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		Chapter one: Arrival



 

No...

The sky screamed with thunder as if befallen with a most horrible rage, almost as if directed at the small figure that fell through its dark clouds.

No... Please, no!

Thunderous winds struck the girl while water washed against her body, sodden hair whipped about behind her with the ever increasing descent.

No! 

Lances of lightning clashed along the sky narrowly missing her as she continued the free fall, finally tearing free of the clouds to see the ground with each illuminating flash as if taunting her.

Please... anyone... ANYONE!

Details upon the ground became clear as rocks, trees and other defining features came into eyesight. Most alarming however was her descent was not decreasing as the airflow rushing pasts her ears testified. Tears streamed across her face as she crossed arms in front of her with tremendous effort, a futile and childish defense against the unforgiving landing to come.

I DON'T WANT TO DIE!

A flash of lightning betrayed a small glow that encompassed the girl causing her descent to slow almost as an afterthought. Tears trailed behind her as her eyes clenched shut knowing even on just an instinctive level that she would not survive the fall at the speed she was now approaching the ground.. 
She was right. 

I... don't want... to die...

The aura surrounding the girl pulsed and her momentum was slowly robbed as her speed decreased. One last almost spiteful flash of lightning was thrown from the black vortex of clouds she originated from and struck a tree that rapidly approached sending flaming shrapnel over the landscape. Slowly her eyes opened to see the ruined tree approach at dangerous speeds, a scream catching in her throat as her descent had been slowed drastically by whatever the aura was. The scream echoed before she felt and heard a sickening thud as her left shoulder impacted the smooth bark causing her to change direction directly for the sloped hill below.
Falling through the branches slowed her descent even further before she fell the last four meters upon the already existing injury with a scream that almost, almost drowned out the crunching sound. Rolling down the small slope she ended up in an undignified crumpled heap once the ground leveled out, lying upon the wet grass... soggy, hurt, confused, and barely conscious through the pain. Her vision swum as her shoulder shot lances of red hot agony directly into her brain before she did two very natural things.
First she emptied the contents of her stomach into a small stream beside her head presumably created by the storm.
The second was to surrender to the bliss of unconsciousness.
~~~~~~~~~

Jessica always hated mornings, she was not an early riser... oh no. She adored the comfort of her bed while music filled her room at an acceptable level. Normally her room-mate would have to eventually tug her sullenly out of her comforter to make sure she got to University. Her room-mate must have tried one of her other dirty tricks this morning as Jessica squirmed mildly aware of a throbbing in her left shoulder. Ah yes, the old sun in the face routine. She wouldn't let it work this morning, however! Jessica deserved a sleep-in afterall that study the night before, oh yes she did! However that pain in her shoulder was becoming quite... distracting as she gave a little wince and moved to try and relieve her pain. 
The pain from the ever-so-slight movement onto her shoulder caused her to give a loud scream and curl into a foetal position sobbing softly. The events leading up to where she now was rushed through Jessica's head as she recounted the vortex of clouds, the falling and lastly the painful landing. As the pain slowly faded to mere vision blurring she winced and got to her knees wincing with each minor movement. Her sun-dried auburn locks fell over one side of her face as she slowly tried to remember how this had all happened.
She had been studying at University, when... something... something had happened. She recounted a book, and someone... but the rest was a blur right now, her mind unable to focus as if it simply refused to recollect the event. Jessica thought back to her first aid courses she had done a year ago; her body was most likely near going into shock if she wasn't already and with a tentative inspection of her shoulder she didn't feel any blood. A fracture or dislocation, neither of which she could deal with right now. 
With a deep breath she tried to calm herself working her rational mind to try and think through the pain. She needed to contact an ambulance, or find out where she was first and then do that. She needed medical attention as, other than her shoulder which, while extremely painful, she deduced wasn't life-threatening, she had just fallen from the sky which could and should have caused several serious injuries. 
Her eyes went wide with realisation – how had she survived? She had heard stories of people doing so, but she had hit a tree while most had fallen through branches or other miraculous saves. A little whimper escaped her lips as her shoulder continued to make known its discomfort and she reasoned that it didn't matter how she survived, the pain proved she had done so. A quick inspection with her good hand found none of her ribs were broken, and following up she found despite several rather nasty grazes and a few shallow cuts, nothing even compared to her shoulder injury. Granted, she was extremely tender over most of her body and would probably bruise something awful later, but she was alive!
Her clothing was, well, it hadn't coped well with her unexpected flight or lack thereof. Her pleated skirt had several small tears near her thigh leading to a nasty graze upon her skin underneath and one sleeve of her sweater had been torn off quite probably by one of the branches she had brief images of becoming acquainted with. The other sleeve was barely holding on by a few threads near her shoulder, but given the state of it she wasn't about to aggravate the injury by tugging the sleeve completely off for the sake of fashion. 
"Okay... focus, Jess..." Her voice felt reassuring, it was then she realised that it had been quiet... too quiet. For a city girl like her she only just now realised she had yet to hear the sound of a car, of commuters or even one of the annoying airplanes that used to fly overhead. She reached down with her good arm to hunt for her cell phone, retrieving the device with worry and then relief, apart from a large crack through the screen it was otherwise functional. With hope in her heart, the attempt to call the emergency service snagged a new issue, there was no service. This confused Jessica greatly as she was sure there was coverage nearly... well, almost the entire world now with satellites, or so the adverts had said. She also certainly didn't seem to be in a desert or arctic region which could feasibly have explained that.
Slowly with another wince she turned quickly and released another scream of agony as the remaining sleeve was snagged upon a small bush nearby. With gritted teeth she removed the offending material and then made use of it as a makeshift sling to try and keep her shoulder from moving too much. Satisfied, and with the pain once more diminishing to a dull aching throb she took more notice of her surroundings.
Something felt... off. 
She couldn't put a finger on it, there was just something definitely not right about all this, excluding the obvious finding herself miles in the middle of a storm and crashing into the ground. That was a given.
No, there was something else wrong. Unnatural even.
It was then she noticed, truly noticed where she actually was. Her mind finally catching up to the information her tired eyes were giving her and sorting it out before re-filing back into the in box, so to speak. She was near a small hill, the ruined tree that had thankfully cushioned her fall thanks to its damaged trunk and its now multiple broken branches, was near the top of said hill. A small stream flowed nearby while a wide dirt path cut along the grassy plain from one horizon to the next. Foliage and birds made the landscape seem so... picturesque, but that wasn't what alarmed Jessica most. 
It was the two horses that were trotting down the path as if it was the most natural thing to do. Jessica squinted and noticed that they were towing something behind them, a large wagon... with several cages upon. As they got closer she gasped and covered her mouth with her right hand as she could take in more details, things her mind was struggling to comprehend. Each was cream-coloured, they walked on all fours and had the basic shape of a horse, but that was where the similarities ended. Each had a horn upon their head and their shapes were... wrong. 
They walked like horses but they weren't horses, horses didn't wear striped shirts. Horses didn't wear hats. Horses didn't move in the more fluid manner they did. Horses did not have moustaches like one of them did! Horses did not have tattoos on their butts! Horses did not have red and white striped manes and tails! Horses... did... not... have... horns! Horses did not, do not, and cannot have intelligent green eyes and act like they're having a conversation! It did... not... happen!
Jessica's mind almost just decided to check out, it had enough. It was still attempting to work out the whole vortex thing and recount what caused them to get in this position. Having to now deal with the two not-horses was just outright cruelty and it was having none of it! No-sir-ee!
As the horses... unicorns... equines approached Jessica could finally overhear them talking, well she presumed it was talking. A series of garbled mess that could, in theory be constituted as words matched up with their mouths moving but she couldn't even begin to understand their meaning. She could pick up their tone, however, one sounding a little smug while the other having a more bouncy sort of tone as if almost singing in show tunes. 
Jessica tried to comprehend this, despite her shoulder aching she really did try. Two unicorns were walking down the dirt path tugging a wagon with several cages holding what she could see now to be various creatures. A blindfolded scaled chicken thing with a snake like tail, a large lion-like beast with a scorpion tail and wings... the last occupant her poor mind just gave up trying to decipher. She could feel her vision swimming again, her head pounding before becoming rather light. 
She staggered and placed her good hand to a tree in an attempt to support herself before one of the unicorns finally noticed her. Its eyes went wide before it nudged its companion with one front leg causing it also to look her way. The other's expression matched the first before Jessica fought through the fog to try and communicate, she needed help... and even if they were figments of her imagination her brain decided they were good enough to try and get help for medical attention.
"P-Please... I... I need help..." Jessica pleaded, the pain starting to flare up while her lightheaded-ness continued to make her eyelids heavy. She took one shaky step towards the dual unicorns before her co-ordination gave out and she collapsed in a heap causing a small cry of pain. The last thing her eyes saw before they shut was the moustached unicorn approaching her and lowering his head to regard her closer. One green eye dominated her vision before all was darkness.
~~~~~~~~

Ow...

Jessica slowly became aware of the ground rumbling under her, bouncing and shaking as she felt small pains from her aching body with her shoulder the primary culprit. 

Ow! Hey...

Her eyes slowly opened, blinking away a sense of vertigo as the world slowly came into focus. The pain in her shoulder had decreased somehow, it still hurt but she also noticed the scrapes and cuts that had adorned her body were now nothing but unblemished mocha skin once more. Except for the dirt, and the grime, and... okay, not completely unblemished but no longer injured. She still felt pain in her body, aches from bruising, her shoulder still throbbed and sent small spears of pain but overall it was a welcome diminishment from what it once was. 
Reaching with her good hand she brushed aside some of her shoulder length auburn hair, the blonde highlights catching the sun that fell down upon her causing her to squint. She was in a cage, that would explain the cold metal pushing to her back as she sat. She was also on a wagon... which her brain proudly pointed out would explain the rumbling. 
"W-What? Why... how... why am I in a cage? Why am I in a cage?!" Her frustration and anger threading into her words as the girl snapped from the days activities. She caught sight of the two unicorns ahead of her, pulling the wagon while one flicked its ear. It looked over its shoulder to regard her with a green eye as the other also did the same. Their strange language once more failed to be comprehended by her. The one with the moustache, he... she had decided with its voice too far on the side of masculine it must be male, regarded the other... another male. 
Moustachey... Jessica had already nicknamed him, gave a shrug to his companion who also looked back at her with a more inquisitive glance. The wagon paused as he slipped from the harness and trotted close, raising a front hoof to tap upon her cage. Nonmoustachey... her brain was still compiling a better nickname for him, spoke to her in a questioning tone of voice making her lean forward and grip the bars with her good hand.
"I... I can't understand you, but please! I'm not an animal! I'm a girl! Let me out of here!" Her pleading tone took one of anger as she found the idea of being in a cage appalling, disgusting even. Nonmoustachey jerked back at her loud exclamation and his horn glowed making Jessica gasp as she felt a strong slap occur across her cheek. She raised her head in shock to touch the stinging skin, the unicorn giving a satisfied nod at her return to quietness and repeated the same to the creature in a cage next to her. 
The creature resembled the unicorns vaguely, except covered in black chitin-like substance. Its eyes glowed an almost sickly blue with bug-like wings giving an irritated buzz. Jessica gasped seeing the holes within its legs, retreating further into the corner of her own cell spying the large winged lion beast regarding her with a look of hunger. 
The beast was covered in dozens of small wounds, as were the others she finally noticed. The chicken creature had a metallic blindfold clamped tightly about its eyes as it too hissed in her general direction, almost as if sensing her fear. It un-nerved her greatly with its scaled body and strange wings, so very bizarre. Jessica hugged herself with her good arm as a loud crack filled the air when Moustachey procured a whip from somewhere on the wagon. A snap caused the lion beast to curl its scorpion tail and bat wings about itself in an attempt to hide from a second lash along its body. 
The other two quit their hissing immediately and retreated to the corners of their cages, each sporting a new small wound upon their body. Jessica was about to word her thanks to the unicorn for stopping them when she felt a sharp stinging pain as the whip contacted with her leg. She gave a cry of pain as tears welled into her eyes before both unicorns nodded at each other, satisfied their creatures were now behaving and once more continued to tug the wagon down the path.
Jessica blinked through her tears as she tried very hard not to sob, she was always the strong one out of her friends... she wouldn't let this break her, she wouldn't!
Sniffing back her tears she stared resolutely ahead as the wagon continued on into the night. Eventually the unicorns paused to set up a tent and campfire. Jessica watched through half lidded eyes, her anger at them not diminishing her morbid fascination as they levitated objects to construct the campsite. A small box of supplies was opened and each took a few items out along with a large jug of presumably liquid. Moustachey... or Stache Jessica decided, approached the wagon with four bowls suspended in the air behind him.
One was slipped into each cage, the contents slopping over the side as it landed roughly. With a quick nod and more incomprehensible words he turned and made his way to the other equine, where they sat on their haunches and levitated what appeared to be warm pie into their mouths to take savouring bites. The jug was popped open allowing the warm scent of apple cider to fill Jessica's nose, each pouring a glass and taking a long swig. 
Moving slightly in her slightly cramped cage she heard the sounds of eating and slurping from the surrounding cages causing her to look at what was offered to her. What she saw made her heart grow heavy and tears threaten to spill from her eyes once more. The bowl was divided down the middle with half being water and the other half undiscernible gruel. The smell was enough to deter her from sampling the food while she noticed another wasn't eating. The black chitin-like creature with its curved horn had curled up in a corner away from the bowl and was looking at attempting sleep. With a heavy sigh despite her rumbling belly Jessica decided to do the same. The jovial tones of the unicorns almost mocking her as she drifted into sleep.
The next day followed closely along the same trend. She awoke to the pain in her shoulder as the wagon was already on the move causing her to joustle and bounce into the bars. The bowl of uneaten food had been removed sometime during the night and while her stomach growled its displeasure at her not eating she could not even entertain the idea of consuming... whatever that was. Determined not to cry again she tried several more times to yell at the equines only to have them either ignore her or share puzzled looks and a shrug between the two. 
It was then that a sudden and horrible realisation hit her, they weren't just ignoring her... they couldn't understand her, either. Jessica felt foolish upon coming to the discovery, it made sense if she could not understand a word they said there was no reason for the reverse not to be true. Adjusting her improvised sling she simply took in the landscape as the wagon made its way along the road. Reaching into a small pocket upon her now sleeveless sweater, she removed her cell phone and powered it on to check for signal.
It was quickly turned off to conserve power and pocketed once more when that hope was once more dashed. She was starting to realise the truth as she gazed through the metal bars to look at the creatures sharing her fate. This can't be Earth, there is no way such things existed there but that begged the question how did she get here, where exactly was here, and how would she get home? The thought sent small slivers of pain into her heart, could she even return home? She had no idea how she arrived at this place and hadn't the first clue on how to even escape this new prison she inhabited or what the two equines planned to do with her.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the wagon rolling over something upon the road causing her to slam her injured shoulder into the cold unforgiving metal. The other three creatures all gave sounds of displeasure but hers was a loud scream of pain which stopped both cream furred equines. Moustachey regarded her with a green eye before seemingly conversing with Non-Moustachey. Several exchanges of their strange language before there was a nod and Non-Moustachey trotted back towards her cage. 
His forelegs rested upon the wagon as his horn glowed lime green which in turn began to envelope Jessica's body. She grimaced before opening her green eyes slowly as she registered the pain was becoming more tolerable. The whip injury from the day before had also ceased to throb, but before long the glow was suddenly ceased and the equine looked a little out of breath before giving a satisfied look at his work. With a push from the wagon he returned to all fours and made his way back to the other, resuming their pulling of the wagon while conversing animatedly.
Jessica gently touched her shoulder then winced, it still was for all accounts and purposes unusable at the moment, but at least the pain had lessened so that was something to be thankful for. She reached up to brush hair from her face only to find that the insectile equine was almost regarding her with what seemed to be... curiosity? Its glowing blue eyes stared at her as Jessica moved a little further back into her cage, a little un-nerved by this unwanted attention. 
"Stop looking at me." She had given up trying to communicate now, but the words felt better to say out loud. The creature simply continued to stare before it suddenly gave a little nod as if satisfied with some conclusion it had reached and lay back down to rest. Jessica blinked twice before exhaling and following its example, she could see in the distance some form of civilisation as she tried to get somewhat comfortable. The black creature seemed... sentient, or at least with that last gesture it was a strong suspicion. With a belly growling and her mind in turmoil she drifted off to a dreamless sleep unsure of what the next day would bring. So mentally exhausted she didn't even wake for the gruel bowl at all.
~~~~~~~

The third day of captivity started very differently from what yesterday had brought. It wasn't the lack of jostling that woke Jessica up, nor was it the sun beaming down upon her face although that was a welcome feeling. It wasn't even the multitude of voices that made her eyes quickly open and her body press closer to the bars of her cage. No, it was the feeling of that slap to her cheek that brought Jessica to waking as the telltale glow surrounding Non-Stache's horn singled out the attacker. 
More equines surrounded the wagon which had now been folded out so all the cages were in a row, several smaller equines bouncing in apparent excitement as different variations and colourings of equine gazed up at her cage in wonder. Some of the equines hovered in the air with wings positioned upon their backs, each wing flapping to keep themselves airborne as they moved to get better views. Others lacked the horn or wings of the others looking more familiar to the ponies Jessica was accustomed to, but only just. The two... brothers she had come to presume of her captors were whipping the crowd into a frenzy. Their tones musical as their voices bounced off each other in sequence as if they were... singing? 
How they moved, how the crowd responded and the throwing of coins into a chest Stache gestured to made Jessica just realise what was going on. Her good hand gripped the cage in anger of what was happening... this... this was an exhibit! 
"HEY! Y-You can't do this! I'm a human being, you can't treat me like this!" She tried to shake the cage earning sounds of astonishment from the crowded equines, some backing away in fear of her anger, others looking amazed at her and finally some looking at each other nervously at her alien words. Non-Stache placated the crowd with a little wave of his horn, a whip she was becoming all too familiar with levitating and unfurling before she felt the biting sting along her back. She gave a cry of anguish as the whip snapped over her injured shoulder next, bringing hot tears to run down her face. 
Jessica bit her lower lip almost hard enough to draw blood in an attempt to stop her second scream, she wouldn't give them the satisfaction! Next the lion creature received the same treatment for its roars of anger, the chicken beast just flaring its wings as the equine creatures gasped in apparent shock and avoided its cage. Jessica surmised it was blindfolded for a good reason but she couldn't for the life of her figure out why. 
A whip crack brought her attention to the cage directly next to her and saw the chitin-covered equine looking somewhat sickly. It wasn't even attempting to hiss in retaliation to the injury it just received, barely able to stand upright as its hole-covered limbs shook with the effort. A loud roar made her jump before she noticed the large lion beast was getting another strike with the whip while the crowd looked on with mixed emotions. 
Taking a better look she noticed several differences among them, some looked smaller with more feminine type features. They were softer, their eyes long lashed with longer manes styled as if they were hair. Others, not quite as lanky as the two brothers were, she deduced them to be male but still larger than what she now thought as the female equines. Then there were the little ones, the children she presumed that bounced excitedly in front of her cage but hid behind the legs of the taller ones when the lion roared or the insectile equine in the cage next to her regarded them with its blue eyes. 
"Please... I don't want... to be here." She wasn't going to cry, she wasn't going to give in and give them the satisfaction. She sniffled a few times and just turned to look away forlornly as the day passed away. Crowds would come, throw coins into a chest for the brothers and observe before moving on. Eventually night came and the wagon was folded back together with the brother's magic. The chest was lifted and placed beside her cage with a visible sagging of the wagon, she wasn't sure what the coins were worth but there was a very large amount within the container. The brothers looked rather pleased with themselves, talking animatedly as they started to pull the wagon away. 
Her stomach roared with hunger as she looked down at the bowl that was slipped into her cage, the sounds of feeding came from the two others while the chitin covered creature just lay down not even looking towards its own bowl. Its breathing was becoming laboured as Jessica hesitantly looked at the bowl of gruel and water knowing that if she didn't eat she would be in the same situation. With a hesitating hand she lifted it up and swallowed some water before screwing her nose up at the disgusting taste of whatever it was sliding down her throat from the other half.
Bits of fish, bits of plant matter... it was all blended together making her wince as she swallowed a small mouthful. It took all her willpower to keep the foul concoction within her belly before she placed the bowl down with a shaking hand. That same hand snapped up to her mouth quickly as tears came to her eyes, swallowing down the rising bile as she tried so hard to keep the so-called meal down. Finally with many bitter swallows her stomach stopped trying to purge itself as she fell back against the bars and quietly sobbed to herself until sleep finally claimed her.
~~~~~~~

