ages since you were here!”
“I was here last year, Pinkie.” Still, Dash couldn't help the smile that broke out on her face. Some friends were impossible to not be happy around.
“I know! A whole year!” Pinkie gasped. “Do you know what this means?”
Dash was pretty sure she did. “A par—”
“A party!” Pinkie continued, rolling right over Dash's answer. “A Welcome-Back-To-Ponyville-Rainbow-Dash Party!”
Now it was Dash's turn to grin. “Actually, Pinkie, that name won't work at all.”
Pinkie blinked at her. The tips of her ears wilted. “It won't? But, why?”
“Because Rarity's coming back tomorrow, too.”
A remarkable transformation overcame Pinkie Pie, one that would have shocked any pony not already accustomed to her eccentricities. Her eyes widened as the full realization settled in. Her mane somehow grew poofier. She began to inhale, and she didn't stop.
This was going to be loud, Rainbow Dash realized. Totally worth it, though.
“YIPPEE!” Pinkie's shout of joy could be heard clear across town.
* * *
It took a while, but Rainbow Dash eventually managed to extricate herself from Pinkie Pie and the Cakes (including Carrot and Pound, who had shown up and insisted on riding “auntie Dash” around the room until Mrs. Cake could finally corral them for nap time). They loaded up a sack with every kind of doughnut and pastry and cookie and honey-slathered treat she could imagine, and made her promise to return for more when those were done.
Such friends. She couldn't get the smile to leave her face.
It was a bit of a hike from the center of Ponyville to Sweet Apple Acres, but the air was crisp and pleasant against her coat. The warm sun offset the gentle bite of the wind, and for a while she simply enjoyed the rustle of leaves overhead, the crunch of dirt beneath her hooves, and the soft earthen scent of autumn.
I should have come back long ago.
The Bolts wouldn't have liked that, though. They had a schedule. They had appearances. They had fans who wanted to see The Rainbow Dash posing for pictures and signing autographs on posters and snapshots and Official Wonder Bolts Hoofball Caps, only 15 bits in the gift store, limit five per customer.
Screw the Bolts.
She winced. That was unfair – the Bolts had given her everything. Even the things she'd lost, she never would have had in the first place without them. Without them, she'd be just another weather team pegasus, plowing the skies all the year round.
A small footbridge arched over the stream separating Sweet Apple Acres property from the rest of Ponyville. She stepped onto it and paused to look over the edge at the water below. Minnows darted beneath the surface, swimming away from the shadow she cast onto the water. She crumbled up the remains of a pastry and tossed it in, and then returned to the path.
Countless apple trees extended in rows on either side. She knew they were countless because she tried counting them and gave up after fifty-seven. Counting trees was boring.
Eventually, the countless rows ended, and she stepped into the wide clearing surrounding the Apple Family farm. The same old arched gate, always open, welcomed visitors to the one part of Ponyville that never changed. As the Acres were, so would the Acres always be; only the ponies changed.
Dash could hear ponies at work in the barn. She looked between it and the house for a few seconds, then shrugged and trotted toward the barn. Knowing Applejack and her brother, they would still be hard at work this early in the day, carrying out the dozens of chores that, to Rainbow Dash, seemed like far more effort than they were worth.
But then, Rainbow Dash didn't have a barn. Maybe the Apples were on to something.
“Hello?” She stuck her head into the open doorway. Slanting rays of light pierced the darkness of the barn from windows above, bouncing from a million motes of dust floating in the still, hot air. “Anypony home?”
There was a loud *thunk*, as of something large and metal being set down on the wood floor, followed by heavy hoofsteps that could only belong to one pony. Sure enough, within moments Big Macintosh trotted out from behind a stack of barrels (filled, she assumed, with apples). He stopped as soon as he saw her, grinned, and trotted to the entrance.
“Well, ah'll be. Hello Rainbow Dash.” He looked no different than the last time she had seen him – as big as any three of her friends put together. His mane was matted with sweat, and his normally bright red coat was dusted with tiny bits of hay and dirt. The wages of hard work, she could only assume, as hard work was something she generally tried to avoid. It was a pegasus tradition.
Still, she didn't mind the dirt, and she stepped forward to give him a quick hug. He returned it with the same gentleness that always managed to surprise her.
“Hey man, long time. How you been?”
“Eyyup. Good, thanks.” He looked it. Big Macintosh had always been rather laid back for a pony. Laconic, as Rainbow Dash's Word-a-Day calendar might have said. But now he seemed truly happy, somehow so satisfied with life that he radiated contentment.
Married life must be working out for him, she mused.
“One sec, let me get Applejack,” he said. He took a breath, then yelled. “Hey, Applejack! Yer friend's here!”
Applejack's voice returned from outside the barn, a few seconds later: “Tell Pinkie ah'm busy!”
“It ain't Pinkie!”
“Tell Twilight...” The voice trailed off. There was a pause. Eventually, they heard footsteps approaching from the far side of the barn's interior, and a perplexed-looking Applejack poked her head around the same pile of barrels Big Macintosh had emerged from.
“Rainbow Dash?” Applejack's face broke into a wide grin as she trotted forward. “Why, what a surprise! When did you get to Ponyville?” She leaned forward to give Dash a hug that was much, much firmer than her brother's.
“Heh, good to see you too, AJ.” She gave Applejack a friendly chuck on the shoulder as soon as she was free. “Just got in. Pinkie's already planning the party.”
Applejack had an odd look on her face. Very different from the surprised grin she had just worn. “Are you doin' okay, sug? You felt a bit tense, there.”
“Pff, me?” She made a dismissive gesture with her hoof. “I'm fine, AJ. Just training, is all. Gotta be in shape if you're gonna be a Wonder Bolt.”
Applejack didn't respond. She just looked up and down Dash's frame. If it were any other pony, Dash might've suspected they were checking her out. Fat chance with Applejack, though. She was just about the last pony that—
“Mhm. And how've you been?” Big Macintosh asked. They both started and turned to him in surprise – for such a big pony, he was very easy to forget about sometimes. “Haven't seen you in a bit. Not since the funeral.”
The funeral. She was hearing that a lot, lately. Eventually, she supposed, she would finally run out of friends to hear it from, and they could go back to marking the time with something more normal than funerals. Another sign, perhaps, that she should have returned to Ponyville long ago.
“Like I said, I'm doing fine.” She smiled at them. “Been doing some travel, now that the season is over. Things have been really great. Really, really great.”
One thing she liked about Applejack was that her emotions were always plain as day upon her face. You could read her like a book, and right now she looked dubious. Dash was about to make another attempt at calming their concerns when Big Macintosh spoke again.
“You know who'd love to see you again? Fluttershy. C'mon, she's in the house gettin' ready for dinner.”
* * *
Fluttershy's face lit up like the sun the moment Dash walked through the door. She barely made it another step into the room before Fluttershy had her wrapped in a hug. For a long minute they simply held each other.
I should have come back long ago.
Should have, could have. She gave the pegasus another squeeze, then stepped away, blinking back tears. “Hey Fluttershy.”
“Hello Rainbow Dash.” Fluttershy gave her a smile that, while not as large as Pinkie's, somehow conveyed a level of joy that could only be described as transcendent. “Welcome home.”
Home.
Did she even have a home anymore? The Bolts spent most of the year in the air, flying from one city to the next. Since joining the team, she'd spent more nights in hotel rooms than her place in Cloudsdale, and when she was home it was usually to collapse in bed the moment after walking in the door. Half her stuff was still sitting in boxes in the spare room, waiting to be unpacked.
She looked around the room. This was a home. Every inch of space was filled with some personal treasure, every wall covered with pictures and portraits of family. The furniture was sturdy but well worn, almost as familiar as old friends themselves. Ponies lived here.
“Thanks. It's good to be back.” Her voice was a little rougher than normal. Damn dry air. “How have you been? You're looking pretty good...” She trailed off. Fluttershy was looking a little too good. She smiled with her entire face, looking more serenely happy than Dash could ever remember. But she seemed a little heavier than usual, and her belly was definitely a bit on the swollen side...
“No way.” Dash grinned a silly grin. “Are you...”
“Yes. Almost five months, now.” She brushed her belly with a hoof. “The doctor says it's probably a pegasus.”
“Wow. That's, just... wow!” Dash reached over and gave Big Macintosh a punch on the shoulder. It was a bit like hitting a tree. “Congrats, big guy!”
“Aw, shucks.” He ducked his head. “She's doin' all the work.”
“Yeah, but... wow!” She sounded foolish, she knew. But it didn't matter. To think: Fluttershy would be the first one of her friends with a foal. Dash had always though it would be Pinkie.
“Well, why don't you two catch up for a bit,” Applejack broke in. “Big Mac and I need to get washed up.” Despite the dust covering her from a long day of work, she stopped to give Fluttershy a quick nuzzle as she passed. She whispered something Dash couldn't quite make out, and then she was dragging her brother back outside.
Dinner turned out to be roasted apples with corn-on-the-cob, pumpkin baked with butter and marshmallows, lightly seared squash garnished with fresh grass clippings, and toasted oats. Fluttershy, it seemed, had developed a talent for cooking at some point after Rainbow Dash left Ponyville.
They quickly pulled up a fourth chair for Dash, and Fluttershy set down plates laden with food. Applejack got up to whisper something in Fluttershy's ear again, and when Fluttershy returned to the table she set an extra plate of veggies in front of Dash. She had more food even than Big Macintosh.
Huh.
They made small talk, mostly focusing on Fluttershy and Big Macintosh's plans for the foal. Big Mac, predictably, was hoping for a colt. Applejack wanted a filly. Fluttershy said she'd be happy as long as it had either four or six limbs.
The traditional Apple Family whiskey was out of the question, what with Fluttershy's condition. Instead they finished dinner with a round of ciders pulled from the cellar. They were as frothy and delicious as Dash had come to love all those years ago.
By the time they finished the sun had long since set, and only a sliver of moon remained low in the sky. A few dark clouds blotted out the stars in passing, a sign, Dash knew, that the weather would soon be changing. The comfortable, balmy door of autumn was beginning to close.
“Hey, uh, it's dark outside,” she said. Best to state the obvious up front. “Too dark to walk back to town. Would it be alright if I stayed here tonight?”
Silence answered her. Applejack and Fluttershy glanced at her in surprise, then at each other. Big Macintosh just raised an eyebrow.
“Well, of course, sug,” Applejack said. Her drawl was a bit slower than usual, as though she were carefully selecting her words. “If you'd rather not fly back, there's a room upstairs you can use. Already has a bed and everything.”
Fluttershy rose to her hooves. “I'll take her,” she said to Applejack. “Come on, Dash.”
They trotted up the stairs together. Down below, Dash could hear Applejack and her brother engaged in muted conversation. Even from a floor away, Big Mac's bass seemed to shake the floorboards. Fluttershy opened the first door in the dark hallway, and Dash stepped in. Only the faint light of the moon showed her path around the bed.
Wait... “Hey, is this Grannie Smith's old room?”
Fluttershy's mane bobbed in the dark. “Yes. Is that a problem?”
“No... I mean, is it?”
Fluttershy moved, and suddenly her cheek was pressed against Dash's. Her mane smelled like wildflowers. “It's not, Dash,” Fluttershy whispered in her ear. “Four generations of the Apple Family have lived in this house, now. Someday, when I am gone, my great-grandfoals will sleep in this room. We're all just guests.”
Oh. Dash let out a shaky breath. How could Rainbow Dash, who slept in a different city every night and hadn't even unpacked half her belongings, possibly conceive of such a thing? Of such a home, shared by generation upon generation? When she didn't even have one pony to share it with?
She blinked rapidly. Her eyes threatened to water. “Hey... Fluttershy?”
“Yes?”
“What... what's it like? You know?” She reached out to lightly brush her hoof along Fluttershy's abdomen.
Fluttershy was silent for a while. When she finally spoke, it was with more conviction than Dash had ever heard in a pony's voice.
“Oh, Dash. It's wonderful.”
* * *
The bed was already made. It was almost like they expected somepony to move into the empty room at any time. Dash climbed aboard and settled down on top of the covers with a sigh.
So, Ponyville. Rarity was right – it was good to see her friends again. And tomorrow, Rarity would be back, and together they could drag Twilight out of the library and off to wherever Pinkie was planning their party, which by now was probably well on its way to being one of the largest of the year. The Elements of Harmony Reunion Party. She chuckled quietly.
The bed was soft, and when sleep snuck up to seize her, she surrendered without protest.
* * *
“Not bad, lieutenant. If I didn't know any better, I'd say you actually practiced for that last stunt.”
Rainbow Dash looked over her shoulder with a smirk. She stood, holding her legs stiff, and angled a wing in mocking salute. “Sir, a Wonder Bolt practices for every maneuver!”
“Now I know you're lying.” Soarin reached out with a wingtip to swat her; she ducked it easily, then danced away before he could try again. “Still, good job out there.”
She shrugged. “It was a good crowd. We should come here more often.” Her eyes followed him as he disappeared behind the partition that separated the mares' changing area from the stallions'. When he emerged a few minutes later, he had ditched his flightsuit and goggles and looked for all the world like any pegasus on the street. Larger, perhaps, with toned muscles that came from hard flying, but nothing that screamed “Wonder Bolt.” She lingered on those muscles for a bit longer, and nearly missed his next question.
“Have you been to Fillydelphia before?” Soarin asked. He walked to the edge of the cloud their team had borrowed and peered over the edge at the city below. Fillydelphia stretched out for miles in all directions, a concrete and steel dream filled with hundreds of thousands of ponies. Above, a smaller cloud city mirrored the conglomeration on the ground, home to the pegasi of Fillydelphia.
She walked up beside him. Her front hooves balanced on the edge of the cloud, above the thousand foot drop to the city below. “No, never had the chance. I've only been to a few of the cities we've stopped at this season.”
“Hm.” He nodded, his gaze fixed on the city. Lights were beginning to come on as the sun neared the horizon. Its golden glow filled the western sky with fire and gave his bluish-gray coat a rosy tinge.
They were silent for a while. The aftermath of a show was a hectic thing, filled with fans and autographs and more hooves than she could shake in a lifetime. Moments like this, alone and quiet, had become precious things to her since joining the team.
“Hey,” he said. “Are you tired?”
She considered the question before answering. Her wings were a bit sore, but no more than after a normal practice session. “Nah, not really. Why?”
He gave a little shrug, then leaned forward and tipped over the edge of the cloud. His wings spread as he fell, and he soared away from her without answer.
Huh. She stared after him. Eventually, her curiosity got the better of her, and she jumped off the cloud as well.
* * *
“Well?”
He glanced over at her, a vague smile on his face. Their wingtips were just inches apart as they soared through the evening sky. “Well, what?” he asked.
She scowled. “Well, this?” she had to raise her voice over the sound of the air rushing past.
“Just a leisurely flight.” He flipped over onto his back and stretched his legs. His course didn't deviate by an inch.
“Since when do you do leisurely flights? I thought naps were more your speed!”
“It's too late for a nap.” He flipped back over and angled his wings slightly, banking around a plump cloud. She followed his lead unconsciously. “Besides, I thought you enjoyed flying.”
Dash rolled her eyes. Soarin had a gift for needling ponies, as Spitfire had assured her the day she joined the team. “I enjoy it more than you!” she countered.
“Mhm.” He beat his wings, pulling away from her as they banked around another cloud. When she completed the turn, he was dozens of yards ahead.
She caught up with him effortlessly. The wind was louder now, to the point that they'd have to scream at each other to be heard. Her wings found a nice rhythm, and she felt herself relaxing, the strains of the day melting away.
Soarin glanced over his shoulder at her. His wings beat faster, and once again she found herself in his wash.
Oh, are we racing? Her heart beat faster at the mere thought, and she zoomed forward, a wicked grin on her face. It. Is. On!
She leaned forward, her wings blurring out of sight as she picked up speed. Within seconds she caught him again. They traded positions a few more times, faster and faster, until the clouds became white streaks zipping by their sides. Soon they were flying faster than any show, so fast that the wind was like a hammer in her face. Her bones vibrated from the force of cutting through the air, and she stretched her hooves out in front of her. A cone began to form at the tips of her hooves as the air piled up, unable to escape, waiting for her to break it apart.
And just like that, Soarin was gone. She angled her wings and banked around, eventually spotting him atop a cloud near the edge of the city. Leisurely now, she flew toward him, and when she landed he gave her his trademark grin.
“Okay, okay, you're faster,” he said. “But there's more to flying than speed.”
She smirked at him. “That sounds like something a slow pony would say. What else is there?”
“Maneuverability, for one.”
“Ha! You think you're more maneuverable than me? Than The Rainbow Dash?” Her breathing had nearly slowed back to its normal pace.
“One way to find out!” He reached out with a hoof and booped her on the nose. “Tag!” With that he jumped into the air and flipped backward over the edge of the cloud, disappearing into the air below.
For a full second, Rainbow Dash stood unmoving. Stunned.
Did he just...?
Yes, he did. She stomped a hoof, then charged over the edge of the cloud in pursuit.
* * *
Rainbow Dash was not accustomed to being humiliated in flight.
In Ponyville, she had always been the best flyer. Bar none. Not even a contest. None of the other pegasi were in her league when it came to aerobatics. Even as a filly, they had whispered the words “Wonder Bolt” when watching her fly.
When she finally donned that prestigious uniform, she was still the fastest. The other Bolts were fast, sure, but speed was her thing. She became The Rainbow Dash, the fastest pegasus in Equestria, the only one in decades to master the Sonic Rainboom. Her ego, never inconsiderable, only grew as cheering crowds chanted her name at each show.
And so it was rather frustrating to be outflown in a game of tag by a pegasus nearly twice her size. Every time she used her superior speed to catch up with him, right as she was about to reach out and thwack him with her hoof, his huge wings would extend, cup the air like it was something physical to grasp, and zoom away in a completely different direction, leaving her to soar onward, her wings flapping furiously as she tried to adjust.
“Stop that!” she shouted as her latest pass missed by a hair. Soarin laughed in response, already cartwheeling through the air. He was as fluid as water.
“Are you sure you're The Rainbow Dash?” he called. “And not some imposter? She's supposed to be a good flyer!” His wings snapped down as she zoomed toward him, and he shot upwards, well above her flailing hooves.
“Stop dodging!” Alas, he wasn't taking orders from her. She missed again, and he vanished behind a small cloud. It was a gray mass seen in the dimming evening light. When she circled around, he was gone.
“Soarin?” No response. She hovered in place, scanning the sky for his light blue form. He might have been slippery, but he had to be around somewhere – he wasn't a ghost.
“Tag!” The voice came from behind her. She turned toward the cloud just in time for his hoof to break through the fluff and boop her on the nose. A moment later he exploded out the top of the cloud and soared away again.
I... what... he! Argh! Two could play at this game. She shot after him in pursuit, but waited until he flew within a few wingspans of a cloud. Instead of flying straight at him, as she had for the past several minutes, she banked her wings and turned, until the cloud was between them. Assuming he maintained his heading and speed... Yes, right there.
Rainbow Dash dove into the cloud and punched through it effortlessly. Her vision was lost in an endless whiteness, and a moment later she broke through the other side, just feet away from Soarin. He barely had time to start turning in her direction when she plowed into him at full speed. Their combined momentum sent them sailing across the sky in a ballistic arc untroubled by feathers or wings, eventually terminating when they crashed atop a large, flat mesa cloud. Twin fountains of white vapor shot out to either side as they skidded across the cloud's surface, still wrapped around each other.
“Ha!” Dash rose to her hooves a bit shakily. She looked down at Soarin, who groaned quietly as he rubbed his head with a hoof. “HA! Tag! Now you're it!” She rapped his snout with her hoof to emphasize each word.
He knocked her hoof away and raised an eyebrow. “So, that's how you want to play, is it?”
Uh-oh. She leaned back and started to step away when he moved. His wings flexed to push him away from the cloud, and he tugged her leg to the side, spinning her around effortlessly. She was still trying to figure out what was going on when he slammed her face down onto the cloud with one of her forelegs somehow bent behind her.
“Didn't have any brothers, did you?” He chuckled in her ear. “Never had to learn how to wrestle?” His chest, slick with sweat from their competition, pressed against her back and trapped her against the cloud.
She took a quick breath. Her lungs burned, her heart felt like it was about to burst from her chest, and various other sensations were toying with the lower half of her body. Sensations that insisted being trapped like this was a good thing. Powerful sensations, but not quite enough to overcome her competitive drive.
“Yeah, but you're forgetting something,” she said. It was difficult to talk with his weight on her like this. “I was a weather pony, once.”
The cloud beneath her was solid to pegasi, unlike other ponies who would plunge through it like the water vapor it was (most likely screaming all the way). Weather ponies, however, learned to manipulate the clouds, bending them this way or that, sometimes creating them out of thin air, other times dissolving them with a kick. It was the same magic as all pegasi were born with but honed to an expert edge.
And Rainbow Dash was one of the best weather ponies. With a thought, the cloud beneath her dissolved into mist, and she fell into the gap it left, kicking out with her now-free legs to spin in Soarin's grip. Before he could react, she had freed herself and was clinging to his back, her forelegs wrapped around his shoulders and neck in a vice-like grip.
“Oh, that's cute,” he said, sounding a bit strained as her forelegs squeezed his neck. Unfortunately, unlike him, she was was not large enough to pin her opponent to the cloud. He stood, easily lifting both their weights, then rolled onto his back, trapping her again.
Again! Dammit! Dash wiggled from beneath him and nearly escaped off the edge of the cloud when he grabbed her around the waist. She flapped her wings, dragging them a few feet toward the edge, and then he had her pinned again. Clearly, wrestling was a skill she should have invested some time in.
She tried reasoning with him. “Leggo!”
“Ha! Make me!”
Fine! She elbowed him in the snout, then used the brief moment when his grip relaxed to crane her neck around and lock her teeth on his mane. A vicious tug drew an angry growl from his throat and sent them both rolling across the cloud—
—and suddenly they were in freefall. The edge of the cloud receded into the sky high above as they plummeted toward the ground. Her left wing snapped open reflexively, but her right wing was crushed against Soarin's chest.
Soarin had the same reaction. His wings both opened, and their fall became a glide. With his mane still snagged in her teeth and his head twisted around as a result, their flight was an erratic experience.
Oh ho, what's this? One of his wings was right in front of her. She reached out with her free hoof and snagged it with her ankle. Their glide became a fall again.
“Gah, let go!” She could barely hear him over the rush of the air.
She spat out his mane to talk. “Make me!”
“We're falling!”
Yes, that was certainly the case. She tried to estimate how far the ground was as they tumbled through space. About two thousand feet, she guessed. Plenty of time.
“You first!” she shouted back.
A pause. She could practically hear the wheels in his head turning. “No, you first!”
“You!” Fifteen hundred feet, now.
She felt him sigh. “This is silly,” he shouted. “We'll both let go on three, okay?”
It wasn't okay, but the ground was starting to get uncomfortably close. “Fine. One.”
“Two.” She saw his lips move, but couldn't hear him over the rush of air.
“Three!” They let go and pushed away simultaneously, their wings snapping open to arrest their fall. Neither said a word as they glided through the sky, landing on a cloud as the last rays of the sun vanished beneath the horizon.
They stood a few feet apart, both panting, their wings still flared. Dash's body shook with the aftereffects of adrenaline, the rush of falling, and of course the wrestling match. Her pulse pounded in her ears.
And she was really, really turned on.
Soarin stared at her, his sides heaving as he tried to catch his breath. A thin trickle of blood ran down his snout. She remembered elbowing him and felt bad for a moment. Then she remembered being pinned to the cloud, his body crushing hers, and the feeling went away.
“So, you hate losing, huh?” he asked. He took a step toward her. A certain feral light filled his eyes, visible even in the twilight.
“Heh. Yeah, you could say that.” She stepped to the side, circling him. “Sorry about your nose.”
“It happens.” He took another step forward, then another and another, until he was just inches away. Sweat glistened on his coat, and she could see his whole body vibrating with the same excitement she felt. He lifted a hoof toward her, then paused suddenly, an uncertain look on his face.
Stallions – damn chickens, every one of them. She closed the distance between them and pressed her mouth against his, her tongue thrusting aggressively past his lips and teeth. For a moment he was too stunned to respond.
Fortunately, it was only for a moment. He pushed forward with enough strength to shove her onto her haunches, and his tongue came alive against hers. The kiss became a form of combat, each of them striving to wrestle the other's tongue into submission. She felt his hoof reach up to her mane and grasp a clump of hair, twisting until it hurt.
Yup, definitely turned on now.