Days passed and soon the same show had been shown in at least two other venues. The results were the same even if the methods changed slightly each time. The brothers would set up their little exhibit of 'monsters' and the pony-like equines would show up and pay for watching and getting to look at them. Each was expected to show off a little, the winged lion was expected to roar and then be whipped, the chicken-thing was to cluck and hiss, the chitin insect-like equine was also expected to hiss although recently it could barely bring itself up onto its legs let alone hiss or try to make a scene. 
Lastly Jessica was expected to talk, or scream... it didn't matter, as long as she made what was to the equines presumably strange noises the brothers were happy and the crowd loved it. She had tried one day to simply not speak, to not be degraded so.
The whip soon had her making sounds.
She was healed by one of the brothers after each show before they moved on, just enough to keep her active and enough to cover the whip marks. Her shoulder was slowly starting to improve, but it was still tender and she could barely use her left arm but it was at least something. She was starting to lose weight too, not a big girl to begin with she was starting to feel her ribs become more pronounced down her sides. The rancid stench she was starting to emit was very low on her caring list right now she had to admit, otherwise she would have to really think on why she smelt so bad. 
She didn't wish to mull on that, it was already degrading enough when they brought out the small paper bags with their horns to dispose of... No! She wouldn't dwell on that, her dignity had already been crushed enough. Her clothing was grime-covered, sticky and she would probably eat every bowl of slop given to her for something as simple as a bath and fresh clothing. Her matted and tangled hair fell over one eye as she exhaled and felt the wagon continue to move. She had started eating the food with no complaint, she had... been broken. There was no hope of escape... there was no hope. 
She was trapped, she was nothing more than an oddity to be watched, laughed at, scared of and apparently in some equines' expressions, pitied...
The tears cut lines down her dusty cheeks revealing the mocha skin underneath as she sobbed once more. The brothers had become... she assumed somewhat concerned when she had started becoming listless, spending most of her time sitting in sullen silence, crying or sleeping. She assumed it had been concern, she was getting their healing far more often but it couldn't heal the hurt growing inside. 
The chitin creatures' breathing was becoming even more laboured, it didn't even try to stand up now as it turned its blue eyes towards her. In that second a silent agreement was passed between the two. They both knew it, they were trapped and unable to escape. She had come to realise it was sentient, at least as far as she could gather and in turn it had seemingly come to the same conclusion. Seeing it like this, it had hissed and seemed to have hatred at her for the first few days but now it looked... pitiful. It looked to be almost on deaths door, and no creature deserved that, not to go trapped in a cage and seemingly starving itself to death. 
Her mind made up, she would at least attempt to comfort the creature; she could do that much. Shakily she reached over with one hand and through the bars of her cage. The creature looked at her with one blue eye with its fanged mouth open as it breathed deeply struggling to fill its lungs. Her hand passed the second barrier, shaking as she gently rested her filthy fingers and grime-filled nails upon its head. The chitin was surprisingly cold to the touch and had several small grooves where the whip had struck it as she trailed the fingers gently over.
She felt... Jessica didn't know what she felt towards this creature. It was a prisoner like herself and unlike the other two it seemed to at least show some form of emotions towards her, even if they were hard to read. Her hand jerked back as it moved but instead its short snout pushed to her fingers and she gently stroked its head once more. She felt... anger at the equines for doing this to her, she felt anger for her situation, she felt... scared of them. They laughed at her, enjoyed her suffering, enjoyed watching her being caged... used her for entertainment. 
But this, this creature was in the same boat as her. She hadn't seen one like it elsewhere in any of the towns they had visited. Although she hadn't seen any of the other two creatures either to be honest, but this one looked more like the others as if it could fit in or be the same species at least... if vaguely. The word filtered into her mind as a small smile, something that hadn't touched her face since her arrival tugged at the corners of her lips. She knew what she was feeling, something she felt she wouldn't feel again.
Compassion... she felt sorry for the creature, its current state. It was then she felt a strange tugging from within as if something were reacting to her emotions. The chitin started to feel a little warm under her fingers as its wings buzzed, something that hadn't happened since the first day when it had hissed towards her. She looked on in shock as the creature started to regain its strength, bracing its legs under itself as it shakily got to its four hooves. The brothers didn't notice as they trotted upon the dirt road, seemingly avoiding a large, dark forest nearby.
The insect-equine hybrid started to breathe with less labour, its eyes glowing a far stronger blue as the tugging feeling increased within Jessica's chest. It wasn't... painful, it was just a strange sensation as if the creature was seeing inside her, seeing her emotions and sharing in them. Its posture grew more determined as the strength she had seen wane from it suddenly returned in earnest, her compassion was eclipsed by another emotion... fear. The tugging feeling started to lessen until with a swift turn of its head it locked eyes with Jessica, her hand jerking away in response and holding her arm tightly to her chest. With a small nod of its head the creature braced all four limbs and lowered its neck. The brothers realised something was amiss at the same time green fire started to erupt around the black chitin-covered equine's hooves. 
A sharp intake of breath and terrified scream passed Jessica's lips as the other two creatures backed up in their own cages as heat issued from within the green fire filled cage. Slowly the fire consumed the chitin creature then dropped away just as quickly leaving a large exact twin of the winged lion, a very furious twin. With a loud roar of anger the new doppelganger threw itself against its cage as the brothers quickly turned and horns glowed to steady the prison. Their eyes and expressions conflicted with shock and fear, this was something they had never expected but they quickly surrounded the cage with their green magic.
It was a quick reaction. It was working.
Then the unexpected happened.
The other lion beast launched itself at its copy either mimicking its actions or trying to attack the other beast out of some territorial thing, Jessica didn't know. The cage was made to contain such a beast and as such the bars of its cage stopped its pounce. Sadly for the brothers, the energy had to go somewhere. For some reason Jessica recalled something her high school physics teacher had taught her; Every action has an opposite and equal reaction.
The wagon rocked with the momentum before both lion creatures threw themselves at their prisons once more upsetting the balance of the wagon beyond the control of the unicorns. Jessica barely had time to squeal as the wagon tipped, all four cages crashing down onto the grass as fresh bruises and pain found their way upon her body. With three sharp and cracking strikes of its tail the doppelganger managed to remove the lock at the cost of its stinger, causing an agonised roar to issue out. The door to its cage swung open and it bellowed at the two brothers who wisely hesitated and crept backwards onto the road behind the upturned wagon. 
Jessica trembled within her cage, nursing her shoulder from the tumble she took before a large claw swung in her direction. Eyes closed waiting for the impact, only to hear the shearing of metal. Opening one eye slowly she saw the green fire erupt around the doppelganger as it returned to its true form, heading into the dark canopy of the forest at a fast gallop. Crawling her way out of the cage on three limbs she quickly got to her feet just as the equine brothers noticed the ferocious monster had vanished. 
Jessica ran on pure adrenaline, her body had been cramped in the cage... her muscles ached and she staggered at least three times but she followed with an urgency only terror can bring. Without warning a sharp jerk backwards caused her to almost fall as she saw a green glow surround her wrist as one of the brothers, Stache tried to hold her back with his magic.
"No! Let me go! I don't want to go back into the cage!"
She was so close! To be so close and to be snatched at the cusp of freedom was too cruel. She struggled with all of her diminished might as the green glow spread up her arm strengthening the grip. As she felt herself starting to be tugged back along the grass her arm was suddenly freed sending her stumbling forward. Catching a glance behind her she saw the aftereffect of a strange green light while Stache was flat on his haunches rubbing a hoof where a small burn mark near his horn was still smoking. Non-Stache was busy with the roaring lion beast as it struggled to escape its own cage, his horn glowing but too late to prevent Jessica as she followed the origin of the attack on Stache towards the forest. 
Her aching legs screamed at her to stop, her pounding heart begged her not to push herself, her lungs felt like hot coals were dragged down her throat with each ragged breath. She didn't care. Each time her foot impacted upon the grass was another step closer to freedom. Each step brought her further away from being stopped by their magic. Just as her tear filled eyes gazed back to see Non-Stache gallop after her along with a recovered Stache, she felt the branches whip against her bruised skin. Their magic tugged at the trees instead of their desired target as she pushed through the foliage with reckless abandon, blocking their line of sight. 
She heard them shout in their strange language as she ran, tears blinding her while she stumbled, tripped and made her way through in panic. Her heart hammered, her lungs were unsurprisingly rather angry at her impromptu sprint and her muscles were already burning past the point of exertion. Fear drove her though, fear kept her running until the voices of the pursuing brothers faded away and fear kept her body running far past her limits. 
Limits, however, are put into the body for a reason.
After several minutes of terrified fleeing deeper into the forest she finally felt her body succumb to the multiple injuries, unable to focus as she staggered, then fell onto the small bushes and plants. All Jessica could hear was the pounding and rushing of blood through her ears, eyes closing to try and focus. One thought dominated her mind, however.
She was free.
Free.
The warm feeling of tears rolled down her cheeks at this realisation, tears of relief, happiness. A week of torture, was it really all over? She gave a small happy laugh, mixed with the tears rolling down her cheeks as she slowly finally took in the fact she had escaped the unicorns. Every equine seemed to treat her like a...
Monster.
Jessica achingly sat up, looking at her filthy hands as she slowly clenched and unclenched her fingers. Her mocha-coloured skin covered in dirt, grime and things she didn't even wish to think about. Her hair felt sticky, and although she couldn't see it she knew it must look atrocious right now.  Tugging at her cream sweater she looked at the small tears within, the makeshift sling created from one sleeve still supporting her left arm at least. 
Her skirt, something she had indulged some savings on certainly had seen better days. The fabric was torn in at least two places showing more leg than originally designed and she wasn't sure even if she made it back home she could ever get it clean again. She was strangely thankful her bracelets were still on, and greatly thankful she had worn flats as opposed to heels when...
When it happened.
She furrowed her brow trying to remember what had brought her into this strange world, to find herself plummeting through the clouds. She had gone to the library and started studying, someone had then approached her but other than that it was like trying to look through thick fog. Her brain was simply refusing to recollect the information, but she was still able to get fleeting glimpses at ideas, thoughts, memories. She tried to focus on the image slowly replaying the events but all it caused was her right hand to rest fingers to her forehead, a pain creeping along her skull.
What a time to get a headache, she could only muse bitterly.
Having reduced her breathing from painful gasps into something resembling normality, she achingly got to her feet once more. She had to move, she knew this. To stay would invite discovery. To be captured. Taunted. Jeered. Hurt...
No!
She clenched her right hand into a fist, her long nails almost biting into flesh before she released the tension. With resolve she took one step forward, then another. Gradually she began walking at a slow pace, mindful of her aching body and the new injuries her freedom had cost her. The place felt... more natural to her, attention shifting to the woodlands around her. Despite the oppressive nature of the canopy making the sun barely able to peek through she... felt strangely at ease. 
She could now put a finger on what made her so uneasy a few days back, it was the world. The world had seemed tailored, structured... ordered. Not in a bad way, but in a very non-natural fashion nonetheless. As if everything were planned, but here it seemed normal. The clouds she could see up through the gaps in the trees moved with the patterns she was used to, the trees were randomly scattered, plants growing in a seemingly chaotic fashion. It was... natural, reassuring. 
"Okay, now you're just being silly, Jessica." Her words were more for the benefit of hearing someone speak than for any other reason. The forest, while seeming more like one she was familiar with was actually starting to make her nervous. There were... sounds, that she couldn't place. The moments turned into an hour as she continued to slowly make her way along, hoping to find shelter or at the very least fresh water and hopefully food. Her stomach made its emptiness known as much as it rejoiced in the lack of whatever it was the unicorns were feeding her. Soberly she rested a hand to her belly, at least they had fed her... now she didn't know how she was going to get food, or even what she could eat within the forest.
A cracking twig made her head snap around with eyes wide in terror before a shape slipped just out of her view behind bushes. She paused and felt every fibre of her being beg her to run as adrenaline started its enticing flow into her body once more. Another crunch of undergrowth made her head look the other way, only to once more only catch the glimpse of something out the corner of her eye. Panic started to curl its cold fingers around her heart as her breathing grew more shallow only to have the brush snap directly behind her. With a jolt up her spine she slowly turned wishing to face her death at least face on only to have two glowing blue eyes gaze back up towards her.
"Y-You?" Jessica looked down at the insectile equine as it regarded her with what she presumed to be curiosity. She gave a little terrified squeak from deep in her throat remembering what this creature had just done previously, the giant monster it had become. The rational part of her mind, fighting against lethargy over the captive week pointed out that it had also freed her from the cage. The creature didn't move, simply looking up at her with a slight tilt of its head, the tattered ear-like shapes flattening as if showing its curiosity. 
Jessica hesitantly moved a hand down towards it, aware of the power this creature possessed despite it reaching just past her waist. The chitin covered equine gave a look at her fingers before realising what she was attempting to do and pushed its head against her hand. She ran her fingers gently over its head and down the small frill upon its back, her fear slowly reducing as she realised it had saved her and seemingly meant no further harm. 
What's this feeling?

She blinked as the strange tugging sensation started again as she stroked its head, hearing its wings buzzing. It seemed to be, savouring something as its eyes closed which in turn put her more at ease. The very weird, but not completely unpleasant feeling continued as the creature pushed its head to her hand and then took a step back to break the contact. Jessica looked confused as she gazed at her hand, gently clenching and opening her fingers as the feeling faded away. The black chitin creature unexpectedly gave a small smile up towards her making her return one of her own in reply realising what the feeling was.
She was happy, or at the very least feeling gratitude directed towards the insectile thing. With a small frown she shook her head, not a thing. She was through being treated like a thing and wouldn't treat others as one. It looked so different from the female and male equines she had seen, but at the same time it did almost have a feminine shape to it. Maybe she was imagining it but she couldn't continue to refer to the creature that saved her as 'it'. With a thoughtful look upon her face she considered for several seconds before a word passed her lips.
"Ebony." The creature looked up at the sound of her voice before tilting its head signalling it didn't understand, or at least Jessica interpreted the action as such. She knew it couldn't understand her, but now she had a name at least to refer to it... to... her? 
"Ebony." Jessica repeated with confidence in her voice, perhaps for the first time since she arrived. Ebony shook its head as if dismissing whatever it had been thinking before it trotted past her upon its hole-covered legs. When Jessica failed to follow it turned its head to regard her before making a quick jerk of its head, she then understood what it desired. 
Falling into step behind Ebony the two made their way slowly deeper into the forest, the equine creature keeping its pace slow so she could slowly walk after, her body still protesting the activity. The insectile equine paused several times during their trek, each time it would raise its head slightly and a green glow would encompass its horn. After every instance of this Ebony would veer off in a seemingly random direction, pausing just long enough for Jessica to follow at her reduced pace. 
She was baffled by this until in her mental exhaustion she had failed to notice one such direction change, and stumbled forward only to be pulled back at the last second by two fangs digging into her ruined sweater. Eyes wide with fear at what she saw she gently bit on a knuckle to stop herself screaming, slowly backtracking and following Ebony as cold sweat beaded on her skin. 
Only once they were far enough away did she feel the terror start to ebb, but she couldn't purge the image of what she had seen. 
T-That can't have been real, w-was that a Hydra?
She followed Ebony completely obediently after this point throughout the day, her nerves completely shattered. Eventually the already small amount of light was beginning to decrease as the sun started to set. This presented a new problem as she held her injured arm gently to her chest, shelter. Strange noises that before seemed merely odd were now given a malicious and sinister air about them, the memory of the barely avoided hydra fresh in her mind. 
Ebony turned its head to regard Jessica curiously and seemingly took in her body language. With a small sigh it looked about with its luminous blue eyes taking in their surroundings before trotting towards a small cave. Disappearing within, it returned a few seconds later, walking past Jessica to bend down and tug several large leaves from a bush. After Ebony was satisfied it trotted back into the entrance with a tilt of its head indicating for her to follow. Still mindful of what happened earlier when she had accidentally strayed from Ebony's directions she followed almost robotically, having to bend slightly to enter into the low opening.
A small blanket of leaves had been scattered over the dirty ground to offer some comfort, the insectile equine already laid down in a posture of rest with its head resting upon hooves. Jessica gently moved beside and sat with her back to the surprisingly smooth wall, the cave itself rather shallow but providing enough cover from the elements. Ebony continued to gaze at the entrance before turning its head to regard Jessica with a small nod, in reply she gave a small tired smile and complied with the unspoken reassurance. Her body needed little coaxing to shut down, eyelids drooping as sleep claimed her despite her aches.
~~~~~~~

Jessica chewed upon the end of her pen, a bad habit she never had really gotten rid of since she was a little girl. Her earphones were isolating herself from the outside world, giving her music of which to study with. Didn't help that this problem literally made no sense, she mused.
She was on the sixth floor of the library cramming for the upcoming exams when she had stumbled across a book that had pulled her attention immediately. Why it had been in the psychology section was beyond her given its subject matter, or lack thereof. Someone must have gotten lazy and stuffed it there instead of putting it back properly she deduced as she toyed with her loose curls. Closing the book with her other hand to observe the title once more; A picture of a unicorn under what appeared to be ancient runes. The unicorn itself made her give a small giggle, the wizard hat, long flowing cape and the beard upon its muzzle was a nice touch if a little cartoony.
She had no problem with the pictures in the book, they were either pictures of random herbs and plants she had never seen before or runes and symbols that wouldn't look out of place in a magic book, at least she could understand them. She quickly flicked back to the page bookmarked with one of her sticky notes to look once more at the problem. It seemed to be some form of equation, or she deduced it was. She couldn't read any of the characters but the symbols seemed to repeat and she could make out what she assumed were plus, minus, division and equals. A small bemused smile came to Jessica's lips, they looked close enough at least. 
For some reason she felt drawn to this page, she had already been looking at it for twenty minutes and the scrap piece of paper covered in attempts to decipher were testament to this. The doodles in the corner of a rabbit gnawing on a pocket watch was simply icing on the cake she decided. Doodling and sketching, another habit she had carried with her from childhood but one she never really pursued any further than a casual hobby. Still, it made the page look somewhat productive other than the multiple crossed-out equations.
A frown came to her face; why was she wasting so much time on this book? She really needed to be studying, it was the whole point of her coming up here afterall. Closing the book she pushed the large tome aside and continued flicking through her reading materials. An hour later after a stretch and a glass of water she returned but found her gaze falling back onto the strange tome. Seating herself she tugged the book over and reopened, once more finding the pages turned to the same equation as previously. Her eyes scanned the page, hunting for any clue, any fragment of code she might have missed. 
Equations were scribbled and crossed out as she continued to try and solve the mystery. A long nail tapped upon the desk while she mulled over a few of the symbols before she decided to write the equation out in full as it was put into the book. It might inspire her, stranger things had happened she reasoned.
The first few attempts were for lack of a better word, abysmal. Attempt eleven held promise. Attempt twenty-seven added to the scrunched up balls of paper now lining the basket, a depressing number having made their way into the rubbish bin. Attempt twenty-eight went into the bin with no rim, go her!
On attempt thirty-one, just when she was about to call it a night she looked down at the paper and realised she had copied the equation. It wasn't perfect, but well it looked about as close as she was going to get it. It was then she heard footsteps approaching her from behind, turning to look who it was Jessica felt a hand fall upon her shoulder...
Only to be pushed out the window with no warning, the glass exploding outwards as her mouth parted in a frozen scream. Tumbling through the air she spied the concrete approaching, people looking up with shock on their faces and then...




"Aaaaah!" Jessica's eyes snapped open as she abruptly woke up from the nightmare. Slowly her breathing came under control as she found herself staring into glowing blue eyes, one brow raised in a patient yet visibly confused expression.
"Ah!" She jumped back and banged her head upon the cave wall behind her, wincing as she rested her good hand to the now-throbbing pain. The events caught up to her as the nightmare released her mind from its cruel grip. She was in a cave, check. She had escaped the horrible and cruel equines yesterday, check. She had run into a dark forest with an insectile equine who had saved her and apparently could change into a giant lion thingie, check. She was now in the cave with said creature which she had nicknamed Ebony, check.
Ebony was looking at her with a very deadpan expression right now, oh... check.
Jessica gave the other occupant of the cave a small apologetic smile as Ebony in turn exhaled and gestured with one of its hole-covered hooves in a forget-about-it gesture, at least Jessica assumed as such. She also became aware of something else, primarily the sound of heavy rain impacting upon the ground just outside the cave entrance. Upon seeing her awake Ebony stretched its limbs, limbs that Jessica was still kind of grossed out by given the holes were a little unsettling. She frowned and exhaled softly, compared to everything else though at least Ebony had shown her more kindness than anything else in this world so far. 
The chitin-covered equine, unaware of Jessica's thoughts trotted out into the rain which washed away the dirt and grime covering its carapace. With a gesture of its head it indicated Jessica do the same as it wrinkled its nose almost in a playful manner. The girl could only exhale at the indication she stunk, she knew she did. 
"Fine..." Her voice a tolerant grumble as she made her way out of the cave to feel the cold touch of the rain upon her skin. Holding an arm around herself she felt her clothing become weighed down with the water, on the upside her hair and face were washed clean of a good portion of the grime and dirt. She held her good arm out, a smile coming to her face watching the filth drip from her skin before gripping her sweater and giving it a half-hearted wringing out, her skirt receiving similar treatment after. The cold rain continued to fall over her body until with a small jolt a sneeze erupted from her mouth.
Ebony looked up towards her then bent down to pick up a few pieces of wood that had escaped the downpour so far. Heading back inside the small cave it dropped them down as Jessica followed curiously only to jerk in shock as it lowered its head to touch the tip of its horn to the wood. A green spark flared along the tip slowly smouldering where it contacted, then with a bright crackle of flame the wood was alight. Ebony lay down beside the fire, gesturing with its head for Jessica to do the same who quickly complied. 
"Thank you." Ebony tilted its head at the words, but the gratitude in her tone was seemingly enough to convey her message as Ebony merely gave a small nod and closed its eyes. Jessica relaxed as well, her green eyes watching the flames dance over the wood, feeling the warmth slowly dry her off. She watched as the smoke slowly rose to the cave roof prior to flowing out the entrance to filter into the sky, watching the patterns and shapes form in the smoke while her mind slipped back to the nightmare she previously had. The details were starting to slip from her mind but she remembered the book, the equation... that was what she had been doing on the day, wasn't it?  
But... the window, and falling – she didn't recall any of that at all... nor the person who entered. With a little groan of annoyance she dug fingers into her damp hair while leaning back to the wall. Why was it so hard to remember what happened? Ebony peeked open one eye before giving a small snort and lowering its head again as Jessica sighed and lowered her hand back to her lap. The rain provided an easy distraction, she had always loved it. The sound, the smell upon asphalt or upon the concrete, the sensation of it upon her skin. Like an old friend it provided her comfort after her harrowing few days as she gave a small smile and relaxed once more. 
Both the insect-like equine and the girl drifted off to the sound of the rain and the warmth of the small fire.
~~~~~~~

I wonder if anyone misses me yet?

Jessica had woken early to the sight of Ebony patiently waiting for her to awaken, the fire having burnt itself out in the night. Upon blinking the sleep from her eyes she became aware of two objects upon her lap, what she saw made her belly growl in need. Two of the most perfect apples she had ever seen in her life rested upon her skirt. Almost afraid they would vanish if she touched them she looked towards Ebony who gave a small nod of its head. The all too familiar feeling of tears leaking down her face made her sniffle softly, but a smile easily came to her lips as Ebony looked up in seeming alarm with one of its tattered ear like shapes askew. 
Jessica reached down and gently gripped an apple with her right hand, still not ready to believe it was real until it reached her mouth. Her lips parted and her teeth bit into the surprisingly juicy flesh of the fruit. Her eyes closed in delight as the tastes flooded over her tongue, chewing and swallowing as she bit into the apple once more. Over a week ago she would have cared about how she was perceived, she was always proud of her looks and was always a stickler for good manners, something her mother had reinforced into her up until she died two years ago. 
Right now Jessica decided, she could have been eating the apple completely naked in the centre of town and she wouldn't have cared. Each mouthful was a salve to the horrible things she had been forced to eat while in captivity. She was almost ready to eat the core before she stopped herself with a shy blush. Gazing towards Ebony she was surprised to hear a soft sound from her fellow ex-captive. Her eyes blinked upon realising Ebony was laughing softly, a small blush found its way across Jessica's cheeks as the sound continued. Finally remembering her manners she offered the second apple down towards Ebony, figuring out it was the chitin covered pony who had retrieved them. Ebony simply shook its head at the offered second apple while still emitting that strange but soothing laughter. 
Jessica offered it once more, very mindful of the fact that she had never seen Ebony eat since she was captured by Stache and Non-Stache several days ago. Ebony just nosed the apple back towards her and turned, heading outside causing Jessica to follow. Biting into the apple so she could use her good arm to steady herself she made her way outside into the noticeably dark forest, the events of yesterday never giving her a chance to appreciate just how little light spilled through the canopy.
Her eyes watched the low amount of light play over the black surface of her companion as they slowly walked from their makeshift shelter, her mind once more wondering if it wasn't starvation that had almost caused Ebony to die then what was it? Why after she had touched the strange equine did it suddenly regain its strength?
Gripping the apple with her right hand she bit into the succulent flesh once more and savoured the second apple. She knew the other animals had eaten, but Ebony never had. With a small shrug which earned her a wince and sharp intake of breath not to mention several internal insults at her own intelligence, she decided to drop the matter. Her mind once more going back to the apple in her hand as she smiled and took another bite, giving a girlish little high pitched sound of delight.
Best. Apple. Ever!
Her mood however instantly lowered upon remembering the thought she had upon waking. She had never known her dad and from what her mother had said he had skipped out on them when she was young. She held no anger or grudge against him, at the time she had her mother and that's all she needed. Two years ago however her mother had passed away in an accident, despite the time she still felt a little surge of pain remembering. Shaking her head however she took another bite of her apple, the pain was minor compared to how it once was as she had accepted the loss long ago. Her mother had been from the Philippines, her father was apparently from India, New Zealand, or if her mother had been in a particularly bad mood he had been from the backside of a bull. It had gone some way to explaining her looks, not that she would like to see how she looked right now however as she assumed she looked more like the third option currently.
Another crunching bite of apple before she tasted the wonderful juices upon her tongue once more. Continuing to follow Ebony she looked up at the canopy as she continued her train of thought, it helped to think of home. Something to remember. Something to strive towards returning too.
She had no-one after her mother had passed away, but she was still at University and still had her friends. Other than them, though, she doubted anyone would miss her, especially her ex-boyfriends. The last thought brought a small laugh at the pure randomness of it as she discarded the apple core into a nearby bush, wiping her fingers on her skirt reasoning it wouldn't really make any significant difference to her appearance. 
I hope they're okay...
Pulled from her thoughts as Ebony found a path she noticed the tracks in the soil and trodden plants causing a chill to run down her spine. Hoof prints, like the ones the brothers left behind. Equines used this trail, she surmised, an opinion shared by Ebony who started to head towards the trees on the other side as Jessica followed. It was so close, yet they both never made it across.
A loud wailing scream filled the forest as the sounds of impacting hooves on the dirt caused both Ebony and Jessica to freeze in their tracks and look towards the source. Jessica expected to see a horde of ponies charging towards her intent to lock her back up, to whip and mistreat her, her mental imagery doing far worse to her than the sound alone ever could. She certainly did not expect to see a small little filly-like equine running as fast as her legs could take her while a monster straight out of Greek myth chased after the terrified pony. The young filly screamed in what Jessica had come to surmise was the local language as tears streamed from her yellow eyes. Her light purple body was pushing itself as hard as she could make it while her blonde tail and mane trailed behind. 
The chimera was just behind, its lion head snapping at the tail of the filly while the goat and dragon heads were more getting in each others way than making any close attempts at shortening the young equine's life expectancy. Jessica paused as Ebony turned to make its way back into the forest to avoid the three-headed beast, her own body starting to move to follow before another wailing cry tugged at her heartstrings. She turned to look at the approaching young filly, seeing the small horn upon its head making her legs leaden with fear. A unicorn, just like the brothers. 
I'm sorry, there's nothing I can do...
She turned to push into the foliage, to follow Ebony when another wail and a loud snarl caused her to grit her teeth. The small equine was almost upon them now, the chimera snapping with all three heads as its large claws tore into the dirt as its pace increased. The yellow fear-filled eyes suddenly saw her, tears matting the light purple fur as her speed faltered seeing Jessica.
The momentary distraction was all the beast required as the dragon head pushed the other two heads aside and lashed down with its longer neck. There was a loud scream of pain accompanied shortly after by a loud crunch that echoed into the canopy. When the draconic head raised itself upright and swallowed its mouthful Jessica staggered to catch her breath, tears running down her cheeks. Her chest rose and fell with deep staggered breaths as pain lanced through her entire side, now on the other side of the dirt path struggling to stay conscious. 
A bitter thought crept into her mind as she watched the chimera savour its meal while she felt a warm sensation trickle down her left arm, fighting to stave off the frustratingly all too common pain.
This place just really freaking hates my shoulder.
In her right arm clutched tightly to her body was a small hyperventilating filly, her eyes wide in unbridled terror as she watched the chimera suddenly realise the only thing it had swallowed was a good portion of the dirt path. Jessica winced as she pushed off from the tree leaving a smear of blood upon the bark, the scream and crunch had been all her while she ruefully recounted the last few seconds. Her body had acted on its own, her tortured legs pushing her along the path to scoop up the filly and jump with all her might. Unfortunately the tree had not been at all impressed by her selfless act and decided to attack her shoulder unprovoked when her momentum threw her into it. Her pain-addled mind made a mental note to bring untold vengeance upon this tree at a later date.
The chimera quickly found where its meal had gone along with the strange creature that had denied it. With a bleat-accompanied roar it readied itself to attack when a burst of green fire exploded out of the opposite side of the road and impacted against the goat head. Staggering back the chimera looked at its assailant as Ebony reared its hind legs back and gave a powerful buck to the lion head next. Roaring in pain while trying to shield its now-tender nose with a paw the chimera's attention was solely focused upon the new arrival. Ebony cast a look at Jessica and gestured with its head back in the direction the filly went, Jessica replying with a firm shake of her head suddenly realising what her only companion was telling her to do. 
The black chitin-covered equine gave a very firm glare in her direction and pointed with a forehoof back down the trail before kicking the draconic head as it too tried to take a chunk out of Ebony's haunch. Jessica sniffled before clutching the small filly closer to her chest as Ebony suddenly buzzed its wings and took off at a gallop, the chimera's attention now focused solely upon the retreating equine as Jessica pushed her protesting body down the dirt path. 
Her heart ached at hearing the sounds retreat into the distance as Ebony lured the chimera away. She realised despite not being able to communicate with language, Ebony had been the first to treat her as if she were a sapient being. Pushing her legs faster, running purely on adrenaline now she felt each breath burn with exertion along with the added weight of the still very quiet and shocked filly held to her chest. 
Please, please be alright!
She was never a religious girl, but she hoped whatever force watched over this world kept Ebony safe. Right now however she had other problems, her body couldn't keep up the pace, in fact it was downright rebelling openly now. It was a miracle she had gotten as far as she had with what little energy remained in her. Emotionally, mentally and physically exhausted she felt her run slow to a jog. The jog slowly degraded into a shambling, zombie-like gait and soon she was barely staggering. With great effort she saw light spilling into the forest from a large opening in the trees ahead, uncertainty eating at her resolve. Out in the light were the equines, threat of recapture and...
The filly stirred in her arm, looking up at her with wide fearful eyes before much to her shock offered a small shaking smile up towards her rescuer. Jessica blinked through the sweat that stung her eyes, that smile...
The small filly sniffed a few times, the terror being replaced with the need to vent, to let out her emotions. Jessica's indecision was cut away with each small sniffle and that small unsure smile offered towards her. She gave the small filly a gentle tug to her chest and staggered forward into the light wincing as her eyes adjusted. She stumbled forward, each footstep becoming harder. 
She heard the small filly say something, her voice sounding concerned as Jessica bit back a cry of pain as the adrenalin left her system. Each step was taking every ounce of her determination to make, every placed footstep the combined effort of her tired muscles, burning lungs and fading consciousness. 
"Not yet..."
She could make out a blurry object in the distance, her eyes blinking to try and focus through the sweat that stung and the darkness that approached from the edges. A house? It was civilization, at least, as she gave a small smile, whatever it was the small filly should be safe. The filly gave a small cry of distress, Jessica could only assume at her condition as she felt her knees give out under her. Falling forward she shielded the filly from the fall by falling onto her left side earning a strangled scream from her mouth.
Oh, now I'm the one attacking my own shoulder, touché world... touché.
She released the light purple equine onto her hooves as her thoughts returned to home, but also once more fretting over Ebony back in the forest. 
Please let Ebony be safe...
Her eyes started to close as she saw the small filly lower its head to look at her with concern before speaking in its strange language. She barely had time to admit how cute it was that the small pony seemed concerned about her when all strength left her body. 
The last thing she saw before once more falling to unconciousness was the filly turn to shout urgently to something out of her field of vision and then an all too familiar darkness claimed her.