She moaned quietly, the sound lost between their mouths. In the back of her mind, the part of Rainbow Dash that remained rational considered simply surrendering to his lead, letting him twist and pull and bite her until she was a shivering wreck, begging him to take her. She imagined him pinning her to the cloud like he had before, and her helpless to resist, able only to cry out in pleasure as he mounted her.
The thought had a certain appeal. A lot of appeal, actually – she felt herself growing wetter just envisioning it. Unfortunately, though, it wasn't her style.
She kicked out with her leg, catching his knee with just enough force to fold it and send him down to the cloud. He yelped and rolled onto his back, but before he could respond she was on top of him, her legs planted on either side of his body and her mouth fastened back against his. This time the kiss lasted nearly a minute before they broke for air.
“Okay, first off,” he said, panting. His chest heaved beneath hers, and she found she rather enjoyed the sensation. “We don't kick other ponies, Rainbow Dash.”
“Meh.” She shrugged. The shoulds and should-nots of polite society had never troubled her too much. Besides, he didn't seem upset. She ground her hips against his.
No, he certainly didn't feel upset. She grinned at his reaction.
“Second,” he continued after a brief pause. “I like to be on top.”
“Really?” She could feel his cock straining against his belly. She rubbed herself against it for a leisurely moment, enjoying the feel of the smooth shaft against her crotch. “That's funny. I like to be on top, too.”
“Then we seem to have a problem.”
“No, you seem to have a problem,” she corrected him. “I'm doing just fine.” To emphasize her point, she leaned down and kissed him again. Kissing was better than talking.
They stayed unmoving for a while, him lying on his back, her perched atop him, both joined at the lips. She could feel him twitching beneath her, and she imagined the desperate passions playing out in his mind. Eager to have her, to take her. She couldn't help but grin at the thought. Around them, it was getting difficult to see in the gathering darkness; already color had fled the world, leaving mute gray shapes where ponies had been before.
The long kiss finally broke. “So, it's like that?” he asked.
“Mhm.”
“Okay. Just remember, you wanted it this way.” His body tensed beneath her, all the warning she had before he exploded upward, his wings shoving back against the cloud with enough strength to lift them both into the air. His legs caught hers and twisted faster than she could react, and when they hit the cloud an instant later he easily shoved her face-down into the soft, cottony fluff.
Hey, I've been here before. How did she escape last time? Oh, right – she swung a leg around, trying to smack him in the snout. He was better prepared this time and caught the blow with his shoulder. Well, shoot.
His bulk crushed her against the cloud, helpless. Her body shook as he chuckled, and he leaned his head down next to her ear to whisper. “Not so smug now, hm? Anything to say for—WHOA!” He jerked his head back just in time to avoid her teeth, which clacked together loudly on empty air. She craned her head around and snapped at him again, and again just barely missed. She was about to try a third time when his hoof pressed against her neck and shoved her head into the cloud.
She took stock. Okay, my wings are trapped. He weighs twice as much as me and has me pinned down. I can't hit him or bite him. I think he wins this round.
Of course, winning was a relative term. She flicked her tail up at him, brushing it against his shaft. The catch of breath and shiver it provoked from him were priceless. Maybe we can both win.
The hoof against her neck relaxed and lifted away, replaced a moment later by his lips. He nibbled gently at her neck, then fastened his teeth around her ear with a bit more pressure than was strictly necessary, pulling a long, low moan from her throat. His other hoof traced its way lightly down her side, across her belly and between her legs. When it finally brushed against her lips, she thought for a moment the sun had somehow miraculously risen anew.
She ground herself against his hoof. All thoughts of fighting him, of flipping him onto his back and mounting him, fled from her mind. This, this right here, this was good enough. Besides, he beat her fair and square – next time she would come out on top.
He tormented her with his hoof, sliding it up and down her lips, then pressing against that wonderful spot right at the top where they met. Another wave of pleasure wracked her body, and she wanted more.
She licked her lips. “Soarin?”
He paused, his hoof ceasing its tiny motions. “Yes?”
She threw down the gauntlet. “Are you going to tease me or fuck me?”
For a long second, he simply froze. Even his breathing, formerly hot and heavy in her ears, ceased. It was like being held by a statue – a hot, desperately aroused statue stuck in the process of bringing her to a climax, but a statue nevertheless.
When at last he moved, it was slow and deliberate. He planted his rear hooves on either side of her hips, and the head 
of his cock pressed between her legs. She crouched as best she could to receive him, her tail angled up and away to remove the last barrier between them.
He thrust, and as he penetrated her, his teeth bit down on the flesh where her neck and shoulder met. Not a little nip like his play before – a real, honest-to-Celestia bite that was going to leave a mark for days. The dual sensations of pain and utter pleasure drew a wail from her throat, slowly dying away as her breath escaped into the night.
When she recovered her senses, he was fully buried inside her. He had stopped biting her, and instead was showering her neck and the side of her face with tiny kisses, almost as if in apology. She choked back a laugh and wriggled her hips.
He took the hint. Still peppering her with kisses, he slowly pulled out until only the tip of his shaft was left in her, followed by a quick thrust that shook her whole body. He set an even pace, following the cues her body gave him, eliciting tiny, girlish gasps that would have appalled her, had she been thinking straight. She squeezed her eyes shut as the pressure built inside her, increasing with each stroke. The pressure became too much to resist, and a wave of pleasure burst within her like a thunderstorm sweeping across the plains, leaving all in its path battered and sodden and still.
He didn't last much longer. Egged on by the frantic spasms in her pelvis, he thrust one last time, harder and deeper and stronger than ever before. She felt another burst of heat deep within her, and then they both lay gasping and panting on the cloud.
She opened her eyes to see his face, just inches from hers. They stared at each other for a while, almost invisible in the darkness, with only the moon to light their forms. His mouth moved, and she edged closer to hear—

* * *
Rainbow Dash woke with a gasp and shot upright on the bed. A faint silver glow from the moon through the window cast shadowed squares on the quilted bed top. The moon had barely moved outside – she'd slept for less than an hour, she guessed.
She felt cold, and realized she was drenched in sweat. Sweat and other things. She snarled in frustration and jumped off the bed to tear the soaked covers away. Hopefully the Apples wouldn't mind the sheets, nor would they ask any questions. Shivers set in as she climbed back into the bed.
Rarity gets back tomorrow. We'll get everypony together and have a party. It will be just like old times. She repeated the sentences over and over in her mind until they became a mantra, and eventually the shivering subsided as the sweat on her coat dried. Her heart slowed, her breathing relaxed, and sleep crept up on her again.
There were no such things as ghosts, Twilight Sparkle would have said.
But ponies could be haunted nonetheless.

The Gang's All Here

Ah, trains. Is there a more glamorous method of travel?
Rarity hummed quietly in her seat as she inspected her hooves. They were still polished from her last visit to Pamper!, Fillydelphia's trendiest spa and midtown resort, but their edges had already begun to dull from the wear of walking along the city's cobblestoned roads. She gave them a small frown, then shrugged. No one in Ponyville would care – if they noticed at all.
Outside, also unnoticed, the riotous forest sped by in a kaleidoscope of autumn hues. Rarity had pulled the window shades down as soon as she found her seat.
Her morning began with the usual awkward elisions that followed an evening of casual sex. Bright Mark had been a complete gentlepony, of course, even letting her use the shower first, but there was no disguising the hurry with which she retreated home. Important business, she'd said. Catching a train and all. It was even true.
She had not promised him another date. Well, technically she had. But she hadn't meant it, and she was fairly sure he understood it was just politeness speaking. One of those little social lies ponies used to lubricate their interactions.
Yes, you know all about lying, don't you?
Rarity let out a breath and turned back to her magazine. It included a photo shoot of her summer dress line, and she spent nearly an hour pouring over the pictures, flipping back and forth between the pages to see how the models looked wearing her art. They were fabulous, of course; it was their job, and they were as good at it as she was with hers. Still, she scribbled a few critical notes in the margins, little ideas to improve her wares for the next season.
Bright Mark was a good pony. He liked you. Maybe it's time you stop and think about what you really want in life.
She snorted at the thought. Her, settle? No, Rarity never settled. She set goals, and then she sped toward them like an arrow. Some goals just took more time than others.
The pitch of the engine changed, and a few minutes later the train's whistle shrieked its warning to the ponies waiting at the station outside. She waited for the train to stop, then began gathering her luggage.
She'd packed light. Only five suitcases this time.
* * *
Ponyville had grown while Rarity was gone. New homes and business sprouted on every street, and more ponies than she had ever seen filled its streets.
It was still just a shadow of Fillydelphia, but undeniably more urbane than the Ponyville she left. She could almost imagine herself living here again. It would be slower than the big city, but friendlier, with fewer cares and more friends. It would be like old times...
She shook her head. There would be time to daydream later, after she dropped off this luggage. As gifted as she was with magic, it was still a lot of dresses and accessories and shoes and makeup to carry around.
Carousel Studios was where she had left it, near the center of town. Now it was part of a line of buildings, all fancifully built to advertise their wares: a massive birdhouse that sold, she imagined, regular-sized birdhouses; a small greenhouse bursting with brilliant flowers abutted a terraced garden filled with vine-covered trellises and the sound of flowing water. She gave the new businesses an appreciative glance, then trotted up to the Carousel's door.
This part was a bit of a gamble – there hadn't been time to write her sister before grabbing a train. With any luck, there was still a guest bedroom upstairs. She took a deep breath and knocked on the door.
“Coming!” a musical voice sang from within. The faint sound of hooves descending stairs followed, and a moment later the door swung inward, revealing a white unicorn with a pink and lavender mane. “Rarity!” Sweetie Belle rushed forward and wrapped her sister in a hug.
“Hello, Sweetie Belle. Sorry for showing up unannounced.” Rarity returned the hug, amazed once again at how her sister had grown. Sweetie Belle was nearly as tall as her now, with the lean, slender grace that spoke of a mare on the cusp of adulthood. Her mane had lost most of its curls, and flowed down her neck and shoulders in a cascade of thick waves that danced absently between hues. Sweetie Belle would soon be turning stallions' heads – if she wasn't already. The thought made Rarity freeze for just a moment.
“It's your house, Rarity. You know you're always welcome here,” her sister replied, quickly backing into the doorway and pulling Rarity with her. She glanced outside at the mound of luggage. “Only here for a few nights?”
“Up to a week, perhaps. Is that a problem?”
“Nope!” Sweetie vanished through the door and reappeared a few seconds later with Rarity's collection of baggage in tow. “Do you mind staying in my old room? I, uh, I kinda moved into yours.”
“Oh, that's not a problem, darling.” Rarity followed her sister up the stairs. “Why, I expected to sleep on the couch.”
“I'd sleep on the couch before I let you do that.” Sweetie Belle pushed open the door to her old room and trotted through. It was still decorated with all of her old things – pictures of the Crusaders, macaroni art from Cheerilee's class, awards from singing competitions. A wave of nostalgia washed over Rarity at the sight, and she blinked rapidly.
Things used to be so simple.
“This will do just fine, Sweetie,” she said. “Just drop those anywhere, I'll unpack later.” She paused, searching for the best way to proceed. “You're sure I'm not imposing by staying here? I'd hate to be a drag on your social life.”
“Is that a Big Sister way of asking if I'm dating anypony?” Sweetie raised an eyebrow at her. She seemed to suppress a grin.
Rarity coughed politely. “Well, yes. I suppose it is.” She paused, then leaned forward. “So, are you?”
“How about we talk over lunch.”
* * *
They ate at an upscale salad bar that had opened after Rarity left Ponyville, and spent more than an hour catching up on each others' lives. Sweetie was impressed with Rarity's success in Fillydelphia, while Rarity couldn't help but envy the simple joy that Sweetie seemed to draw from her life here.
Sweetie, it turned out, was dating, but despite all her wheedling, Rarity couldn’t draw so much as a name from her sister. “You'll find out later,” was all Sweetie said. After a few more attempts to pry out the salacious details, Rarity pouted and moved on, and the rest of their chatter dealt with the more mundane details of life.
By the time they finished the deli was nearly empty, and the sun had begun to creep across the sky into mid-afternoon. They exchanged a long hug, and promised to speak more over dinner.
Until then, Rarity had some ponies to meet. She trotted away from the deli toward the center of town, passing by the Town Hall on the way to the library. The massive oak still held its leaves despite the encroaching autumn, and looked little changed from what Rarity remembered from her last visit. She wondered, absently, if the same could be said for the pony inside.
She knocked and then pushed the door open without waiting for a reply. It was a public library, after all. The interior was just as she remembered: warmly lit bookshelves stuffed with knowledge surrounded her, rising high up the tree's living walls. Isolated reading tables dotted the wide room, covered with runnels of wax from Twilight's late-night studies. She'd even kept the odd circular table with the horse head sculpture.
“Hello?” she called. “Spike? Twilight?”
There was a rustle from above, and Twilight's head poked over the railing separating her quarters from the library proper. She gave a little gasp as the sight of her guest, and suddenly there was a bright purple flash. When Rarity could see again, Twilight was standing in front of her, bouncing from hoof to hoof with an exuberant grin on her face.
“Rarity!” Twilight leaned forward to touch noses, one of the fashionable greetings Rarity had taught her that were popular in such urbane locales as Fillydelphia. “Dash was right! You did come back!”
“Of course I came back, darling. You know I could never abandon Ponyville.” She smiled at Twilight and gave the mare a quick once-over. Not much different from the last time they'd met, almost a year ago now. A bit taller, perhaps, and she'd finally done something with her mane. Her bangs were now elegantly swept to the side, just barely exposing the root of her horn. A rather daring statement for such a bookish mare. Rarity felt herself nodding in approval. Then the rest of Twilight's sentence hit her.
“Is Dash back already?” she asked. Rarity couldn't have said why, but for some reason it was very important that Rainbow Dash be in Ponyville.
“Supposedly. I haven't seen her yet, but Pinkie came by earlier and said she was back.” Twilight's horn glowed, and a pair of sitting cushions zipped across the room toward them. She took a seat on one before continuing. “She said you'd both be visiting for a bit.”
Rarity gratefully accepted the other pillow. Although she spent most of her day on her hooves back in Fillydelphia, she wasn't used to so much walking. “About a week or so, I'd venture. Enough to catch up on all the latest gossip.”
“Well, you heard about Fluttershy?”
“Oh, I have!” She clapped her hooves together. “Sweetie Belle told me earlier. Can you imagine, Twilight! Fluttershy, our Fluttershy, about to be a mother?”
“I know.” Twilight's eyes lost their focus for a moment, a dreamy smile on her face. “She's so excited. You should see her and Big Mac together. I've never seen two ponies look so happy.”
The smile froze on Rarity's face. So happy. Neat how that works, isn't it? You find the pony you're meant for, and live happily ever after.
“Yes, I can imagine,” Rarity said without missing a beat. “They seem perfect for each other.”
“As perfect as a couple can be.” Twilight turned her head, giving Rarity a sidelong glance. “And what about you? Still looking for your prince?”
Bitch! She clamped down on the words that threatened to pour from her mouth, instantly ashamed. Twilight had no way of knowing her particular... troubles... in that regard. Twilight was just being a friend – catching up on the very same gossip Rarity had expressed an interest in. She smiled, knowing from years of practice that it would look perfectly genuine, and waved a hoof dismissively.
“Oh Twilight, you and your jokes.” The word “jokes” came out with a bit more stress than she'd intended. “No, I'm afraid I'm too busy these days with my shop to be looking for love.”
You're getting good at lying.
“That's too bad.” Twilight gave her a little smile. “I still feel like that sometimes, when I spend the whole day cooped up with these books.”
“Mm? I thought you and that one fellow were seeing each other.” Rarity rubbed her chin with a hoof. What was that stallion's name? Doctor something. “That doctor?”
“Oh, yes.” Twilight suddenly blushed furiously. “We, ah, we are still seeing each other, in fact. You know, casually. As friends.”
“Yes, good friends.” Rarity leaned forward. “You'll have to tell me more about him, one of these nights. And just how 'friendly' you two are with each other. Just between us girls.”
“Aha, yes, just between us girls.” Twilight glanced around the room as if searching for something. “So, ah, I heard you saw Dash in Fillydelphia.”
Oh yes, Rainbow Dash. The whole reason for her impromptu visit. The sudden change in mood was like a bucket of ice-water poured on her head.
“Yes, I did.” Rarity looked down at her hooves. When she continued, her voice was low and quiet. “She didn't look good, Twilight. Almost like she hasn't been eating enough. Truthfully, the whole reason I asked her to come to Ponyville was because I thought she needed help.”
Twilight listened in silence. Her brows drew together, and a tiny frown tugged down her lips. “It's been six months. Do you think she's still, you know... grieving?”
“I don't know what else it could be.” Rarity sighed. “I worry we didn't do enough for her. We could have asked her to stay with us for a while. Any of us could have.”
“She wanted to get back to the Wonder Bolts,” Twilight pointed out. “She insisted on it, remember? Said it's what he'd want.”
“Well, it's not working.” Twilight drew back from the snap in Rarity's words. “She's hurting, Twilight, and we need to help her. She'll be here for a week, maybe longer if we can convince her to stay. The Bolts can do without her, even if she doesn't think so.”
Wow, that sounded genuinely caring. Who are you and what have you done with Rarity?
Rarity scowled, then quickly willed her face into it's usual smug, impassive mask before Twilight could notice. She needn't have worried – Twilight was studying her hooves, a pained look on her face.
“I don't know, Rarity. I haven't seen her in a while, not since the funeral,” Twilight finally said. She took a deep breath before continuing. “But if you're right, then we need to try something. Count me in.”
A previously unfelt tension in Rarity's gut relaxed at Twilight's statement. Twilight was the smartest of them, and if anypony could help, it was her. She smiled at the librarian.
“Thank you, Twilight,” she said. “Anyway, I suppose there's already a party being planned for tonight?”
* * *
There was a party, and it was incredible.
Pinkie Pie had always been legendary for her parties, but as she grew into adulthood she graduated from small, confetti-strewn celebrations that occupied a single room or house into massive events, the kind of party that ground the entire town to a stop and laid up most of its adult population for the next day as well. Parties that ponies remembered for years. More than one relationship owed its existence to her parties, and a few foals besides.
The transition took place right around the same time Pinkie was old enough to drink alcohol. Twilight Sparkle had once speculated (ruefully, in a bathroom with Rarity rubbing her back while she vomited) that those facts might be related in some way.
In sum, Rarity was already expecting a lavish party when she arrived at the town hall that evening. She dressed casually, selecting a simple black saddle with smooth lines and no frills. It had a matching bridle, but she elected to leave it at home – this wasn't going to be that kind of party. Sweetie Belle hadn't wanted to wear anything special, but Rarity successfully badgered her into at least bringing a scarf. Scarves were already coming back into fashion with the slow dawning of autumn and its colder weather.
Ponyville's entire central square had been cordoned off with streamers for the party. Hundreds of paper lanterns, each painted with some pony's cutie mark, were suspended in the air by a network of crisscrossing lines just above their heads. The candles within them cast overlapping circles of light on the ground below. Dozens of tables had been set up in a rough circle around the dance floor, and—
Rarity blinked and looked again. Yes, there really was a dance floor. In the middle of the town square.
“How long has Pinkie been setting this up?” she asked Sweetie. Around them, dozens of ponies milled about, with more arriving every minute.
“Several hours, at least,” Sweetie said. “She's been planning it since yesterday. Oh, look! There's your lantern!” She pointed her horn at a white lantern a few yards away emblazoned with a trio of blue diamonds.
Rarity wanted to go inspect it more closely, but a commotion on the Town Hall's patio grabbed her eye. Pinkie Pie and a white unicorn with an electric blue mane were pushing a pair of huge speakers to the fore. They connected some wires to the back, and then dashed off.
“And she got a DJ,” Rarity said. “Is there a cover for this party?”
“No, the town budgets for a certain number of these every year. Something about the historical—“
“HELLO EVERYPONY. CAN YOU HEAR ME?” Pinkie's voice, deafeningly loud, blasted from the speakers. There was a short pause while those nearest to the stage shouted at the DJ's table. Rarity could see the DJ adjusting something on her control board.
“Sorry, how about now?” Pinkie's voice returned, still loud but no longer painful. “Great! Welcome to the First Annual Elements of Harmony Reunion and Commemoration Party! Can you believe it's been...” She trailed off for a few moments. “Nine years, two months and twenty-nine days since we rediscovered the Elements of Harmony and rescued Princess Luna, right here in Ponyville?”
And... no. Rarity couldn't. Nine years? A crippling sense of age overwhelmed her. It seemed like just yesterday that she was meeting Twilight for the first time in her boutique, and now she was an old, single mare on the verge of—
“Oh, stop that.” Sweetie gave her a rough poke in the side. Rarity could barely hear her over the cheering crowd and Pinkie's continuing discourse on how old she was. “You're not old. You're not even our parents' age when they married.”
Rarity coughed. “Erm, sorry dear. Was it that obvious?”
“Blindingly.”
Rarity opened her mouth to respond when a spotlight swung across the crowd and pinned her in place. She froze, unable to see, as Pinkie's voice returned over the loudspeakers.
“And last but certainly not least, Rarity! Say hello, Rarity!”
Most ponies would have panicked at suddenly being thrust before a crowd, spotlighted and put on the spot. She hadn't even heard most of Pinkie's speech. Beside her, Sweetie Belle edge away from the spotlight's glare.
Fortunately, Rarity was used to the limelight. She reflexively struck a pose, her head raised high and tilted imperiously as she touched a hoof to her chest. “Hello, Ponyville! I hope you're all feeling fabulous tonight!” she cried, her voice as clear and ringing as a bell. The crowd answered with cheers.
“Oh, you.” Sweetie gave her another tap as the spotlight swung away. “Most ponies would just wave.”
Yes, yes they would. Rarity felt a smug little grin on her face and didn't bother bother to hide it. “Well, we can't all be glamorous, darling.” She leaned down and gave Sweetie a quick smooch on the cheek. “Now then, I need to go find the girls. Will you be alright here?”
Sweetie's eyes darted off to the side, then back to Rarity. If Rarity hadn't been watching, she wouldn't missed it. “Uh, sure. I think I saw some friends... I'll just go hang out with them.” She gave Rarity a grin, then trotted off toward the mass of ponies, gaining speed with every step she took away from her sister. Within moments she was lost in the crowd.
Indeed. Rarity scanned the crowd, wondering which colt it could possibly be. There weren't many here her sister's age, but then, she might be dating up a few years. Another mystery to consider.
* * *
Rarity wandered the square without aim as the party warmed up. She wasn't in a hurry to find her friends just yet, and the warm glow of socializing was just starting to settle in. Everywhere she stepped, ponies both familiar and unknown welcomed her back to town. She found herself smiling after a while, and wasn't able to stop.
You should have come home long ago.
Maybe. She didn't let the thought bring her down. This was a party, and parties were for happy ponies. And more importantly, she had to find some way to help Rainbow Dash. Moping wouldn't accomplish that.
You wouldn't have to mope if you'd stayed here. What has Fillydelphia gotten you?
She found Applejack at one of the tables, surrounded by another small crowd of well-wishers. The earth pony hadn't dressed up for the party, instead wearing her usual Stetson hat and nothing else. Rarity sighed quietly and sidled up beside her. “Hello, Applejack.”
“Rarity! How you been, girl?” Applejack wrapped her in a bone-crushing hug. “Gosh, I haven't seen you since, uh...”
Right. Since the funeral. Rarity wondered if Rainbow Dash ever got tired of hearing that. She gave Applejack a polite nuzzle and pushed forward with the conversation, to get it off that shaky ground. “I've been wonderful, darling. And how are you? I hear you're expecting a niece.”
“A niece or a nephew.” Applejack released her grip and settled back onto her hooves. “Mac and I have a bet going. If it's a filly, I get to name her.”
Rarity raised an eyebrow. “I see... have you told Fluttershy about this little bet?”
“Heh.” Applejack rubbed the back of her neck with a hoof. “Well, I get to suggest a name, anyway.”
“Mhm. On another note, then.” She took a seat beside Applejack and lowered her voice. The music booming from the speakers was loud enough to render her almost mute from more than a few feet away. “I heard Rainbow Dash stayed at your farm last night.”
Applejack's face grew serious. “Yup, she did. And she didn't look so good. You did the right thing, asking her to come back here.”
Rarity blushed and ducked her head. How long has it been since anypony said you did the right thing? She coughed into her hoof.
“Well, yes. Thank you. Did she come out here with you?”
Applejack nodded at her, then turned to peer at the crowd. “We walked together, but she wandered off somewhere after Pinkie's introductions. Honestly, I'd check the bar.”