	
		Chapter two: Recovery



A sense of deja-vu filled Jessica as she tried, yet failed to pinpoint why. The large tome sat before her on the desk along with the pages of scribbled attempts at deciphering and solving whatever the equation within was. To her left sat Ebony watching with curiosity as she scribbled out another attempt. On the plus side the bunny sketches she did to amuse herself were starting to get really good, go her!
"I can get the symbols down, but I have absolutely no clue what they mean." Jessica removed one of her earphones allowing the faint sound of a woman singing to fill the airspace. Ebony just tilted its head and offered an encouraging smile, one hole covered hoof reaching up to tap the paper.
"You seem to be on the right track, at least you're making some progress." Ebony's reassurance gave Jessica a small smile, her friend was always there for her at least.
"You're right, I am making progress but it's just so frustrating." Jessica punctuated her statement with another attempt at the paper bin only to give a slight click of her tongue at the near miss. So close.
"Just keep trying, you'll get it." Ebony's words were followed with a fanged-filled grin as Jessica could only reply with a good natured sigh. Taking up her pen once more she sketched out the equation with ease now, finding now she could draw the symbols with little effort. Solving it however was becoming another problem entirely, especially with no clue as to what each meant.
"It's like one of those logic problems." Jessica mused quietly as her head swayed to the voice singing within her ear, one of Ebony's tattered ear shapes perking to also listen. Her pen tapped to the paper keeping in beat with the tempo of the song before she once more tried to solve the pesky problem. It felt like she was so close, one small piece was missing and once she figured it out the answer would flow out quickly. Well that's how she felt about it at least.
"That's nice Jess, but you know... you really should wake up." Ebony's voice sounded very much like her room-mate's she suddenly realised, turning her head sharply to see the glowing blue eyes looking directly at her own. Worry was upon the chitin covered equine's face as it leaned up.
"But..." Jessica struggled, suddenly everything felt wrong as the pen dropped from her grasp and the music suddenly ceased. The window behind her giving the tell-tale cracking of glass before her chair rolled back sending her out into the sky.
"Jess, wake up!" Ebony screamed down to her as she fell, the sky itself tearing apart revealing two large teal eyes encompassing all.
The eyes looked down, filling her vision.
They blinked.
~~~~~~~
Ow... my, everything.
Jessica winced as she found herself once more in the waking world, bringing its obnoxious cousin pain. The aching situated from her shoulder was something she was sadly getting used to by now, that thought she considered was monumentally depressing. Every muscle of her body was screaming at her, outraged at how she had pushed it so. In defense her mind turned inwards, going over what she had just seen within her dream.
The details already slipping away into the ether as she struggled to remember the bits and pieces that remained. Something about the book, and eyes but the rest seemed to slip from her mental focus. She found herself struggling to think due to complete exhaustion, her mind seemed as if it was dunked underwater and she was attempting to peer through the depths to discern her thoughts. Slowly thoughts and memories bubbled through allowing her to recollect what occurred.
"Ebony?" Her voice sluggish before realisation hit her like a punch to the gut. The previous events all rushed back in an instant, eyes opening wide as she remembered the last image she had of the insect-like equine. Ebony distracting the chimera so she could escape with the filly, the later another missing piece her addled brain stored for later. The fact she had even accepted that memory as something perfectly rational was not comforting, but something else was occuring that tugged her mind from such thoughts.
The sound of voices slowly needled her attention, several of them in fact and nearby.
Surrounding me...
Jessica attempted to sit up but found herself restrained by something, eyes blinking as she finally processed the information they were giving her. The sun was burning overhead, its warm kiss spreading over her skin doing little to slow her growing panic. Trying to raise her right arm to block the light proved ineffective as her wrist refused to move.
"W-What?" Panic was immediately upgraded to terror as she heard the voices becoming alarmed, two hard objects pushed to her right shoulder trying to hold her down. Teeth were gritting so hard she ran the risk of chipping one in her attempt to get away, the voices were speaking again, yelling again.
Her struggling increased feeling whatever binds were holding her wrists start to chafe against her skin. Her anxiousness grew, fighting against the restraints she heard a male voice speak with authority as if in response to her actions. She tried screaming, her reward for her defiance was to feel something sharp dig into her arm slipping into the skin with a hot pain.
Her head turned seeing equines silhouetted, their features obscured as she could only make out the fact she was surrounded. Turning her head she found herself on the outskirts of the forest still, attention tugged back to her arm as the sensation of whatever had pricked her being pushed in made her scream in fright.
"No! Stop!" She tried to thrash and get away, eyes filled with tears as a large beast of an equine had one of its hooves pushed to her chest effectively holding her down. She didn't care about the pain that ripped through her as she struggled, she wouldn't go back to being treated as she was. Another two held her legs down between them while her wrists seemed to be glowing near her bracelets, pulling them against the grass no matter how much she resisted.
Her gaze finally saw what was stinging her arm, suspicions confirmed to be a syringe glowing with an aura she now attested to unicorn magic. Slowly the contents were pushed into her body, whatever they had pumped in was already causing her thoughts to turn sluggish. Her body starting to betray her despite her ongoing resistance, muscles becoming weak, her voice giving way.
"Please...no...d-don't...don't...want...be...a thing." She couldn't give in, they were going to capture her, hurt her, imprison her. She felt her head roll to the side, her swimming vision finding the small filly she had saved shifting from hoof to hoof in apparent nervousness. The small unicorn stood near a grey furred pegasus, a wing gently draped upon the light purple filly's back as if comforting. Both shared blonde hair and tails although the older mare seemed to be cross-eyed, a feature she would have found amusing at any other time.
That's what you get for compassion...
Bitter thoughts filled her head as she tried in vain to struggle once more, muscles starting to become unresponsive. Whatever they had injected her with was making her tired, her body felt numb as tears rolled down her cheeks. She was once more at the mercy of equines, screaming inside her own head as her mouth refused to co-operate.
Twin blue lights swum within the shadows of the forest before her eyelids closed, feeling as if they were turning to lead. Unable to stay open any longer she felt her body surrender.
They had her.
~~~~~~
A rhythmic beep was the first sound she became aware of, seconds mixed into minutes, minutes into hours. Time had lost all relevance for her. How long she lay there with eyes closed listening to that sound she couldn't say, all she knew is one thing.
Captured, again.
Opening her eyes would just give reality to her expectations, to find herself within a cage once more. Finally she gave in and lifted her eyelids, preparing for captivity and back to the hellish existence she thought she had escaped. She certainly was not expecting what her vision had to say when the murky images came into focus. The forest, grass and distant cottages were replaced instead with four green walls, confusion filling her head.
There were no bars, no whips, no wagons and no crowds. She was in a bed which was something she never thought she would be in again, the soft mattress's comfort was like an old friend. Nearby she saw various items to piece together what was going on, her brain frantically trying to reign her growing terror in before it consumed her. It decided the best course of action was to at least look around her current area, maybe there were clues to where she was?
The room was green with brown panel skirting, a lamp protruded from the wall directly above her head, incredulously she found herself musing if it ran off electricity. Trying to keep herself distracted she looked elsewhere, hers was the only occupied bed in the room she noticed. A green curtain above looking as if it could be pulled around to separate the bed for privacy, but why?
Pieces fell together in her mind as she looked elsewhere, each new item of information confirming what she suspected but refused to believe. Upon the small stand near her bed resided the source of the beeps, what seemed to be a device of sorts with a fluctuating line playing over its front. It was just like on television, she knew what this was used for but it didn't make sense why the equines would do this. Of course the ones on the television generally didn't glow out the back, that was mildly disconcerting.
Jessica tried to sit up but once more found her wrists restrained causing the panic to return in force. A pillow under her head allowed her to prop herself up just enough to see further down the white sheets, trying to understand. Looking further down she saw her bare feet sticking almost comically over the end of the bed, each constrained by presumably leather straps. Strength started to return to her wary body as she struggled against the restraints, head rolling back and forth over the pillow.
"Let me go!" Her voice cracked reflecting the fragile mental state she was in only for a startled gasp to reply, apparently not as alone as she had believed herself to be. An increasingly familiar filly rose from the floor to get into a seated position, slowly rubbing her eyes with one foreleg as if she had just woken. Jessica's mind struggled with this new information watching as the filly looked up at her with uncertain golden eyes. Words came from the filly's mouth, the tone sounding... concerned, but that didn't make sense why would they be concerned if she was captive?
With wide eyes the young unicorn gave a startled cry and galloped from the room, blonde tail trailing behind as she ran through the previously un-noticed doorway. Looking outside Jessica saw the filly bounce upon all four hooves near the pegasus she had seen earlier, the cross-eyed mare gazing into the room with an expression of anxiousness.
The eyes watching her brought back memories of the crowds, but it was different for some reason. Before they had been looking at her like some form of monster, even the ones with pity in their faces. The look from the pair was apprehension which she expected now, but also concern filling their eyes. That was... new.
Her thoughts continued to churn over this until noticing a white equine mare cautiously enter. The pale-pink mane and tail were not too unusual given the various ponies she had seen while captive. The impressive part for her was the mane being tied into a bun behind its head styled very much like hair, all topped with a small nurse's hat. Any doubts as to the nature of the mare were dispelled, the rump tattoo and matching red cross logo upon her hat were hard to argue against. Her eyes took all this in, confused and trying to understand what the equine's intent was.
Pale blue eyes observed her with nervousness, creeping forward hesitantly upon the tiles with the faintest of clops.
"Please...let me go!" Jessica screamed, she was sick of being restrained, caged and imprisoned. The volume of her voice caused the nurse to shrink back, tail sliding between its hind legs in a clear show of unease. The white pony tried to speak to her, voice trembling but the tone was soft, if hesitant.
Jessica answered with more struggling against the restraints before letting her head flop back onto the pillow, completely exhausted. She looked straight up into the lamp above her head, mind in turmoil as she barely acknowledged the sound of hooves clopping along the tiles. Rolling her head to the side she found herself staring into scared blue eyes, feeling the tell-tale sensation of tears rolling from her own.
The white pony noticed this with a look of concern, a gentle sounding voice carrying within a calming tone. The mare raised a front leg causing Jessica to flinch, the reaction causing the limb to be tugged back and once more placed upon the tiles. Whatever Jessica was expecting to follow it certainly wasn't the mare slowly leaning forward to bite the blanket covering her body. The equine moved its head to tug the blanket back revealing what was underneath.
Two things immediately became apparent.
Firstly, her shoulder had been very cleanly bandaged with other cuts and scrapes equally tended to with similar dressings. The second fact made her cheeks fluster with equal parts anger, embarrassment, and disbelief. Aside from her bracelets she was as naked as the day she had been born. Her brain maliciously took the time to point out the fact she must have been cleaned while unconscious. Upon seeing how the sheet had been moved, she was suddenly more embarrassed than angry at this revelation.
Before she could let this knowledge continue to mercilessly hack into her sanity she felt the white pony gently check the bandages were secure. Jessica's mind was confused, the pony was tending to her?
Wait... this really is a hospital? Are they...
She couldn't help the small sniffle, it quickly snapped the nurse's head up, or Red as Jessica's confused mind applied a nickname towards the white mare. They were...caring for her?
Her mind turned over the information, analyzing it before throwing its arms up in defeat. If they were tending to her and concerned, why the restraints?
There were so many questions but she had no answers, eyes closing as she dwelled on this fact, feeling the straps upon ankles and wrists tug at her skin. The logical part of her brain seemed to be grinding over these facts, her emotions and fear pushed aside to allow one cold fact take centre stage.
I'm a monster to them, I was scared....of course they would restrain me.
Red once more attempted talking to her, the tone of voice soft, while filled with genuine sounding concern. Jessica noticed that Red wasn't acting quite as nervous now as she rolled her head to look up at the ceiling once more. Feeling the sensation of the blanket being tugged over bare skin she simply let her body relax as much as could be allowed.
A soft approach of hooves sounded upon the tiles, the sound approaching the left side of her bed. She tried to rise up, wincing some as the restraints made it difficult to do so before she spied another who entered. Red turned around to address a grey furred pegasus, the wall-eyed mare she had seen previously looking at her with trepidation.
Spying the tattoo upon the mare's rump she decided it would be an appropriate nickname for this equine, a coping mechanism to distract her mind she decided. Her tortured mind kindly glazing over the fact she was now staring at a pony's backside, it was already quite occupied thank you very much.
The newly dubbed Bubbles was having a conversation of sorts with Red, both punctuating statements by looking in her direction. Testing the restraints tenderly she was surprised when she heard Bubbles' voice rise in panic, instantly setting herself on edge once more.
Why? I haven't...
The sensation of weight pushing to the bed caused her head to roll, giving a little squeak of surprise upon having two golden orbs framed with long lashes staring back at her intently. Resting upon the sheets beside her was the little unicorn filly, gaze meeting her own.
Bubbles moved immediately, her wings spread and with a flap she had launched herself above Jessica and presumably her daughter, that is if the hunch was correct based on their body language earlier. What happened next caught the three older females off guard, no-one more so than Jessica.
Her attention having been directed upwards to the about to dive bomb pegasus she was caught completely unaware as something warm and small pushed against her cheek through auburn locks. Blinking, she turned her head to see it was the small filly with a nervous smile upon its face, head lowered in a somewhat submissive gesture.
No, not submissive. Shy, and scared.
It dawned on Jessica what had just happened, she had just had a muzzle softly bump against her cheek in a gesture of some sort. Red and Bubbles seemed frozen by the action as if everything depended upon the next few seconds. Jessica did the last thing she ever expected she would do since arriving in this strange, bizarre and confusing world.
She giggled.
The melodious sound left her lips, a small hiccup escaping before the giggles continued to flow. Her ribs gave a dull ache but still she couldn't help herself, she had just been nuzzled of all things. The small action so ludicrous, so cute, so unexpected. So needed.
Her eyes were closed in the sensation of allowing herself to enjoy a moment, when she felt the filly's nose push gently to her cheek again.The young unicorn rubbed her muzzle back and forth a little before tilting her head to give a more broad nuzzle against Jessica's skin. The giggling had seemingly encouraged the small filly, or perhaps she simply just enjoyed the sound.
Slowly the giggles ceased as a smile slid over Jessica's lips, tilting her head to show the small unicorn her face fully and the happy expression she had earned. The tattoo-less filly, whom Jessica decided to dub Espa after a plush she once had, smiled brightly in return and bounced a little on the bed making Jessica give a little pained giggle at the small equine's antics.
"Okay, okay... I'm happy you're safe too." Jessica's words were of course not understood by Espa as an ear flick and tilt of her head showed. Nor were the words returned from the young unicorn understood by Jessica. Nevertheless, they both smiled as if an understanding had been reached. A clopping sound caught her attention, looking away from the filly to see Bubbles landing, an inscrutable look upon the mare's face. Red, she noticed seemed to have a wistful smile, one ear askew as the mare looked to be considering something while speaking to the grey mare.
A sound of a clearing throat caught their attention, the owner of the sound a male unicorn wearing a labcoat with a stethoscope loose over his neck. Any other time a pony wearing such clothing would be considered hilarious, right now Jessica was fixated upon his horn. Her pupils dilated while she felt a tightness within her chest, the chestnut furred unicorn's eyes widening seeing how she was reacting. His voice spoke with authority as Red shouted something back to him, the stallion caught off-guard by the mare.
"Get away!" The scream interrupted the equine's conversation as Jessica struggled against the restraints, fresh tears spilling from her eyes. Her shoulder sent out lancing pain dragging a cry of agony from deep within her throat. She didn't want to be whipped, she didn't want to be hurt with the magic. Mind in turmoil she strained against the straps holding her wrists in place, teeth gritting with the movements aggravating her injuries.
The unicorn was already preparing another syringe in his bronze aura when a familiar soft voice spoke comfortingly into Jessica's ear. She couldn't understand a word, the tone however started to cut through her fear. Her green eyes quivering as she watched the unicorn intently, a pained whimper passing her lips all the reply she gave. The calming voice turned to instead snarl something at what Jessica could dimly guess was a doctor, the syringe dropping to the tiled floor as the aura instantly vanished.
Jessica could see partially out of her swimming vision Red glaring at the stallion. The mare raised her voice again, the context needing not be known, there was enough anger in the words as the stallion looked aghast. His head turned to look at Jessica as she quivered under the sheets, the soft voice of Red once more returning against her ear.
Jessica swallowed the lump in her throat, her quivering starting to lessen as she felt something tug at her wrist. The stallion made a questioning tone only to be cut off once more by Red, the body language as he lowered his head evident. Once more Red spoke in a calm soft voice; blue eyes looking at Jessica with a small nervous smile upon her face.
W-What?
Teeth gently gripped the strap about one of her wrists, tugging as she felt the restraint loosen. Her eyes going wide at what the mare was doing, she was being freed? None of this made sense to her but the pony nurse continued working next on the ankle restraints. Afraid to move she could only watch as finally her remaining wrist had its binding removed, total freedom. Instantly Jessica tugged her knees to her chest, her good arm sliding around to hold them comfortingly to her body.
I'm...free?
Shivering she felt something touch her hand, the impulse to tug it away was stopped when she saw the small filly. Espa hadn't left the bed during the whole ordeal, the brave little filly bumping her head gently to Jessica's lower arm. Bubbles watched on, shifting nervously upon hooves watching Espa while seeming to be physically restraining herself from moving. A warm, soft and caring voice made Jessca turn and see Red looking up at her. All nervousness gone from the nurse as she raised up to brush her muzzle to Jessica's side reassuringly, seemingly her desire to aid over-ruling her own fear.
Jessica had been waiting for the hammer to drop, for the trap to be sprung while her guard was down. When it didn't come the tension within her suddenly snapped and like a dam bursting, all she had been holding within was let out in a flood of emotion.
For the first time since arriving in the world she cried earnestly, not because she was mis-treated, not because she was scared, not even because she was in pain. She cried simply as a release. Her sobs wracked her chest, her right hand digging fingers into the blankets as she tugged them closer to herself. Curling closer into her knees she released all the fear she had held, all the pain, all the exhaustion.
Dimly aware of Red speaking soothingly, she also felt the small filly resting to her side. The tears having stopped, sniffling softly as she was comforted like she was just a little girl. The fact the one comforting her was an equine, one of the creatures she had all rights to be terrified of didn't escape her. The mare looked up seeing Jessica's tears, seeing her anguish and replied in the only way she could to such a thing.
The forehooves sliding around Jessica's shoulders and the warm white fur was strange but not unpleasant, the fact she was being hugged made her bury her face into the mare's neck. Her emotions in turmoil, she knew in a distant detached way her emotions were in flux due to the extreme mental and physical exhaustion. She knew all this, she knew the equine hugging her and the filly beside her were part of the race that caused it.
She knew all this but right now... right now being held and comforted was all she wanted. Her right arm awkwardly slipped around Red making the mare jump slightly, yet continued to stand upon hind hooves to hold about Jessica's neck. Eventually the hug was released, rubbing her eyes with the back of her arm she offered a small smile to the mare who had shown kindness. Red settled back on all fours before speaking something, the words lost but the expression said it all. You're welcome.
"Thank you." Looking down at Espa she noticed the small unicorn had not left her side, the fact putting a smile of genuine warmth put upon her face. Looking upon the filly with eyes gazing up to meet her own, she felt the warmth from the two ponies. Movement from the pegasus made her twitch slightly while watching as Bubbles slowly approached. Resting a forehoof upon the bed the mare lowered her head and nuzzled Espa fondly, the filly smiling and returning the gesture.
I guess they are really mother and daughter.
The tender moment was something Jessica could appreciate, although she was admittedly caught slightly off guard when Bubbles gave a soft sigh. Espa was communicating with her mother, her actions rather animated and her expression sincere. Red was also seeming to throw in comments, Bubbles eventually giving a small nod towards the nurse as if conceding a point. With another sigh that piqued Jessica's curiousity the mare gave a small smile up towards her.
To say that she was confused, or a little lost would be an understatement right now. If Jessica had to give an accurate depiction of her thinking processes at that moment, a screaming brain on fire with limbs flailing would be appropriate. These three were treating her with kindness that only one other creature so far had even attempted. She wasn't sure how to act, part of her wanted to scream at them and hide under her blankets until they left. The other half, what the other half wanted scared her because it was true. It wanted for this to all be real, this moment.
A soft cough brought her attention back to the dark maned unicorn, the syringe thankfully missing from both the floor and immediate vicinity under Jessica's gaze. He looked to be pawing at the ground with one hoof, a chagrined expression upon his more angular face.
She didn't trust him and she didn't like him that was for sure. Annoyingly enough that pesky and self righteous part of her brain, the logical side pointed something out to her. She didn't wish to hear it but she couldn't stop the thought as it pushed to the forefront. He was probably just trying to sedate her to stop her injuring herself.
Yeah, well adult unicorns so far have been a complete pack of....
Taking a deep and partially effective calming breath she looked down at the blanket, arguing with herself wasn't going to get anywhere. Her emotions were going crazy. She felt over-tired and was snapping between angry, distraught and somewhere disturbingly between these extremes. Jessica was never an angry girl, how easily it spilled out right now was starting to frighten her. She was broken, whether mentally or physically she didn't know.
The equines were talking once more, looking down as Red and Bubbles both conversed with the doctor. His deep voice replying with a humbled tone, head raising to gaze towards Jessica with a small glow enveloping his horn. Her fear filled reaction seemed to cause him to retreat a step, the glow fading instantly as a piece of cloth fluttered gently to the tiled floor. Sensing her unease she felt her left hand being gently nuzzled, looking down the tightness in her chest eased somewhat.
"Thank you." She found herself both feeling silly for speaking and needing to do so. They may not understand her but to feel like she was actually communicating, proving she wasn't just a monster, she needed that. Also having to be mindful of making sure the tone, inflections, everything she spoke conveyed her intent. Her emotions.
Red's voice was suddenly directed towards her, or she assumed so given the mare was looking directly at her. The mare looked confused how to proceed, a thoughtful look upon her face as she bit her lower lip and blue eyes gazed aside. Jessica couldn't help but admit that despite it all the female ponies did look cute sometimes, especially those that showed her kindness. Her attention was still drawn towards Red as the mare gave a soft sigh, looking towards the doctor then back up at her.
Time spent with the equines so far, be it in a cage, the forest or now in this room had allowed her to learn one potentionally useful fact. Despite the alien language and inability to comprehend it, expressions were at least translated over and presumably the tones carried when vocalising. With that in mind a raised eyebrow was given in reply to Red's look, the mare tilting her head towards the doctor and then offering a small reassuring smile.
The doctor gently levitated the piece of linen once more in the bronze aura, Jessica's breath catching in her throat before surprising reassurance came from the pegasus to her right. Bubbles spoke gently upwards before raising her head, hesitantly closing the distance before she nuzzled Jessica's right arm.
Both mares offered a small smile up towards her, trying to be encouraging it seemed. Taking a deep breath she closed her eyes, unsure but finding herself willing to trust them. Trust she mused, a thing so easily broken and almost impossible to mend. She felt her left arm very tenderly be lifted, the tingling sensation she had felt with the brothers' magic making goose bumps form. Strangely however it was, gentle and lacked the harsh prickling on her skin she had long since associated with magic. Something soft looped about Jessica's left arm pulling it to her chest ever so gently as her eyes opened, wondering what was occuring.
Certainly she wasn't expecting to see her arm glowing bronze, nor a small knot being tied into the white cloth above her right shoulder. Her left arm now within a sling she blinked twice, the aura fading from her body and the sensation it carried. Moving her left fingers gently she looked towards the stallion who gave a small nod and left the room with something uttered. Looking once more down she eyed the sling, finding something symbolic in what it was, what it represented. Supporting her limb so it wouldn't aggravate her shoulder injury further was its practical purpose however, and for that it served well.
Come on girl, you know for a fact there's horrible humans as well as wonderful ones. It makes sense the same applies here, logically that is. They could have done anything to you right now... yet they're trying not to frighten you. Trying to care for you.
Logically, she understood this but it was hard. She kept second guessing each of their intentions so far, not without good reason given the last week. She was tired, hungry and it was still very much messing with her mind. Brought from her internal conflicts she noticed Red clopping gently from her bedside, unease filling her as she felt the mare's lack of presence keenly. Espa suddenly removed herself from the sheets upon Bubbles conversing with her, the small filly hopped onto the tiled floor at what seemed her mother's insistence. Both blonde ponies gave a warm smile before they trotted out the door leaving Jessica confused, had she done something wrong?
A feminine voice brought her attention to where Red had trotted off to, watching the nurse open a curtain with her teeth spilling moonlight into the room. Her question answered with that simple action, the curtain was tugged closed before Red made her way back over to the bed. In surprise she felt herself receiving the strange, but surprisingly comforting sensation of Red's forehead bumping to her stomach.
She complied with the insistent yet gentle urgings to lay down, the blanket tugged back over her light brown skin, clear of grime it starkly contasted with the fresh white bandages. Red tucked the blankets in, showing surprising deftness with her mouth. Satisfied with her work she gave Jessica a small smile and trotted out, closing the door with a soft click.
Gazing at the curtains she found her mind wandering, the contrast of how the day had started to how it was now ending was staggering. The warmth of the bed was like a siren call, her eye lids growing droopy and for once unconsciousness was not being forced upon her. Thoughts turned towards Ebony, the strange equine. She hadn't forgotten. 
I will find you, I promise.
Gently moving her left arm so it was comfortable upon her belly she closed her eyes. Every sound set her on edge, every time hooves clopped by her door she couldn't help but flinch a little. Despite all this, it was still the best sleep she had since arriving.
~~~~~~

Perhaps it was due to thinking about the insectile-pony before drifting to sleep, but Jessica had fragments of dreams lingering in her mind about Ebony. Blue eyes shining through the curtain, the clopping of hooves within her room and the sensation of cold chitin pushing to her fingers, warm breath washing over her hand.
Opening her eyes as the details melted back into her subconscious she found herself still within the wonderful, although slightly too small bed. The sun spilled in through the curtain gaps providing such a tranquil feeling she felt the urge to stretch.
Ow.
Once she was done regretting giving in to impulses she inspected her shoulder with tender finger presses. Thankfully the pain had diminished some so this led to trying a few experiments as she sat up. 
Gently rolling her shoulder she gave a strangled cry of pain before once more doubting her sanity. Waiting for the pain to subside she slowly released the breath she only then realised she had been holding. Eventually the throbbing eased and then dulled, as long as she didn't do anything stupid - more stupid that is, she should be fine. Securing her arm once more in the sling she sat up looking about the room. 
The sounds of activity outside the door made her exhale softly, being jittery with every hoof step was not doing wonders for her nerves. The door opening causing her to pull the blanket up in an attempt to hide, peeking over the linen to spy the equine.
Red blinked twice with a slight head tilt as she trotted inside, her expression turning from one of bafflement to a bemused smile. Jessica blinked and lowered the blanket, offering a bashful expression in reply while sitting up using the sheet to cover her upper body. As the pony clopped closer she noticed upon Red's back was balanced a large tray, upon which a collection of various food items lay spread upon its surface. A loud gurgling sound emitting from her belly signalled exactly what she thought of this development, a small giggle given by the white mare in reply.
The nervousness from yesterday had vanished from the nurse as she approached the side of the bed. Red angled her neck back biting onto the tray with a show of dexterity Jessica found herself a little envious at. The tray was soon gently placed upon her lap as Red offered a smile and small bob of her head, possibly indicating for Jessica to try eating.
Looking down at the food upon her lap she was surprised by the variety of edible items. Held in a little holder was also what looked like a glass of liquid which she gently tugged out to take a savouring sip finding that, yes, it was in fact water. Her eyes found themselves roaming over the small buffet, a strong smell of apples came from several of the plates, some held a mixture of salads. A few however she was a little concerned to see had hay mixed in, although there were a couple of sandwiches which filled her with curiosity. 
They don't know what I eat so I guess they gave me something of everything? 
The thought was a little touching as she gently lifted up one of the two sandwiches before wincing slightly, a small roll of nausea fluttered within her stomach. Jessica decided right then she would pass on the dandelion sandwich. The next one looked more promising, lettuce, cheese, tomato and some form of condiment. Raising it to her mouth she took a testing bite before confirming that yes, it was indeed edible and also rather tasty. Before she could further enjoy her meal or sample anything else there was a little clamouring from outside the door.
Red's expression of unease set Jessica on edge, the serenity she had been feeling this morning threatening to evaporate into nothingness. Standing outside the room were three equines and a diminutive creature she hadn't seen so far. Standing stoically within the hallway were two large white pegasi, each wearing gleaming golden armor upon their bodies.  Their presence did not help set her at ease even if she could fathom their reason for being there. Looking aside towards Red she saw the mare offer what looked to be an apologetic expression, her words calm yet undecipherable. 
A gilded cage...
Jessica turned her attention from the depressing thought to take note of the other two outside the door speaking to the guards. One was another unicorn, this fact alone caused Red to respond to her whimper with more comforting sounds. Looking down towards the nurse she saw the mare smile encouragingly up towards her, the gesture helping her to relax. While the three equines conversed out the door she took the time to observe the third pony further.
The unicorn had the same softer curves and feminine features of a mare, her fur a lavender colour while her straight mane and tail were a darker shade of purple. Oddly enough the unicorn also had streaks, something she had only seen in a handful of ponies so far. Now becoming accustomed to the creation of nicknames, her eyes roamed to spy the sparkling starburst tattoo.
Sparkle, that seems appropriate.
Thoughts turning inward she found herself mulling over the purpose of these tattoos, while they did make the process of creating nicknames easier that could not be purely why they exist. Every adult pony so far had one upon their hind quarters, but only the fur covered ponies it seemed. Ebony was without, so were some of the young equines she had seen, Espa being a prime example. Figuring it must simply be a cultural thing she shrugged it off - mentally shrugged it off, the pain of earlier fresh in her mind.
The lavender unicorn; Sparkle, cleared her throat gently and looked at Jessica hopefully. Seeing the mare had entered while she was lost in her thoughts she turned to Red who gave another small nod. With a questioning tone Sparkle posed something forth then gave a slight tilt of her head waiting for Jessica to reply. Giving a sheepish smile, still nervous of the unicorn sub-set of equines she replied as best she could.
"I'm sorry, I don't understand you." The words caused Sparkle to flatten one ear, the look of hope slightly faltering. While the unicorn turned to speak with Red, Jessica looked at the fourth occupant of the room who was currently hiding behind the lavender mare's hindquarters.
The small creature was indeed something she had never seen before, mostly being covered in purple scales. The other noticable characteristic was a ridge of green rounded spikes running from its head down to the tip of its spaded tail. Blinking in surprise she also noticed the fact it walked on two legs much like herself. The large green eyes with slit pupils looked about nervously before they focused upon her. Green fin like shapes upon either side of its head twitched and it moved further behind Sparkle, clearly nervous towards her.
Red's words were soon accompanied by Sparkle, both now looking back at the draconic little creature as it replied in a grumbling voice, one with a pitch that could only have come from a boy. It... no, he moved from behind the unicorn, folding his arms with a petulant look as if sulking.
No tattoo on him either, I guess with the ridges Spike will have to do.
The antics of Spike couldn't help but slightly amuse Jessica, he was very animated using both claws and arms in dramatic gestures. Thinking back it would explain why for a race with hooves, the existance of her hands and fingers were treated almost casually.
Noticing for the first time she saw what looked to be saddlebags upon Sparkle's back, bulging with items as her horn glowed with a pink aura. Jessica felt herself wince before Sparkle hesitated, looking towards her then Red. With all eyes upon Jessica she took a deep breath and offered a small nod towards the female unicorn. Sparkle replied with a small smile before the glow appeared upon one of the bags, the catch unfastening and a scroll slipping from within. Held before her face the unicorn seemed to mumble something, the glow growing in intensity before there was a small flash and Sparkle cleared her throat.
The language that spilled from the mare's mouth was... strange, a slight keening noise to it. A curious tilt of Jessica's head was all Sparkle got in reply. A frustrated look crept slowly over the unicorn's face before she removed three more scrolls. Jessica presumed it was a spell, for what purpose she initially had no idea until the next attempt. Each of the spells cast had seemed to make the noises from Sparkle's mouth different in some way, the final attempt was like several languages she knew were mashed together. She could almost pick up the beginnings of an intelligible word, only to have it be butchered before it could be fully realised. 
Having picked up on the fact Sparkle had been trying to translate or use a language she could understand Jessica sighed. The last attempt was the closest but given the previous few that was barely an accomplishment. She had even begun to get her hopes up but it seemed there simply was no way for them to communicate through language. A frustrated looking Sparkle shared words with Spike before her mood lifted instantly, trotting closer towards Jessica which caused a flinch. 
Watching the unicorn look startled she was surprised when Sparkle took a deep breath and offered a warm smile up towards her. Blinking she realised the unicorn was trying to calm her before Red spoke over towards the other mare. Realisation crept along Sparkle's face as she turned to tug another large scroll from her bag. Most surprising was the unicorn didn't use magic as if trying not to scare Jessica further.
The scroll was held within Sparkle's mouth before being lowered to Spike who unrolled it deftly with his claws. The small dragon like creature held the paper so Jessica could see, blinking at the sight of pictures down one side and two checkboxes down the other beside each diagram. Looking back at the tray of food then at the paper she felt the connection click, the drawings all seemed to correspond to the food items. As if to validate this idea she pointed first to the drawing of an apple, then moving her finger to point at the matching item on the tray. Sparkle's eyes lit up and a sound of delight proved her hunch had been correct, they were trying to see what she would, or could eat.
It was, strangely touching she found herself smiling. Choice, another thing she had been robbed of. 
The apple was first, if the ones in the forest had been great this one was pure bliss. Chewing happily she consumed all but the core of the fruit before realising eyes were upon her. A sheepish blush came to her cheeks before a claw held quill gave a quick tick into one of the boxes. Thus the tray was sampled, some she refused to touch such as the hay which gained a quick cross into the second column. 
Anything which was apple based or a baked good was quickly ticked, a few of the sandwiches made their way into that designation as well. The only thing missing from the selection was any type of red meat product, although given she herself only ate fish that wasn't a terribly great loss. The problem lay in the fact the well served fish was also untouched and a cross marked against it. With what the brothers fed her, Jessica didn't think she would ever be able to look at any sea product again.
Her belly felt satisfied for the first time in several days, unable to stop herself giving a content sigh before Sparkle caught her attention with a slight clearing of the throat. Looking down she saw the large amethyst gem she had assumed to be for some decorative purpose. Sparkle moved a fore hoof and gently pointed to the gem then gestured to her own mouth and made an over dramaticized version of eating. 
Wait... what?
With hesitation she picked up the gemstone with her right hand and very carefully raised it up to her lips. Looking at the two mares like they were mad they both gave a small nod before she winced. Opening her mouth she very carefully and tenderly bit the gemstone only to deduce what she already knew; no she couldn't eat it. 
It was then she noticed Spike looking up at her with a small line of drool coming from his mouth, no, not at her but at the gem she realised. Still confused as to why they had tried for her to eat such a precious stone she watched Spike's eyes follow the gem as it was lowered. Curiousity took hold and she moved her arm towards the small draconic creature, watching him flinch slightly from her hand before seeing what she was doing. 
His eyes lit up as he looked up towards her which Jessica replied with a small nod. He wanted it and she had no use for the thing afterall, she had no idea of the currency of this world let alone the stone's worth. His quick glance towards Sparkle had her reply with a small smile and tolerant tone of voice, a broad smile spreading along Spike's face. He took the amethyst within his claws, an utterance of something which was possibly gratitude blurted towards Jessica. 
Shocked is a good term to use for how Jessica felt when the amethyst was bitten into like a biscuit and chewed with a happy murmur.
Okay, apparently they really did want me to try eating it...
Still trying to comprehend watching Spike enjoy his meal she watched Red gently remove the tray from her lap, soon trotting out of the room after giving a smile. Shifting upon the bed she felt infinitely more nervous without the nurse nearby, chewing upon her lower lip before Sparkle emitted a small sound. Having flinched at the sudden outburst Jessica watched as Sparkle opened the other side of the saddlebag with a glowing aura, her excitement at apparently remembering something causing her to forget about Jessica's reaction to magic. 
Spike, having finished his gemstone looked up towards her before speaking to Sparkle who froze, a bashful expression now upon the mare's face. With folded arms from Spike the unicorn bowed her head in a humble gesture, Jessica feeling touched by the act. She found herself starting to relax a little more, offering a small smile as a sign of forgiveness as Sparkle cheered up some. Seeming to remember what they were doing, Sparkle removed something from the side bag with magic, the reason becoming clear when the parcel was placed upon her bed. 
"What...?" Jessica looked down, her eyes scanning over the parcel before watching Sparkle gesture towards it with a forehoof, the gesture seeming to urge her to open it. Reaching down she moved her left arm enough so her hand could hold it steady as she peeled the paper away. Held within were articles of clothing, sitting upon the top however was her cellphone still with the crack running along the screen from her arrival.
Relief filled her that the device had not been lost as she set it gently upon the sheets, Spike taking great interest in it as he peeked over. A smile gently came to Jessica's face as she reached down, turning it on and found herself thankful the battery still retained a decent charge. Both Sparkle and Spike watched as she moved her finger over the display until she double tapped on one icon and set the phone gently on the bedsheets. Despite the risk of no way to charge the device, right now she needed something familiar to her, something she had missed so far.
After a brief pause music started to play, singing had always been one of her passions which translated easily into listening to music. Hitting shuffle the instrumental that played was one of Mozarts violin pieces, No. 5 in A Major if she remembered correctly, although she couldn't place the movement. A perfect piece for when she was studying.
Their reactions went from shock, leaning back from the device as the music flowed until they quickly relaxed. Sparkle flicked an ear while the music played, a smile coming to her face. The two of them talked amongst themselves while Jessica continued to look at the gift she had been given. At first she thought it was merely her clothing returned and washed, but upon closer inspection she noticed that this was not the case.
Wait... is this?
She gently plucked the first item up in her fingers gasping at the sight of a sky-blue sweater. It wasn't the original one she wore but it was a very decent copy, in fact on closer look it was a vast improvement. It lacked sleeves but the way it was tailored seemed to make it look intentional, the stitch work looked both expensive and professional. Placing the sweater down carefully she picked up the next item, a black pleated skirt with silver trim made with the same quality as the sweater. Most astonishingly there were small gem stones inlaid into the fabric along the left hip in a small pattern that eluded her right now.
This must cost a fortune....
Swallowing loudly she placed the skirt over the sweater, the skirt to her amazement looked like it would cost more than she could make in a year. The last two items did make her blush as she lifted up a pair of white cotton panties with a matching bra. They seemed functional and a testing tug of the elastic showed they worked, the bra she was a little more concerned about but it seemed it would be the right size. 
She found herself being looked at intently by both occupants of her room, realising they must be waiting for her reaction. With no way to put her feelings into words they would understand, she instead hugged the items of clothing tightly to her body. This seemed to delight Sparkle, shifting upon her front hooves as Spike flashed a toothy grin. Jessica's mind was racing however as she found she had overlooked a simple fact, the garments looked hand stitched and thus would have to have been made in one day.
Why anyone would do such a thing, to make them and to make them a size to fit without measurements would have been a mammoth undertaking. Even if using her old ruined clothing as a baseline, to measure them and then make brand new ones for something so anatomically different from your own species, the workload needed was staggering. The generosity of the act simply stunned Jessica. She gently held the items closer to her chest, a small sniffle escaping her nose as she smiled. 
Why couldn't I have been found by these ponies first?
Shaking her head away from 'what ifs' and 'could have been' she placed the items down almost reverently upon the sheets, remembering as an afterthought to turn her phone off to conserve power. The sound of clopping brought her head up quickly, eyes lighting up at the sight of Red returning with Bubbles and Espa in tow. The small filly cantered quickly over to the bed, tugging herself up with forelegs before bouncing gently onto Jessica's lap. She smiled brightly and gently reached down to stroke the filly's mane, a giggle escaping Espa's mouth at the treatment. 
Blinking she caught sight of Sparkle watching with intent interest before a smile came to the mare's muzzle. Looking towards Spike who procured a scroll of paper and quill from one of the open bags he seemed to annotate Sparkle's words. When finished he signed with a flourish and sealed the scroll when, much to Jessica's surprise, he breathed green fire upon it. The fire consumed the paper which became a wispy cloud of dust and swept out through the gaps in the window. Where it went after that she really had no clue nor any idea towards the purpose of the act.
None of the other ponies seemed the least bit troubled by the little show of pyromania so she allowed herself to relax, content with the small unicorn upon her lap. Bubbles seemed more at ease today as well, conversing with Sparkle and Spike before trotting close. Resting her forelegs and head upon the sheets the pegasus gave Espa a soft nuzzle.
Jessica simply enjoyed the day, the equines conversed while Spike attempted to snack at items he must have swiped from the tray before it was removed, much to Sparkle's annoyance. It all seemed unreal to be sharing a room with the current occupants and actually enjoy their company. She couldn't partake in their conversation but at the moment, new clothing, a full belly and inhabitants who were acting friendly meant much more to her. 
The day passed quickly and eventually she was left alone except for Red checking her bandages as the stallion returned. She was still wary of him, the doctor for his part seemed to be looking rueful as he used his aura to change her bandages, Jessica lying upon the bed with sheets folded back. The feeling of his magic upon her skin was still strange, slight tingling causing her to flinch each time she felt it. The presence of Red's hoof resting gently over her right hand stopped her from having a panic attack at least. When it was all done and the doctor left she was presented with a new problem, one she hadn't dealt with since captivity.
Slipping out of bed, tugging the blanket about herself for modesty she was met with Red's confused glance upwards. The nurse trotting forward to try the nose bumping method of getting her back into bed, making Jessica aware of just how strong the mare was. She was completely taken aback that she was gently being forced backwards despite the gentleness of the motion. 
She's stronger than she looks.
Shaking her head quickly caused Red to put one ear askew and look up with a raised eyebrow at her antics. This was where the task of communicating without words would be put to the ultimate test, it was either succeed or lose the last shred of dignity she held. Considering in her head how to best physically act out what she needed, she aggravatingly found no ideas forthcoming as the problem got worse. A flushed look came to her cheeks as she gave a small wince and crossed her legs. Her slinged arm held the blanket closer to her chest while her other hand balled into a fist while fidgeting, it was now or never. 
Red seemed to be getting increasingly confounded by her actions before with a little whimper she threw dignity to the wind and squatted upon the tiles. It was about when she felt her bladder about to burst that Red finally seemed to understand what required. The nurse turned and quickly trotted out the door, the guards regarding Red and herself with a quirked brow before Red nudged a door situated slightly further down the hallway. She briefly caught sight of the diagram upon the front, a soft curved silhoette of a pony which helped her deduce this was the female's room. A mental note was made to commit that image for later, it would do no good for her to wander into the male restrooms.
Red gestured with a forehoof towards one of the cubicles which she gratefully made her way towards, shutting the door behind her before sighing in relief. Relief that was short lived as she looked down and gave a low groan of disbelief, of course they wouldn't operate the same.
Now this just isn't fair.
Eventually she figured it out, Red looking about ready to burst the door down as she gave an apologetic smile to the mare. Returning to her room she slipped back into bed, the light switched off as Red left her to drift away into slumber.