Something about that nagged at the back of Rarity's mind. Not the bar part – the Wonder Bolts were all famous drinkers, and Rainbow Dash had developed a particularly outsized reputation for putting full grown stallions under the table. She puzzled over it for a moment, then filed it away for later.
“I think I'll do that,” she said. “We'll chat more later, hm?” She gave Applejack another nuzzle, then stepped back into the crowd.
* * *
The bar was crowded, but not with anypony resembling Rainbow Dash. Rarity sighed and pushed her way forward anyway. She could use a drink.
“Cosmopolitan, please,” she told the bartender. He gave her a short nod and turned to grab the requisite spirits, and a few moments of deft mixology later slid the drink across the counter to her. She pushed a few bits across the bar toward him, and was surprised when he pushed them back.
“On the house, ma'am. It's your party, after all.”
“Oh, thank you, darling.” She gave him a smokey smile and floated the bits into his tip cup instead. “I'm looking for a mare, Rainbow Dash. Blue coat, colorful mane. Do you know her?”
“Hard not to know her,” he said. He was silent for a moment as he collected empty glasses from the counter and dropped them somewhere below the bar. “Was here a few minutes ago. Got two drinks when I told her they were free.”
Now, that was a tempting idea. She took a sip from the Cosmo and immediately reconsidered – this one had enough alcohol for two drinks all by itself. That earned the bartender another sultry smile, and she turned back to the crowd. She wandered for a while, sipping at her drink and keeping an eye open for a garish rainbow mane. If she was around here, the pastel crowd was hiding her well.
Eventually, Rarity's wanderings took her back to the center, and she found an open seat at one of the tables. The other ponies there welcomed her warmly, and she made small talk with a younger pegasus mare about the benefits of living in a city like Fillydelphia while she finished her drink.
A few couples were already taking advantage of the dance floor. Rarity watched them silently from the sidelines. Hm, her dress is too tight. And toile? I really should have a talk with that mare. None of the dancing ponies seemed too interested in fashion at the moment, though. When the song ended, one of the couples bowed away and sat in the concealing darkness beneath a nearby tree, their sides pressed against each other, heads low as they whispered, the party forgotten.
Rarity sighed at the sight. She was about to get another drink when Twilight Sparkle sidled up beside her.
“Hey, Rarity,” she said. Her horn glowed with its faint purple light as she levitated a pair of drinks, one for herself and one for her friend. “Everything alright?”
“Oh, Twilight, you’re such a dear.” Rarity took the offered drink and drew a long sip from the convoluted neon green straw. A Manehattan, and not a bad one. “I was just watching those young couples. They don’t realize how blessed they are. Do you know what the rarest thing in the world is, Twilight?”
Twilight was silent for a while. She lowered her head in thought, then looked up with a cautious expression on her face. “Polonium?”
“Love, Twilight,” Rarity continued as though the librarian hadn’t spoken. “True love! And when we have it, we are so blinded by its brilliance that we do not realize what a treasure it is.”
“Oh, right, love.” Twilight took a sip from her drink, then mumbled something under her breath. Rarity thought she heard the word “metaphor.” They sat silently for a while, watching the dancing crowd.
“You haven't seen Rainbow Dash, have you?” Rarity asked once her drink was nearly gone.
“Did you try the bar?”
“Yes. I suppose I could just station myself there until she returns.” Rarity finished her drink off with a frown. “Or I could wander some more.”
Twilight got to her hooves. “I'll start looking too. If I find her, we'll come get you.”
“Mm, and where shall we meet?”
Twilight glanced at her drink. It was almost empty. “How about the bar?”
“Sounds good to me.” Rarity stood and stretched. She gave her friend a quick nuzzle, and then vanished into the crowd again.
* * *
She didn't have to search much longer. Rainbow Dash was sitting just a few tables away, surrounded by ponies yet somehow entirely alone. She was looking up at something, and when Rarity followed her gaze she saw a light blue paper lantern decorated with a rainbow lightning bolt.
“Hey,” Dash said as she approached, her eyes never leaving the lantern. She seemed as thin and wiry as before, but at least she'd styled her mane into something other than its usual bird's nest.
“Er, hello dear.” Rarity took a seat beside her and gave an apologetic smile ponies she crowded out of the way. When they saw who she was they smiled back and made room. “I'm glad you were able to make it. How are you feeling?”
“Great. Doing great.” She tilted her head at the lantern. “Did you know Apple Bloom made these? Nearly three thousand of them. It took her an entire school year.”
Rarity blinked. She hadn't realized there were that many ponies in Ponyville. “No, Sweetie didn't mention that. Did you see Apple Bloom last night?”
Rarity shook her head, finally looking away from the lantern. “Nah, spent the night at the farm, though. AJ mentioned it when we got here.”
“Did you see Fluttershy?”
“Heh, yeah.” Rainbow Dash smiled. The mere expression seemed to lift years from her frame. “You should see her, Rares. She's starting to blow up.”
Rarity coughed and gave Dash a mock scowl. “It's not polite to mention that, you know.”
“Fluttershy wouldn't mind.” Dash's smile faded, and she looked out at the crowd. The song that had been playing came to an end, and there were a few seconds of silence as the DJ queued up the next. “She's going to make a great mother.”
Yes, she would. Images of Fluttershy, her mane tangled and her coat matted with sweat, cradling a newborn foal flashed before Rarity's eyes. A powerful swell of emotion rushed up from her chest, and she found herself blinking away tears.
“We'll have to come back before the birth,” she managed to say, once her voice had steadied.
Rainbow Dash nodded. If any similar feelings stirred within her breast, she concealed them better than Rarity could. They were silent for a while as the party beat on around them.
“Hey, you wanna dance?”
Rarity blinked. “Dance, together? You and me?”
“Yeah, we'd look silly dancing alone.”
“Well...” Rarity hedged. The song was some sort of techno track, with a heavy repeating base that was perfect for grinding and bouncing alongside one's partner, but not the sort of music she preferred. Classical waltzes, ball room, or even jazz she could easily deal with. The music beloved by socialites the world over. “This isn't really my kind of music, Dash.”
“Hey, no worry.” Dash waved a hoof. “It's no biggie. Not every pony can dance.”
Rarity raised an eyebrow. “I assure you, Rainbow Dash, I know how to dance. This music is simply more... vulgar... than I normally prefer.”
“That's fine. I'm not judging you.” Dash leaned back against the table, her face a study in non-nonchalance. “Much,” she added, just on the edge of Rarity's hearing.
Ah, so it was like that. Rarity rose to her hooves and stretched elegantly, the kind of stretch more designed to advertise her body and its youthful suppleness than do anything for her muscles. When she opened her eyes Dash was staring at her, along with several nearby stallions (and even a mare or two). She chuckled quietly and brushed against a rust coated stallion as she stepped toward the dance floor, knowing without having to look that he would only be a step or two behind.
A new song started just as she reached the floor, loaded with strings and backed by an aggressive beat in a predictable twelve measure rhythm. She let the music play out for a few bars while her partner sidled up beside her, and then began to dance.
She kept it simple, more for the stallion's sake than her own. It hadn't been a lie when she told Dash she could dance – her shoulders bounced smoothly from beat to beat, her hooves landing with a sharp crack on the floor at the end of each measure. The song added a second bass rhythm, and she flicked her tail and mane in time with it. Every few beats she brushed up against her partner's chest or side, just to keep things interesting. By the time the song ended, she was breathing heavily, and a faint sheen of sweat lent both her and the stallion an attractive glow. She gave him a smile and turned back to Rainbow Dash.
“So, want to dance?” she called. The stallion made a disappointed sound behind her, but soon enough was snatched up by another mare. He'd be fine.
Dash rolled her eyes, but nevertheless trotted out onto the dance floor. Her gait seemed to gain an extra bit of spring the moment she crossed the threshold. “Show off.” She gave Rarity a little jab with her wing.
“What?” Her dancing hadn't been that good. Better than most, perhaps, but nothing that would stand out at one of Pinkie Pie's parties. “That was nothing.”
“Not the dancing, the stallion.” Dash started bouncing in time with the music as a new song began. She slid back and forth, fluid as water, stopping every few measures spin in place with her wings extended. Rarity quickly grasped the timing and stepped away each time to avoid getting thwacked.
“What about him?” She risked a glance away from Dash, trying to find him. He and a crème mare seemed to be having fun a few steps away.
“You just touched him, and he followed you out here like a puppy.” The song switched to a boisterous beat, and Dash switched to a simpler bounce, her wings extended straight up as though to grasp the sky. “You think most mares can do that?” She raised her voice to be heard.
Well, no. But then, she'd had plenty of practice with stallions. The rueful thought twisted her face into a frown, and she almost missed it when the song came to an end. Dash was staring at her from just a few inches away. She wasn't even breathing hard, Rarity noticed.
“Maybe he was just lonely.” Rarity said. He didn't look very lonely at the moment, but that was neither here nor there.
“Whatever.” Dash blew her mane out of her eyes. “Hey, let's get some drinks. We can dance later.
That they could. Rarity followed Dash off the dance floor toward the bar as another song began to play.
* * *
One drink quickly became two drinks, then three and four. When Rarity managed to put all those back without collapsing under the table, Rainbow Dash went back for another round. She returned with a pair of scotches, not the sort of drink Rarity expected from the pegasus. She raised an eyebrow as Dash set them on the table.
“What, I'm not allowed to like scotch?” Dash asked. The alcohol had softened her voice and attitude both, and she gave Rarity a grin as she settled down beside her.
“Mm, no complaints here, darling.” She levitated the glass and gave it a sip. Not top shelf, but still respectable. Certainly not what she expected from one of Pinkie's parties. She had long since developed a pleasing buzz, and leaned against Dash's side as they drank in comfortable silence. Around them the party had begun to wind down, with couples stumbling back to their homes. Above them, many of the lanterns had burned their candles down to stubs, and only tiny embers glowed from within.
“Hey girls,” Twilight's voice came from beside them. The unicorn trotted up and stopped when she saw the array of empty glasses on their table. “Whoa. You two okay?”
“Mm, just fine, thank you.” Rarity smiled a bit wider than normal and took another sip. “Dash, how... how are you?”
“Mmgood.”
“See? We're fine.” Rarity turned back to Twilight, who was looking at them skeptically. “How are you?”
“Sober.”
“That's too bad,” Rarity said. “Dash, do you remember the first time Twilight got drunk?”
“Yes!” Dash snorted, then lost herself in a fit of giggles. “The look on the mayor's face when she learned we broke into the school...” She ran out of breath and began giggling again.
“Yes, well, you two seem fine.” Twilight said flatly. “I'll be heading back—“
“My telescope! They stole my telescope!” Dash burst out. Rarity snickered beneath her breath.
“Right, leaving now. You two get home safe, alright?” Twilight shook her head and trotted away, muttering quietly. Rarity and Dash waited until she was safely away, then broke down in giggles.
“We'll... we'll have to apologize to her tomorrow.” Rarity managed to say. The alcohol was starting to hit her a bit harder, now. The previously level horizon was beginning to sway, as though they were viewing it from a boat.
“Eh, she'll be fine.” Dash rose to her hooves and took a few careful steps. Her balance seemed steadier than Rarity felt, and she tossed back the last of her scotch before letting out a satisfied sigh. “I think the party's about over, though.”
Rarity looked around the emptying square. The dance floor had long since been abandoned, and the DJ was packing up her table. Clusters of ponies huddled around the tables, chatting quietly as they finished the last of their drinks. Even the bartender seemed ready to pack up for the evening.
“Yes, I think we've shut the place down,” she said. “And Sweetie Belle is nowhere to be seen. I suppose that means it's time to head back to the boutique.”
“You're staying with your sister?” Dash gave her a shoulder to lean on as she stood, then trotted alongside her as they left the square. Within moments the commotion of the party had faded, and they were just two mares walking down an empty, dark street at night.
It was a short walk to the studio, though in Rarity's mind it would forever be her boutique. The carousel design was unchanged – only the sign indicated that some other pony had set up shop here. They stopped a few steps away from the door.
“You're staying here?” Dash asked. She looked up at the structure quietly, her wings fanning a light breeze around her.
“Mhm. I assume you're at your old...” Rarity trailed off. Hadn't someone mentioned that Rainbow Dash stayed with the Apples last night? Why wouldn't she have slept in her cloud house?
“Yeah, ah...” Dash looked down at her hooves for a moment. “I'll probably crash somewhere else tonight. It's too dark to fly home.”
Too dark to fly? Even through the haze of alcohol, that made no sense. Dash flew in the dark all the time. She flew in the dark when Nightmare Moon had returned without breaking a sweat, and that was as a filly.
Her incredulity must have shown on her face. Dash cringed and took a step away.
“So, uh, I'll just see if Pinkie's still up,” she said. “I've stayed at her place plenty of—“
“Nonsense,” Rarity cut her off. “I have a perfectly good spare bedroom. You can, ah, 'crash' here, if you like.”
“I don't wanna be a bother, Rares.” For all her alleged hesitation, the relief on Dash's face was plain to see, even through the alcohol and in the darkness. When Rarity pushed open the door, Dash followed behind her without complaint.
They tiptoed as quietly as two drunk mares could up the stairs, pausing halfway up for a short argument over who was stepping on whose hooves. They made it the rest of the way to the top without further incident, and Rarity ushered Dash into Sweetie's old room. The pegasus seemed to hesitate at the threshold for some reason.
“Is everything alright, darling?”
“Uh, yeah.” Dash stepped slowly into the room, giving it a long inspection in the dim glow of the lights outside. “Hey... has anyone else lived in here? Aside from you?”
“Well, it's Sweetie Belle's room, not mine. No one else has ever lived in it.”
“Right.” For some reason that seemed to put Dash at ease, and she climbed up on the bed without further complaint. “Hey, thanks for letting me stay here.”
“Of course.” She leaned over to give Dash a quick nuzzle, then yawned. The alcohol was finally catching up with her. “I'll see you in the morning, then.” She closed the door behind her as she left, and tiptoed back downstairs to the waiting couch.
So, Dash wasn't staying at her old cloud home. For all Rarity knew, the poor thing might have simply blown away in the years they were gone. Cloud homes weren't like farms or boutiques or libraries, she imagined. Like most things with pegasi, they lacked permanence.
But if that were the case, why not just say so? Why make up something silly about not wanting to fly? It was too much for Rarity's alcohol-numbed mind to deal with so late at night, and she settled onto the couch with a grumble. It was not as nice as her couch in Fillydelphia, but it was good enough for her purposes. She seemed to be saying that a lot about couches, lately.
Not a bad first day back, hm?
Not bad at all. Old friends, family, fun times. All that was missing was her fashion business, moored in the high society of Fillydelphia. And, of course, her prince.
Your prince isn't in Fillydelphia, either.
Perhaps not, but ponies like Bright Mark were. A small smile crept onto her lips as she remembered the previous night's entertainment. She could almost imagine him crowded onto the couch with her, his body pressing against hers, his hooves rough against her coat.
You need to stop pretending. This isn't healthy.
She frowned at the thought. Who was she to judge what's healthy in a pony's relationships? Plenty of mares were choosey about their mates. Better to be picky now than repent for the rest of her life.
You're not being picky, you're being insane. There's no fucking prince!
She rolled onto her back, trying to get comfortable. More memories of the previous night, unbidden but not unwelcome, flooded into her mind. She could have ignored them, certainly, but that would have meant spending all night listening to her own critical thoughts, and there was only so much of that she could stomach before screaming.
Giving in to her imagination had its own drawbacks, though. She bit her lip as the heat began to build between her legs, and she crushed her thighs together with a silent moan, a mere exhale of breath rather than sound. She closed her eyes and felt Bright Mark atop her again, his hoof exploring lower and lower. Yes, right there.
Her own hoof, undirected, began tracing circles over her belly, dipping lower and lower with each orbit. She spread her legs at last, and her hoof brushed teasingly over her lips, pausing for just a moment to press against the tiny nub at their apex. Her hips shuddered at the touch.
And then Bright Mark was... was... she opened her eyes in the darkness. For some reason she could barely remember what he looked like, much less how he made her feel last night. She could remember the sex, of course, but there was nothing to tell it apart from any of the dozen other stallions she had slept with during the past year. She let out a tiny frustrated growl and pressed her hoof against her crotch. Nothing.
Well, shoot.
This wasn't a problem other mares had, she imagined. Rainbow Dash, sleeping just one floor above, would never lack for fantasies to clop to. For all Rarity knew, Dash was up there now, slowly rubbing herself off.
It was a short leap from thought to imagination. She saw Rainbow Dash on the bed, atop the covers. Her garish mane was strewn about haphazardly, her wings twitching spastically in time with the pleasure pulsing through her body. Not one but both hooves were thrust between her legs and working furiously.
Rarity's hoof moved again, gently mashing her lips. She let out a silent breath as the images played out in her mind. Rainbow Dash rolled onto her back, her legs splayed obscenely wide, hiding absolutely nothing. Thick, clear fluid slathered her crotch and the insides of her thighs. Her hoof was a blur.
Yes, that was the ticket. Rarity twisted her hoof, pressing its edge between her lips. They were already disgustingly wet, and she could smell the tang of her excitement. She imagined leaning over Rainbow Dash's shaking form. What would she smell like? Dash opened her eyes, surprised, as Rarity gently pushed away her hoof, exposing her crotch. Her lips, wet and shining, lay open like the petals on a flower. She moaned as Rarity's muzzle lowered, and her tongue darted out to lap at that beautiful bounty. Dash's hooves wrapped in her mane and forced her head lower.
Rarity inhaled, and it was like breathing pure sex. Her tongue delved deeper between Dash's folds, teasing the loose folds. She took one of the lips between her teeth and tugged lightly, drawing a shuddering moan from the pegasus. Beneath her, her own hooves pressed into her crotch, rubbing her nub so furiously the sensation bordered on pain.
She pulled her head away, drawing a disappointed groan from Dash. Rarity grinned at her friend, then placed a light kiss at the top of her sex, her tongue darting out to flick at the nub hidden there. The firm point of flesh was like a beacon, and she slowly circled with her tongue, suckled at it with her lips. Rarity pressed the tip of her hoof between Dash's lips, opening and penetrating the mare in a single motion. She could feel Dash's heartbeat with her tongue. Wings beat a frantic tattoo against the bed, out of control.
She looked up along the length of Dash's body. Bright scarlet eyes, wide and shining in the darkness, looked back.
Rarity gasped, shockingly loud in the dark and silence of the boutique. Her hoof pressed frantically between her legs, and her eyes shot open as one of the most powerful orgasms she could ever recall having wracked her body. For minutes afterward she lay twitching on the couch, her hoof still between her legs, as though trying to hold in the pleasure she had just experienced. Everything below her waist felt sodden. She would have to find some excuse to clean the couch before the rest of the house woke up.
That could wait, though. She chuckled to herself as she slowly drifted off. The last thing she imagined was Rainbow Dash again, curled up beside her, a satisfied smile on her lips.
And what an odd thought that was.

Lowered Inhibitions

The sun was well over the horizon when Rainbow Dash finally woke.
At first, she didn't know where she was. The bright blue walls were decorated with elegant geometric designs. Some pony had painted a mural of treble clefs and musical staffs filled with notes all along the ceiling. The bed was... well, 'poofy' was the only word she could bring to mind to describe it. No less than a dozen colorful pillows vied for space at its head, and a fluffy matching down comforter covered the rest. It looked like a room Rarity would sleep in.
Not Rarity, she amended. Sweetie Belle. Memories of the previous night slowly came back as she lolled about on the bed. She remembered the party, and dancing, and drinking. Lots and lots of drinking.
There was no rush to get up, so she snuggled back into the comforter. This is really soft. Can you buy them like this?How much would that cost? She mulled over the question absently as she drifted between sleeping and waking. How much time passed in that state of blissful semi-consciousness, she could not have said.
Alas, it did not last forever. The door opened softly and a disheveled Sweetie Belle poked her head in. “Hey sis, are you—whoa! Uh, sorry, sorry.” The head vanished, and the door clicked shut behind her.
Huh. Dash blinked at the door, then yawned and made a face. She needed to brush her teeth and get washed up, preferably in that order. Her tongue tasted like something had died on it.
A few minutes in the washroom got the worst of the taste out of her mouth. She considered her mane in the mirror – it looked like a bird's nest that had somehow survived a paint factory explosion. Not up to regs, Soarin would have said. She scowled at her reflection and ran her hoof under the water, then lightly patted at her mane.
There. She gave her head a shake that splattered the mirror with droplets of water. Perfect.
Sweetie Belle and Rarity were already having breakfast when Dash made her way down the stairs. Rarity managed to look perfect, as though she hadn't spent half the night at a party and the other half passed out. Not a hair in her mane was out of place, her coat wasn't matted on one side like Dash's, and even her makeup was flawless. They had a third place set at the table, and Dash slipped into the seat. Hey, waffles! Nice.
“Good morning, Rainbow Dash!” Sweetie said. She had a huge grin on her face for some reason. “It's great to see you back in Ponyville. And already enjoying my sister's hospitality!”
“Uh, yeah, it's great to be back.” Dash said. Rarity was giving her sister a flat look, and her lips were pursed in that expression she got when something was annoying her but she was too polite to say anything about it but wanted you to know she was irritated anyway so really she wasn't being very polite at all. Dash glanced between the unicorns, wondering what she was missing.
“Rarity was just telling me that she gave you my old room, and she slept downstairs on the couch.” Sweetie Belle paused to take a bite of her waffle and a long sip from her orange juice. “Allegedly,” she added under her breath, giving Rarity a smug look.
“Dash, would you please inform my sister,” the word veritably dripped with acid, “that after we returned from the party, I showed you to your room, and then we parted ways for the evening?”
“Uh... yeah?” Dash couldn't keep the confusion out of her voice. “Wait, you slept on the couch? I thought you had another room.”
“Well, I couldn't let a guest sleep on the couch.” Rarity looked shocked at the notion. Across the table, Sweetie Belle's smug grin faded into a disappointed pout.
That seemed odd to Dash. She made guests sleep on the couch all the time, whenever various Wonder Bolts needed a place to crash. That's what couches were for. She was about to say so when Rarity spoke again.
“Oh, and did you ever find your friend, Sweetie?” Rarity leaned forward over the table. She had a small, dangerous smile on her face. “I was so looking forward to meeting him, too.”
Sweetie Belle blushed, her face turning a brilliant pink that only white-coated ponies could manage. “Oh, uh... well it was very crowded and we weren't able to find you again, and then... hey, let me get those.” Her horn glowed as she stood, and the used plates and empty cups littering the table zipped into the air and followed her as she retreated into the kitchen.
Dash stared after her for a moment. “So, uh, is everything alright between you two?” she asked Rarity.
“Hm?” Rarity seemed surprised at the question. “Oh, of course. I forget, you never had a sister, did you? We needle each other from time to time. It's all in good fun.” She took a sip from her drink. “Except when it's meddling!” she suddenly yelled in the direction of the kitchen. There was a crash, as of a cup being dropped in the sink.
“Er, right,” Dash said. “I don't wanna cause any problems.”
“Oh, darling. Of course you aren't.” Rarity set a hoof on Dash's foreleg. “Believe me, Sweetie is thrilled to see you here. We all are.”
Dash smiled at her. It had been a while since anypony had said that to her. “Hey, thanks.” She fiddled with her drink as she considered her next words. “So, do you have any plans for today? Maybe we could, like, hang out?”
A silence stretched out between them. Rarity blinked, looking like Dash had just proposed to her or something equally absurd. A slithery nervousness twisted Dash's guts, and she was about to open her mouth to rescind the question when Rarity spoke.
“Why Dash, that would be marvelous.” A smile slowly overtook her lips. “In fact, I have just the thing for us.”
Well, that was only slightly foreboding. Nevertheless, Dash stood with Rarity, and together they walked toward the door.
“Oh, Rarity?” she asked.
“Yes Dash?”
“What does 'allegedly' mean?”
* * *
Rarity's plan for the first part of their day began – and ended – just a few blocks from the Carousel Studio. By the time they reached their destination, Rarity was practically bouncing. Dash groaned.
“Rarity, this is a spa.”
“No, Dash, it's not just a spa. It is one of the best spas.” Rarity's face lit up as she described the Lotus Luxury 
Spa. “Even in Fillydelphia, there are only a few establishments that pamper as well as this!”
“You know I don't like spas.”
“Again, wrong. You think you don't like spas.” Rarity held open the door with her magic, and they trotted into the foyer. The gentle sound of water trickling over stones filled the air, and some subtle scent teased at Dash's nose. Sandalwood, perhaps? “But today you will learn how wonderful they are.”
“You mean how boring they are.”
“Wonderful.”
“Boring!” Dash blew her bangs out of her eyes again. The damn things kept getting in the way. “Besides, I don't like ponies touching my hooves.”
Rarity rolled her eyes. It seemed like a practiced gesture with her. “No pony has to touch your hooves if you don't want, Dash. In fact, we don't have to do this. We can do something else if you'd like.”
Suddenly, the unease was back. “But... you want to do this, don't you?” she asked.
Rarity gave her a small nod. “Yes. And I think you'll enjoy it if you give it a chance.”
What else do you have to do? Dash's days lately were filled with lots of nothing much. Wake up in the morning, watch the Bolts practice, travel with them to their shows, sign autographs. Make up an excuse for the fans who wondered why she hadn't performed. Crash in some upscale hotel. Repeat. And now that the season was over, she didn't even have that. No wonder they'd begged her to travel. “It'll be good for you. Help you move on.”
Yeah, fat chance. She let out a slow breath and looked back at Rarity and her hopeful expression.
“Okay, I'll try it. But no frou-frou stuff!”
The look on Rarity's face alone was worth the trouble this would be. Even if they did touch her hooves.
“You won't regret this, darling.” Rarity gave her a quick nuzzle, then turned to the counter, which was currently unoccupied. She reached out with a hoof and tapped a tiny silver bell, filling the room with a loud, clear ring.
“Coming!” an exotic accent called to them. Sure enough, a moment later the curtain behind the counter parted, and a gorgeous cyan earth pony with a shell pink mane stepped out. She gasped when she saw her customers. “Miss Rarity! Welcome! Eet has been so long!”
Rarity bounced forward, leaning over the counter to exchange a nuzzle with the mare. “Hello, Lotus! I know, I know! Oh, is Aloe here?”
“Oui, oui. You are lucky, we have just opened for the day. Would you and Miss... Dash, is eet? Would you like to be our guests?”
“You have read our minds, darling. We'll take the works!”
* * *
“So, uh, what's the works?”
Rarity's ears perked up at Dash's question. It was the first sound either had made in several minutes, since being escorted into the baths where they were currently simmering. Dash had to admit that the bath, at least, was welcome – her matted coat was now evenly soaked in the hot water, and she could imagine her muscles slowly melting as the heat leached into her body. Her mane was plastered in colorful strings to her head and neck, reminding her just how long she'd allowed it to grow out. Maybe they could fix that here.
“Well, it starts with a nice long soak in the hot tub, as you've probably guessed,” Rarity said. She scooted along the side of the tub until her body was next to Dash's. “Then we'll get a quick splash of cold water to cool us off.”
“That doesn't sound very nice,” Dash said. Rarity's mane was spread out like a fan atop the water, close enough that the silken strands brushed up against Dash's coat. Even waterlogged, she looked beautiful.
“Well, truthfully, it isn't,” Rarity admitted. “But it's very bracing. Trust me, after enough time in this tub, you'll welcome it.”
“Mhm.” Dash doubted that, but whatever. “What next?”
“Then comes the massage, and I suggest you start with light pressure, dear. Much more pleasant.”
“Light pressure, got it.”
“Oh, and then there's the horn filing,” Rarity continued. “Twilight and I used to get that at least once a month. Keeps it nice and smooth, just the way the colts like it.” She giggled and ducked her snout under the water for a few heartbeats.
“Er...” Dash looked up, cross-eyed, at where her horn would be. “Okay. Let's pretend I'm not a unicorn, though.”
She felt a hoof jab her beneath the water. “Yes, yes. Fluttershy usually gets a preening and oiling. You'll probably want that. Finally, there's a hooficure, which you may skip if you so choose.”
And she would so choose, she was pretty sure. The rest didn't sound all that bad, though. “So, what now?”
“Now?” Rarity chuckled and settled back against the edge of the tub. She leaned to the side, just enough to press ever so lightly against Dash's shoulder. “We enjoy each other's company, and soak.”
Easy enough. Dash closed her eyes and rested the back of her head on the tile rim behind her. The warm water seemed to penetrate every sore muscle and tendon, every pore and every bone. The heat seeped in, and slowly, slowly, her cares leaked out. Rarity's soft presence against her side was like a living pillow, soft as any cloud. She worried, absently, that Rarity might not find her as soft.
She lost track of the time as they soaked in the tub. The drip-drip of water echoing in the steamy room and the slow cycle of breath next to her were the only markers of the passing seconds, and eventually they lulled her mind away.
She woke with a start when the door opened, as much from the sound as the rush of cold air that followed it. The steam blew away, and she saw Rarity blinking her eyes beside her.
“Are you ready, Miss Rarity?” Aloe asked. She trotted to the tub with a pair of bathrobes draped over her back.
“Mm, I do believe I am.” Rarity stretched and climbed out of the tub. “I'm starting to get positively pruney, in fact.” Her mane hung across her face like a curtain, framing her huge cyan eyes. She shivered into the offered bathrobe, then gave Dash a glance. “Coming, darling?”
“Er, sorry, yeah.” Dash hopped out of the tub and resisted the urge to shake like a dog. Her wings felt like a pair of huge, sodden mats against her back; the preening and oiling couldn't come too soon. She accepted the bathrobe and struggled into it with significantly less grace than Rarity.
Once Dash was properly clothed, Rarity and Aloe trotted a few steps away to another, smaller tub. Rarity promptly shrugged the bathrobe off, gave it back to Aloe, and jumped into the tub with a loud “Whoop!”
Dash blinked at the spectacle. She wasn't sure which was more amazing: that Rarity would deliberately jump into a pool of frigid water, or that she bothered to wear a bathrobe for the five-step journey to the other tub.
“Your turn, d-dear!” Rarity called. She had climbed out of the cold water and was wriggling back into the bathrobe. And wasn't that a sight.
“Um, can't I skip this part?” Dash asked. That water looked very cold.
“Oh, I suppose you can. I won't judge you for it, and I promise I won't tell the girls you were too... hm, what's the word... ah, prissy. Too prissy.”
So it was like that. Dash narrowed her eyes and shucked the bathrobe off. Prissy my ass! She dipped a hoof in the water, and immediately yanked it out. Cold! “Eee!”
Rarity raised an eyebrow. “It's best if you just jump in, darling.” A pause. “Prissy,” she added under her breath.
“Eet is not zat cold, Miss Dash,” Aloe added unhelpfully.
Dash huffed. Clearly there was no avoiding the pool with her ego intact. “Fine. If my heart stops, I'm haunting you, though.” With that she took a breath and jumped in.
She was wrong about the water. It wasn't cold. It was numbing. It was flying through a blizzard at twenty-thousand feet and feeling the ice accumulate in your feathers. It was crashing in the snow on a dark winter night with only the callous moon for company. There should have been a thick layer of ice on the tub. She gasped in shock and clawed her way out as fast as her hooves could carry her.
“Oh, seriously.” Rarity rolled her eyes. “It only feels cold because you were in the hot tub for so long. It's the same temperature as the Ponyville pond.”
That was a lie, Dash was sure. Somehow they had enchanted the water not to freeze. She pulled on the bathrobe and danced in place. “Okay, s-so, what next?”
“Next? Oh, the best part is next. Come along.” Rarity gave her a bump with her flank, and they followed Aloe out of the soaking room.
* * *
Next was the best part. Or, at least, it was better than the baths. Not that the baths were bad.
But this... yeah, this was bliss.
Rainbow Dash exhaled quietly as a pair of firm hooves pressed down on her back, forcing the air from her lungs. Right there, right between her wing joints, that was the best thing ever. The hooves pressed again, shimmying along the tight muscles that powered her flight, and a tiny moan escaped her mouth.
“Enjoying yourself, darling?” Rarity asked. She was prone on another mat just feet away from Dash, her white coat glistening in the dim light as one of the spa ponies – Aloe, maybe? She could never tell – worked a generous slathering of oil all across her body. Her mane was pulled to the side, revealing the long arc of her neck. Half-open eyes sparkling with humor matched the tiny smile on her mouth.
“Uh...” Dash had planned for a longer, more eloquent answer, but Lotus chose that moment to run the edges of her hooves down either side of her spine. The pressure teetered on the brink of pain, but her muscles rejoiced at the touch. Relief she hadn't known was possible washed over her like a wave, leaving a pleasant, warm buzz in her mind. It was like being drunk, but without any of the downsides.
“Uh?” Rarity's smile grew. “Can you be more specific, dear?”
“Um... s'good,” Dash managed. “How about... oh wow, that's good... uh, how about you?”
“Mmm, it makes me wish I'd come back to Ponyville more often.” A few seconds after speaking, Rarity's entire body gave a small jerk, and her eyes shot open. Aloe's hooves stopped moving.
“Oh, Miss Rarity, I am so sorry,” she said. “Was zat too hard?”
Rarity settled down almost immediately, but her eyes stayed open and alarmed for some reason Dash could not fathom. “Oh, no Aloe, of course not. I was just... thinking about something.”
Huh. Dash watched as Aloe resumed her expert massage. The hooves running along her own back were momentarily forgotten. Odd. Wonder what that was about. She might have pursued that thought further, but at that moment Lotus gently stretched her right wing out to its full extension, and pressed her hooves into the knot of muscle just beneath the joint. Oh Celestia! She's not even a pegasus! How does she know to do that?
“Careful Lotus,” she heard Rarity say. “It's her first time.” The spa ponies laughed along with Rarity.
And now Lotus was twisting her hoof, grinding it into the muscle. That was unfair. Dash held her breath as the pressure grew and grew until it was just on the near side of pain, then exhaled shakily as Lotus relented and gently folded her wing back to her side. She only had a moment to catch her breath before it was the left wing's turn.
“So, Dash.” Rarity was watching her again. Aloe straddled her rump, her forehooves slowly sliding up and down the unicorn's back. Thin runnels of oil painted shining streaks down her side. “I meant to ask last night at the party. Is there anypony special in your life?”
Are you dating yet, Dash mentally translated. She swallowed before answering. “Uh, you know, things have been busy with the team. And, well, it just feels kinda soon.”
Rarity gave a tiny nod. “I understand, dear. You should take all the time you need.”
They were quiet for a while. The only sound was their breathing, and the barely audible rustle of hooves sliding over oiled coats. Dash sank deeper and deeper into the mat, almost as if she were melting.
“But,” Rarity said, “it's not good to go without companionship for too long. Mares have needs.”
Oh, we're talking about that. Dash felt herself starting to blush, and glanced back at the spa ponies. They seemed entirely absorbed in their work.
“Don't worry, dear,” Rarity said. “Aloe and Lotus are the souls of discretion. You need never fear that anything we say will go beyond this room.” Both ponies nodded, their eyes wide and earnest.
“Oui, please, pretend we are not here,” Lotus whispered in her ear. “Just enjoy ze massage.”
The second part Dash could do. The first was a bit harder. She swallowed again and took some time to collect her thoughts. Above her, Lotus pressed her hooves into Dash's withers, gently kneading the stiff muscle until all the tightness and tension were wrung out.
“Well, uh...” The blush was coming back. She powered ahead regardless. “There are other ways to... get... that... you know. That thing you said.”
Rarity tittered. “Oh Dash, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to embarrass you. Forget I asked.”
“I'm not embarrassed!” It was a lie, and she was terrible at lying. Her face felt like it might catch on fire.
“Of course you aren't.” Rarity, apparently, could lie very well. Still, she didn't press the issue, and they were quiet again as the massage continued.
Lotus's hooves slowly worked their way up the side of Dash's neck, rubbing the flesh in little circles. They traced along her jaw and temples, and then they were on her scalp, tugging it this way and that.
“Miss Dash, your mane is so beautiful,” Lotus said. Her breath tickled at Dash's ear. “You should do more with eet.”
“Mm, I've told her that a million times,” Rarity said. Her head was turned away from Dash as Aloe worked on her neck. “Never listens, though.”
“I listen,” Dash said. I just don't care.
After some indeterminate amount of time, Lotus worked her way back to Dash's wings. Her hooves pressed into the long muscles along her spine, starting just above her hips and sliding all the way up to her neck. A moan, long suppressed, threatened to escape from her throat again. The motion repeated a few times, and each time the hooves ventured lower and lower down her back until they pressed down firmly, just above her tail. It felt like her hips would crack from the pressure. It felt incredible. And then...
“Whoa!” She jerked, her wings flaring in alarm. The hooves pressing against her rump instantly pulled away.
“I am sorry, Miss Dash. Do you not like zat?”
Rarity had turned her head to stare. “Oh, darling, it's a full body massage. Trust me, it feels divine.”
“Yeah, but...” No pony had touched her there since... Come on, it doesn't matter. It's just a massage. She settled her wings back to her side and lay her head down on the mat. “Heh, sorry, just startled me.”
“Eet is no problem, Miss Dash. Just relax.” Lotus waited for her to settle back into onto the mat, then pressed the soles of her hooves flat onto her rump and leaned forward, letting all of her weight compress the thick muscles. She held the pressure for several long seconds, long enough for Dash to start to squirm. Just as it began to hurt, the hooves lifted, and the release itself was almost as blissful as those first gentle touches. Lotus slid her hooves down Dash's thighs and pressed again, using slightly less of her weight this time.
Okay, yeah. That's pretty good. She chanced a look over at Rarity, who appeared to be a bit further along in her massage. Aloe carefully rolled Rarity's ankles between her hooves, then began squeezing her way up Rarity's leg. Dash expected Aloe to stop about mid-thigh, but no, the hooves kept moving up and up, until... She blinked. For a moment, Aloe's hooves had been as high up Rarity's leg as physically possible. Dash stared, wide-eyed, as Aloe repeated the movement on Rarity's other leg.
Rarity caught her staring. A tiny smile quirked the edge of her lips. “Relax, Dash. We're all mares here.”
Yeah, but... These spa ponies definitely weren't shy. She'd barely processed that thought when she felt Lotus's hooves begin squeezing their way up either side of her leg.
Massages. Who knew?
* * *
The baths were relaxing. The massage was... well, confusing was probably the best word for that experience. Enjoyable, yes, even blissful, but certainly not the back-rub she'd expected from hearing the girls talk. Definitely something to try again.
“Please lie down, Miss Dash,” Aloe said. The spa ponies had swapped customers after the massage was complete, and now Lotus was laying out a series of files and picks on a tray next to Rarity. Aloe, Rainbow Dash was relieved to see, had only a small brush and a bottle of what looked like oil.
Their new room was brighter and spacious, with room for several ponies and their attendants, rather than the dim cozy confines of the massage room. Apparently this next part wouldn't require as much privacy. That too was a source of relief. She tucked her hooves under her as she settled onto the indicated pad.
“Preening, right? You know how to do that?” Dash asked. Preening was one of the most important hygienic rites for pegasi. Although most of their flying power came from innate magic rather than the flow of air over their wings, flight was impossible unless their feathers were assiduously cared for. “Unhappy as a pegasus with ruffled feathers,” as the saying went. On any given day, Dash would spend up to an hour doing nothing but preening. It was a soothing experience, often shared among close friends, family or lovers.
And, apparently, spa ponies.
“Of course, Miss Dash. Eet is very popular, especially ze oiling.” Aloe indicated the bottle with a hoof, then settled down in front of her, offset just a bit to face her wing. “Please, relax your wing?”
Right, just like with Soarin. Dash sighed quietly at the thought, but extended her wing out to the side as requested. Aloe scooted closer, until her shoulder brushed against Dash's, and she carefully ran a hoof over the wing's leading edge.
“Such strong wings,” she said. “You are a very good flyer, oui?”
“Er, heh. Yeah, you could say that.” Dash put on a grin. Across the room, Rarity suddenly glanced at her. The expression on her face was an inscrutable mixture of emotions, but Dash could swear she seemed surprised. Their eyes locked for a moment, and then both looked away.
Aloe gave her wing another stroke, then leaned down and gently tugged at the feathers with her lips. The tiny covert feathers were still waterlogged from the bath, and Aloe deftly sluiced away the water with subtle motions, careful not to use her teeth. She slowly worked her way down the edge of Dash's wing, then started work on the larger secondary feathers. These she gave a little tug, pulling them back into alignment with their neighbors. The disordered, frazzled mass of feathers slowly smoothed back into a sleek, airworthy foil.
It was incredibly relaxing, even more than the massage. Each little tug on her feathers stimulated the blood vessels in her wing and sent tiny impulses racing along her nerves. A heady buzz slowly filled her chest, and her body reacted instinctively, demanding she lean forward and begin preening her partner as well. She started to dip her head toward Aloe's shoulder...
Except, of course, her partner had no wings. Aloe noticed her sudden hesitation and chuckled. “Eet is okay, Miss Dash,” she whispered. “Every pegasus does zat. I think eet is cute.”
Yeah. Rainbow Dash – cute. She cleared her throat and looked away so Aloe wouldn't see her blush. Her eyes settled on Rarity, who was engaged in some quiet conversation with Lotus while the spa pony ran a thin rasp along the fluting in Rarity's horn. Rarity eventually noticed Dash's gaze and gave her a small smile.
Aloe shifted sides and began preening Dash's other wing, giving each feather such devoted attention that Dash was convinced she'd had a pegasus lover at some point. Where else could an earth pony have learned this? It felt so good! She was still working up the courage to ask, many minutes later, when Aloe backed away to retrieve the bottle of oil and the tiny brush.
Hm, how does this work? She craned her head around as Aloe trotted behind her and took a seat. She set the bottle down at her hooves, uncapped it, dipped the brush in and began carefully painting drops of oil on the shaft of each of Dash's primaries. When each had been similarly touched, Aloe used the brush to work the oil down the feather's length, leaving it glistening like a jewel. By the time Aloe finished, her entire wing sparkled like a waterfall in the sunlight.
“Oh my, that looks simply stunning,” Rarity said from beside her. Apparently she was finished with her horn filing. “It looks beautiful on Fluttershy, of course, but it's just, well... it's so unexpected on you. I hope that's not insulting.”
“Heh, nah.” She gave her wing an experimental flap, setting the towels fluttering. “Feels weird.”
“Weird, bad?”
“No, just different. I'll get used to it.” She folded her wing and waited patiently while Aloe finished the other. “How long does it last?”
“A few days,” Aloe said. She recapped the bottle and set it back on the tray with the brush. “Less if you fly everywhere.”
Rarity gave her a quick glance. Dash pretended not to notice.
“Right. So...” She looked around for a cash register. “How much does all this cost?”
* * *
Rarity, of course, had been scandalized. “So gauche,” she'd said – whatever that meant – and treated Dash to a lengthy sotto voce lecture on the proper etiquette for “remunerating” professional service providers. And then she paid for them both. Dash still wasn't sure how much it cost.
“...but anyway, darling, I hope you enjoyed that little visit,” Rarity finally concluded. Dash tuned in just in time to hear the implied question.
“You know, Rares, it wasn't so bad.” In fact, it had been wonderful, but it was far too soon to admit she was wrong. Maybe in a few days.
“Mm, well, I'm relieved you didn't suffer too much on my behalf,” Rarity said. She had a sly smile on her face.
They walked together through Ponyville. The streets were far more crowded now than when they had first ventured out, filled with ponies shopping and working and simply enjoying the day. More than a few stallions cast glances their way. Dash tried to tell herself it was Rarity they were looking at.
“So, uh, what now?”
“Now?” Rarity tilted her head. Her lush mane bobbed against her neck. “Let's see what Pinkie is doing.”
* * *
First Pinkie Pie, then Twilight Sparkle, and finally Applejack and Fluttershy. They visited all their friends that afternoon, sharing snacks or books or cider or hugs. Rarity's squeal of delight when she saw Fluttershy still echoed in Dash's ears. The unicorn had spent nearly twenty minutes sitting next to Fluttershy, her ear pressed against the pegasus's abdomen as she listened to the tiny foal growing inside. When they finally left that evening, all of their cheeks were streaked with tears of happiness.
Except Applejack's, anyway. She just rolled her eyes at “all that girly stuff.” But that was just how Applejack was, and why they loved her too.
By the time they returned to the Carousel, night had begun to fall, and the sky above was a deep amethyst speckled with a thousand tiny jewels. Shadowed blots of clouds slowly faded into the uniform darkness of the sky, pushed along by a wind that also carried the rustle of autumn leaves and the scent of drying hay. Beside her, Rarity gave a little shiver.
Dinner was waiting for them in the form of a freshly cooked vegetable casserole. Sweetie Belle exchanged a quick nuzzle with her sister, a hug with Dash, and then started setting out plates. After a whisper from Rarity, she added a second helping of the casserole to Dash's plate.
Huh.
“So, how was your first day back?” Sweetie asked after the last bite of dinner had vanished from her plate. For some reason she had picked all the red peppers from her casserole and set them aside, uneaten, while she devoured the rest. Weird.
“Why, it was delightful! As wonderful as a day could be, darling,” Rarity said. “You won't believe what we did first, but Dash actually went to the spa with me! I know, isn't it amazing? I told you I'd get her in there someday, and believe me she actually enjoyed it. She didn't get a hooficure, alas, but as I always say, a mare has to take what she can get. Oh, it's been so long since I've enjoyed a good massage from the Lotus sisters. Yes, yes, the spas in Fillydelphia are quite adequate, I assure you, but there's something simply delightful about going to an establishment where you aren't just a customer, but a dear friend as well. And then! And then we went to visit the girls! I saw most of them yesterday at the party, of course, but we didn't have time to catch up on everything. It was just like old times, everypony was just like I remember... oh, but what am I saying? Fluttershy is pregnant! You knew that, of course, but this is the first time I've seen her. Oh, to think, our Fluttershy is going to be a mommy! Why, I'm getting teary again just thinking about it. She'll be just perfect, of course, I always knew she would be. She's the kindest of us, and she takes such good care of all the animals, and the Apple family has so much experience with foals... you know, sometimes I wonder what they put in the water out there. Every time I come back to visit it seems like some Apple mare or other is pregnant or nursing or there's another foal running around. Maybe it's the stallions? Hm, now isn't that a thought. But anyway, to answer your question, our day was simply delightful.” With that she drew silent, and took a tiny sip from her water.
Sweetie nodded along with Rarity's monologue. “I see. And Rainbow Dash, how was your day?”
“Eh, it was fine.”
“Fine is good.” Sweetie grinned at her answer.
Rarity shot a pout in Dash's direction. “Just fine, darling? Can't you say more than that?”
“Well...” Dash thought for a moment. “All that stuff Rarity said was cool, too.”
“Again, your eloquence stuns me,” Rarity deadpanned. “Let me help you with those, Sweetie.” She and her sister fussed over the dirty plates, each insisting the other allow them to clean up. Eventually they wrestled the china and silverware into the kitchen while Dash watched helplessly.
They spent the next few hours engaged in idle chit-chat in Rarity's old parlor, now redecorated with musical scores, trophies and medals from Sweetie Belle's budding career as a singer. She'd added several bookshelves as well – nowhere near as many as Twilight's library, of course, but nevertheless it was one of the largest private collections of books Dash had seen in Ponyville. She probably had more than Fluttershy.
Scanning the titles while the sisters talked, Dash realized she had a much more literate collection as well. Volumes of poetry, treatises and essays on musical theory, biographies of prominent musicians, all much higher-brow than Fluttershy's romance novels. She pulled a familiar book of poems from the shelf and trotted over to the couch with it in her mouth. From the sound of their discussion, Sweetie and Rarity were keeping themselves entertained.
For most of an hour she flipped through the book, nodding occasionally in time with the conversation or proffering answers to the few questions directed her way, while Sweetie and Rarity caught up on a year spent apart.
Eventually their was a pause in their conversation. Dash looked up to see Rarity and Sweetie looking at her. “Er, sorry. Say again?”
“I said, did you find a Daring Do novel over there?” The ghost of a smile played on her lips.
“Oh, heh, Daring Do...” Dash thought back for a moment to the happy memory of those books. “You know, I haven't read one of those books in years. I dunno if they even still write them.”
“Mm, what's that, then?” Rarity seemed genuinely curious now. She tilted her head at the book cradled in Dash's forelegs.
“Just some poems.”
Rarity raised an eyebrow. Sweetie Belle glanced over at the bookshelf Dash had retrieved the collection from, a thoughtful look on her face.
“I didn't know you enjoyed such... cultured pastimes,” Rarity said.
Dash was slow to answer. She ran a hoof over the page. “Soarin' was really into poetry,” she eventually said. “He used to take all kinds of crap for it from the other Bolts, but it never seemed to bother him. Said that poetry was truth, that it could 'express things for which mere words would always find themselves shallow and lacking.'” She looked down at the book and began to read.