~~~~~~~
Days flowed into each other, her recovery continuing to improve in both the physical and mental sense. Red was a constant presence for her day in and day out, bringing her meals and checking on her constantly. Sparkle visited her each day as well, sometimes just to try conversing or try new ideas but mostly just to talk with Red while in the room. Occasionally Spike would be with her, the repeat of the paper burning occuring at least twice more much to her continued apprehension.
The other two rocks to her sanity were the blonde maned mother and daughter. Espa without fail always made her gain a smile when she visited, Bubbles also starting to warm up towards her too. Neither showed even the smallest amount of fear around her now, the feeling gratefully returned in kind. Bubbles would even rest upon the bed beside her when visiting, a wing draped gently over Espa who sat upon her lap. For whatever reason this turned out to be the filly's favourite location when visiting, it also provided Jessica with a cute lap warmer so it was win-win.
Sparkle's magic no longer even caused her to flinch, something she was quite relieved of as it led to the unicorn giving a cringe each time she had such a reaction. The act of diagrams had proven such a success with the food that they were now becoming more commonplace for communication. Jessica had even been given a quill and stacks of paper, the inkpot carefully kept on the side table now the machine had been removed. 
The dreams however were becoming frequent and repetitive. She would always find herself in the library with one or several of the ponies she had come to know about her. Each night it also always followed the same theme, trying to solve the equations in the tome and at the end falling from the window. Sometimes the equines would try to save her, other times they would watch helplessly. The only thing that wasn't consistent that she could remember was the teal eyes, only a few nights had they shown up, their meaning unclear. 
With a small smile she came to the conclusion that she thought of those currently in the room as her friends, it was odd but it was a truth she could no longer deny. Bubbles and Espa for their company and concern, Red for her unshakeable dedication and overall kindness, and Sparkle for trying to help and her seemingly inquisitive but thoughtful nature. Spike was just too cute with his body language and attitude to not think of as a friend.
Jessica was surprised to learn through a diagram Sparkle showed her that a unicorn had made the outfit for her, the one she regretably had not yet had a chance to wear. Well, she could have worn it around the hospital but that felt wrong. It should be worn when, or even if she was allowed to leave the hospital. The thought dampening some of her good mood.
From another picture she had deduced that Sparkle had five other friends, one of which she met briefly when a stetson wearing orange mare had followed Sparkle in on one particular visit. 
She had seemed nervous with Jessica also wary until the mare had removed her hat with a smile and spoken something that, oddly enough, was said in a slightly different fashion than how the other ponies talked. Jessica, putting aside that fact, had in turn smiled and bowed her head in reply to the polite gesture, how the mare had removed and held the hat with a hoof was something she refused to dwell on. From there the blonde pony seemed delighted of her preference for the apple products, a drawing from Spike illustrating that presumably the orange mare worked at an apple farm. Or was Godzilla, she always had trouble deciphering Spike's drawings.
Given the tattoo on her haunches she had nicknamed her, Apple. Perhaps lacking in creativity she decided, but it did seem to suit her.
Another new pony she had met was a chocolate-brown furred pegasus with black curly locks for a mane. The female pony seemed to be a patient in the hospital, a small limp caused by her hind leg which was heavily bandaged. She always bumped into Jessica when she was on the way to use one of the baths, or having a small walk under guard supervision around the hallways. The mare had seemed friendly enough, but most curious was she never acted frightened of her. 
Nevertheless she still enjoyed seeing the pegasus, having nicknamed her Rose after the... She definitely was not becoming any more creative with nicknames, much to her chargin.
Most other equines shied away from her, or at least stared when she walked down the halls. In their defense however, she shied away from any unicorns she saw. Pegasi and the ones lacking both distinguishing traits she was merely more nervous about, rather than the fear for unicorns she held. The guards never impeded her after Red had spoken to them on the first day nor did they ever make her feel uneasy. They were simply too, rigid and disciplined it seemed. They never showed much in the way of expressions, a raised eyebrow almost the equivalent of utmost shock for them. 
She was thankful however that the guards never made a fuss, simply nodding whenever she pointed down the hallway indicating she wished to walk and fell into step behind. For her part she never tried to go downstairs or leave the hospital, so there must have been a degree of trust there. With the sheet tugged about her body she enjoyed the small amount of freedom she got from the walks, primarily to stretch her limbs.
It also gave her a chance to think, most often her thoughts strayed to her home and how, or if there was a way for her to return. The second most common thought was that of Ebony, hoping the chitin-covered equine was alright. Her cuts had healed and her shoulder wasn't as tender as before, but until she could leave this place she would not be able to search for the one who had saved her twice.
Yet...
That feeling, that sensation she had felt when touching Ebony. It now occured occasionally like the feeling of a ball of string was within her body and someone was gently tugging a strand. This usually occured upon her walks and only for the briefest moment. It felt comforting when it happened, that was the easiest way she could put it into words. 
She was still dwelling on such thoughts while sitting in bed. Once more alone as she watched the dusk light filter through the window, her visitors having left earlier. Considering having a bath before the bandages upon her shoulder were changed, thoughts turned to the idea of flash cards which was quickly becoming a tempting idea. So tempting an idea she found herself grasping the quill gently before the problem of how to illustrate what she desired before she knew what she wanted presented itself. While deliberating upon this frustrating issue she was surprised to hear the murmur of voices outside the door.
Well accustomed to the deep monotonous voices of the two guards it was the new female voice that raised her curiousity. Slowly the door creaked open revealing the owner of the voice as Rose. The pegasus replied something back to the guards before the door was gently shut behind her with an unbandaged hind leg. Jessica found herself blinking as she placed the quill back into the inkpot, watching the pegasus regard her with unwavering blue eyes. Feeling slightly unnerved she tugged the blankets about herself, watching warily as Rose gave a slight tilt of the head. 
A small chuckle coming from the pegasus was a curveball to what Jessica expected the pegasus to do, those shining eyes regarding her with an almost predatory gaze. Watching Rose limp closer she found herself once more feeling the tendrils of fear. Backing against the wall she was a little taken aback when Rose's expression shifted into one of confusion, followed closely by a very dramatic roll of the eyes. She heard the pegasus attempt to speak towards her then watched as a long exasperated sigh escaped the mare's muzzle. Suddenly Rose's demeanor changed, raising her head she did a gesture that Jessica immediately recognised.
Rose's nose scrunched up in a clear indication Jessica stunk.
Wait...
The penny dropped as Rose trotted closer, hesitantly resting a forehoof upon the sheets and moved her head forwards. Jessica blinked as the muzzle touched her quivering fingers and pushed under the right hand, guiding it over Rose's forehead and into the rich curls of mane. 
It...can't be.
Jessica felt a tugging within, a gentle strange feeling that grew in strength as her fear waned. Rose looked up and for a brief second her eyes filled with blue light before returning to normal, a grin upon her muzzle making the last trace of fear flee from Jessica's body. Rose did not seem ready for two arms to slip about her neck, a tear filled laugh coming from Jessica who had her face buried into the mare's mane.
"Ebony!" Jessica couldn't believe it, feeling Rose relax within her embrace she felt the tears drip into the soft mane, for once happiness and relief fueling them. Within her chest the familiar tugging began but seemed to blossom into something more, warmth filling within her. She felt like her happiness was pouring into the equine within her arms, her realisation on just how much she missed the pony-creature catching up to her. Rose, no... Ebony leaned back enough to meet her gaze, eyes looking wide in shock. 
The feeling continued, Ebony shifting her wings before a smile crept along her muzzle as Jessica watched, eyes slowly half lidding to seemingly savour whatever the sensation was. 
Watching the pegasus within her arms she had so many questions to ask but no way to form them. Why was Ebony now a pegasus, how had she gotten here and why was she injured? 
Gazing down she saw Ebony looking slightly bashful, a giggle bubbling from her own lips as the equine snapped out of its gaze to try and regain its composure. Seemingly unable to keep up the charade she felt the warm mane push to her arms again, Ebony appeared content to be held. Jessica found she couldn't put a name to the emotion she felt right now, happy, content, none of them really seemed to match the feeling.
Even though they had only really been together for those two days she felt absolute trust towards the mare. The insectile-equine had kept her safe, had fed her and provided what comfort she could after their escape. A soft feminine voice escaped from within her arms, looking down she saw Ebony giving a small grin up towards before hesitantly pulling back. 
Watching her friend she gave a tilt of her head in question before Ebony pointed with a forehoof towards the window, the moon dominating the night sky. Realising what the time was she gave a soft sigh and nod, Ebony returning the last gesture before moving slowly for the exit, the limp seeming not to bother the equine as much. Giving a small wave she felt, content as if a weight had been lifted from her. Ebony was safe, and she herself seemed to be recovering well.
"Goodnight, Ebony." The pegasus cast a look back, speaking something in reply but the small lopsided smile upon the mare's muzzle said it all. Opening the door with her mouth she left as Jessica returned to waiting for Red and the doctor. 
The beaming smile upon her face didn't leave until she finally fell asleep that night and into the realm of dreams.

~~~~~~

Jessica chewed upon the end of the pen she held, looking down at the book open before her finding herself once more at the library. Scattered over the desk sat several scribbled on pieces of paper, various amounts of the same equation spread across each. Her long nails drummed upon the desk while the music played from her cell phone, before she knew it she was humming along with the tune.
"That's a pretty song." 
Jessica opened her eyes to look towards the owner of the voice, a small unicorn filly had her hooves rested upon the desk to smile up at.
"Why thank you Espa." Jessica reached to stroke the young filly's mane earning a happy little giggle. 
"Are you still having trouble with these problems?" The more mature voice belonging to the cross-eyed mare, currently seated on her haunches beside Jessica. One of Bubble's fore hooves was tapping at a sheet of paper pulling it closer so she could get a better look.
"It's okay, I'm sure I'll figure it out soon." Jessica followed up her statement with a flick of her wrist in a dismissive fashion, two hole covered black hooves resting on the table as a familiar face eyed the book closely.
"Well you're improving on the symbols, that's something at least?" Ebony flashed a fang filled grin before ducking at the improvised paper missile launched from Jessica's hand. Ebony's voice seemed different, a slight buzz echoing through the feminine tones.
"I'm sure you can do it." A fourth mare offered an encouraging smile as she watched on, Red's presence always comforting.
Once more Jessica addressed the book, her pen dancing over the page as the symbols came easily now. Inspiration struck her as it all became clear, only two markings were absent from the equation. Her pen moved as if possessed, dragging her fingers with it as a shape was slowly inscribed down one she realised she had never used before within the problem. Curiously she raised her pen and was struck by how much it made sense now. Only one gap remained as the four equines stepped back from the table, a smile on each of their faces. 
"Don't give up Jessica." Espa excitedly shouted before a strong wind tore through the library whipping Jessica's hair about, paper starting to flip off the table. 
"You can do it Jessica." Bubbles smiled encouragingly, the window behind Jessica's chair shattering outward as the gust increased in volume.
"Don't falter now Jessica." Red's soft words somehow filtering through the increasing wind pressure, a warm smile upon her face.
"You're so close Jessica." Ebony gave a small nod of her head, the library suddenly starting to tear itself apart as air crashed against Jessica's face. 
Shielding herself with her arms she watched the three equines seem unaffected by the increasingly powerful winds, her feet were dragging along the carpet as she fought to remain in place. Books flew past her into the abyss while her hair was thrown about wildly, struggling to open her eyes as books and furniture were thrown out the shattered window.
Finally she was swept off her feet unable to hold on anymore, seeing a mass of laughing and jeering equines appear before her. They laughed as she tumbled towards the opening, two large unicorns at the forefront with sickly glowing green eyes. With a violent gust of wind she was unceremoniously discarded out the shattered portal, the world suddenly opening up to the countryside she had first appeared in. 
Wind tore against her skin as she once more plummeted towards the ground only this time there was no aura to slow her growing momentum. The sky above her slowly opened up, two teal eyes gazing towards Jessica as she fell towards the unforgiving earth. Her mouth opened wide, screaming in terror before suddenly her descent was stopped. 
Blinking in disbelief she found herself suspended in the air with long lengths of ribbon, each leading up to someone supporting her.
The thickest three were held about her chest and around each wrist. Black, white and light-purple leading up towards Ebony, Red and Espa respectfully. Each smiled around the ribbon they held within their mouths supporting her, the other ribbons connected to her body leading up to other figures.
Two ribbons looped about her waist, a rather thick lavender one led up to Sparkle who offered a smile down towards her, a second gray one leading to Bubbles who held hers in her own smiling mouth.
The remaining ribbons tied around her legs were narrower but no less resilient. One was purple with green trim leading to Spike who held it with his small claws, a look of determination upon his face. The last being gripped in the mouth of a familiar stetson wearing pony, a look of reassurance around the fur matching ribbon held tight. 
Supported by those who had cared about her or shown kindness she was tugged back upwards towards the shattered window, helped inside by each of them into a restored library. The book once more open on the desk, paper ready to be worked upon. They all stood behind her to be a shield if the window would break again, Jessica feeling warmth flooding into her chest as she favoured them all with a smile.
Far above her the teal eyes crinkled slightly as if smiling, slowly closing as noise invaded the dreamscape.
~~~~~~