“Up, up the long delirious, burning blue,
I've topped the windswept heights with easy grace
Where never lark, or even eagle flew -
And, while with silent lifting mind I've trod
The high untresspassed sanctity of space,
Put out my hoof and touched the face of God.”
When Dash looked up, both Sweetie Belle and Rarity were staring at her, as if they were seeing an entirely new mare. She fidgeted with her hooves. “What?”
“Sorry, that's just... well, very unexpected,” Rarity said. “You've changed since we left Ponyville. Grown up, if you don't mind my saying.”
She shrugged. “We all have, Rares. That's just life.” She closed the book and walked it back to the bookshelf, putting it back in the hole left by its removal. Wow, what a depressing thought. Way to kill the mood.
The mood wasn't, in fact, killed, but she'd certainly brought the conversation to a close. When she turned back to the room, Sweetie had climbed to her hooves and was yawning.
“Sorry girls,” she said. “Unlike you, I've got to get up at a reasonable hour tomorrow. Don't fight over the couch.” She added the last with a smirk and turned toward the stairs.
“Of course not,” Rarity said. “I shall take the couch. Dash, you sleep upstairs.”
What? No. “I'll take the couch. You slept on it last night.”
“It's my house, darling, and you're the guest. I insist you sleep in the bed.”
“Actually, it's my house,” Sweetie called from the stairs. “But I'd let her take the couch, Dash. She won't stop bothering you otherwise.”
Well, fine. Too generous for her own good, sometimes.
Rarity smirked at her, then trotted over and nudged her toward the stairs. She glanced up at Sweetie's retreating form, then leaned over and whispered, “Don't go to bed just yet. I'll be right up.”
Dash raised an eyebrow, but only got another bump on the flank for her trouble. She shrugged and trotted upstairs, feeling her way by memory through the dark hallway to Sweetie Belle's old room. The streetlights outside cast orange squares on the walls, and made it easy for her to find the bed. She settled onto the covers, her legs tucked under her, and waited.
Less than a minute passed before a gentle knock sounded from the door, and Rarity poked her head in. She saw Dash on the bed, then entered and closed the door behind her. Her horn was glowing with enough light to scatter faint shadows across the room, and a pair of empty glasses floated beside her.
“Hello again, darling. One moment, I know it's in one of these bags...” Rarity opened up one of her suitcases, all of which were still stacked in the room. After a bit of digging she made a delighted “aha!” and trotted over to the bed, followed now by two empty glasses and a tall clear bottle.
Whoa. “Is that what I think it is?” Dash squinted in the darkness at the label.
Rarity tittered. “It is! Grey Pegasus. I'd have opened it downstairs, but Sweetie's a bit too young for this, even if she thinks she's a full grown mare.” She popped the cap off the vodka, then poured a shot for each of them. Her horn glowed brighter for a moment, and an icy blue light surrounded the glasses.
“There. Let it sit for a moment while it chills.” She resealed the bottle and set it by her side, then climbed up on the bed next to Dash. Their sides brushed together, just like in the bath.
“Heh, thanks.” Dash snagged the drink with her hooves and blew on it. A faint tracing of frost built up on the glass where her breath touched it. “Shall we toast?”
“We shall.” Rarity held up her glass. “To dear friends, now and forever?”
Sure, why not. Dash clinked her glass against Rarity's. “To dear friends, now and forever,” she repeated, then tossed back the shot.
Good stuff, Grey Pegasus. She squinted her eyes as the freezing liquid burned its way down her throat, and let out a shaky breath. Beside her, Rarity underwent a similar set of convulsions.
“Oh my, that's stronger than I remember.” She gave another little shake, her coat rubbing against Dash's as she did. “Another?”
Of course. Dash grinned and held her glass out. Rarity topped her off and did that magic-cooling thing, and they clinked their drinks together again. Rather than shooting them back, they sipped at the vodka this time. It was so cold it barely had any taste unless she held it in her mouth until it began to burn. Within minutes she felt the start of a pleasant buzz behind her eyes. Damn, this is strong.
Rarity seemed to be in about the same place. The haughty tilt she normally carried in her head and neck was gone, and in the darkness she looked like a normal – albeit beautiful – mare. She casually sipped at her drink, closing her eyes with each swallow.
“I'm sorry if I offended you earlier, dear,” Rarity said, once their glasses were empty. Without asking she popped the bottle and refilled them both. “About the poems. I didn't mean to imply you weren't literate.”
“Oh, heh. No worries.” Dash couldn't help the grin on her face. It was just like Rarity to worry about something like that. “I never would've thought I'd be into that kinda stuff, back when we lived here.”
They were quiet again as they sipped at their drinks. The alcohol was starting to make her a bit giddy, and she felt herself relaxing, just as she had in the baths that morning. Rarity made a pleased sound and leaned more of her weight against her.
“Poetry was one of the things that made Soarin so great,” she continued. “He was... well, he was incredible.” She swirled the remains of her drink in the glass.
Rarity didn't answer her for some time. Outside, the streetlight finally went out, and the room was plunged into darkness, broken only by the faint glow of Rarity's horn. “He seemed like a wonderful stallion. I'm... I'm sorry I didn't get to know him more.”
“He'd have liked you,” Dash said. She felt her eyes starting to water, and forced the tears back. I will not cry. I will not cry. I am a Wonder Bolt. I will not cry.
“I'm sure.” Rarity gave a quiet sniffle, and took the final sip from her drink. She set the empty glass and the half-full bottle aside. “We were so happy for you. We never... well, I never thought you'd be the first of us to find somepony.”
Yeah, you and me both. Dash downed the last of the vodka, relishing the way it burned. Rarity took it without asking and set it by the others.
“I don't know if anypony told you,” Rarity continued. Her voice had lost its usual society lilt, and was more of a murmur than Dash had ever heard from her. “But afterward, Twilight wanted to ask you to come back and live here for a while. Maybe with her, maybe with Applejack... any of us would have been glad to let you in.”
That was news. Dash blinked a few times and considered the unicorn resting against her side. “Why didn't she?”
There was a pause before she answered. “You were... well, we spoke with Spitfire first. She said it'd be best if you stayed with the Bolts. They'd take care of you, she said.”
And they had. The Bolts had done everything to help her get through the roughest parts. They canceled shows for her. “They did.” She paused to clear her throat. “But I'm glad you wanted to help. I really am.”
Rarity was crying now. Dash couldn't see the tears in the darkness, but the sound was unmistakable. “I just... I just thought you should know.”
I will not cry. I will not cry. I am a Wonder Bolt. I will not cry.
The silence returned, and Dash thought she might have fallen asleep. Her own eyes closed, and she started to drift off as well. The slow-breathing weight by her side was a warm anchor against the night.
“Dash?”
Not asleep after all. Dash yawned and struggled through the cotton in her mind to respond. “Hm?”
“Why... why haven't you been flying?”
Ah. “Ask me tomorrow, Rares.”
There was no answer. The darkness became complete, and she slept.
* * *
A pair of hooves clamped over her eyes. “Guess who?” Soarin's voice said behind her.
Rainbow Dash chuckled. He never got tired of this joke. “Spitfire?”
“Hm, nope, more handsome. Try again!”
“Oh, definitely Cloud Fire, then.” Dash tried to turn around, but he had her in a pretty good grip. She could probably break free, but that would require escalating things to a level of controlled violence that wasn't appropriate just yet. Besides, she was still sleepy, and the bed was very comfortable.
The body wrapped around her scoffed. “What, him? You're kidding.”
“Oh no. He's definitely the most handsome stallion I know.” She grinned. “Such strong muscles, beautiful mane, and that body... oh, that body. Yeah, I'd do that.”
“Well, guess again anyway.”
“Aw. Can you pretend to be Cloud Fire, then? I'm stuck with some loser stallion.”
“You know, you're not helping my feelings of inadequacy here.” The hooves vanished, and she rolled over to come face-to-face with her lover. Soarin gave her a mock wounded look.
“Oh, you're saying you feel inadequate? Not quite performing up to standard?” She ran a hoof over his broad chest, enjoying the feel of firm muscle beneath his coat.
“Well, you have such demanding standards.” He gave her snout a lick. “Oh, and happy birthday.”
Aw, crap. She made a face. “Is it? How do you remember that stuff?”
“A miraculous invention known as a 'calendar.' If you're good, I'll show you how it works one day.”
“Uh huh. If I'm good.” She snuggled a bit closer, a wicked grin on her face, and pushed her hoof lower, down his tight belly and between his legs. He gave a little jerk as she found his balls and fondled them gently. Not too hard – he didn't like that. Something about “horrible pain that only a stallion can know,” as he'd put it after one of their wrestling matches came to an premature end. Her grin grew a bit wider.
“Yes, good. Good and kind,” he added. He breath was coming a bit faster, and she could feel the tension radiating from him.
“When have I ever been unkind?” she purred, then leaned forward for a kiss. Their tongues danced playfully together. His hoof began tracing its way along her side, and she felt his cock slowly emerging from its sheath. She gave his balls a little tug, just for fun, and pushed him onto his back. He didn't resist, and she rolled atop him, never breaking the kiss.
“Well, sometimes you're more kind than others,” he said when their kiss broke.
“Mhm. Well, let me know how I'm doing.” She gave his chin a little nip, then slowly worked her way down his body, placing tiny bites along his neck and shoulders and chest and belly, until her chin bumped against his cock, now fully aroused and demanding her attention.
And who was she to ignore such demands? She glanced up at his face for a moment, grinned, then placed a kiss on the head of his shaft. It jerked against her lips, as though excited to meet her. She nearly burst into laughter at the thought.
“What's so funny?” he asked. His voice sounded strained.
“Nothing,” she lied. Her tongue darted and licked at his head, drawing an arousing series of moans from him. Her tail twitched involuntarily as her own nethers began to grow hot. She opened her mouth and closed her lips around him, rubbing vigorously at his shaft with her tongue.
He seemed to enjoy that, if his gasps were any indication. His hooves ran through her mane, rubbed her ears and neck, and generally tried to distract her from the important business of suckling the tip of his cock. This lasted for a few minutes, as his squirming grew more intense and her crotch grew hotter and wetter.
“Dash!”
“Mm?” She would have said more, but her mouth was preoccupied.
“If you don't... whoa... if you don't stop, you're going to make a mess.”
Hm. She didn't want to make a mess. Yet, anyway. With some reluctance she let his cock slip free. A thin tendril of saliva hung from her lips for a moment before breaking, and she gave him a pout.
“Too kind?” she asked.
“Something like that.” He pushed her off to the side, then rolled over on top of her. The movement wasn't as violent or sudden as some of their wrestling, and she went along willingly. As always, her heart screamed at her to fight him, to bite and kick and punch until she was back on top, but then his teeth found her neck for a tiny nip, and those feelings fled in the face of rapacious desire. The heat pouring from her groin seemed to double, and she could feel the moisture collecting between her lips.
And then he was biting her again, lower and lower. Her chest, her belly, her nipples. She wound her hooves in his 
mane and tried pushing his head lower, but he would not be rushed. He kissed the inside of her thigh, so close to that desperate spot but ignoring it still. He nuzzled her crotch, teasing her with his nose and chin. A free hoof found her tail and gave it a gentle tug, and her howl was loud enough to be heard several clouds over. Do it! Do it do it do it what are you waiting for do it!
He did. His tongue licked up the length of her slit, pressing with enough force to part her lips and rasp delightfully against her nub. She choked on her own breath as a spike of pleasure shot from her groin straight to her brain. Her entire body jerked, out of her control.
He licked her again. Again. His lips teased her labia, tugging them apart and exposing more of her wet flesh to his tongue. He tugged at her tail again, and at the same moment slid his tongue inside her. The twin sensations tore through her, and she shook with what she hoped would be merely the first climax of the day.
When she recovered her senses, he was above her again. His mouth pressed against hers, and she felt the head of his cock nestled between her lips. She felt him tense, and suddenly he was thrusting, penetrating her. Her lips parted to accept him eagerly, uncomplaining, and the sudden, massive, unrelenting presence inside her nearly sent her over the edge again.
Normally she would have bucked against him, meeting him thrust for thrust. But so soon after her own orgasm, there was little she could do but lie there as he pounded into her. He barely lasted a minute before his thrusts became hurried and uneven, and with a final cry that set her ears ringing spent himself inside her.
They lay there awhile, him atop her, panting. Sweat slowly dried on her coat. He turned his head to place his muzzle against her ear, and whispered—
* * *
Rainbow Dash opened her eyes. The weight against her side was not Soarin, of course, but for a moment she almost imagined he was back. Rarity mumbled something plaintive in her sleep and twitched. Apparently she was given to dreams as well.
It was some time before she slept.

Set in Stone


Rarity woke feeling warmer and safer than she had in quite some time.
She lifted her head slowly, so as not to disturb the pony sleeping next to her. Rainbow Dash was still dead to the world, sprawled out on her back as though she were trying to cover as much of the bed with her body as possible. Each of her six limbs somehow pointed in a different direction, and her tongue lolled out of her open mouth. Quiet snores filled the room as her chest rose and fell.
She looks so peaceful. Like the pain that everypony could see around her had fled while she slept. Rarity reached out and carefully brushed a few strands of that garish mane away from her face. Dash's ear twitched as her hoof brushed it, but her sleep continued undisturbed.
It didn't look like Dash would wake very easily, which was perfect for Rarity's purposes. She slowly eased her way toward the sleeping pegasus, and in the stark light of morning took a long look at Dash's body.
She probably weighed less than Sweetie Belle. Pegasi were slight creatures as a rule, but Rainbow Dash existed at the extreme end of the spectrum. Her coat stretched taut over bone and muscle, with not an ounce of fat anywhere on her frame. Rarity could count her ribs when she inhaled. The twin arches of her pelvis were clearly visible above her cutie mark, even lying down. Every single muscle in her legs and back showed through her skin.
She wasn't starving. She wasn't emaciated. Spare. Lean. Hard. Rarity frowned at each thought. They were all correct, but none of them could sum the pony sleeping in front of her. Even for a sleek, speedy racing machine, this couldn't be healthy. There was trim, and there was this: iron bands wrapped around a wood frame. Rarity prodded her shoulder with a hoof; even asleep, Dash was stiff as clay.
We have time. Make sure she eats. Stuff her if you have to. Get Pinkie to help. Good ideas, all. Rarity hummed quietly, her mind spinning with dozens of plots and schemes to add a bit more flesh to Dash's bones and hopefully draw her back into the world as well. Ideas to pull her out of the well she had fallen into. Rarity was no psychologist, but she could tell when a mare had problems.
Yes, you have a lot of practice with that. Maybe you should put some energy into solving your own—
Rarity coughed, then froze as the sound seemed to stir Dash. The pegasus mumbled something, twitched her ears around and rolled onto her stomach, which was quite a process with those wings. Rarity ducked to avoid an errant wingtip.
Slowly, carefully, Rarity crept out of bed. It was a skill she had plenty of practice with, though not one she would have bragged about. This time, there was no shame, though; no desperate eagerness to escape from a nameless stallion who was nothing to her but a cock and a resemblance to a certain prince. This time, she simply wanted her friend to enjoy her sleep. When all four hooves were safely on the floor, she smiled to herself and padded to the door.
Now for the second part of her act. She peeked out the bedroom door across the hall. Sweetie Belle's door was still closed. She let out a silent sigh of relief and trotted down the hall and stairs to the parlor. She could catch a few more winks on the couch, and no pony would be the wiser when they finally woke. Assuming, of course, that Dash could keep her mouth shut. She'd have to sneak a quick word with the pegasus before Sweetie had a chance to—
“Good morning, Rarity!” Sweetie Belle's high voice was filled with joy. The kind of joy that came from catching one's sister red-hoofed in the act of something embarrassing.
Well, pony feathers.
“Good morning, darling!” Rarity spun in place, her face as serene as ever. Not even the barest hint of evasion could be heard in her words. “Why, I didn't realize you were up already. I was just upstairs checking on Rainbow Dash, to make sure the poor dear is well.”
“Mhm. I wondered where you were when I came down.” Sweetie glanced at the conspicuously empty couch, a huge, victorious grin on her face. She was sitting at the kitchen table and had a large spread already laid out for them. Waffles, again. Rarity's figure was in for a bit of a ride, it seemed. “And how is Dash? Awake yet?”
“Ah, she's still asleep, actually. I didn't want to wake her.” Rarity kept her face composed. She could still win this. Ignoring her sister's grin, she took a seat at the table. “Thank you for setting out breakfast, by the way.”
“Oh, it's the least I can do for my guests. But you can imagine my surprise when I came down and didn't see you on the couch!” Sweetie's eyes went wide. “I was worried. I had no idea where you were!”
Rarity sighed. At least the waffles looked good. She took a dainty bite from one. Not bad at all.
“I was so relieved when you walked down the stairs,” Sweetie continued. Her face twisted into a look of mock confusion. “But, wait a minute! If I was down here, and you were up there, then—“
“Oh, fine,” Rarity said. “I slept upstairs. We both did. And it was harmless. Just two mares sharing a bed.”
“Of course. Harmless.” Sweetie polished off another waffle in three bites. Still at that age when she could eat anything without worrying about her flanks. Rarity sniffed quietly and took another small bite.
“Why, you and Rainbow Dash!” Sweetie continued. “That's just silly.”
“Completely silly,” Rarity agreed. There was nothing between her and Dash but the love of a true friend. So maybe she'd had a few fantasies about the mare, but that was hardly unusual. Dash was such an exotic, athletic specimen of a pegasus; why, it was perfectly natural to imagine a bit of fun with her in bed.
Dash opened her eyes, surprised, as Rarity gently pushed away her hoof, exposing her crotch. Her lips, wet and shining, lay open like the petals on a flower.
Rarity blinked. True, she had never imagined such things about any of her other friends, and she'd certainly never pleasured herself while doing so. Why was her mind filled with such lascivious images of Rainbow Dash? What was it about that crude, crass, obnoxious, egotistical, stubborn, brave, loyal pony that made her think such dirty things? Rainbow Dash rolled onto her back, her legs splayed obscenely wide, hiding absolutely nothing. Thick, clear fluid slathered—
“Rarity?” Sweetie's broke Rarity's reverie. The smug amusement had fled from her voice.
“Er, yes, dear?” Rarity looked up sharply, her usual smile back on her face.
“You, uh, you looked like you were thinking about something really hard, there.”
“I was just...” Just what, exactly? Sorry, darling, I was just imagining Rainbow Dash panting with arousal, my tongue halfway up her— No, that wouldn't do at all. She coughed into her hoof before continuing. “Just thinking about what I should do today. Can you... can you keep a secret?”
Sweetie raised an eyebrow. The expression seemed oddly familiar on her face, and it took Rarity a moment to remember where she saw it so often – the mirror. She took a sip from her juice to hide her momentary lapse before speaking.
“Yes, of course you can. It's about Dash.” Rarity glanced upstairs. All quiet. “You probably noticed, but she's not doing very well.”
“We all noticed. If it weren't for the mane I wouldn't have recognized her.” Sweetie frowned down at her breakfast. “It's been six months. Isn't that, you know... enough time?”
“I don't know, dear.” Rarity lowered her voice to a whisper. “But she needs more help than she's getting in Cloudsdale. Can she stay here for a few more days? I think being around friends will help her.”
“Of course, sis. As long as you need.”
Rarity frowned. “As long as she needs.”
“Right, that's what I meant to say.” Sweetie's face was a study in innocence.
Right. Rarity held the frown for a moment longer, then returned to her breakfast. The waffles were sinfully delicious, and—blueberries! Rarity sucked in a little breath when she saw a bowl full of the little fruits and promptly spooned a heap of them onto her plate. Fresh blueberries were almost impossible to get in Fillydelphia. Sweetie grinned at her across the table, and except for the sound of contented munching, they were quiet as they ate.
“So, what are you doing today?” Sweetie dabbed at her mouth with a napkin.
“Oh, I was going to see if any of the girls had some time for us. You know, just to hang out.” Rarity scratched her chin with her hoof. “Maybe they'll want to go to the spa?”
“Uh, that might be a little too soon for Dash,” Sweetie said. “Besides, I've got a better idea.”
“Really? Well, don't keep me in suspense.”
“Go visit Pinkie.”
Rarity waited for more. Sweetie simply smiled at her. Rarity sighed and was about to press for details when hoofsteps caught her ear. They turned to the stairs, which Rainbow Dash was descending in all her disheveled glory. The pegasus saw them and gave a sleepy wave with her wing.
“Uh, hey girls. Ooh, waffles!” Dash sped up her trot to the table, took the third seat and immediately tore into her plate. Rarity could only watch in awe as she seemingly inhaled her food.
“Morning, Dash!” Sweetie said. That accursed grin was back on her face. “Sleep well?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah we slept just fi—” Her mouth closed with an abrupt clack of teeth, and her eyes darted back and forth between Rarity and Sweetie.
“She knows,” Rarity grumbled. “I already told her. I also told her that nothing happened.” She directed the last few words at her sister, who sniffed.
“Heh, yeah.” Dash took another bite and swallowed most of it before continuing. “You and me! Can you imagine?”
Vividly, as it happened.
* * *
Sweetie said nothing more about Pinkie Pie or her plans for the day, and Rarity couldn't invent any plausible excuses to grill her for details, not with Dash sitting there listening. Instead they made more small talk about the town and the changes it had gone through. There was word of adding new rail routes, or maybe just putting more trains on the tracks that already connected Ponyville to Fillydelphia and Canterlot. New roads had been mooted at city council meetings – not dirt paths like they currently had, but actual streets with cobblestones, just like in the big cities.
There was even talk of adding a real cloud neighborhood above the town. Although Ponyville had always been known as an earth pony town, enough pegasi were living here now that a permanent place for them in the sky was warranted. As permanent as anything was with pegasi, Rarity mused.
Dash nodded along, but had nothing to say on the subject of clouds or homes therein. Sweetie Belle, dear insightful Sweetie Belle, didn't press her.
In short order Rarity found herself walking through the bustling streets again, with Dash trotting along by her side. Ponies waved or smiled at them, perhaps fondly remembering their years as some of Ponyville's most famous residents. Or, she considered, they might simply be grateful for the excuse to have held such a huge party. Not that Pinkie really needed excuses.
“So, darling, did you have any plans for the day?” Rarity cast a glance over her shoulder at Dash. By all rights, the pegasus should have been floating everywhere, unable to use her hooves for more than a few seconds at a time. Walking was as unnatural to the old Rainbow Dash as it would have been for a fish.
Still need to ask her about that.
“Eh, not really.” Dash gave her a casual, fluid shrug. “Anything's fine, you know?”
“Mm, how about we see what the girls are doing?” Rarity made a show of looking around, her gaze stopping on Sugarcube Corner. It was a ruse, of course; she'd waited to ask the question until they were less than a block away. “I'll bet Pinkie's in.”
“Huh, okay. You think she's busy?” Dash gave the bakery a look, then began trotting toward it.
Ask Sweetie, apparently she knows something. Rarity stepped quickly to catch up. “Well, no more than usual, I'd imagine. Unless there's some great rush for cakes all of a sudden, she should have time for us.”
With that thought in mind, Rarity pushed open the door and entered pandemonium.
The bakery was chaos. Rows of carts held trays stacked with fruit pastries and a hundred flavors of donuts and flaky croissants drizzled with chocolate and cakes iced with a dozen rainbow colors and pies crusted with nuts. Tall rolling shelves held bushels of baklava glistening with honey or countless cannoli oozing thick whipped cream from their necks. A mountain of fudge sat on its own table in the corner, brooding over the shop like a sinfully rich dark lord. But more than the sights were the overwhelming smells: the frothy warm tease of milk, the tantalizing tug of sugar browned into gooey caramel delightfulness, the pure happiness of baking bread tapping away at her mind, whispering, “Yes, I know I'm not good for you. I'm such a baaad little thing. But one tiny bite won't hurt, will it?”
No, no it wouldn't. Rarity's eyes went on another long tour of the bakery. Her normal disdain for fatty snacks mewled on the floor of her mind, shocked into impotence.
“Whoa,” Dash said beside her. She hadn't even heard the pegasus come in. “I think she is busy, Rares.”
Busy or... something. Rarity stepped into the room. Around her were enough sweets and treats to feed the kingdom. The laden tables seemed to sag under their weight. A cupcake pyramid with at least a thousand individual cupcakes dominated the center of the room. At the very top sat a maraschino cherry, a shining red beacon apparently placed to warn away pegasi who flew too close.
“Busy?!” The sudden voice contained equal measures of shock and laughter. They turned to see Pinkie Pie poking her head over the counter, a white chef's hat perched high atop her mane. “Baking isn't busy, sillies! It's fun!” Her head vanished below the counter (except for the hat, which was too tall to conceal), and a moment later Pinkie trotted out to greet them, weaving her way around the carts and tables and occasional free-standing chocolate sculpture.
“Hey Pinks.” Dash bumped hoofs with her, then turned to the opulent display around them. “What's with the, uh, everything?”
“The festival, of course!” Pinkie looked between them with a huge grin that slowly faded in the face of their silence. “You know, the harvest festival?”
More silence. Dash and Rarity exchanged a glance. “Is that, like, a party or something?” Dash finally ventured.
Pinkie let out a dramatic sigh. The chef's hat atop her mane wavered dangerously with the deep bob of her head. “Oh, Dashie,” she said with the tone one might use on a foal who had just committed a social faux pas. “A festival's not a party. It's a festival!”
Ah, how she had missed Pinkie's particular brand of logic. Rarity counted to three before speaking. “Yes, dear, we understand that. What is this festival for, though?”
Pinkie gasped with her usual theater. “What is it for? What is it for?! The most important harvest of the year, sillies!” She paused, suddenly silent in thought. “Well, the only harvest of the year, I guess. But that makes it even more important!”
“Is that, like, new?” Dash asked. “Pretend we've been gone a few years.”
“Hm.” Pinkie scratched at her chin. “Yup! This is the third annual harvest festival! Have you... have you really been gone that long?” The usual frenetic energy in her voice seemed to die, replaced by the high, soft pitch of wonder and melancholy.
Even longer. Rarity hid the frown that tried to mar her face. “I suppose we have, Pinkie. But that's just life, I'm afraid. We can't stay fillies forever. The world called us, and we answered.”
“Yeah, but Ponyville will always be your home, right?” Pinkie stared at her with wide, hopeful eyes.
Lie. Make her feel better.
Rarity smiled. “Of course, dear. Why, the moment I stepped off the train, it felt just like old times.”
“Heh, yeah.” Dash smiled a smile that looked anything but happy. “Just like home.”
Pinkie looked between them, her eyes narrowing dangerously. Then, just as quickly, she was all smiles again. Her face filled with the joy and laughter forever bubbling in her soul, and she spun between them, draping an arm over each of their shoulders. “Oh, you girls! Of course Ponyville will always be your home. And that makes this your first harvest festival!”
There, all better. You're so generous.
“So, Pinkie.” Rarity lifted Pinkie's arm from her shoulder and stepped away. “Tell us about this festival? Is all of this,” she waved a hoof at the feast around them, “for it?”
“Yup!” Pinkie danced away, leaving Dash unbalanced for a moment. She spun around the tables of treats as she spoke, pointing to this particular marvel or that. “Every family makes something for the festival! Applejack brings cider, Bon Bon brings candies, Carrot Top brings... well, carrots. Twilight brings books.” She paused to sigh quietly and shake her head. “And the Cakes bring dessert! Everypony in town will be there!”
“Nice. When is it?” Dash stepped around a heap of danishes to inspect a sculpture as large as she was. The dark chocolate was carved in the shape of a pegasus, mortally wounded by a candy spear. Chocolate syrup ran from its wounds and collected in a small tray at its base, where some hidden mechanism recirculated it through the statue. She stuck a hoof in the molten flow and licked it clean. “Mm, not bad!”
“It used to be on the day before Nightmare Night, but Mayor Mare said that made things too busy.” Pinkie walked up beside Dash and handed her an orange slice. “Try that with the chocolate. Anyway, now it's held on the equinox.”
“The equinox?” Rarity blinked. “You mean, tomorrow?”
“Yup!” She handed Dash another orange slice, and another, then finally just gave her the rest of the orange. “Jeez, Dash. Don't they feed you enough in Cloudsdale?”
Dash ducked her head. “Well, uh, you know... flying takes a lot of energy.”
Rarity squinted at her, and Dash suddenly found something of interest on the far side of the room. Pinkie glanced between them, a vaguely confused look on her face.
“Anyway, we didn't mean to bother you on such a busy day,” Rarity said to break the awkward silence. “We'll let you get back to—”
“Bother!” Pinkie was in Rarity's face so fast she must have teleported. “Silly, friends are never a bother! Especially when they can help bake!”
Rarity blinked. Her sister's words, “Go visit Pinkie,” sounded in her mind. “I'm sorry, dear. Help bake?”
“Uh huh!” Pinkie began dragging Rarity past the counter into the kitchen. Dash followed along behind them with a bemused expression. “With the three of us working together, we'll be done in no time!”
* * *
“No.”
“But Rarity...” Pinkie whined.
“No.” Rarity set her hoof down on the floor. “I will help you bake. I will wear the apron. I will even get my hooves dirty with syrup!” She held a foreleg up to her head, her eyes closed to mime a swoon. “But I will not, repeat not, wear that hat.”
Pinkie seemed to deflate, a sorrowful pout dragging down her face. The dejected chef's hat in her hooves, so recently offered to Rarity, sagged down to the floor as if in equal despair.
And just as quickly she was back up, the chef's hat extended to Rainbow Dash. “Dashie, would you like to—”
“Sure!” Dash snagged the hat with her teeth and flipped it up into the air, managing to catch it perfectly atop her head. “Heh, neat! Look, Rares! I'm a chef!”
That remained to be seen. Rarity chuckled and shook her head, then trotted around the huge island counter to the stove. At some point while she was in Fillydelphia, the Cakes had invested in a new kitchen, and now they boasted one of the most complete collections of culinary equipment Rarity had ever seen. A massive stainless steel range dominated the room, flanked by cupboards and pantries filled with every imaginable ingredient. Barrels – actual barrels – filled with flour and sugar were stacked higher than she was. More chocolate than she had ever seen in her life occupied an entire closet. She could only guess what the ingredients stuffed into the dozens of casks and tins and cans were used for.
“So, what are we making?” she asked.
“Five hundred banana nut muffins!” came the muffled reply. Rarity turned to see Pinkie's rump and bushy tail sticking from a pantry. A moment later the rest of the pony emerged, dragging a huge sack of flour behind her. She pulled it over to the counter where the rest of the ingredients already waited. “You know how to bake muffins, right?”
Rarity thought back to her own attempts at baking with her sweet little sister.
“Rarity! The fire department's here again!” Sweetie called from outside.
“Ugh! Tell them I just need a minute!” she called back. The thick black smoke pouring from the stove made it hard to see, but she was fairly sure the timer had less than thirty seconds left.
“Ask if they would like some cookies!”
There was a moment's pause from outside. Something loud popped in the oven, and the torrent of smoke doubled. She crouched a bit lower, where the air was still breathable.
"They say you need to leave now!” Sweetie's voice returned.
She scowled. “Fine, but if these are underdone, it's their fault!”
“Of course I do, darling,” she said. “Why, baking is just like sewing. You take your ingredients and stitch them together. Then, uh, toss them in the oven.” She looked down at the sack of flour and gave it a little frown. That metaphor needed a bit of work.
“Great!” Pinkie turned to Dash. “Dashie, can you bake?”
“Not at all!”
“Great!” Apparently, either response was great for Pinkie. She dug through a drawer of implements and pulled out a mallet. “Can you break walnuts?”
“Can I?!” Dash grabbed the mallet between her jaws and stared around the room, looking for unfortunate walnuts to assault. Pinkie pointed to a sack in the corner, and Dash was on it in a flash. Within moments the loud crack of walnuts meeting a gruesome end filled the kitchen.
Sometimes enthusiasm really was a substitute for ability, Rarity mused, watching her. Pinkie, meanwhile, pulled an enormous mixing bowl from beneath the counter and set it up top. Rarity was fairly sure she could have taken a bath in it.
“Okay, we've got the flour,” Pinkie said. “Rarity, get two cups of baking soda?” She pointed a hoof to the opposite counter, where a variety of bowls and measuring cups were set out.
“Certainly, darling.” Rarity trotted over and looked down. Four bowls filled with seemingly identical white powder looked back. She shrugged and levitated a large measuring cup over and filled with two scoops, then walked it back to Pinkie.
Pinkie gave it a glance. “That's cornstarch.”
Oh. Rarity ducked her head and retreated back to the counter. She dumped the cornstarch back in its bowl, and refilled the cup from another.
“That's powdered sugar.” Pinkie barely even looked up that time.
Rarity frowned. How could she possibly tell the difference? She gave the powdered sugar a little sniff and sneezed.
Back to the bowls again. She dumped the powdered sugar and gave the two remaining bowls a hard look. One looked like more sugar, while the other seemed to sparkle in the light, almost like salt. She shrugged and scooped up the powdery one.
She hadn't even turned around when she heard Pinkie's voice: “That's flour.”
“Seriously?” Rarity dumped the 'flour,' if that's indeed what it was, then refilled her cup from the final bowl. “Haven't you ever heard of labels?”
“Whaaaat? Labels? That takes out all the fun!” Pinkie snatched Rarity's measuring cup from the air, gave it a quick glance, then dumped it in the massive vat.
“But what if you get something wrong?” Rarity asked. “Won't that mess up the recipe?”
“Maybe, or maybe you'll make something amazing!” Pinkie added a generous heap of butter to the batter. “Something nopony has ever never ever tasted before! Something...” She leaned down and pressed her cheek against Rarity's. Her breath tickled Rarity's ear as she whispered in a voice deep and smokey and just a little bit sexy. “Something wonderful.”
Oh. Rarity blinked at the mixing bowl, which was vibrating on the counter as the modern electric beaters slowly blended its contents into a smooth, creamy mass. “So, what was wrong with all those other things?”
“You need baking soda, Rarity. Duh!” Pinkie stuck the tip of her hoof in the mix and then licked it clean. She smacked her lips a few times, a considering look on her face, before pouring more milk into the bowl. “Dashie! How are those nuts coming?”
The clock-like cracking sound from the other side of the kitchen stopped. Dash spun around with the mallet still in her mouth; countless walnut shell fragments were nestled in her mane or sticking to her face and shoulders. The floor around her was a veritable sea of walnut husks, and they crunched loudly beneath her hooves as she gathered up the few bits of walnut meat that had attempted to escape and added them to the pile on her counter.
“Uh, good?” She brushed the crushed nuts into a bowl with her wing and trotted over to Pinkie. “I think that's, like, at least a few teaspoons.”
Rarity gave the contents of the bowl a peek. It was nearly overflowing with nuts. “You mean cups, dear?”
“Whatever. I don't use the metric system.” Dash trotted back to the walnut graveyard to retrieve her mallet. “Need anything else broken, Pinkie?”
“Hm, nope. I think that's enough.” Pinkie slowly sifted the nuts into the mix. “Now we need bananas!”
* * *
The banana nut muffins were delicious – Pinkie insisted that they each try one, for “quality control” purposes. After the muffins came loaves of zucchini bread, followed by dollops of peanut butter fudge dipped in chocolate. Cookies frosted with buttermilk icing dyed in each of their colors rounded out the lunch hour. The early afternoon was spent making peanut brittle, which was a new experience for Rarity, and provoked a short argument over whether the brittle should be cut into neat squares or simply shattered carelessly into uneven fragments. Needless to say, Dash and her mallet won out.
Evening found them putting the finishing touches on a batch of caramel apples. Rarity valiantly tried to finish one, but her stomach rebelled before she was half done. An entire day of eating such sinful sweets finally caught up with her. She let out a quiet little groan of disappointment and set the half-eaten apple back on its tray.
Just as quickly it was gone. She blinked and looked over to see Dash happily devouring the rest, core and all. The pegasus was like a bottomless pit.
Well, you wanted to feed her more, didn't you? Rarity watched Dash in quiet awe, then chuckled. She owed Sweetie Belle a hug, it seemed.
“Whew! Thanks girls. This would've taken all day if you hadn't shown up!” Pinkie said.
“It was our pleasure, darling,” Rarity said. “I think I learned more about baking today than I did in my whole life prior to this.” For instance, she had learned how not to set the kitchen on fire. That alone made this day worth it.
“Yeah, and the snacks were awesome!” Dash burped loudly, then sheepishly held her hoof in front of her mouth. “Er, 'scuse me.”
“Manners, dear?” Rarity sighed. She would have scolded Dash more thoroughly, but years of experience had taught her the futility of that. Instead she simply rolled her eyes and took another shallow sip from her glass of water.
“Heh, sorry.” Dash looked anything but. She rubbed her belly with a hoof and flopped out on one of the cushions strewn about Pinkie's room, where they had retreated after the baking was done. There simply wasn't enough room for them downstairs with all the treats.
“So you two will be at the festival tomorrow, right?” Pinkie grabbed a pillow in her mouth and dragged it over to them. The look on her face was bright and attentive, but much more focused than Rarity was used to seeing from her. Apparently she had learned to switch off the randomness, or at least rein it in a little bit.
“Well, I hadn't given it much thought.” Rarity gave Dash a quick glance. They hadn't discussed any plans for tomorrow – so far, this vacation hadn't featured a significant degree of forethought. Each day's activities had been decided on the hoof. “It sounds fun, though. What do you think, Dash?”
“Sounds good to me. Didn't have any other plans, you know?”
“Smart choice, Dashie.” Pinkie leaned over to jab Dash in the ribs with her hoof, provoking a pained groan from the pegasus. “Everypony will be there!”
“So what is there to do at this festival?” Rarity settled onto her own cushion, careful not to get any of the chocolate syrup or powdered sugar or vanilla extract from her hooves onto the fabric. Somehow, Pinkie managed to keep a very clean home, which was amazing when one considered both her general temperament and the fact that a pair of twins still lived in the house.
“Hm.” Pinkie made a great show of thinking, scratching her chin while gazing up at the ceiling, as though somepony might have written the answer there. “There's a lot of food, and... mostly there's just a lot of food. And ponies! Everypony will be there!”
“Yes, you said that.” Still, it would be another chance to re-immerse herself in the small town life of Ponyville, and there was a lot to say for that. Also, it might be another chance to catch Sweetie out with whoever she was dating. She hummed quietly.
“So, are you bringing anypony?” Dash asked. The question, though harmless and directed at Pinkie, was enough to give Rarity a jolt of surprise. Pinkie, with somepony?
“Maybe!”
Dash and Rarity exchanged a glance, but didn't press the issue. No good could come of that. The extra moment gave Rarity a chance for a worrisome thought.
“Oh, is this the sort of event where couples are expected?” she asked. Normally she had no trouble finding a date for social events, even if her motives for dating them were suspect when viewed from a distance. Bright Mark, the unicorn whose bed she had shared just a few nights back, was merely the latest in a long line of stallions whose company she had enjoyed. But Ponyville lacked his type; there were, quite literally, no stallions in Ponyville she could imagine herself with.
Oh, now suddenly you're picky? Nopony here meets your standards, but by Celestia if one did you'd fuck them without a second thought. Maybe you ought to imagine yourself with sompony from this town. It would be healthy for a change.
“It is, but don't worry, Rarity. Everypony knows you two are visiting from out of town, and besides, you'll be together.” She finished with a small smile and her eyes narrowed in a very un-Pinkie Pie way. To Rarity's ears, there seemed to be an emphasis on the word “together.”
Dash, of course, noticed nothing. “Heh, yeah, you can be my date, Rares. We'll be the awesomest couple at the party!” She covered her snout with a hoof and snorted back a laugh.
“Oh, Rainbow Dash, you're so droll.” Rarity kept her eyes on Pinkie as she spoke. Pinkie, for her part, was all smiles. Innocent, her face said, no ulterior motives here, no siree. Just like Sweetie Belle. Rarity wondered for a moment if perhaps her friends were conspiring in some sort of match-making scheme, but almost burst out laughing. The idea of Pinkie participating in a conspiracy theory was simply too absurd for words.
“It's just for funsies, Rarity,” Pinkie said. She lay down on her pillow with a degree of calm and stillness that would have been remarkable for her five years ago. Now, it seemed, she was able to sit in one spot without bouncing around the room.
“Will all the girls be there?” Dash asked. She rolled onto her stomach and propped herself up with her forelegs. Her ears were swiveled forward at full attention.
“Yup! Even Twilight comes, though sometimes she's late and she never eats enough treats.” Pinkie looked wistful at that, melancholy for her friend's obvious suffering. An instant later her face was again alight. “She's super fun to tease, though! And she has to bring her coltfriend this year!”
Now Rarity's ears perked up. Twilight was still a private mare, even if she had come a long way from the bookish, stand-offish recluse who came to their town all those years ago. She had been circumspect about her 'friend' when they spoke earlier, almost as if she were embarrassed to be in so emotional as a relationship.
“Oh yeah? Is she doing somepony?” Dash, being Dash, cut straight to the heart of the matter.
“Ahem! Dash, one does not gossip about one's friends and their love lives!” Rarity stuck her nose in the air and waited for Dash to make a disappointed sound, then grinned. “Ha! Kidding, of course. Tell us everything, Pinkie.”
“Hmmm...” Pinkie made a show of looking around the room, as though Twilight might be hiding somewhere amongst the toys and stuffed animals that littered her room. “Mm... Nope!”
“What?” Rarity jolted upright, treading on the border of affront from the abrupt denial. “Pinkie, you can't just bring up a topic like that, then refuse to talk! This is important information. We need details.” She leaned forward. “Lurid details.”
“Yeah, lur... what Rarity said.” Dash added. She was sitting up, her wings partly flared in sudden enthusiasm.
“You want lurid details?” Pinkie said the word slowly, as though tasting it in her mouth. She grinned and leaned forward. “Let's trade, Rarity. I'll give you a lurid detail if you give me a salacious detail about your love life.” She waggled an eyebrow at the unicorn.
That shut Rarity up. The mere fact that Pinkie knew a word like “salacious” and was able to use it in a sentence was stunning enough. Worse, though, was the knowing look in Pinkie's eyes. She licked her lips and cast about for some way out of the conversation.
Dash, blessedly, came to the rescue. “Ha! Good luck with that, Pinks. Rarity never talks about what goes on in her bed.” She gave Rarity an exaggerated wink.
And just as well, isn't it? We'd be here a while if you did.
“Discretion is a virtue for cultured mares,” she said. She tipped her head, snout high in the air, ears turned back. Still, she couldn't help the tiny grin pulling at her lips. “Usually, that is. Are you sure you can't tell us a bit about Twilight's beau? This... 'Doctor'?”
“Sorry, Rarity.” Pinkie really did look sorry. “Buuut... he'll be there tomorrow. You can ask her all the questions you want, then. And him too!”
“So we sit around and eat and tease Twilight?” Dash asked. “Huh... sounds fun.”
“That's the spirit, Dashie!” Pinkie laughed and shot a hoof out to ruffle Dash's mane, provoking a short wrestling match between the two that ended with them both giggling on their backs on the floor.
Rarity watched their display quietly. Something about the scene tugged at the back of her mind. There was something unusual here, something strange, even though these were two of her closest friends. Two mares she knew as well as anypony in the world, but for some reason she felt oddly out of place. It took her several minutes of quiet contemplation, while Pinkie and Dash continued their play, before she realized what was different about tonight.
She'd never been alone with Pinkie and Dash.
In retrospect, it made sense. All six of them were strong friends, but even within those bounds there were demarcations. Twilight was the center of their band, the one who tied ponies as different as Rarity and Pinkie Pie together. But when Twilight wasn't around, they tended to spin apart into their separate orbits: Rarity and Fluttershy; Pinkie and Dash and Applejack. Without Twilight's arrival in the town, she might never have known these two as more than passing acquaintances.
Her thoughts must have shown on her face. Pinkie and Dash had stopped their tussling and were looking at her.
“Hey, you okay, Rares?” Dash asked. Her head was twisted at an angle, thanks to the mouthful of her mane Pinkie was tugging at. She struggled to free herself for a moment, then gave up and turned her attention back to Rarity.
“Yes...” Her voice caught, and she coughed into her hoof. “Sorry, yes. I was just thinking how lucky we all are.”
“Lucky?” Dash managed to wriggle a hoof between herself and Pinkie's neck and succeeded in prying the other mare off.
Rarity nodded and made a show of looking around the room. “All this, all you. I don't know what I did to deserve it. Was it just chance that I was in charge of decorations for that Summer Sun Celebration? Or that you, Dash, were in charge of the weather that day? Was it just happenstance that Twilight met us, and chose us to help her confront Nightmare Moon?”
“What? Naw.” Dash waved a hoof dismissively. “Look at us! We're the best friends that ever were! Even if Twilight hadn't met us that day, we'd still have found each other. It's, like, fate or something.”
They both turned to Pinkie, who was chewing on a stuffed alligator. She blinked at the sudden attention and spat the toy out. “Don't look at me! I throw parties for everypony, especially introverted hermit librarian ponies!”
“Well, regardless, I feel lucky,” Rarity said. “Maybe we'd have all become friends anyway, or maybe not. I just can't imagine life without you two or the others.”
And yet, you left them anyway. You don't have to imagine life without them – you already have it.
Dash must've been thinking something similar. The cocky smile slid from her face, replaced by a distant, pensive look. Her wings settled back to her body, and the tips of her ears seemed to wilt. Pinkie glanced between them, a frown growing on her face as the silence stretched out.
“C'mon, pouty ponies! Smile!” She reached around Dash's head and pulled her cheeks back, contorting her face into a painful grin. Dash shoved her off, and just like that they were back to wrestling.
Rarity chuckled at their display. Some ponies were simply impossible to be unhappy around, and she had always counted her friends in that category. She was a lucky pony indeed.
* * *
The wrestling continued, with Rarity playing a mostly uninvolved observer. The one time Dash and Pinkie attempted to include her in their games, she squawked and protested until they let her be, though not before her coat was smeared with the syrup and flour and other remains of their day baking. The grime didn't bother her for once.
Eventually they tired, or had their fill for the day of hoof-twisting and mane-pulling. They talked of old times, of their adventures and follies. Again, seeing them laugh together, Rarity was reminded how out of place she was. But tonight she felt included; she felt at home.
By the time the stories began to run dry, the sun had set and it was clear they would be spending the night. A “baking sleepover,” Pinkie called it, though the baking was long since done. Rarity could have easily walked home, but the novelty of sleeping at Pinkie's house was enough of a draw to stay.
Besides, Dash would be here. And Dash needed her. She told herself that over and over until she began to believe it.
“Well girls, I'm afraid it's time for little pink ponies to go to bedsies.” Pinkie stood from her cushion and stretched. Although she was the largest and roundest of the six, she still managed to move with an almost feline grace. She was, Rarity was forced to admit, as confident with her body as Rarity herself, without the obsessive upkeep and pampering.
“I'll take the first bath,” she continued. “Dashie can have the second. That way Rarity can take as long as she wants.”
“Sounds good,” Dash said before Rarity had a chance to act affronted. Pinkie darted out of the room before Rarity could so much as give her an arch look.
“Really.” Rarity sniffed. “I don't take that long.”
Dash shrugged. “Don't look at me. I prefer bird baths.”
Bird baths? An image of Dash splashing around in a shallow stone fountain, jostling for space with sparrows and bluejays, stuck in Rarity's mind. Her prismatic mane, slicked back against her head, sparkled in the light of Rarity's imaginary sun. The sound of running water from the adjacent bathroom gave the thought an additional realism.
“So, tomorrow should be fun,” Dash said, breaking Rarity's train of thought before it could go anywhere interesting. “We haven't all been together since the, uh...” She paused for less than a heartbeat, her eyes glancing off to the side. “Since... you know.”
Right. Rarity followed Dash's gaze out the window, where silver-rimmed clouds collected around the setting moon. Dark clouds, as thick beneath her hooves as wet cotton, beaded with each step and left hoof-shaped puddles behind her. The blustery wind was cold and heavy, and she shivered whenever she came to a stop. The pegasi around her, adapted to the chill of the high empty skies, gave her an occasional sympathetic glance. She smiled her appreciation at them and continued forward. Up ahead, at the edge of the cloud bank, Twilight and Fluttershy stood close beside Rainbow Dash. The Wonder Bolt's coat appeared almost gray, her normally colorful mane lifeless and wan. A thick splint wrapped in gauze entombed her left foreleg, and she held it awkwardly against her chest. But worse than the physical wound was the look on her face – lost, like a foal torn from her parents and tossed into the wide, dark, unforgiving world.
“Yes, since then.” Rarity cleared her throat. The sound of water in the bathroom tapered off, followed by a quiet melodic sound that she assumed was Pinkie singing to herself as she washed. “You know, I was thinking earlier. I never spent much time with you and Pinkie before.”
“Heh, yeah. Weird, isn't it?” Dash turned back from the window and gave Rarity a small smile. “I guess we didn't have much in common back then.”