Voices?
The room was a cacophony of voices, unable to make out anything at the best of times it was at the moment making her head hurt. A small amount of unease filled her, what could possibly be causing this?
"W-What's....going on?" Light flooded into her eyes as the noise died down upon noticing she had woken. Thankful for her shoulder mending, she put some weight upon her left elbow as she propped herself up to view what was going on. The sight made her blink, then repeat the action again wondering what she had found herself waking up into.
Her room had several ponies in it, most she knew such as Sparkle, Apple, Bubbles and Espa. Red was as always a constant presence within the room, the nurse conversing with presumably two doctors if the coats and medical equipment were any clue. Another thing out of place was that the two guards were inside the room this time, staring as ever stoically forward. 
There were also several female equines she wasn't familiar with that were also in the room, two pegasi, a white furred unicorn and a pink normal pony. Normal having become her designation for any of the equines lacking the horn or wings, normal of course being completely relative. All eyes were upon her, the cyan furred pegasus with the rainbow coloured mane however looking mildly unimpressed. For her part Jessica was more impressed at the fact the mare could cross forelegs over her chest as she currently was.
The second pale-yellow furred pegasus was gazing at her with one aqua colored eye, the other hidden behind the long pink mane of hair. Upon noticing Jessica's gaze settling over her, she seemed to retreat further behind the flowing pink strands. Apple seemed to offer some words making the shy pegasus relax slightly. Key word Jessica thought, was slightly.
Continuing to look over the new arrivals she also noted a white unicorn with elegant thick curls styled within their purple mane. The unicorn eyed her warily as if determining something, whatever it was she couldn't fathom it. In response she meekly hid back a little under the sheets, unicorns she didn't know still making her somewhat nervous. In fact being surrounded by so many new equines was not helping her new sense of confidence.
The last pony was decidedly, pink. Poofy pink mane and tail of a darker shade with pastel pink fur covering her completely. Positively, perfectly, Pink. The pink one was talking animatedly, bouncing upon hooves while Sparkle was seemingly trying to calm her down, no success being achieved thus far. Confusion reared its ugly head once more, Jessica trying to discern exactly why the pony seemed so excited. The blue eyes stared at her despite the bouncing, and that wide almost manic smile upon the normal pony's face did little to calm her growing nerves.
A slight cough thankfully diverted Jessica's attention, looking to the side where Ebony had sat unnoticed until now beside her bed. An exasperated sigh escaped the pegasus's mouth before she met Jessica's gaze to roll her eyes at the theatrics within the room, earning a small giggle as Ebony's presence helped relax her.
Jessica's giggle seemed to settle the room back down, Ebony however seemed slightly... nervous. She still wasn't fluent in reading the equine body language but it was still noticeable. The question was why? She didn't have time to think it over as at that point Sparkle trotted forward and levitated the bundle of clothing from its home on the side stand. Watching the items float before her face then being gently placed upon her lap she looked at the unicorn curiously. 
A young male voice sounded from outside the door, Spike following his voice in with a scroll in hand. Sparkle looked enthusiastic and quickly plucked the paper from his claw to unfurl and seemed to read it aloud. Whatever was in the contents caused several gasps to fill the room, Ebony on the other hand seemed to shrink a little upon herself while the others looked at least cautiously excited. Confusion continued to blanket over Jessica's mind, becoming increasingly frustrated at not being able to understand what was going on around her. 
Hands rested upon the clothing before she suddenly found herself looking down at a piece of paper that was slipped over her lap. Another diagram, this one having been prepared earlier it seemed as the ink was clearly dry. Her eyes moved taking in the picture, it had a doodle of what she assumed to be her wearing clothing, leaving a building with a medical symbol on the front. Next it had her with several ponies walking with her towards a train, the ones gathered around Sparkle a good approximation of the identities of the ponies in the picture. She was also surprised by the existence of trains here, but let that slide.
The train tracks seemed to lead towards a large castle where two equines, each with both a horn and wings stood, herself in front of them on one knee. The last image on the paper seemed to have been hijacked by a different artist, multi-coloured balloons and streamers surrounding a pink pony and with what again she assumed to be herself. For whatever reason it seemed Sparkle was now giving the pink one a deadpan look. At least the culprit wasn't exactly subtle.
I... guess we're going somewhere? Are those two the king and queen?
So many questions and no way to immediately find answers as she exhaled softly. Giving a small nod to the unspoken question the paper asked earned her at least a smile from the mares. Ebony however seemed to be looking noticeably less keen on this idea, gazing over towards the others as they seemed to be excited about the trip.
Jessica looked to Red who gave a smile, gesturing with a fore hoof towards her clothing. A look at Sparkle mirrored this reaction before she got what they implied, they were leaving the hospital now? Slipping out of bed she caught sight of the yellow pegasus retreating further at her movement, the others seeming to either encourage or comfort the mare, tone of voice being hard to tell with so many speaking.
It was when she stood up her mind returned with a vengeance, pointing out that she was about to get dressed in front of an audience. Somewhere along the line her thoughts had turned rather malicious in how they pointed these things out she decided.
Her sense of comfort and well-being was already suffering several blows by being surrounded with so many strange mares, even with the company of those she knew she still felt nervous. Getting changed in front of Red alone, despite being seen naked several times during bandage changes would have been a challenge in itself.
"Um..." Nervously shifting after her intelligent and well-spoken dialogue she noticed Sparkle and the white unicorn share a look. Suddenly the curtain was tugged around her bed with a magical aura providing much needed privacy from the others. Taking a deep breath she let the blanket drop away and started slipping on the underwear. Just in the process of securing the bra while making note it was a little tight; not that she could complain given it must have been made from dissecting her old one, she noticed one key thing she had forgotten.
Something important...
Ebony almost bounced as she was ejected from the curtain with more force than Jessica had intended, a hasty apology following the pony out of her makeshift dressing room. She felt more than a little guilty as she heard grumbling coming from the other side of the barrier along with some bemused laughter. Mindful of her shoulder she continued getting dressed, finding herself marvelling at how well the sweater and skirt fitted to her body. Jessica carefully made sure her cell phone was secured within a pocket of her top. With an afterthought the sling followed leaving her arm free for now, having gotten dressed she exhaled and took solace in the private little chamber.
After a slow count to ten she took hold of her nerves and opened the curtain, a gasp sounding from the white unicorn before she spoke excitedly to the others. Feeling more than a little self conscious as if she were now in an impromptu fashion show she looked aside and fidgeted with her skirt. Two weeks ago she was most worried about the upcoming exams, now she was standing before a crowd of strange equines and if the drawings were correct, about to visit equine royalty. 
Eventually the excited babbling came to a simmer as Sparkle beckoned with a hoof, leading the others out of the room. Red trotted towards Jessica, awkwardly rising up upon hind hooves to move fore legs about Jessica's neck in a hug. The gesture had become special to her, her own arms sliding around the nurse's neck before they both released and smiled. She did seem a little taken aback though when Red waved, she was hoping the mare would come with. 
I guess she still needs to work...
Somewhat depressed that Red would not be coming with she felt the nervousness return in force. The mare had been the one who had overcame her own fears and helped her open up to other equines acting as a buffer when she needed it the most. Taking a deep breath she was surprised when Ebony nosed her fingers gently, looking down to see the pegasus looking up with a raised eyebrow. Feeling the slight tug within whenever Ebony touched her she smiled and gave a small nod back. Waving towards Red she slowly followed the other equines, not at all surprised when she heard the clopping of the guards falling into step behind.
"Peachy..." Her words caused Ebony to look up, Jessica just offering a small shake of her head to signal it wasn't important. Walking through the hallway she watched the other ponies give wide berth to the procession, most at least on this floor were used to seeing her now, so at worst she was a mild curiousity. The six mares in front however seemed to garner as much attention as her own, perhaps even more so. She couldn't really figure out why so simply let the line of thought drop as they made their way downstairs.
Downstairs, the area off limits for her until this moment.
Making her way down the smoothed slope she eventually found herself in an easily identifiable waiting area. Several equines looking up at her appearance before Sparkle calmed them down with reassuring sounds. The door opened with a pink aura and soon they walked outside, that is until Jessica reached the doorway. Pausing at the hospital entrance she suddenly felt keenly aware of just how much the upstairs area, especially her room, had been her safe haven.
A gilded cage, but a safe gilded cage none the less. Her fingers curled into clenched fists as she took a deep breath, having seen her pause the others looking back before she closed her eyes. 
And took a step.
With eyes slowly opening she saw a different perspective from what she had seen the past six days through the window. She saw the quaint town, oddly shaped cottages mixed with more architectural sound ones. Ponies of all colours and types that were going about their day with only a scant few noticing her as of yet, their reactions of shock as expected. Feeling a soft bump to her leg she looked down to see Espa smiling up encouragingly, once more the filly seeming to know just when she needed reassurance. A kind smile was offered back down towards Espa before she fell into step behind the group, or herd... She wasn't really sure what term applied here.
Continuing to wince with each step as they walked the dirt road she realised how much she missed her shoes right now; thankful however the stones in the path were mostly flat so she didn't suffer significantly. Shoes, another thing she wouldn't be able to get here. The slightly bitter thought rolling through her head as another small stone found its way against her tender heel.
Careful stones or you'll be added to my list for revenge... with the tree.
Distracting herself she didn't notice how far they had progressed, trying hard not to look anywhere but at the swaying tails of the equines or the ground before her. Her hands tightly clenched while wishing not to be frightened by all the gazes upon her, watching, staring, laughing, entertained by her...
Stop it.
She frowned as her inner thoughts once more started to turn to the dark place of captivity, she had ponies that she trusted now, ones who had helped her. As long as she remained with those equines, plus one draconic creature, she should be fine.
The loud female scream took her completely by surprise.
Head jerking up just in time to see a blonde maned, pink furred mare galloping off out of sight, the scream trailing after. Jessica winced, convinced panic was about to start followed by the hatred. Seeing the other ponies roll their eyes, even the ones who were watching from a distance had not been an outcome upon her imagined nightmare scenario. 
The cyan furred one made a rather unkind looping gesture beside her head as she continued to fly. Apple seemed to give a reprimanding comment towards the pegasus; Jessica however could tell that by the tone it was only half hearted at best.
Confused by what just happened she continued to walk, noticing along the way Ebony getting closer to her side. The chocolate furred pegasus was starting to look more tense. Espa and Bubbles tried conversing with the distressed pegasus, the reply back something that made mother and daughter give concerned looks. Jessica gently rested her hand upon Ebony's head, the warm feeling within her building as the mare relaxed some from the gesture. 
The feel of Ebony's soft fur and rich curly mane were strange to associate with the insectile-equine, once more finding herself curious about Ebony's current appearance. Given she could change into the giant lion creature it did stand to reason she could transform into something smaller, or more pony looking.
With no way to ask the questions she wanted Jessica dismissed it with a shrug, Ebony was back with her and that's all that mattered. The sound of conversation from ahead caught her ears bringing her attention back forward to see a train station before the group. Somewhat relieved as her feet were complaining with their sudden barefooted use, she followed onto the boarding platform. Sparkle slipped inside the main building followed by the four new equines, along with Bubbles and Spike. This left Jessica outside with the rest, looking over the train glad to see something she could recognise easily from her world. 
Apple gave a stretch before conversing with Espa, the guards as always remaining impassive, something which Jessica found both equal parts reassuring and odd. A tug upon Jessica's skirt caused her to look down and see Ebony gesturing with her head towards the train idling on the other side of the platform. Recalling last time she had accidentally neglected to follow the equine she found herself automatically following.
Walking past a green coloured stallion, she wasn't surprised when he looked at her with alarm. What did surprise her was when Ebony spoke to him and he hesitantly gestured for them to enter with a wave of his hoof, no ticket needed. 
Of course things operate differently here Jess.
Entering into an open carriage she was thankful to see it was empty, not having to share with others lowered her anxiety several notches. A loud whistling sound cut into the air as she heard Espa asking Ebony a question, a smile coming to her lips seeing the filly nearby. Ebony jumped a little, turning to regard Espa with curiosity almost as if she had not been expecting to have the filly follow.
Taking a seat by the window she found it a little small for her much like the bed had been. With some minor stretching of the legs however she managed to get comfortable enough, allowing her feet to recover. With growing confusion she watched Ebony wave a fore hoof as if gesturing for Espa to leave just before with a lurch the train started to move. Ebony gave a soft sigh, relaxing as they started to make progress down the tracks. Jessica however was more confused. Where were the others, was it only these two going with her despite the picture implying otherwise? 
That thought made her nervous, without Bubbles and Sparkle, or even Apple she would be without more equines she trusted.
A door sliding open and a rather irritated looking Apple eased some of her fears but quickly created more with what followed. Apple's gaze looked at Espa then her, the look one of confusion before settling back into anger as the gaze was leveled at Ebony. Jessica turned her head to look out the window spotting the rest of the mares and Spike running to the end of the boarding platform before shrinking into the distance. The look on their faces telling Jessica that no, they were not meant to be going alone. 
"What's going on?" Her question released almost on reflex, the ponies flicking their ears but the questioning tone making Apple talk louder towards Ebony. A hoof was pointed in Ebony's direction stiffly before slamming down on the carriage's floor, the orange pony looking downright incensed at this stage. Ebony simply gave a snort and answered something back, whatever was said Apple clearly did not appreciate one bit. 
Watching the confrontation she noticed Espa looking upset, realising that she had seen Bubbles on the platform she had a good idea the reason why. Feeling the small unicorn lean to her legs for comfort was all the incentive she needed. Bending down she lifted Espa gently upon her lap despite her shoulder, somewhat calming the small unicorn as two familiar guards filled the cabin behind Apple. 
I was wondering where they had gotten to.
The guards each spoke in their monotonous voice, a tiny edge of authority sneaking into one of them. Whatever was said seemed to defuse the situation, at least mostly. Apple exhaled loudly and fumed silently, Ebony in turn giving a satisfied grin before moving to lie down upon the seat beside Jessica. Feeling the pegasus almost tauntingly rest closer to her in spite of Apple, she watched the orange mare bite her lower lip, eyes narrowing before adjusting her stetson hat with a fore hoof.
"I really wish I could understand you all." It really was becoming frustrating, especially when something like this was happening before her. She found herself becoming nervous once more, yet not about the others in the carriage. None of the equines were showing hostility to her, although Apple's anger at Ebony was confusing in and of itself. No, something about this situation just felt wrong and not just the lack of the other equines or Spike.
It was when she gazed out the window again while Espa spoke in a concerned tone towards Apple that she realised it. Gazing outside she could now see why the orange mare seemed to be so agitated.
The castle in the horizon was slowly getting smaller, gradually shrinking into the horizon.
They were going the wrong way.

	
		Chapter three: Respite



The scenery slid by the window, cherry landscape and warm morning sun illuminating the world with colours.
Jessica always had a soft spot for travelling by train, hence why she had been a little bit excited to see one in this world. Resting her chin upon one palm she gazed outside, the characteristic sound of the train moving, the scenery. How you could watch the world pass you by and enjoy the simple pleasure of travel, it was all in a way somewhat romantic. Her mother would say it was from a different time, of steam and rustic beauty.
Closing her eyes she could almost imagine her mother next to her, helping her up to see out the window like when she was younger. She could almost hear her words, speaking of how the picturesque landscape as it flew by would help Jessica breathe life into her songs. She could almost even hear her mother hum, wishing to join her in the serene sounding tune.
Almost.
The fact there were currently five equines in the cabin constantly fighting to be heard over each other slightly hampered her ability to go down memory lane. Even the filly upon her lap was starting to raise her voice, primarily directed at the other occupants within the cabin.
I really wish I could understand them.
Watching from the window seat Jessica gently supported Espa upon her lap. The small unicorn was attempting, she assumed, to try and stop the yelling from the others in the cabin. So far despite how much she was beginning to adore the little filly, all Espa had done was just add to the indecipherable racket. Without a watch it was hard to keep track of how long this had been going on, she was hardly going to use precious battery time on her phone just to time something so trivial. 
She couldn't even say the journey had started well, she had managed to get on the wrong train somehow while following Ebony. Thankfully Apple, Espa and the two stallions had managed to make it onto the train before it departed, the rest were not so lucky. She had watched Apple storm off out the cabin only to return shortly after looking dejected, Jessica's best guess was the orange mare tried to get the conductor to reverse. If they ran anything like the trains she knew about that was not going to happen, the thought reassuring and also a source of more worry. It was in a way nice how familiar the trains ran, but at the same time she would have liked to go back and meet up with Sparkle and Bubbles.
Her thoughts turned towards the cross-eyed pegasus, looking down at Espa upon her lap she winced a little. From the first time she laid eyes upon Bubbles she had seemed a doting and very protective mother, how was she coping without Espa with her right now? Stuck with that depressing thought she watched the aptly nicknamed pegasus, Rainbow, continue to argue with one of the guards. 
Jessica had to admit, she was actually surprised that Rainbow had gotten one of the guards to actually show some emotion, if only mild annoyance. 
And how she caught up to the train...
She remembered back to how they had left the station. Eventually everyone had calmed down and there had been a bit of silence, soon broken by Apple talking gently towards Espa. Jessica had been proud of the filly, although looking a little unsettled by what occurred she had spent more time making sure Jessica herself was fine. When she became slightly nervous at the initial raised voices she had felt Espa nuzzle her hand gently, reassuringly. In turn her lap was all the little unicorns, hopefully something of a comfort for the train ride. 
Then there had been the sound of yelling, oddly enough not from within the cabin.
Outside the window had been a sight that made Espa and Apple give a cheer of delight, a rainbow contrail had sped past the window before a dull thunk occured on the roof. A conspicuous amount of clopping later a disheveled looking pegasus had appeared in the cabin doorway, dark pink eyes glowering with promised pain at whoever they fell upon. 
Without warning Rainbow had surged towards Jessica, stopped only by quick thinking and quicker reactions from Apple. The forward momentum was immediately robbed from the pegasus eliciting a surprised gutteral sound, the orange mare's hoof pushed firmly down onto the tail pinning her. Breathing in shallow gasps Jessica had become fearful, anything that could fly as fast as the pegasus would probably result in more injuries than she already had managed to accumulate. A follow-up action made her blink upon seeing that she wasn't the intended target, a forehoof was pointed at Ebony as Rainbow spat out anger filled words. Ebony for her part had looked the part of innocence, a forehoof pointing to her own chest while lying beside Jessica.
That had set Apple off again as well. Which led back to the current cacophony filling the cabin. 
One of the guards had seemed to try and calm Rainbow down, who had then turned on him instead. Apple was once more arguing with Ebony, everything that the friend beside her replied with only seeming to make the situation worse. Finally Espa was valiantly attempting to appease everyone it seemed, starting to look quite distraught despite her efforts. Looking about the cabin Jessica realised only herself and one of the guards were actually holding their tongue at this point. However, as she felt Espa start to quiver upon her lap something snapped within.
"Okay enough!" Jessica raised her voice, swallowing the ball of nervousness that threatened to make her voice crack into a squeak. The effect was immediate, she hadn't spoken much in the hospital outside occasional attempts at conversation with Sparkle, this made her voice unknown enough to cut through the din. The fact her language probably sounded as weird to them as theirs did to her, would have helped in that regard immensely. Suddenly having five pairs of eyes settling upon her did not help with already low confidence issues in the slightest. She now had their attention and now needed to use it before it was lost into the arguing once more, which inevitiably would flare up once again.
She did what would have stopped her when arguing, with a gesture of her head she pointed out who was suffering the most from it. That itself was depressingly easy right now, Espa was looking almost in tears, a fact that Apple immediately looked crestfallen about. Even Rainbow looked chastised as she scuffed a forehoof upon the floor, soon adding a sullen voice towards the filly. Apple slowly approached Jessica and moved her head to affectionately nuzzle the small unicorn upon her lap, the action returned by Espa softly.
Ebony through it all just rested her head upon her front hooves, pretending to not have noticed anything. Her friend's behaviour was starting to concern Jessica, she trusted the disguised pony, there was no doubt about that. However ever since this morning she had been acting, strange. Nervous and confrontational being the main things so far, a departure from how she was the night before. 
The gears started to turn in Jessica's head, the pegasus of her concern raised her head to look up at Jessica with a quizzical expression. Reaching with one hand she slowly stroked over Ebony's mane, feeling the warm sensation flow from within into the equine. That was something else she was becoming curious about.
Why only with Ebony?
Initially she had assumed the feeling was from when any equine creature touched her. But when in the hospital she had never felt the same with Red, Espa, Bubbles or even Sparkle. The sensation itself wasn't bad, it actually felt pleasant she mused. Ebony closed her eyes as she simply allowed her mane to be stroked. The problem Jessica mused, it was only with this one pony creature. 
The logical part of her brain was starting to smoulder at the lack of answers, so in the interest of continued sanity she dropped the issue for now. Jessica in truth really didn't need to know, it wasn't an unpleasant feeling and she enjoyed Ebony's company. The issue was that not knowing things was beginning to become almost a way of life for her, she was becoming quite sick of it.
A female voice tugged at her attention, shaken out of her thoughts she could only utter a strangled scream and push herself back into the seat from what suddenly filled her vision. Hovering before her face were two large magenta eyes, one eyebrow lowered to regard her with a quizzical nature. A sharp rebuke from Apple made Rainbow exhale and offer a rather insincere look of apology. Jessica was just pleased when her pulse got back to normal, she wasn't used to Rainbow yet and the others had taken several days to make her comfortable around them.
She didn't think Rainbow was the type to allow her that luxury.
Ebony was regarding the cyan pegasus with a glare which was promptly shrugged off in return. Lowering to the ground Rainbow spoke with Apple before surprising Jessica with a loud sigh followed by a roll of her eyes. Despite her nervousness about the rather bold pegasus she was curious when Rainbow turned and trotted over to stand before her. The curiosity grew when the mare sat upon her haunches before rubbing a fore hoof through her mane, a universal gesture of awkwardness if ever there was one. 
An apologetic tone came from Rainbow's mouth, seemingly directed up towards Jessica, before Ebony gave a sarcastically toned remark causing the former's teeth to clench. Realising that Rainbow was attempting to apologize, Jessica gave Ebony a small frown to stop whatever she was doing to aggravate the other pegasus. A small snort was the reply Jessica got, the disguised pony turning her head almost petulantly. Despite herself Jessica couldn't help but give a small giggle at how Ebony was acting, the chocolate fur over the pegasus's muzzle starting to burn slightly crimson in response.
Rainbow's expression changed instantly, eyebrows lowering to lean forward while speaking with a mocking filled tone, a grin slowly splitting her muzzle. Ebony didn't rise to the obvious taunting as she slipped from the seat to trot off out of the cabin, Rainbow's voice continuing to follow her out. Apple seemed indecisive on how to act after what just happened, biting her lower lip as if torn by two mind sets. Jessica exhaled softly at her own inner conflict, on one hand Ebony seemed to be actively riling up the other equines. On the other...
She's scared about something.
The thought came so easily to her as if was there all along. The way Ebony was acting earlier in the hospital, how her friend had refused to leave her side on the trek to the train station. That thought led to another conclusion as the five equines looked up at her, her gasp of insight catching their attention.
Did she lead me on this train intentionally?
Frowning she barely noticed Espa's concerned tone of voice, Rainbow and Apple giving a slight tilt to their heads as they watched her. She had found a loose string and it was leading her down the path to a conclusion, an answer. Her mind was determined as she continued to dig through half formed ideas, things finally starting to make some semblance of reason.
Ebony had possibly led her on to this train intentionally, but the question was why? Jessica gently bit upon a thumbnail in thought. She was becoming frustrated at how close the answer seemed to be but remained just out of reach so tantalisingly close. So far the conclusion she had was that Ebony didn't wish to go to the castle, that however didn't alter the primary question.
Why?
Blinking out of her inner thoughts she realised she was being looked upon by the others, even Rainbow was looking somewhat concerned. The guards as always looked impassive, but that was quickly becoming a given fact for Jessica. Offering a smile she gave Espa a small hug before placing the filly on the seat as she got to her feet. Eyes seemed to follow her before she pointed a finger in the direction Ebony had gone, this action earning a small sigh and lopsided smile from Apple. Rainbow looked as if to say something, before she gave a sideways glance instead. 
Her mind set she started to walk towards the cabin door, until a slight tug on her skirt made her pause with a confused utterance. Looking back she saw Rainbow scuffing a fore hoof, the mare exhaling and offering a small grin up towards followed by a firm nod of the head. A smile came to Jessica's face as she returned the small nod, the gesture from the pegasus was a welcome one. 
Right now however she would be there for her friend, and try and find out just why Ebony was acting so strangely.
The cabins leading to the rear of the train were thankfully unoccupied, although the roof was a little low she still had ample space to move. Balancing herself with her right hand she slipped through one empty cabin, then another. Beginning to feel the gnawing of fear that Ebony might have flown away, the relief was a welcome feeling when in the next cabin she saw the pegasus looking wistfully out the window. The mare's ear flicked upon hearing her, offering a warm smile she approached her friend who made no effort to acknowledge her presence. 
"Ebony..." The ear flicked once more, a blue eye turning to regard her before looking back out the window. A sigh escaped Jessica's lips, her friend was going to do this the hard way and without language it only made things more difficult. Stepping closer she watched Ebony turn to regard her, eyes seeming to look over as if trying to find something. Whatever it was she seemed to pass, holding her left arm just above the elbow while being scrutinised. The pegasus shook her head, speaking something with a mild frown. 
Jessica watched as Ebony moved from the window to instead look up towards her. Blinking back down in reply she was becoming thoroughly perplexed at her friend's body language and behaviour. Finally a long exhale passed the muzzle of the mare before she turned and rubbed her nose gently to Jessica's left hand. A smile came to Jessica's face feeling the sensation pass once more into Ebony, moving her hand she stroked through the curls of mane enjoying the moment. 
She was a little taken by surprise when Ebony moved her head to softly tug at her skirt, gently being guided over to one of the long seats against the window. The skirt tugging action itself was making her somewhat bemused, seeming to become quite common to get her attention. Becoming seated she watched the mare crawl up beside her and rest her head upon her lap, blue eyes closing. 
Don't tell me all this was because she wanted me to herself?
A good natured sigh escaped from her lips, looking down she couldn't help but continue to gently stroke over her friend's mane while quietly contemplating. She dismissed her earlier thought upon seeing a slight shiver run down Ebony's spine, it was faint and it seemed the mare was doing her best to hide it, but there it was. Jessica closed her eyes and moved her head back to the cool surface of the window, the thought filtering into her mind as she felt the warm feeling pass from her into the equine. Ebony seemed to want to be close with her right now, comforted but not where the others could see she assumed.
It was a peaceful experience, just her and Ebony again like in the forest. The sound of the train rolling along the tracks banishing concerns and worries away, the warmth of a friend. It was perfect. She knew they would have to go into the other cabin soon, the guards she assumed were already trying to follow if they hadn't already. Why they weren't in the cabin now she could only speculate the reason, probably something to do with Apple.
Memories turned back to her earlier thoughts with her mother, hearing the hummed tune filter once again through her mind. She did something she never felt at ease enough to do, even at the hospital she had felt too self conscious. 
She sung.
Under her hand she felt Ebony's ears flick, continuing to stroke over the curls while indulging her passion. The tone of her voice shifting with the words, it wasn't a complex song, in fact it was simply a little lullaby her mother used to sing to her before sleep. Of course, it had been altered some from the original when her mother had sung it, but it held a special place within her heart none the less. She didn't even take much notice of the faint clopping that seemed to echo around the tune.
"...Dream a little dream of me."
As the final notes escaped her she opened her eyes and found herself suddenly immensely bashful. The cabin which had previously played host to only herself and Ebony, now become filled with the rest, Apple looking upon her with a lopsided smile and slight tilt of her head. Rainbow was looking, somewhat bemused - whether at her singing or how Ebony was resting to her side she was unsure. The guards, well, the guards were doing what they always did and were either side of the entrance they had previously came from. A small voice caused her to look down and spy Espa gazing up with wide golden eyes. 
Well this is completely and utterly mortifying.
She felt her cheeks starting to burn, singing with only Ebony as her audience was fine. Turning her head aside she gave a small cough into a loose fist, trying to get her flustered expression under control. The familiar voice of Apple brought her attention back around, the mare talking towards Espa, who at this point was excitedly bouncing upon her hooves. Rainbow gestured with a fore hoof, almost a so-so gesture but the mare did have a small grin upon her muzzle while doing it. 
At that point Jessica realised that the feeling within her had blossomed once more, the growing warmth causing a slight stirring under her hand. Ebony's eyes were once more wide, looking distant before shaking herself out of it as Espa seemed to be asking the disguised mare a question. The pegasus moved her head a little to regard the filly, replying something that made Espa pause. Further words were exchanged, Jessica as always unable to ascertain the context but becoming content that they were speaking in a civil manner. 
Apple unexpectedly trotted forward and gave a small tilt of her head to indicate towards Jessica, her head turning to speak at Ebony with a stern tone to her voice. The room became silent, Jessica noticing even the guards were looking over, one even with a raised eyebrow which in itself was shocking. She felt Ebony stir under her hand before the pegasus's head rested once again upon her lap, eyes closing even as the mare spoke. The words were somewhat somber, but she could sense a strong passion within. 
I really wish I could understand them...
Apple blinked, one hoof gently raised slightly at the conviction spoken from Ebony before setting the leg back down. The expression had shifted upon the orange mare's face, settling the furrow on her brow much to Jessica's relief. She could figure out why they might have been angry with Ebony, she had seemingly brought Jessica upon the wrong train. The fact Espa, Apple and the two stallions were here at all was due to... well to be honest she didn't really know.
The current theory within her mind was simply that the guards had followed, but not impeded them. They had been hanging around her for a week so far, it made little sense they would suddenly have a momentary lapse of judgement. Espa had most likely followed seeing them walk off, Apple possibly in tow. Rainbow she knew about, the fact the pegasus had managed to catch up to the locomotive was still something that impressed Jessica immensely.
Something about the guards bothered her however. Her green eyes took them in, analysing both white furred stallions. Their actions didn't make any sense, if they were aware she was getting on the wrong train they could easily have alerted the others. The other option was they could have impeded them, but they had not done either instead letting it occur. Once more she bit gently on her thumbnail, her right hand still stroking over Ebony's mane softly as she thought. 
They could have alerted Apple and that's how she got on the train in time... they did appear after her. But why not the others?
It was becoming frustrating trying to figure it out, the fact they were both so inanimate made it even more difficult. There was no body language to read and despite the occasional raised eyebrow or monotonous verbal communication, she would think them statues. Rainbow having gotten one to act in the slightest bit of annoyance was, quite frankly an amazing achievement all things considered. Jessica frowned ever so slightly, it unnerved her. Once more the logical part of her brain spoke up, easing her fears.
Their motivations aside, they could have done anything to you at any point while you were in the hospital. Perhaps they were distracted by something or maybe they take their orders way too literally?
A soft sigh passed her lips, she wouldn't be finding any answers by second guessing everything. A soft nuzzle to her leg made her smile and look down, Espa trying to reassure her after the filly must have seen the brief frown pass over her brow. With a soft pat of the empty spot to the left she watched the young unicorn clamber up and lie beside her, her free hand gently resting upon Espa's mane. 
Rainbow looked towards Jessica and the two equines on the long window seat, a large yawn erupting from her muzzle. Gesturing with her hoof she made a comment before moving to the other side of the cabin, crawling upon one of the other benches to flop upon with a hoof dangling over the edge. Apple seemed to nod to whatever was said, removing her hat with one hoof and moving to lie further down the bench from Rainbow. 
Again Jessica was not going to dwell upon how they seemed to grip things with hooves, the act alone was already stressing her mind.
Instead she looked about her, the two guards standing stoic as ever with everyone else laying comfortably. A brief look of amusement came to her lips, the sound of snoring was already coming from the cyan pegasus's mouth as she drifted off to sleep. Apple tugged the hat back onto her head as if to drown out the noise before she too seemed to slumber. Jessica looked to her left, Espa had moved closer to her side, the rising and falling of her upper body showing she too had fallen asleep at some point. 
Ebony stirred and raised her head, a strange grin crossing her muzzle as Jessica replied with a slightly puzzled expression. She hoped soon her friend would act a little less... strange before giving a small yawn herself, trying to cover out of politeness with her right hand. Ebony just gave a small sniggering like sound before resting her head once more. Jessica wriggled to get comfortable before following the example of the others, feeling herself drift off to sleep.
~~~~~~

Jessica found herself not in the library this time, instead she was in a train cabin, a very dark and empty one at that. Feeling slightly unnerved she suddenly realised that she knew she was dreaming, recalling the term as she looked about to get her bearings. Lucid dreaming, the term sounded familiar for a name of what was happening right now. She mulled over this fact while slowly exploring the desolate train. Not a single soul could be found, her sense of uneasiness building within. 
"Okay... getting slightly creepy now." Unsure if this was a nightmare to be, the fact she knew she was asleep did little to ease her fears. Resting hands on the cold glass she looked outside, landscape flashing by in surreal images she didn't even dare try to comprehend. Looking up she spied the night sky, trying to find the rabbit in the moon she was familiar with she instead saw the profile of a unicorn's head represented within the craters of the lunar object.
"Okay... make that very creepy." When a teal eye peeled open upon the cratered surface she backed away quickly from the glass. The eye seemed to be looking around before it spotted her, cognizance of the sight tugging at her mind. The clearing of a throat from behind made her scream and jump forward before turning to spy a very strange equine. 
The most striking feature was the mane and tail, flowing like ethereal matter almost as if made from the night sky itself. There was also the disconcerting fact that unlike most equines, this one stood almost eye level with Jessica. That fact alone made her slightly nervous, another backwards step taken received a quizzical expression from the equine. It was soon apparent that this was far different from the other ponies she knew, the horn and wings combined almost making this equine seem... regal? 
An awkward silence passed as Jessica's eyes darted over the tall strange pony, that is until a blaring voice poured from the dark equine's mouth. Clapping hands over her ears she let loose a small wail of distress, eyes closing before the... pega-corn, uni-sus? She wasn't sure what to call this creature but Jessica soon found a far softer voice in her direction. 
Peeking open one eye she saw the equine looking quite, apologetic. A thoughtful look came across the mare's face, the softer curves and feminine like facial features helping her decide on the gender. The soft feminine voice also helped immensely in this regard.
"I... don't understand you?" Now Jessica felt strange, even her dreams were talking in the strange language that surrounded her in the waking moments. Even if this was just a dream her new hobby of making up nicknames took hold, eyeing the mare's flank. 
"Night, that seems to work." Jessica's face soon met her palm as she realised she was now trying to name the ponies in her dreams. The soft chuckling made her blink however as the equine, Night seemed genuinely amused by her actions. As the sound died down a serious look came across Night's face, her shadowed eyes closing while a glow emitted along her impressively long horn. Jessica felt slightly uneasy around the show of magic, but given this was obviously a dream she felt admittedly more relaxed than normal.
"Ja-ess-see-ka." To say Jessica was surprised to hear the words passing the mare's lips would have been an understatement. It sounded strained, forced, but it was her name. 
"Yes, that's me." Jessica was curious now, the dream - or nightmare, was taking a strange turn. Night seemed to be considering something, her mouth moving as she played the words over again.
"Jess-see-ka?" Night was rolling the sounds around, her mouth appearing to have difficulty in the pronunciation. She seemed to be genuinely enthralled by how the word emitted from her muzzle, one fore hoof raising to point towards Jessica.
Jessica for her part was quite lost on how to react to this. 
"Yes, that's still me." Repeating herself she gave a nod to the question, Night seemed satisfied before once more trying to speak in the equine's native tongue. Jessica gave a slow blink, unsure what was going on. Was her dreaming state trying to decipher the language? If that was the case it wasn't working to any noticeable degree. A sigh passed Night's mouth before the mare stepped closer, Jessica feeling strangely at ease now as the hybrid equine approached the nearby window to gaze out.
"Um... what's going on?" Stepping to the window herself she watched as the landscape slowly returned to some semblance of normality. Landmarks she remembered spying before sleeping slowly came into focus. Night had seemed particularly focused upon those, especially the sign posts that Jessica couldn't comprehend the language of. Several seconds passed before Night's eyes went wide, whatever she had been pondering the answer had been discovered.
The air started to darken as she looked at the dream equine, the train slowly becoming basked in Night's ethereal mane. Jessica was surprised to feel no panic at this, the cabin being consumed until pictures started to form within the collection of stars. Images of Sparkle and the others left behind, worried expressions on their faces as they headed towards another train. 
"Am I worried about them? Is that why I am imagining this?" Her dream was starting to make no sense, another image formed of two dark pegasi flying. Their wings appeared to have more in common with those of a bat than the standard pegasi. Oddly she felt... a sense of protectiveness from the dark armoured equines despite their appearance as they flew to an unrevealed location.
Night was looking elsewhere now, an image of Ebony opening up before her. Seeing the insectile-equine made her feel more at ease, a fact that Night raised an eyebrow quizzically at. A smile came to Jessica's face as the image distorted, her sleeping mind altering the image to that of a dark chocolate furred pegasus. She preferred Ebony in her 'natural' form, unsure if that was truly the case but that was how she had initially met her. However the pegasus form currently within the image also seemed to suit her friend. Regardless of what she thought, Jessica was not expecting Night's reaction to the new appearance.
Looking at the hybrid equine she blinked as Night looked at the image, jaw set. The tall equine appeared almost thoughtful, almost like she was trying to determine some fact. With a soft sigh and lowering of the head Night giving a small bemused laugh, that action catching Jessica off guard. A slow shake of the mare's head followed by a smile towards Jessica, only adding to her pile of confusion. 
The mare spoke once more in the equine tongue before gesturing with a hoof towards the image of Ebony. Jessica followed the gaze while Night looked thoughtful, then with a slight nod another image formed. This one raised her interests, like a window she could see the dream she was used to having. The library and forms of the ponies she trusted within, herself sitting at the table. Looking at Night she was surprised when the mare gestured with her hoof towards a book that had formed before her. 
The equation once more taking precedence within her mind.
"You... want me to solve this? Is that it?" Whether or not her words were understood, an answering nod was the given reply. Night giving a small bow of her head before a piercing whistle cleaved through the dreamscape.
The last thing Jessica remembered was Night giving one last glance at Ebony's disguise before consciousness returned.
~~~~~~~