And you think you do now? You're still fooling yourself.
“Well, we've been through a lot together. And friends... well, friends are rare in Fillydelphia.”
Dash's ears swiveled toward her. “Whatcha mean? There's, like, a million ponies in that city.”
“Yes, but the crowds I travel in...” Rarity traced a circle on the floor with her hoof. “Ponies aren't there to make friends. They're getting famous, or getting rich. We're all just climbing the ladder, Dash.”
Bright Mark didn't seem like he was 'just climbing the ladder.' Maybe the problem's not with other ponies. Maybe the problem's with you.
“Wow.” Dash gave her wings a little flap, stirring a breeze that set the curtains across the room rustling. “That's, uh... nice? You like that?”
Rarity gave her a perfect smile. She knew, from years of practice, that her eyes would betray nothing. “Of course, dear. It's the price of a glamorous life, after all.”
Dash had nothing to say to that. She looked down at the floor, an unreadable expression on her face. Rarity waited a moment for her to respond. Nothing. She shrugged and let the silence drag out. It wasn't uncomfortable or awkward – more like the quiet calm that accompanied their massage sessions, or the few minutes in bed the previous night before either had fallen asleep.
The silence was broken by Pinkie's return. She trotted in humming and dripping water, her mane wrapped in a huge towel that seemed to grow with every passing moment. Even Rarity, who had a considerable collection of large towels, was amazed.
“Okay Dashie, your turn!” Pinkie grabbed a cushion with her teeth and carried it over to Rarity for her seat. “Try not to use all the hot water. That's Rarity's job.”
“Ha! Touche, Pinkie.” Rarity held a hoof over her chest to mime a mortal blow. Dash rolled her eyes at them both before she trotted off to the bathroom. Within moments the quiet rush of faucets occupied the silence.
Alone, with Pinkie Pie. When was the last time this happened? Rarity cast her memory back through the years in an attempt to recall such a meeting. She had seen Pinkie for dress fittings, but that was a strictly business engagement, even if no bits had changed hooves. Not a social gathering, like this. Not voluntary. Rarity hurriedly combed through years of friendships, thousands of nights spent with her friends in search of a single other instance she had sat down, alone, with Pinkie Pie.
Nothing else came. Aside from their unfortunate time spent together on the train cart back from Dodge Junction, Rarity had never willingly spent time with this mare.
“What’s wrong, Rarity?” Pinkie asked as she settled down on the cushion next to her. “Already partied out?”
Is she thinking this too? Does it bother her? Rarity frowned at the thoughts and tried to shove them away. “Sorry, darling. I was just thinking that you and I never spent much time together, back when I lived here. Isn’t that odd?”
“Hm…. Nope!” Pinkie was all smiles.
“Oh.” The quick response caught Rarity flat-hooved. “Don’t you think that’s a little unusual, though? I mean, we’ve always been such good friends...” She trailed off. Such good friends that what, exactly?
“Are we such good friends?” Pinkie tilted her head; the question seemed addressed as much to herself as Rarity.
Rarity gawked at her. “Pinkie!” She tried to summon indignation into her voice but found herself at a loss. Instead she stumbled forward, grasping at flimsy threads. “Well, of course we are... We’re always there for each other, and we... we’ve gone on adventures together, we confronted dragons, saved Equestria... Isn’t that friendship?”
“Maybe.” The smile was still there, but the expression on Pinkie’s face was penetrating, as though she saw past the careful illusions Rarity clothed herself in. “Or is friendship going to the spa with somepony every week? Or taking tea at the library on cold winter days?”
“Or attending baking sleepovers?” Rarity countered. 
Pinkie grinned. “Or attending baking sleepovers! Maybe there is hope for us.”
Rarity exhaled and felt a weight lift from her shoulders. “Of course, darling. We may not have been as close as some of the other girls but, well, look at us now.” Rarity glanced down at her sticky hooves, smeared with flour and syrup and chocolate and even a few bits of smooshed zucchini. “You know, I think I would have enjoyed this back then, too.”
“Mhm.” Pinkie’s smile never wavered. She glanced briefly to the side, where behind a thin door they could hear Dash splashing in the bathtub. There would be no shortage of cold water pooling on the floor, Rarity feared. “You and Dashie never spent much time together, either.”
“Yes, well, not every pony shares the same interests. We didn’t have much in common.”
Pinkie raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t?” The unspoken question hung between them.
“And as for now...” Rarity continued after a moment of uncomfortable silence. “Well, ponies can change. I mean, look at me! Here, at a baking sleepover!”
Pinkie nodded slowly. Rarity would have called the expression on her face thoughtful, if such a sentiment weren’t wildly out of character for the Pinkie she knew. 
“You think you can help her?” Pinkie asked, her eyes still on the bathroom door. Her voice was far quieter, almost a whisper. 
Rarity frowned at the tone in Pinkie’s voice and turned her head to the door. She thought about her answer for nearly a minute before speaking. “I don’t know. But we have to try, don’t we? What kind of friends would we be, otherwise? She’s hurting.”
“She is,” Pinkie said. The slosh of water ceased behind the door, followed by the creak of floorboards. It was almost Rarity’s turn in the bath. “And what about you?”
Rarity glanced at her sharply. “What do you mean, dear?”
“How is Fillydelphia treating you?” Pinkie’s expression was all innocence again. “I never had a chance to ask. Are you happy?”
Right. Rarity willed herself to relax. Her life was perfect, as far as everypony else was concerned. None of her... troubles had ever bubbled through to the surface. “Why, just fine, of course. My shop there is more successful than I could have dreamed. The social scene in Fillydelphia is simply to die for. I am quite comfortable.” 
“But are you happy?”
Rarity let the tiniest scowl mar her face. “I just said, Pinkie—”
“You said you were comfortable. You said you were successful. But are you happy? Are those words syn-on-y-mous?” Pinkie stretched the last word out, tasting each syllable in her mouth before speaking them.
“They’re close enough,” Rarity snapped. She would have said more, but the door finally opened, and a clean-but-damp Rainbow Dash trotted into the room.
“Whew, that felt good,” she said, oblivious to the tension in the air. “All yours, Rares.”
“Wonderful, darling.” Rarity rose to her hooves, pointedly ignoring Pinkie. She gave Dash a smile as she passed her into the bathroom. The quiet mumble of indistinct conversation resumed as soon as she shut the door, but even that was lost as she twisted the faucet on with a brief touch of magic. She liked her baths hot.
A few minutes in the tub left her feeling both cleaner and a tad remorseful. Pinkie Pie was just being Pinkie Pie, and there was no need to get snippy with her. Her uncanny ability to guess or intuit things that were best left unsaid was annoying, but ultimately had no great impact on the world. What was one secret, between friends? 
Between friends. Rarity mulled over the words, rolling them around in her head. She settled into the water, until only the tip of her snout stuck above the surface, and let her worries simmer away. Her mane floated like a cloud around her. It would be a pain to dry and style, but despite her best efforts earlier to keep it safe during their baking adventures, it had picked up its share of flour and syrup and even a bit of chocolate. Normally she considered chocolate a mare’s best friend, but never when it was in her hair.
A burst of laughter sounded through the door. Rarity sat up and strained to hear what might have provoked it, but their conversation was too low to comprehend. After a moment, she settled back into the water and let her breath out in a long, slow sigh.
At least Dash was enjoying her evening. For tonight, that was enough.

I Never Should Have Left

Cinders drifted on furnace winds.
Rainbow Dash opened her left eye. The right was clotted shut and screamed its pain. Hot dirt ground against her face as she struggled in a futile attempt to rise to her hooves. Her body failed, broken far beyond the weakling punishments it had endured in the foalish crashes of her youth, and she flailed helplessly on the ground.
Stop. Stop. You’re panicking. She gasped for breath and nearly choked on the burning air. Its sear touch added another pain to the mosaic wracking her body. She coughed away the poisonous fumes before they could burn out her lungs.
Remember your training. Observe. She went limp and craned her head around. Thick clouds of smoke roiled above her and obscured the sun; the nearest of them felt hot enough to curl the hairs of her coat. The loud rampant rush of a blazing fire sounded somewhere close. Faintly, in the distance, a siren began to wail.
Orient. There’s been an accident. I’m hurt and I don’t know how I got here. I am in danger. Wonder Bolt’s safety training, the first thing drilled remorselessly into the heads of all new fliers, instantly leapt to her mind. No pony was allowed to fly with the team until they could recite the safety protocols and procedures backwards and forwards, under the most stressful situations the team could devise. Even now, feeling half dead, they were a clear and solid anchor against the chaos around her. 
Decide. I need to get up. I need to try flying. I need to help anypony else who is hurt, and then I need to get out. The neat order of thoughts, almost like a flight plan, helped calm her racing heart. It was a checklist, and she could do checklists. Twilight loves checklists. The stray thought passed through her conscience without stopping, and she didn’t trouble herself with it. 
Anyway, at that moment she could not have said who Twilight Sparkle was.
Act. She pushed herself onto her belly and struggled to draw in her limbs. One, her left foreleg, didn’t seem to be working the way it should. She ignored it for the moment and focused on the rest, and managed to lever herself into a wobbly stance. The ground around her was torn apart, raw earth exposed and scorched black by some unimaginable heat. A dozen feet away, smoke vomited from a shattered bunker door.
“Soarin?” she shouted. He was supposed to be here. She remembered him at her wingtip, just before... whatever had happened. Now there was nothing around her but smoke and chaos and pain and fear. Only the distant siren, still wailing its panic-song, gave any sign that she was on the training grounds, rather than dead in some hellish Tartarus.
She tried taking a step, and her foreleg collapsed, sending her stumbling back to the dirt. A wave of sickening pain radiated from the limb, and when she stood again it swung limply from an extra joint just above her knee. She stared at it, numb with incomprehension, then turned her scattered thoughts back to finding Soarin.
Observe...
* * *
Rainbow Dash jerked awake, the thin wool blanket sliding from her shoulders to pool on the floor. Sweat matted her mane and coat, and she felt her feathers standing on end, still reacting to the phantom pain of the dream. She clutched at the fibers of thought, but they drifted through her hooves and melted away. It had been that day again, but the details – only minutes ago as vivid as life – now vanished from her mind like fog in the morning sun.
She exhaled a quiet sigh and looked around. Pinkie’s room, bright with cheery pastels even in the dim morning light, stared back. Pinkie’s bed was empty, the pony herself presumably already up and preparing for the festival. Dash debated putting her head back down for a few more minutes of rest when a quiet rustle of cloth caught her ear. She turned to see Rarity lying on her own set of cushions, just a few feet away. The mare was wide awake and staring at her.
Dash swallowed to wet her parched throat. “Uh, hey. Good morning.”
“Good morning,” Rarity said. Her voice was a whisper. “Are you alright? You were talking in your sleep.”
“Yeah, fine.” The answer was instant, thoughtless. She could have been bleeding to death, and still would have given that same response. “What, uh... what was I saying?”
Silence. Rarity’s face was a marble mask. “I couldn’t understand, I’m afraid,” she finally said.
Liar. Dash didn’t press the issue. She wasn’t sure what she would do with an answer, anyway. Instead she shrugged and set her head back on her forelegs. She might have snagged a few more winks had not Pinkie Pie chosen that moment to burst in the door.
“Girls! Wake up!” Her voice wasn’t quite a shout, but it shocked both of them to their hooves. “You’re late for the festival!” That said, she grabbed them both by their manes – Dash’s with her hooves and Rarity’s with her teeth – and dragged them out the door before Rarity could so much as squawk a protest.
* * *
“Pinkie.”
“Yes, Rarity?” Pinkie looked up from the table she was helping set. A red and white checkered tablecloth covered wood damp with morning mist. All around them ponies trundled about, setting out piles of vegetables and baked goods and treats still warm from the oven. Dash’s stomach rumbled at the sight of them, and she gravitated over to a table filled with muffins.
“We’re not late for the festival, Pinkie.” Rarity was not angry, but her tone left little doubt that she was annoyed.
“Oh.” Pinkie paused for a moment, a tray of caramel turtles with pecans for shells held just above the tablecloth. “I might have meant late for the festival set-up.”
“So, what do you need us to do?” Dash said. It was better to head Rarity off at the pass, before she got dramatic.
“Just start setting stuff out,” Pinkie said. She stopped her own work long enough to point at the empty tables around them. “The Cakes get all these tables. Why don’t you start a chocolate table?”
She could do that. Rarity mumbled something under her breath but nevertheless followed Dash the short way back to Sugarcube Corner to load up their cart with a small portion of the chocolatey treats waiting for them. Staring at the horde of food still before them, Dash began to appreciate Pinkie’s desire for an early start.
“So, enjoying Ponyville yet?” Dash asked. She made sure Rarity saw the grin on her face before grabbing another tray of chocolate. The cart was nearly full, and they hadn’t even started on the mountain of fudge.
“Oh, of course I am.” Rarity gave one of the chocolate statues a critical look, then carefully levitated it over to Dash. “Sorry, I just didn’t expect to be hauling goods around this early in the morning. But it will be worth it for tonight, and of course it’s just fabulous to see Sweetie and all our friends again. But enough about me enjoying Ponyville; how about yourself?”
“Yeah, it’s cool.” She considered the amount of space still free in the cart, then tossed in a few more packages of chocolate to fill in the gaps. After a moment of silence from Rarity, she turned back to the unicorn, who was apparently expecting a more detailed answer. “I mean, you know, seeing everypony again and hanging out and stuff. It’s fun.”
“Just fun, dear?” The soft edge of trepidation in Rarity’s voice brought Dash up short. She paused, the cart’s tailgate held in her teeth, halfway closed.
What is this man she’s been acting weird lately. She shoved the tailgate shut and peered inside the cart, pretending to look for something while she thought of what to say. No answers waited amidst the chocolate.
“Yeah, you know. Fun and relaxing and all that stuff.” She pushed away from the rear of the cart and brushed past Rarity. “C’mon, we got, like, a million cupcakes to get loaded.”
* * *
After that, she and Rarity found different parts of the festival to help set up. It was just as well; while Rarity’s work ethic was second to none, she had a tendency to chatter endlessly and aimlessly, mostly on the topic of other ponies’ personal relationships. Dash wasn’t immune to such gossip, but for some reason she didn’t feel in the mood to discuss love and romance with Rarity just then.
And yet, some hours later when the sun approached its zenith and Rainbow Dash was putting the finishing touches on a table larded with every flavor of cupcake known to pony, she found herself missing that constant voice by her side. Airy and light and devious and bitingly witty. Traits she couldn’t have cared for less years ago, but after living with Soarin for so long, seemed as vital as the air beneath her wings.
She brushed these thoughts away. The skies were wide and empty, and pegasi accustomed to long stretches of solitude. Besides, there were tables to set up, and ponies expecting her to help.
Except there weren’t. She placed her last red velvet cupcake on the edge of the table, licked a bit of escaped frosting (delicious!) from her snout, and looked up to see ponies chatting quietly with each other. At least a hundred tables, weighed down with every imaginable food or dessert or drink, filled the Ponyville town square, and around them a hundred empty tables waited for friends and family to arrive. Above her, pegasi strung lines between the buildings to support decorations, and a large wagon loaded with bales of hay was making its way around the square, dropping its soft cargo off to serve as impromptu seats.
“Looks good, Dashie.” Pinkie’s voice caught her off-guard. She spun to see Pinkie nosing a few of the cupcakes around, apparently adding some order (or chaos, knowing her) to the layout. “Did Rarity help with this?”
“Huh? No, she, uh...” Dash looked around. Where had Rarity gone? For such a bright-coated unicorn, she was surprisingly easy to lose track of. “She was setting out bread, I think? You know, the ones with the frosting and fruit stuff.”
“The danishes,” Pinkie corrected, propping her forelegs on the table to scan around the square. “She was supposed to stay with you,” she added with a frown.
“Huh? Why?” Dash turned from her search for Rarity, but Pinkie was already gone. Off to sow more confusion, no doubt. Dash shook her head and set off to find her other friends.
Applejack was easy enough to find -- she stood in the center of a whirlwind of activity near the stage. Dozens of ponies, most with apples or apple-themed cutie marks, carried bushels of Sweet Apple Acres’ finest produce and arranged them for her critical eye. Dash threaded her way through the crowd until she stood at the eye of the storm.
“Hey AJ. Looks good.” It looked really good, in fact. Dash restrained herself from grabbing a few apples from the pile; Applejack did not believe in free samples.
“Well howdy, stranger.” Applejack turned to give her a quick smile, then called over to a tan stallion. “Caramel! Take over for a few, would ya?”
“It’s cool if you’re busy. I don’t wanna interrupt.” But she did, and her protest was half-hearted. Applejack ignored it and pulled her over to a stack of barrels rich with the scent of sweet cider.
“Nonsense. Anypony can carry apples. Besides, gives us a chance to catch up.” Unbidden, she grabbed a pair of empty flagons and filled them from a tapped barrel. The frothy cider spilled over the rims and splashed onto the dirt. “Here ya go. Feelin’ any better?”
“Thanks.” She took the cider and downed half of it in a single gulp. As good as she remembered. A moment later the rest of Applejack’s words registered. “What do you mean? I’m fine.”
“Well, you know.” Applejack glanced off to the side, then took a long drink. “You seemed a bit tired the other night, sug.”
Dash shrugged. “Lotta travel, lately. Wears a pony out.”
“Right.” Her eyes flitted to Dash’s sides, then back to her face. Dash would’ve missed it if she hadn’t been watching. “Just checking.”
“Right,” Dash echoed. The look on Applejack’s face suggested Dash hadn’t managed to keep all the annoyance out of her voice. She ruffled her wings, suddenly uncomfortable. “Hey, is Fluttershy here? I was gonna go say hi to her.”
“She was helping Twilight with something. Books, maybe?” She sounded puzzled by the possibility of books at a festival, but they had all dealt with stranger things from Twilight in the past.
“Thanks. Oh, hey.” She turned back to Applejack. “Are you, uh, gonna be around later? You know, to talk?”
“Sure, sug. Anything in particular on your mind?”
“Oh, you know.” Dash gave a little shrug, fluttering her wings as she did. “Just stuff.”
“Stuff?”
“Yeah, stuff.”
Applejack finished off her cider, set it down, and gave Dash a long look. “Anytime you want. We’re always here for you.” She paused. “All of us.”
That brought a smile to Dash’s face. “I know. Hey, thanks for the cider.” She finished the rest of her glass and went off in search of Fluttershy.
* * *
The library table, or booth, or whatever it was being called sat on the far side of the town hall from Applejack’s massive display of produce. It was just as well, Dash reasoned; any closer and the combined excitement of apples and books might give the more delicate ponies fits.
Twilight Sparkle’s back was to Dash as she approached, a small constellation of literature in orbit around her head. While Dash watched, she selected a book from the cloud, floated it down to her table, and took a long look at it from several angles. The book apparently failed some test, as moments later it was back in the air, and Twilight was peering about for another. Most of the table was still empty, Dash noted.
“Hey Twilight,” Dash said. She stepped inside the circling books, ducking to avoid a particularly large tome on the history of astronomy. “This looks... fun?”
“Hi Dash.” Twilight turned to give her a small, brief smile. “I’m glad you’re here, actually. Which book should front the display? Ponhart’s A History of the Three Tribes, or White Quill’s Love in the Time of Colic?”
“Oh, the Quill one, definitely. Great book.” Dash had never, in her entire life, heard of either author or their works.
“Hm.” Twilight stared at the books in question, the tip of her tongue peeking out from between her lips, just like it always had when she was deep in thought. Dash forced back the laugh that threatened to bubble out from her chest. “Quill it is, then.”
“Good choice. Hey, you seen Fluttershy?”
“She was getting more books from the library.” Twilight had already moved on to her next set of books. She waved a hoof distractedly.  “Somewhere between here and there, I would assume.”
“You’re letting her get books?”
That got a response. Twilight glanced over her shoulder, an eyebrow raised. “Letting her?”
“Nevermind.” For all her smarts, sometimes Twilight could be pretty dense. Dash left her to her books and trotted the short distance to the library. Its crown of leaves was brilliant with the touch of autumn, all reds and yellows and golds. A sudden breeze sent them rustling, chasing away for a moment the warmth of the sun.
A small cart sat half-loaded outside the front door. As Dash approached, Fluttershy walked out the library’s wide door, a book held in her mouth and several more balanced on her back between her wings.
“Fluttershy!” she called. The mare stopped to glance over in Dash’s direction, waved a wing, then carefully set her book inside the cart. Dash rushed to her side, grabbed the rest from her back, and dumped them in the cart. “C’mon, what are you doing? You can’t be lifting stuff.”
“That’s very nice of you, Dash.” Fluttershy gave her a warm smile. “But you don’t have to. I can carry books just fine.”
“Yeah, but you shouldn’t. What about the foal?”
“I’m pregnant, Dash, not sick.” She walked around to the front of the cart and hitched the yoke around her neck. “It doesn’t make us weak. The foal will be just fine. Still, it’s very kind of you to be concerned.” She emphasized that last with a gentle nuzzle, then started off toward the town center with the books in tow.
Dash walked beside her. She found herself glancing at Fluttershy every few steps to make sure she could handle the load. “Well, take it easy, okay? We just don’t want anything, you know... bad to happen.”
Fluttershy seemed to consider that. Finally, she stopped, a small smile on her face as she spoke. “I suppose my hooves are a bit sore today. Would you like to pull the cart, Dash?”
“Heh, yeah. I’d love to.”
* * *
Twilight didn’t ask any questions when they showed up with the books, though she did raise an eyebrow at the sight of Dash hauling Fluttershy’s cart. Between the three of them, they stocked the library booth with a minimum of second-guessing from Twilight. Dash wasn’t sure how many ponies would stop by to pick up the latest copy of Mathematics Today Digest, but then, the library didn’t seem to be drowning in guests to start with.
They broke for a snack just after noon at a small table on the periphery of the town square. Dash sat with Fluttershy while Twilight grabbed their food. The unicorn chose a small hunk of iceberg lettuce topped with daisies for herself, a larger collection of beets and tubers for Fluttershy, and an entire platter of vegetables and pastries for Dash. She blinked at the mound of food but tucked into it without complaint. Twilight read from one of her books while she ate, leaving Dash and Fluttershy to chat aimlessly about the joys and travails of pregnancy. 
Pregnancy had only ever featured in Dash’s life goals as an abstract, something to be avoided now, but possibly desired in the distant future. Expectant pegasi were not the best fliers, and they certainly didn’t lead the Wonder Bolts’ aerial demonstrations. For all that she and Soarin had planned on forming a family, it was always a static, literally sterile goal. Just them. Foals? Later. Someday. Maybe.
But now later meant never. The thought lurked just beneath the surface as she smiled along with Fluttershy. When she finally excused herself to find Rarity, neither mare moved to stop her. “Good luck,” was all Twilight said.
Weird. It wasn’t like Rarity was hiding or anything.
The square grew more crowded with the afternoon. The dirt warmed nicely beneath her hooves, the chill of early autumn chased away by the sun. Dash smiled up at the clear skies, and nearly missed the sight of Rarity standing by a table loaded with candles of all different sizes and shapes. The white mare waved a hoof to flag her attention, and Dash trotted over.
“Hey Rares,” she said. She was still smiling, she realized, and forced herself to adopt a cool, laidback expression. “What’s up?”
“Hello, Dash.” Rarity was wearing a little smile of her own. “Would you mind walking around to the other side of this table?”
Um. Dash glanced at Rarity, the candles, and finally the other side of the table. When Rarity said nothing more, she shrugged and moved into place. “Like this?”
“Perfect.” Rarity looked up. Her eyes met Dash’s for a moment, and then her gaze flicked to the side, over Dash’s shoulder. “Don’t turn around. We’re watching Sweetie Belle.”
“Oh.” Dash played along and picked up a large beeswax candle. It was scented with something fruity she couldn’t quite identify. “You mean spying?”
“Of course not. We’re just playing a little game, she and I. She’s dating somepony but won’t tell me who.”
“Have you asked her friends?”
“No, that would be admitting defeat.” Rarity looked among the candles, then back over Dash’s shoulder. “I’ll catch her out at some point.”
“You know, I saw her sitting with Snails earlier. They seemed very friendly.”
Rarity dropped her candle with a loud thunk. It left a chalky red smear on the wood table. “With who?”
Dash just grinned. After a moment Rarity caught on and gave her a small scowl.
“I’m sure Snails is a fine young stallion,” she said and picked up the candle again. One of its edges was dented from the fall. She gave it a little frown and turned it around so the damaged portion was hidden from view. “But Sweetie... well, there’s no way to say this that won’t sound pretentious, but she deserves somepony wonderful.”
“Doesn’t everypony?”
“Everypony deserves somepony special.” Rarity gave her an arch look. “She’s still young. I just don’t want her making any mistakes. Starting off on the wrong hoof, as it were.”
“And you know what’s best for her?” Her words came out a little stronger than Dash intended. She cocked a grin at Rarity to soften them.
“No. I know what mistakes not to make.” Rarity didn’t look up from the candles. Eventually she selected a tall, slender stick of marbled purple and lavender wax, as well as the damaged candle she dropped earlier. With both floating by her side, she went off in search of the table’s proprietor.
Mistakes? Dash thought she misheard. By the time she puzzled out what Rarity meant, the unicorn was gone.
* * *
High cirrus clouds trespassed upon the brilliant blue sky as the afternoon wore on. They looked like white feathers from the ground, and Dash found herself wondering what they felt like. Could a pegasus stand on them? No pegasus could fly high enough to touch them, of course. They were forever out of reach.
Setup for the festival was complete, as best as she could tell. Except for the large group of tables where the townsponies would sit, everything was full. Unlit lanterns hung on lines above her head. Dozens of long tables arranged in rows sagged under the weight of the year’s harvest or various goods. Even the library table attracted a few passers-by, to Twilight’s delight.
A special table, empty except for their place settings and placards, was set up near center of the square for the Elements of Harmony, right next to the mayor’s table. Somepony had decided Dash would sit next to Applejack and Fluttershy, while Rarity would sit between Big Macintosh and “Guest of Twilight Sparkle,” according to the tag. Dash waited until nopony was looking and swapped her own placard with Big Mac’s. Much better.
The square was getting more crowded. The festival didn’t begin for another hour, but half the town seemed to be present, taking advantage of any excuse to mingle with friends and family in perhaps the last decent weather before winter. Dash stopped for a moment and stood motionless; a cool wind on her left ruffled her coat, while the warm sun on her right chased away its chill. The twin faces of autumn, together for the equinox. She closed her eyes, rested in silence, and basked in the warmth and the chill and the scent of hay and the food and the quiet babble of hundreds of ponies living their lives in the quiet contentment of a small town rich with love.
I never should have left.
But she had, which made moments like this all the more important. Minutes passed her by, until a strand of conversation different from the rest intruded on her conscience. 
“See? I told you she’d be here.” Sweetie Belle’s voice, high and musical as a chime. “Go on, go talk to her.”
“She looks busy. I don’t wanna interrupt her.” The second voice was scratchy, like its owner spent too much time yelling. Like her own voice, Dash realized, though lower than the last time she heard it. She smiled and opened her eyes.
“Hey girls,” she said. Three fillies – no, young mares, she corrected – stood beside a bench a polite distance away. “How you doing, Scoots? Long time.”
“Hey.” Scootaloo’s grin was three sizes too large for her face, and the skin around her eyes was tight. “Yeah, it’s, uh... been a while, right? How are you?” A moment after asking, she winced, and her eyes darted to Dash’s leg.
It’s cool. Play it off. No big thing.
“Doin’ great, of course.” She stretched, emphasizing the movement with her left foreleg. “Good as new, the doc says.” It was a lie, and the doctor had told her no such thing. Her leg still ached when the weather shifted or she changed altitude too rapidly.
“Oh, good.” Scootaloo’s strain grin eased to something more normal, and she looked over her shoulder at Sweetie and Apple Bloom. “Hey, could you give us a sec?”
“Sure, we’ll be at our table,” Sweetie said. Apple Bloom lingered a moment longer, a tiny frown on her lips, but she followed the unicorn nevertheless. Scootaloo let out a breath once they were alone.
“Everything alright?” Dash raised an eyebrow. It had been years since she had seen Scootaloo this nervous.
“Yeah, totally. Totally.” She sat, and her wings fanned open and shut absently. “I just wanted to say I was sorry.”
Huh? Dash blinked at her. “Sorry for what?”
“You know, for not visiting.” She looked away, feigning a casual interest in the festival around them. “After the accident,” she added, somewhat unnecessarily.
“Oh. Hey, look.” Dash turned and took a seat beside her. Scootaloo was nearly as tall as her now, though her hunched posture left her eyes well below Dash’s. “Things were really crazy for a while. Even if you’d wanted to visit, you probably couldn’t have. That’s why I came back here.” Not strictly true, of course – they’d all been at the funeral, and in the hospital before that. But within weeks the team had been back on the road, travelling for appearances if not full shows. After that, she hadn’t seen anyone from Ponyville until her chance meeting with Rarity.
Scootaloo sniffed. “You got our card, right?”
“Heh. Yeah, I got your card.” Dash had received hundreds of cards after the accident. The hospital staff replaced the extra bed in her room with a desk just to hold them. But the card from Scootaloo and her friends was too big for the desk: several feet tall, sky blue with rainbow lettering, it hung as a poster beside her bed. Even at night she could read it, the glitter in the letters a dim sparkle in the hospital’s hallway lights.
“Thanks for sending it.” She leaned down and gave Scootaloo a little nuzzle. 
“It wasn’t too big?”
“No. It was perfect.” Dash rose back to her hooves. Her leg twinged, just a little reminder to be careful. “Anyway, what are you doing these days? Weather team?”
Scootaloo shook her head and stood, then followed Dash as she meandered through the crowd. “Nah. Tutoring.”
“Tutoring? Like, math?”
“Ha! No, though it would probably pay better. I do flight lessons.”
That made more sense. Seriously, math? She shook her head. “Sorry, wasn’t thinking. Are there really that many pegasi here now?”
Scootaloo nodded. “More and more every year. We don’t have enough for a full-up flight school yet like Cloudsdale or Las Pegasus, so the town has a mentoring system. Kinda like you and I did.”
“Ahh.” Dash thought back to Scootaloo’s first lesson on Twilight’s balcony, then the highest point in the town. “Not exactly like ours, I hope.”
“No, not exactly. Your way was more fun, though.”
Well, duh. Dash stifled a smirk. “Not everyone can handle that level of awesome. It’s for the best.” They had completed their tour of the town square and were back where they started. Sweetie and Apple Bloom waited beside the town baker’s table, chatting idly with each other and other ponies their age as they passed. Apple Bloom waved a hoof to grab their attention.
“You done?” Apple Bloom cocked an eyebrow at Scootaloo. Her tone was about as far from what Dash expected of an Apple family member as possible. The Apple family reunion must be interesting these days, Dash suspected.
“Yeah, thanks for waiting. Food ready yet?”
“Almost,” Sweetie said. “Just waiting on the mayor.”
“Ugh, is she speaking again?” Apple Bloom made a sour face. “She took forever last year.”
Dash shrugged. “Food’s not going anywhere.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Rarity beside another table, pretending to peruse its wares while looking in her direction – no, in Sweetie Belle’s direction. A wicked thought occurred to her.
“Oh, hey, Sweetie,” Dash said. “Snails was looking for you earlier. Said he had something important for you.”
“Snails?” Sweetie tilted her head. “Weird. Be right back, girls,” she said to Apple Bloom and Scootaloo before trotting off. A moment later, Rarity slipped through the crowd after her.
“So are you just visiting, or back for a while?” Apple Bloom asked.
Dash paused to give her a longer look. The huge red bow she had always associated with the filly was gone, replaced by a thin ribbon that wound through the long crimson braid of her mane. A thin paintbrush dipped in red ink adorned her flank; Dash remembered the chaos that had caused at the farm. The first Apple filly in generations not to have a food or farm-related cutie mark.
“Just a visit.” She turned back to the festival setup. Staring at another pony’s cutie mark wasn’t rude, but it wasn’t exactly cool either. “The Bolts never stop moving, you know? Got our first fall show in a few weeks.”
“Las Pegasus, right?” Scootaloo asked. “Will you be flying?”
“Uh, depends,” Dash hedged. “Got some new kids we’re trying out. Might let them fly instead, get some experience.”
“Oh.” Scootaloo’s ears dipped. “That’s cool too.“ She started to say something else, but stopped with a sudden hitch of her shoulders. She gave them both a weak smile and jumped into the air, vanishing with a blast of wind that set Dash’s mane fluttering.
Dash watched with a frown as Scootaloo circled around the town hall before vanishing above a low cloud bank. Years ago, she had to practically chase Scootaloo away. Miss a few shows, though...
Her thoughts must’ve shown on her face. Apple Bloom sidled up and gave her a little bump on the shoulder.
“She doesn’t care about the shows, you know,” she said. Her voice had lost any hint of Applejack’s country accent. “She just wants everything to be the way it was before.”
“Yeah, well...” The old Dash would’ve said something dismissive, about ignoring the past and seizing the future. Something optimistic. She stood in silence instead. All around, her past life continued its preparations for the festival.
New subject, then. “So, what about you? Not living out at the farm anymore, I hear.”
“Moved out last year. Easier for everypony, to be honest.”
“Don’t you miss them?” Some unseen signal passed through the crowd, and ponies began gravitating toward their tables. Dash glanced at the clock mounted in the town hall’s tower. The afternoon was nearly half over, and the shadows had shifted around her, drawing dark shapes across the square.
“Not yet. I still see them all the time.”
“Oh.” Dash followed behind Apple Bloom toward the growing crowd. “Wait, not yet?”
Apple Bloom nodded. “Moving to Manehattan in the spring. Already have an apprenticeship lined up with Ink Daub.” She paused a moment after the name, her eyes on Dash’s face. “He’s a pretty famous artist.”
“Oh, yeah, I think I’ve heard of him.” It was possibly true; Dash heard of lots of ponies. “Do you really need to move, though?”
She chuckled. “Ponyville isn’t for artists, Dash. It’s for ponies like my sister.”
“What about, uh...” There had to be an artist somewhere in Ponyville. “Rarity! She’s like an artist.”
“Yeah, and she left.” Apple Bloom shook her head. “C’mon, they’re about to start serving.”
* * *
“You okay?”
Rarity gave a little start. She had been staring at her food and gnawing on her lower lip before Dash took the seat 
beside her. “I’m sorry, dear?”
“You look a little distracted.”
“Oh, yes.” She looked around, then lowered her head to whisper in Dash’s ear. “You won’t believe who I saw Sweetie talking to, just now.”
Dash bet she could. A tiny grin teased the corners of her mouth, despite her best attempts to quash it. “Who?”
“Snails!” She practically hissed his name.
“Whoa! Do you think there might be something between them?”
“I don’t know. I can’t imagine what she would see in a colt like that. You’d think that in a town of this size, a young unicorn mare could – oh, hello Pinkie.” Rarity’s tone flipped like a switch the moment she noticed Pinkie Pie standing behind them. Suddenly calm and poised, a true society mare.
“Hey girls.” Pinkie smiled at them. “I didn’t know you two were sitting next to each other.”
“Assigned seats.” Dash said. She tapped her tag for emphasis.
“So they are, so they are.” Her smile seemed a little more knowing than Dash was comfortable with, but she didn’t press the issue. “You two have fun, then! And don’t worry about your figure, Rarity. You look fine.”
Rarity waited until Pinkie left, then gave a sniff. “Well, I never.” She looked down at her chest, then craned her head around to view her hips. “I don’t look pudgy to you, do I?”
“Beats me, I think everypony looks fat.” Wait, that didn’t sound right. Rarity was glaring at her, too. “I mean, you know, compared to pegasi.”
“Seriously.” Rarity huffed. “Sometimes, Rainbow Dash...”
Dash waited for her to continue, but nothing else seemed forthcoming. Just as well, to judge by the expression on Rarity’s face. Maybe it wasn’t too late to change seat tags again.
“Hello Rarity, Rainbow Dash.” The scent of wildflowers intruded, and Dash turned to see Fluttershy taking a seat to her left. She was as graceful as ever, even with the extra weight she was carrying. “I didn’t see you earlier, Rarity. How are you?”
“I’m fine. Just a little fat, apparently.” Another glare.
“Oh, you’re not fat, Rarity,” Fluttershy said. “You’re very healthy.”
Rarity nodded sharply. “Thank you. See, Dash?”
“See what?” Dash let a bit of annoyance into her voice. A day of tiptoeing around Rarity’s delicate sensibilities was starting to wear. “I see a pregnant mare saying you don’t look fat to her.”
Whatever indignant response that would have provoked – and it would have, to judge by the narrowing of Rarity’s eyes – was forestalled by Twilight’s arrival at their table. She pulled out the pair of chairs to Rarity’s right with a quick bit of magic, then stood aside to give her companion a space at the table. The tall brown stallion at her side wore a white collar with a green tie and gave them a warm smile.
“Girls, I think you know Doctor Hooves,” she said. She carefully avoided any direct contact with him as she sat. “He’s a friend.”
“A friend?” Rarity’s voice was carefully, studiously neutral, though her smile was not. “Well, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you, doctor – and I’ve heard so much about you!”
“You have?” “You have!?” They spoke simultaneously, though Twilight’s response seemed a tad panicky. He gave her a bemused look.
Rarity’s smile grew sharper. “Oh, just the usual things. A scientist, aren’t you? Why, Twilight’s a scientist, too. Tell me, how long have you been friends?” She drew the word ‘friends’ out just a hair longer than was necessary.
He opened his mouth, but Twilight beat him to the punch. “A while. We’ve been friends for a while. Good, good friends. Isn’t friendship amazing, Rarity?” Her stare could have set paper on fire.
“Hey doc,” Dash said. “Rainbow Dash. I think we met a few times when I lived here.”
He leaned back, as much to speak with her as to escape the crossfire between Rarity and Twilight, who continued their low banter around him. “Why yes, I think we did. Wonder Bolt, aren’t you?”
“Heh, yeah. Ever been to a show? I could get you and Twi some tickets.”
He glanced at Twilight, who was still trading jabs with Rarity. “I think that would be wonderful. Don’t you think, Sparks?”
“Huh?” Twilight jerked up from her hunched position, her snout just inches from Rarity’s as they whispered back and forth. Her ears flicked forward and a faint blush tinted her face a darker shade of lavender. “Yes, uh, that sounds... good?”
Further discussion was forestalled by the arrival of the first platter of food. A unicorn Dash didn’t recognize floated a huge tray larded with toasted vegetables slathered in sunflower oil and steaming in the crisp autumn air. A second tray followed, filled with tankards rich with the scent of cider and the sharp bite of alcohol. 
With food before them, the conversation shifted to more prosaic topics – Fluttershy’s foal, Applejack’s plans for the farm, Pinkie’s next party, Twilight’s correspondence with the princess. Even Twilight’s ‘friend,’ the Doctor, chatted as amiably as though he had known them all for years.
Only when the topic turned to Rainbow Dash or Rarity did it begin to falter, for neither, it seemed, knew quite what to say. They had returned to Ponyville, Dash realized, but not the Ponyville they had left. It had moved without them, grown without them. The thought left her with an inexplicable sadness, despite the joy at the table all around her. Of the dozen mares and stallions seated beside her, only Rarity seemed to feel the same, and it was the same lost expression on her face that Dash thought she glimpsed for just a moment, in passing, between the words of an idle conversation.
The food was delicious, the drink without compare. The companionship was worth more than all the treasures in Celestia’s palace. And all of it, Dash viewed as through a window. It was other ponies’ happiness, their community, their joy. Her portion was a meager sip compared with their bounty. It was not her home anymore.
I never should have left.
She glanced at Rarity. The bright smile never left the unicorn’s face, but when her eyes met Dash’s, the corners seemed to slip. Rarity always wore a mask, Dash knew, and for the first time she could see it.
Ponies ate, and talked, and laughed. The community came together and lived. Hours flowed by like leaves upon a stream. And above, in ones and twos and then by thousands, the silent stars emerged to witness the slow resurrection of night.
* * *
“AJ!”
Applejack looked up sharply from her cart. It was mostly empty, all of her apples having been consumed by voracious townsponies during the festival. When she saw who called her, she set the cart’s tow bar down on the path and waited.
“Hey Dash. Need a lift?” She motioned toward the empty cart with her head.
“Little old for that, I think,” Dash said. “You got a sec?”
“Of course. What’s on your mind?” 
Rarity. “Nothing, just wanted to chat, you know? Like, how are you, and stuff?”
Applejack raised an eyebrow. The silence stretched out between them. Dash could hear her heart beating in her ears.
“I’m fine, sug,” Applejack finally said in a slow drawl. “You sure there’s nothing special you wanted to talk about?”
“Well, uh...” Dash trailed off and glanced around. The festival was nearly deserted, with only a few ponies left helping tear down the tables and decorations. Rarity and Sweetie Belle had already returned to the Boutique. “It’s about Rarity, actually.”
“Oh, Rarity.” Applejack sounded anything but surprised. “I’m prolly not the best mare to ask about her.”
“Yeah...” Dash grimaced. It was true, unfortunately. Applejack and Rarity were about as far apart on her circle of friends as any two ponies could be. Almost as far apart as herself and Rarity, for that matter. The thought was sobering. “I know. But I trust you, though.”
“Huh.” Applejack chewed on that for a moment. “That’s a start, I guess. So, what about her?”
“Do you think she’s happy?”
“Happy? Like, Pinkie happy?”
“No, like...” Like what? Dash scowled and kicked at the dirt. “Like, is she really happy with things.”
“She says she’s happy. She acts happy. Ain’t that good enough?”
“Yeah, that’s good, but...” She looked around again. Still alone. “I was talking to her earlier. I forget what it was about. But she mentioned something about mistakes she’s made. And while we were eating, she just seemed... I dunno. Different.”
Applejack’s ears twitched at that, and she gave Dash a longer look. “That could mean a lot of things, sug. We’ve all made mistakes.”
“I know, but the way she said it was all... like, kinda dramatic.”
“Like Rarity.”
“No...” Actually, yes. Maybe she was reading too much into it. She turned the possibility over in her mind for a few moments. Applejack watched her in patient silence.
“Okay, maybe I’m being stupid,” Dash said. Celestia knew it wouldn’t be the first time. “It’s just... well, if one of us was in trouble, we’d help her, right?”
Applejack looked away. “Course we would, sug. That’s what …” She stopped to clear her throat. “That’s what friendship’s about, right?”
Dash smiled. Good old dependable AJ. She gave her friend a light chuck on the shoulder and was surprised when Applejack winced in response. She didn’t hit that hard.
“Well, hey, thanks for hearing me out,” she said. “Maybe keep an eye on Rarity, though? You know, if she’s around.”
“Sure will.” AJ’s smile seemed strained, for some reason. Probably just tired after a long day. “So, where you headed now? Back to your cloud?”
“Nah, Rarity’s letting me crash at Sweetie Belle’s. Pretty cool of her, huh?”
“Ain’t that where Rarity’s staying?”
“Heh, yeah, it’s pretty neat, actually.” Dash rubbed the back of her neck, suddenly feeling a bit embarrassed. “Me, hanging out at Rarity’s. Never would’ve thought that, huh?”
“I’ve seen stranger things.” Applejack picked the tow bar back up, settling it around her shoulders. “Not many, though. You take care, alright?”
“Will do.” Dash danced around the cart, as light on her hooves as ever, even without using her wings. “And thanks for all the apples!”
Applejack shook her head, though Dash could see the smile on her face. The night around her seemed less dark as she walked the short distance back to the Boutique.
* * *
Rarity and Sweetie were already asleep upstairs when Dash arrived. The lights were out, except for a single lantern left by the entrance to both guide and welcome her home. She blew the flame out as she passed by.
She considered joining Rarity in the spare bedroom but discarded the idea as impolite. The unicorn was probably already asleep, and it wouldn’t do to wake her up, especially if her presence might not be entirely welcome. Instead she felt her way through the darkness to the couch and settled atop it. The night was still warm enough that blankets were unneeded.
Rarity, Rarity, Rarity. She couldn’t put her hoof on it, but was something wrong with her, something different about the mature young mare she remembered from the past. Whatever it was, though, she kept it hidden well behind veils and masks. Rarity was the sort of pony who would insist things were fine, just fine, until the world crumbled around her.
Remind you of anypony?
She snorted. Sure, Rarity wasn’t the only stubborn pony in the world, but she took that illusion of self-control and ran with it further than anypony Dash knew. When it came to her personal life, Rarity did not ask for help. She probably wasn’t capable of it.
Whatever. It could wait until morning. Dash settled into a comfortable position on her side, closed her eyes, and willed her thoughts to silence.
Some minutes later, she opened her eyes, as wide awake as before. Well, crap.
Deep breaths, then. Slow in, until her lungs were full and her chest felt like it was about to burst. Then slow out, pushing every ounce of air from her body. Pause. Her heart slowed. Each individual beat shook her frame and trembled her feathers. Slow in. Hold. Slow out. Pause.
She could do this forever, taking only three or four breaths each minute. It was foals’ play at ground level, where the air was thick and rich. Up there, in the high airless reaches of the sky, her lungs were like frantic bellows, desperate to scrounge enough oxygen to keep her wings moving and her brain alive. Earth ponies and unicorns didn’t understand, didn’t realize they spent their whole lives wallowing in air. More than once, Dash had returned from an ultra-high flight coughing up blood. Pulmonary edema, the team doc called it, and scolded her for being reckless. Pegasus lungs could take a beating, though, and she laughed off his orders. Flying was life.
A twinge of discomfort teased her chest, and she realized she’d forgotten to breathe for nearly a full minute. She waited anyway, letting the ache slowly build in her lungs. It was one of her little games, one of the ways she tested herself and pushed the bounds of what was possible for a flyer. Another minute passed; her heart sped back to its normal pace and then faster. Her legs tried to squirm. She forced them to stillness.
A third minute, and she let the breath seep out through her pursed lips, followed by a shallow breath in. Nowhere near her record, but the goal tonight was to fall asleep, not practice breathing. She sighed and rolled onto her back.
Counting sheep? She didn’t even try. She never got above twenty before she got bored and her thoughts drifted to other things.
Counting sheep that’s so stupid who the hell thought of counting sheep anyway?
Insomnia was new to Rainbow Dash. Before the accident, whenever she shared a bed (or couch, or cloud, or tree) with Soarin, sleep had a way of finding her abruptly, usually after a vigorous bout of sexual activity. Not every night, but... well, okay, maybe every night. Even after shows, when most of the team collapsed in exhaustion, she and Soarin always seemed to have just enough energy left for a bit of fun. 
Fuck, it’s worth a try.
She sat up on the couch and peered around the dark boutique. Her ears flicked about, searching for the creak of floorboards or the squeal of a door’s hinges swinging. Nothing. The home was silent and still. Only the faint rustle of dry leaves in the trees outside intruded.
Alone. Good. She lowered herself back to the couch and stretched, enjoying the scratch of the fabric against her coat – so much rougher than the cloudstuff she normally slept upon. She closed her eyes and ran the flat of her hoof along her abdomen. No patterns, no plans, just random light strokes. 
In her imagination, another pony touched her. His hoof, broader and stronger than hers, teased her belly. Hot breath washed across her neck, followed by gentle lips and not so gentle teeth. She bit her lip and squeezed her thighs together. The pulse that followed from between her legs wasn’t quite pleasure yet, but it made her breath catch nevertheless.
It was his hoof now that brushed along her sides, tracing the cloud and bolt of her cutie mark. She bit her lip, half in anticipation, half to keep from spoiling the silence of the boutique with laughter. She was ticklish there, and he knew it.
Enough pretending. She slid her hoof between her legs to the hot coal hiding there. Swollen lips gave way easily to her touch, barely wet yet but eager for more. She let out a deep, shuddering breath and pressed against the nub of pleasure nestled within her folds. 
She could smell herself now, a musky scent that did nothing for her but drove Soarin wild. By this point in their foreplay, his cock would start getting in the way of their nibbles and touches, and demand a firmer response from her. Her hoof slid easily between her lips now, slick with the first drops of her arousal.
On another night, she might have spent quite some time playing with herself, imagining different fantasies as her hoof rubbed faster and harder between her legs. But tonight, she simply wanted that release, and when it came it barely qualified as an orgasm, just a fleeting wash of pleasure that filled her pelvis, and just as quickly fled into the night.
It was enough, though. She rolled onto her side as a wave of exhaustion broke over her. She closed her eyes, and within seconds found the elusive peace of sleep.
* * *
The couch shifted beneath her. Dash mumbled quietly and pried her eyes open. Still dark. She pulled her forelegs under her chest and was about to push herself up when a quiet voice sounded in her ear.
“Shhh, shh... sleep,” it whispered. A warm, soft weight pressed against her side.
That seemed like good advice. She yawned, leaned against the new presence, and swiftly fell back into darkness.