Jessica furrowed her brow as the locomotive's whistle continued to mercilessly harass her ears. She stirred on the seat, wondering just what the dream had been about. Not one to lucid dream it was rather bizarre, the exact details becoming fuzzy as her waking mind took over.
It was certainly unusual as far as my dreams go, that's for sure.
Pushing the thoughts out of her mind she realised that she was the last one awake. The guards waiting by the cabin with Espa and Apple ready to go. Ebony was nearby as always, stretching herself out with small clicks emitting from her spine. Rainbow... well it seemed Jessica wasn't the last awake with the pegasus still snoring upon the bench, none the wiser of her surroundings.
The complaints of Jessica's feet notwithstanding, she slowly stood and noticed that the day had slipped by them over the journey. Apple was conversing with the guards prior to giving Jessica a smile and gesture of her head towards the exit. Understanding to follow the orange mare, she watched as Apple trotted over to Rainbow and nudged the pegasus awake. With a mighty yawn Rainbow stretched and joined the rest, ready to head off the train.
I guess the train doesn't leave again until tomorrow.
Jessica found herself suddenly flanked by Ebony and one of the guards, mildly curious as to the stallion's presence at her side. Ebony gave a look of mild irritation while they made their way to the exit, disembarking the train to look around within the twilight waning light.  The two mares continued conversing until the deeper monotonous voice of a guard cut in, bringing them all to a stop. With a look to his partner he then gestured towards the train with a tilt of his head, Apple seeming thoughtful at his words. 
Slowly some form of consensus was reached, now moving into the town while Jessica noticed a sense of unease about her. She wasn't the only one she noticed, Ebony was also looking rather apprehensive the further in they got. Looking around Jessica couldn't shake the sensation of familiarity, but it didn't breed any feelings of nostalgia within her. Quite the opposite in fact, she was feeling steadily more nervous.
Her mind took in the more urban environment she found herself in, the buildings more closely resembling those she knew from home. Sharper edges, more modern in construction while seeming to retain the style she saw at the village, overall it was a very strange mingling. The shape of the buildings, the lamp posts now beginning to light the pavement, it all felt like she had been here before. Her mind was turning over the information, digging through memories until she noticed the equines looking in their direction.
No, at me.
Where at the hospital, along with the small town it was situated in, the ponies had been more nervous or at the very least, curious of her presence; here there was a whole new spectrum of emotions being displayed. Anger, terror, pity, every pony she could see displayed one of these expressions upon seeing her. Rainbow seemed to pick up on this as well, a sarcastic remark being passed as she flapped her wings, hovering above the ground as opposed to trotting.
Another thing became abundantly clear, the ponies were straight up avoiding their group. Parting at their approach they would move to the buildings either side of the road, comments being passed between in a murmuring sea of noise. Ebony did not look at all impressed by this, a small sneer coming across her friend's muzzle. With Apple, Espa and Rainbow leading the way and one guard behind her, Jessica felt more like she was being escorted than accompanied. 
Espa seemed to notice her discomfort and turned, looking up as she stopped along with the equines accompanying her. Feeling the warm muzzle rub to her bare lower leg Jessica smiled and bent down, scooping the filly up while a small surprised sound was emitted. Espa seemed surprised by this but soon relaxed with fore hooves dangling over her folded arms, it was then Jessica realised the accumulating gasps from the crowd. 
They were looking aghast, several reacting with shouts towards, presumably the guards or adult mares with her. Apple seemed confused, Rainbow looking about as if trying to see what the crowd was becoming agitated with. No-one expected what happened next, least of all Jessica. Looking around nervously she could almost feel the attitude of the crowd begin to shift, anger bubbling beneath the surface. A quick glance to the side saw Ebony's jaw clench and her muscles start to tense under the dark fur. 
Then the first stone was thrown.
Jessica never saw where it came from, she just felt the impact as it struck against her side. A wince crossing her features before looking about, the unicorns in the crowd suddenly gaining auras along their horns. The tell-tale sign of magic being used making her more nervous than earlier, especially with so many currently exhibiting the horn aura. Apple seemed incensed, looking around the crowd while the guards furrowed their brows, closing tighter towards Jessica. Espa's alarmed voice reached her ears as she looked down, seeing the small unicorn in her arms yelling towards the crowd in an almost pleading voice.
What's going on, why do they sound so...
It suddenly struck Jessica why this place felt so familiar. The reason her mind was slow to catch up was possibly due to it being with a week since her visit. The other fact was that last time she was looking through bars of metal at the buildings and inhabitants.
"No... not here!" Ebony seemed to sense her distress, she herself could feel it within like a tangled ball struggling to get out. The sensation of fear.
As Rainbow started to raise her voice another stone was launched in Jessica's direction, impacting to her back. Closely followed by two more, then two more after that until soon a small rain of granite was thrown in her direction. The jeering was growing, anger swelling as the crowd started to cross over into its much more dangerous variant; a mob.
The stones, given they were not much larger than pebbles had yet to cause any harm, her mind still begun to sink into growing terror. This was one of the last places she wished to be. Remembering the faces of the ponies jeering at her, laughing, taunting or simply pitying her as they watched her in the filthy cage. Her mind started to blank out, breathing growing shallow as she felt the fear start to claim her. 
The tugging from her skirt made her snap back to the present as she watched Ebony gesture with her head and gallop off towards a small alleyway nearby. Jessica didn't need any coaxing, still carrying Espa she ran. The crowd was thin here, easily parting as a look of fear quickly came to their faces when she approached. Barely recognising the voice of Apple calling after her as she sunk into the alley way and perceived safety. 
She followed the curl filled tail of her friend as they ducked between narrow passages, the sound of hoof falls behind driving her on. Unsure whether they were friendly equines or those of the crowd, she wasn't willing to take the chance. Her feet began to ache as she pushed her body, Espa attempting to yell at Ebony only received an anger filled reply. Not sure what was said she did notice Espa go quiet after the remark, her forelegs pushing harder to Jessica's forearms as if for comfort.
Why here of all places?!
Her breathing was becoming more difficult, she wasn't out of shape but nor was she used to such physical exercise. Her body already rebelling as they pushed through another opening, slipping into the alley on the other side of the small street. She could hear the sound of Rainbow shouting over the din, Espa's response given in a raised voice while Jessica continued the pace. Approaching another opening, Ebony had just ran through when three angry equines blocked Jessica's path. 
They seemed to be making loud noises as if trying to scare her, if that was the goal then it had certainly worked. She gave a small strangled scream and ducked back into the alley, blindly running down another path vaguely aware of Ebony calling out to her. Tears started to build in her eyes, tears caused by fear but also at how she was being treated. Thanks to the brothers she was being treated like a monster, a monster to be scared out of the town. Her vision blurred while she realised how it must have looked when they had entered, guards and the others flanking her. Jessica realised this, but it didn't make the information easier to accept.
The logical part of her brain once more spoke up, if they had intended to harm her they could have thrown larger projectiles. It seemed they were more focused on trying to scare her out of the town, away from them. 
No...
They weren't attempting to scare her she realised, they were herding her. 
As she ran down another alley she finally understood where she was being directed. The sight chilled her to the bone as two familiar male unicorns stood beside a wagon, looking just as surprised as she must have. 
No, no no no no! Not them!
Tears flowed freely at the pure unfairness of it all. She tried to step back but Stache was quicker, a luminous green aura quickly gripped her wrist, tugging her forward out of the alleyway. They both spoke excitedly as Espa was shouting something, the striped shirt wearing brothers speaking reassuringly to the small filly. Seeing his brother struggle, Non-Stache added his own magical pull to the other wrist, Jessica losing her balance and forced to stagger forward. 
She tried to resist but now both her wrists were encased within the sickly green magic, the unpleasant prickling sensation occurring on her skin from its touch. She struggled until another hard tug made her lose the grip on Espa, the small filly falling down onto her hooves with a startled cry. Jessica tried to defy them but found herself being pulled with more force, the big smiles upon the stallions making her scream.
"Let me go!"
The sight of the lion creature and bizarre chicken beast in the cages made her realise her own fate soon enough, hoping that the others would save her. A small part, a dark part began to wonder if this was the plan all along to hand her back over to the pair. 
The thought terrified her as she was dragged closer to Stache, pulled roughly forward so she fell onto her right side. Wincing at the painful landing she looked up through moisture filled eyes as Non-Stache opened an empty cage upon the wagon. Their magic pinning her to the ground as an all too hated whip was slowly unfurled within a green glow, raised up and cracked in the air as if testing. She heard Espa's voice cry out before Stache spoke to his brother, an affirmative tone given in reply.
Distantly Jessica barely acknowledged the sound of beating wings and rushing wind before clenching her teeth, awaiting the horrible treatment she was about to receive. The whip was raised high as Jessica closed her eyes, the whip's crack accompanied with the sound of flesh being struck by the horrible cord. 
Only... Jessica had not felt the impact. She blinked as she felt a presence over her body, accompanied with the subtle weight of something standing over her. Both brothers seemed to give loud gasps, stumbling out words in a jumble of mortified apology. Wincing Jessica slowly raised her head to see what was going on, spying white fur above her head and two strong forelegs spread. A droplet of blood fell upon the concrete before her, looking up to see two white wings spread over her form. 
W-What?
A deep monotonous voice rumbled, holding within the barest trace of anger. Jessica's eyes went wide as she finally understood what, or who was standing over her. Who had just taken the strike meant for herself. 
The guard spoke coldly towards both unicorns, each taking a step back as the whip dropped unceremoniously upon the ground. Jessica sniffed softly, rubbing her eyes as the glow about her wrists faded allowing her movement once more. Looking up once again she found herself looking into strangely concerned green eyes, the guard having lowered his head to look at her upside down. She also now saw the crimson line across the top of his muzzle, marring the white fur in a deplorable fashion.
"W-What? Why?" Her mind was struggling to process what happened, a warmth pressing to her side as Espa rushed against her. The small filly seemed terrified as she sniffled up towards Jessica, the presence of Espa helping calm her somewhat. A strong voice took her attention upwards, the guard was speaking towards her in a concerned and then reassuring manner. The gesture attempt to calm her was touching, the most emotion she had seen so far from one of the guards. 
"I-I'm fine." She offered a small smile despite the lie, she was quivering and the tears refused to stop. The guard stepped from over her, his wings folding to his side as he spoke in a commanding tone towards Stache and Non-Stache. Gesturing his head towards the cages both brothers seemed to stammer, looking at each other quickly between each burst of quickly spoken language. 
Impacting hooves from behind made Jessica tense up before she felt a tugging sensation within, looking to her side to see Ebony trot close with a mixture of worry and shame upon her face. The pegasus moved to push her head under Jessica's chest, helping her to kneel up before turning and glaring towards the stammering unicorns. Two angry female voices also joined in on the condemnation, looking behind she saw Apple and Rainbow approach. Both looked appalled at what they were either hearing or seeing, Jessica couldn't tell.
She could however tell that Apple's scowl was born of true anger for the two. Rainbow landed before Jessica, looking back at Ebony now with reduced animosity before spreading her wings. The display was clear, to get to Jessica they would have to go through her and Ebony both. The gesture was unexpected and she felt regret for how she had thought of the pegasus earlier in the day. However, even she could realise the brothers were already reduced to quivering wrecks at the sight of the guard before them. 
A commotion behind her made her spy the crowd approaching, angry looks starting to melt into something else as they took in the sight. Jessica felt the tears roll down her cheeks before Apple approached, holding a tissue within her mouth. Both the question of where did she acquire it, or the fact of it came from her mouth didn't dissuade Jessica. She took it with a small smile and blew her nose, rubbing her eyes with the back of her forearm as the fear dissipated slowly.
The second guard was standing before the crowd, giving a look to challenge them to try and get past. The two stoic guards were protecting her, shame at how she had thought of them previously starting to bubble up. Both were trying to retain their composure while obviously bristling with what had occurred, how they were protecting her really was touching. Looking at Ebony who was staying close to her side, almost as if ashamed she had been separated, she saw how she felt about the guards almost mirrored on the pegasus. The emotion quickly left Ebony's face as the mare gave a small derisive snort, acting unimpressed. 
Or unconvinced?
Jessica was still confused at how her friend was acting. Ebony was clearly worked up about something, what that something was still continued to be a mystery. The concerned voice of Espa made her slide one arm about the filly reassuringly, her fear starting to give way to anger at how the brothers had frightened the small unicorn. Now backed against their wagon they were looking more fearful, a voice full of authority booming from the guard's mouth as he gestured with his head.
The crowd behind her started to mumble amongst themselves, some Jessica noted, looked almost appalled. Stache was starting to shake while Non-Stache continued to speak in a quivering voice, the guard looking unimpressed at whatever was being said. Apple turned to the crowd and gestured with a hoof towards her, the mare's voice dripping with disgust. Blinking in confusion she noted Rainbow hover, some of the crowd looking upwards as she folded hooves over her chest, looking suitably unimpressed by their actions.
A few mumbled apologies seemed to come in her direction, Jessica was beginning to pick up the implied meaning to some words over the last week, listening carefully she thought she caught the word that she assumed was 'sorry' spoken several times. She couldn't be sure, but she had heard the word from Red whenever the Doctor would use his magic on her, or when her shoulder was being tended too. 
Apple's expression seemed to lighten at this, her tone becoming stern as she gestured with a hoof. Most of the crowd looked remorseful as they slowly trotted or flew away, tails hanging low. A few however remained, their tones leading Jessica to realise they still thought of her as a monster. Before that fact could eat into her she heard the guard behind stomp a gold armoured hoof, the impact shocking everyone into silence. His voice was stern, brooking no further argument causing the remaining few equines to swallow loudly. 
Once they too had dispersed she felt her attention drawn to the two unicorns that caused all this, shakily getting to her feet as Ebony moved to help her up. Grateful for her friend's presence she rested a hand in the curly mane, the warm sensation once more continuing much to Ebony's evident relief.
"I'm okay, really." Her tone was soft as Apple seemed to relax as well, trotting to look up at her before her gaze turned steely at the brothers. Rainbow hovered above, forelegs crossed over her chest while the unimpressed expression now turned towards Stache and Non-Stache. Seemingly aware all attention was now on them they adopted a more submissive posture, their tone of voice becoming apologetic. 
The other guard approached, his eyes seeming to scan over Jessica for any sign of harm. Finding none he gave a brisk nod and stood nearby, his proximity to her welcome.
Suddenly the guard sporting the red cut along his muzzle stepped back, the brothers appearing nervous as they cautiously approached. Jessica flinched as they took a step closer, her body beginning to shiver while Ebony gave a warning growl towards them. Both unicorns looking even more skittish before each lowered their heads, an apologetic toned voice issuing from the equines. Jessica could only blink, they were... sorry for what they did?
She stood, unsure what to do, how to feel as she noticed Stache raise his head. He looked, terrified of whatever the guard had said, his eyes were quivering as his legs continued to shake. Aware now all eyes were upon her she realised a sensation rising inside, Ebony reacting instantly as if stung, warily looking up towards Jessica. 
Anger.
Jessica's mother had always taught her to forgive, to hold onto anger would be akin to letting it consume her. She had always valued her mother's wisdom, the kind hearted woman shaping Jessica into the young lady she was today.
Her mother however, was not currently present.
Jessica felt anger at these two, without thinking she had already pulled her hand back in preparation. Stache's eyes went wide not knowing what to expect until her hand impacted against the side of his muzzle. Wincing slightly Jessica repeated the action on Non-Stache, the hard slap against their faces the only action she could think of. Taking a deep breath while the two brothers looked stunned, Jessica remembered herself looking around at the others. 
One of the guards seemed bemused by what occurred, Apple meanwhile was pulling her stetson down, ineffectively hiding a grin. Ebony had a satisfied smirk upon her face while Rainbow, not so subtle was holding her sides as she laughed it up in the air. Momentarily shaken from her own thoughts, Jessica wondered how the pegasus was staying airborne with all the laughter.
The bemused guard gave a small shrug before speaking to the brothers, Stache snapping out of the daze as two more equines approached from down the road. A female unicorn and male normal pony, both in a variant of a police officer's uniform, bowed to the guards and looked towards the brothers. The female unicorn levitated two metal cone shapes from a saddlebag, a frown upon her face as she stepped towards the male unicorns. Each cone slipped about each of Stache and Non-Stache's horns, followed with an audible lock clicking. With a nod of his head the stallion officer led the two brothers shame faced back down the road, the female falling in behind the two.
Throughout the quick interaction at no point did either of the two look in her direction. The tension left her body as she collapsed softly to her knees, feeling the comforting fur of both Espa and Ebony near her.
W-Wait, they're... arrested? It's over?
Jessica wasn't sure what to think. Her hand was beginning to sting, not surprising given she had just slapped two horses as hard as she could. That action seemed folly to her now, but as the anger within dimmed away she at least knew she had vented. Waving her hand slightly she winced knowing she would be regretting it further later, but for now she felt... good. The tension had left her, a small smile coming to her face. Ebony followed the brother's departure with narrowed eyes, it seemed that she too still harboured ill will towards the pair.
A gesture to the two trapped beasts from Apple got a reply from one of the guards, which Jessica decided to dub Scar due to the cut on his muzzle. It would at least help her differentiate between the two. Giving them a name also helped personalise them, as opposed to thinking of them as just fixtures like she regrettably had done previously. 
The other she deemed to nickname Stoic, it just seemed... fitting. 
Another pang of guilt struck deep within Jessica, realising she had suspected those around her. Exhaling she noticed Apple looking with a concerned look, Jessica unable to meet the mare's gaze. A hard object gently bumping into her right shoulder promptly got her attention, turning to see Rainbow's grinning face. The pegasus speaking in a reassuring tone before thrusting her hoof forward into the air, the grin spreading wider.
Apple seemed to take Rainbow's excitement with good grace, talking down the cyan pegasus as she gave a shrug in response. Thoroughly confused now Jessica simply exhaled and forced a smile to her face. Feet feeling remarkably tender after the impromptu run, she winced with each slow step while trying to walk. Scar seemed to notice this, moving with his larger body to give her something to lean on. Ebony, not to be outdone, moved almost immediately to the other side. 
"I'm okay, really." Her voice quivered, betraying her exhaustion. Mentally and physically she was worn out, the scare upon almost being captured again and the mob chasing her... she was tired.
"Okay, maybe not so much." Allowing the tiredness to creep into her voice, Jessica allowed the pegasi to support her as they slowly made their way down the street. Espa staying close to her feet, careful not to be tripped over. The little unicorn moved to walk slowly in front, almost as if trying to protect her which brought an easy smile to Jessica's lips. 
Espa... that silly, kind, lovely filly.
Apple seemed to notice how Espa was acting, a raised eyebrow with a playful tone entering the orange mare's voice as she addressed the filly. Espa just gave a determined nod and looked back up at Jessica, giving a smile up towards her.
My little bodyguard huh?
Rainbow looked bemused as well, talking encouragingly to Espa who seemed to puff up her chest a little in response. Even Scar broke his normally stone faced expression to give a small grin, Stoic however disappointingly did not. The warm sensation grew within and spilled into Ebony, the feeling of protection and concern for her well being fueling her happiness. The disguised-pegasus offered an ever so slight smile up towards Jessica, back to her normal self it seemed.
Eventually they made it down the main street, most of the equines they passed refusing to make eye contact towards her. Be it through shame or displeasure, at the moment she didn't care. Her mind was too exhausted to dwell upon it, the anger slowly spiking within before she quelled it. There was one thing she had learned about herself since arriving in this world, she had a nasty anger when tired. 
It was something she wasn't proud of, even given the situations she had been in didn't make it right. Her right hand stinging was some form of penance for her actions, although she still found it hard to regret what she had done. Exhaling at the now depressingly familiar feeling of anger she noticed Ebony looking up concerned. The faint sensation of something, sharp lashing out from her was not at all pleasant. Calming herself the feeling returned to soft warmth, Ebony relaxing some before resting a wing to her side. 
Whatever I'm feeling seems to affect Ebony, why?
Her mind threw its arms up in disgust at her continued attempts to dwell on things, a headache starting to form as if in punishment. The causes were more likely due to exertion, hunger, the fact she had not had a drink since leaving the hospital. All were good options, but she found the idea her brain was rebelling more fitting.
Stupid brain, don't make me add you to the list.
A small smile came to her lips at the outrageous idea, once more arguing with herself she started to question if she had in fact snapped and gone completely crazy. What if all this was just part of her imagination and she was currently gnawing on padded walls, wearing the latest fashion of straitjacket?
The idea was quickly dismissed, her imagination couldn't be nearly this creative. Realising she had been lost daydreaming she noticed they had stopped, a sheepish looking dark blue stallion had approached the group. Scar raised an eyebrow, prompting the other equine to speak. Jessica was impressed how much the guard had opened up since saving her, almost like he had been holding back all this time. 
"Unlike boring Stoic." She was tired, the words slipping from her mouth before she blinked and blushed. Everyone's attention looked towards her, several ears flicking before Rainbow blinked and looked back at the stallion. The male normal pony looked a little caught off guard at Jessica's sudden comment before Apple prompted him on with a wave of a fore hoof.
Clearing his throat he bowed his head and gestured to the building behind him, the street lights turning on to illuminate the sign. Jessica frowned, she could make out the drawing of a horse apparently sleeping. Did that make the place an inn?
Apple looked to consider something before looking up towards Jessica, a hesitant tone in her voice before she gave a slight tip of her hat. Ebony mentioned something, her tone slightly more acidic which caused the stallion to lower his head further. Apple gave a slight gaze at the dark pegasus before exhaling. Rainbow however was rubbing the back of her head with a foreleg as if unable to disagree with Ebony's comment.
Finally Apple looked at both Scar and Stoic, both giving small nods before the mare gave a small smile to the stallion. Instantly he cheered up, looking relieved as he turned and led the way into the building. His posture became more animated along with his speech as they entered inside. Much to Jessica's amusement both Ebony and Rainbow rolled their eyes at the same time, although neither noticed the other doing so. 
The inside of the inn looked well maintained, a certain level of upper class almost permeating through the lobby. Trotting to the counter the stallion leaned over, retrieving a key in his mouth before leading them up the stairs. Stairs, Jessica decided, were also hated when she was sans shoes. Her feet kept clipping the edge making her almost slip were it not for Ebony and Scar keeping her upright. 
Finally much to her eternal relief they reached the upper floor, she had only slipped four times which wasn't bad considering the circumstances. The stallion, who she now decided must be the owner of this hotel, led them to the end of the hallway before gesturing to the door with a flourish. 
From ashamed to flamboyant in the space of a few minutes, he must be the owner.
Pushing the key into the lock and a slight twist of his head, the stallion opened up the door and gestured for them to enter. Jessica was helped inside by Ebony and Scar while the owner conversed with Stoic and Apple. Rainbow was looking impressed as she flew around the large suite, finally dropping onto her back on a large bed in one of the adjoining rooms. Slightly amused at her antics, Jessica looked back as Espa trotted in, her golden eyes wide in wonder. 
The chandelier is a bit much...
Slipping away from the pair supporting her, Jessica hobbled gently to a couch and sat down, mindful of the expensive looking decoration hanging from the ceiling. Espa wasted no time in following, scrabbling up onto the couch to rest beside Jessica, her new little bodyguard giving a confident nod of the head. Rainbow flew back in to give a mock salute to the small filly, Espa trying to give an authoritative voice as she gave another firm nod. 
All in all, it was far too cute.
Apple made her way over, giving a look around the large room before speaking in a jovial tone then looked towards the guards. Scar gave a brief nod to whatever was said prior before making his way out the door, Stoic taking up position beside the exit at the other guard's departure. Jessica couldn't help but assume Stoic was the straightlaced one, as much as that could be so when compared to the stolidness of Scar. She assumed both would be a riot at parties, an amusing mental image creeping into her mind of that scenario.
I'm not really sure a pony can breakdance though...
It was then she realised she was being spoken to, looking down to see Apple giving a curious glance up at. She had missed the question asked, but given her grasp of their language it didn't make much of a difference. Apple sighed good-naturedly as Ebony moved onto the couch beside Jessica, resting to her side and speaking towards the orange mare. 
Apple blinked and tapped the end of her muzzle thoughtfully before giving a small smile, trotting off she rummaged around before calling out to Rainbow. Whatever they were trying to do they had Jessica's attention, her puzzlement growing as a rainbow streak zipped between rooms. Within a few seconds the cyan pegasus returned, her mouth full of paper. Spitting it out onto the floor she zoomed back off, returning while balancing upon her nose an ink pot and quill.
Placing the second item down far more carefully, Rainbow stepped back and sat as Apple picked up the quill delicately within her mouth. Jessica was amazed, despite how difficult it looked Apple was rather adept at drawing upon the paper, one hoof holding it flat while Rainbow pushed down another corner. Soon the simplistic drawing was done, Apple gazing up with a hopeful look upon her face. 
Jessica surveyed the image, confused until she realised she was attempting to look at it upside down. Reaching down with a questioning look upon her face she was rewarded with a nod from Apple, both mares removing their hooves allowing her to lift up the paper - being careful to keep it level due to the wet ink. A simple picture of what appeared to be Jessica looking upset was in one corner, to which she pointed to this and smiled giving a shake of her head. She wasn't that upset anymore.
The second picture was a plate of what appeared to be apples before Jessica who was cartoonishly licking her lips. Overall Jessica decided she was quite impressed with Apple's drawing ability. Before she could answer Rainbow flew over, tapping the picture with a hoof and stressing a word slowly. Jessica blinked at this, watching Rainbow stress a word slower before comprehension struck. Before she could answer Apple moved to the dining table and returned, an apple balanced upon the top of her muzzle. 
Ebony watched the proceedings with clear interest, Apple placing the apple down gently and pointing with a hoof at the fruit following Rainbow's lead. Once more the word was stressed in the strange accent the orange mare was becoming known for.
Hang on... are they trying to get me to understand the word?
She exhaled and the mares drew back slightly, their body language seeming to suggest they thought they had either insulted or upset her with their actions. 
I feel like I'm back in pre-school... well, I guess I am in a way.
Surprising both mares she leaned forward and picked up the apple, pointing to the bowl of similar fruit within the picture then at the one in her hand. 
"Ap-pull." She enunciated the word, pointing once more at the fruit. Surprising not only the mares but even Stoic had raised one eyebrow at what was occurring. Apple seemed to become emboldened by this and raised a hoof, pointing to the fruit.
"App-all?" The word seemed strained and forced from the orange mare's throat, her mouth working around the word. Jessica smiled and gave a firm nod of her head, why she had never thought to try something so simple she didn't know. It occurred to her that perhaps they were afraid of treating her like an infant, or presumed it would be degrading to her. For all Jessica knew, Sparkle had even been trying to do so with her, and she had missed the attempts entirely. She decided to try something different and pointed directly at herself next.
"Jess-e-ka." Rainbow raised an eyebrow at Jessica as she once more pronounced a word, this time her name.  The two mares shared a look before Rainbow's face scrunched up, trying to move her lips to make the same noises.
"Gess-a-kaa?" Jessica giggled at Rainbow's attempt, tilting her head and once more repeating the correct way to say it. What surprised her most was the small voice beside her piping up.
"Jess-e-ka?" Espa looked up hopefully, her face also scrunched in an adorable fashion as her attempt was met with a warm smile and quick nod of the head. Rainbow just chuckled at Espa's bashful smile, this time Apple pointing to the fruit once more and pronouncing it in her language.
It was Jessica's turn to try and work her tongue around the strange word, failing twice before she eventually got somewhere close the third time. It was at that point she remembered just why they were attempting to teach each other their language. Looking back at the picture she winced as her belly grumbled loudly, a bemused Apple giving a soft laugh before a grin came to the mare's face.
"I guess my belly decides I really am hungry." Deciding to concur with her digestive system she looked up as the door opened, Scar returning with two trays. One upon his armoured back, held in place with wings while the other was held tightly in teeth. The question on how he managed to open the door was one she wanted to ask but knew she wouldn't get an answer for.
The trays were placed gently upon a large table, lower to the ground for pony height much like everything else Jessica noted. She was just happy to be in a safe place, watching Rainbow flip an apple up into the air and devour it within one bite. The action both disgusting and equally impressive she had to admit. Apple wasn't quite as appreciative of the gesture but soon she too was indulging in something to eat, almost repeating the same action with some form of fritter. Espa moved off the couch to trot over, Jessica soon joining the filly as her stomach led her to the food.
Eventually all were enjoying something to eat and drink, Jessica passing on the fish once more. Another reason she detested the brothers, her favourite meal was now something she felt nauseous simply thinking of. Still, the nuts and apple fritters were delicious as she filled her belly. 
Ebony remained on the couch, watching the others eat with one half lidded eye. Apple turned to address the pegasus inviting her to join them, Jessica glad some of the animosity had lessened between them after what had occured. It did surprise her however that Ebony didn't eat, in fact she had never seen the insectile-equine consume anything as long as she had known her. Her health never seemed to suffer, although...
She seems to look as if savouring something around me occasionally. Is it due to contentment or...
The idea that Ebony was some kind of life force stealing vampire was a little hard to swallow, although the strange sensation she felt would support this theory. Looking over towards the pegasus she watched as Ebony declined Apple's offer with a small shake of her head before watching Jessica carefully. Their gazes met as Ebony raised an eyebrow as in quiet question.  Jessica replied simply with a small smile and continued to eat, the gesture causing an eye roll from the lounging pegasus.
She's there for me, that's all that matters.
Having finished eating she found exhaustion had crept up upon her. Before she knew it her eyelids were drooping, a stern sounding voice from Apple shaking her out of her drowsiness. Apple was looking amused before her head gently pushed to Jessica's side, forcing her to stand as the unceasing pressure continued. Just like Red the orange pony wasn't taking no for an answer
"Okay, okay!" Jessica laughed softly, raising her hands in defeat before letting herself be guided gently towards one of the bedrooms. Taking the not so subtle hint she sighed and smiled, reaching down to grab the quill and paper once more. Quickly scribbling a doodle of herself in bed, a line of 'Z's above her for effect before she showed the image to Apple.
Not surprisingly the mare looked confused at the letters, obviously not something that translated over, but the gist of the image was understood. A nod was given and Jessica conceded with a smile, waving to the other equines before closing the door gently. She thought she caught Ebony and Espa raising their heads as the door was closed, thinking nothing of it she started to get undressed for bed. Heavy sounding hooves approached the door as she peeled off her sweater, rubbing her left shoulder before the bra was unfastened. 
Just when she thought the door would open it seemed Ebony remembered what happened when she got changed in the hospital room. The pegasus's voice called out a warning which stopped the hoof approach, a sigh of relief coming from Jessica's mouth. She knew they went without clothing mostly, but at the same time she still didn't wish to be seen naked by one. Removing her skirt and underwear which were carefully folded with the other items, she walked into the side bathroom and splashed her face a few times, dabbing her face dry with a towel. 
Catching sight of her reflection she noted how different she looked now, her immaculately styled hair was now left loose with the highlights starting to fade. She had lost weight, that was clear with fingers trailing down the slight definition of ribs along her sides. Her eyes were no longer sunken like they had been at the hospital, that was a bonus and showed the progress of her recovery. Overall her examination concurred that in the reflection was a tired and stressed out girl, complete with bandaged shoulder.
Yay me.
Moving back into the bedroom she found herself curious how the light turned off when she left, then turned on when she entered. Putting it down to magic, the answer that seemed to solve most questions here, Jessica tugged the blankets back to slide into the warm bed. The soft sheets and the mattress that practically sucked her in was heavenly, she was never a fan of firm beds.
A knock on the door made her sit up just as she got comfortable, tugging a sheet up to provide modesty. 
"Um... yes?" Curious as to what might be the problem, she was a little surprised to see Ebony trot into the room, bumping the door mostly closed behind her. Without any invitation she pulled herself up onto the bed, laying herself down near the end to watch the door closely. A smile played across Jessica's lips, moving her legs so as to give Ebony room, she was still surprised that the bed was the right size for her. The fact this was probably the equivalent of a large bed had not escaped her.
Ebony looked towards her and gave a small smile, the small show of emotion returned by Jessica while she reached over and wrapped arms around the pegasus's neck. Ebony looked surprised before relaxing, moving one foreleg to slide over Jessica's forearm in a affectionate gesture. Releasing the hug she lay back in bed only for the sound of Rainbow calling out making her eyes snap open immediately after closing. A young voice called back with a resigned voice replying, the sound of Rainbow giving up it seemed over whatever was said. 
The appealing sound of Apple laughing brought a smile to her face over whatever had just taken place. The reason became clear as Espa nosed the door open gently, looking up at Jessica with a nervous expression. Sitting up once more Jessica looked down at the filly, unable to understand what was being said but with the soft scuffing of the front hoof, she could guess. Espa looked even more nervous as Jessica moved, biting on her lower lip with tail hanging low. 
She misses her mother...
The thought was obvious, the little filly had seemed to latch onto Jessica over the last week. It was thus clear to her why she had come into the room, without Bubbles present she wanted to be near the other she had grown accustomed to. The eyes looked back up at her once more, hoping for the best but expecting the worst. Jessica didn't even hesitate as she smiled and gave the mattress beside her a firm pat. 
Espa's eyes lit up as Ebony gave a little derisive snort, although Jessica could have sworn for the briefest second she saw a small grin on her friend's face. The young unicorn trotted over to the bed, Jessica leaning over to help Espa up carefully. With a smile on her face she watched as the unicorn nuzzled under the covers before wriggling back up to lie with forelegs holding the blankets close. The sight made Jessica giggle softly, lying back down herself she gave Espa a soft stroke over her mane before the light turned off.
Apple and Rainbow were peeking in the doorway, a warm smile crossing over the orange mare's muzzle while Rainbow instead rolled her eyes. Before the door shut Jessica caught sight of the smile upon the cyan pegasus's mouth, although she had tried her best to hide it.
With both Ebony and Espa sharing the bed with her she felt, safe. Despite what happened during the day, meeting back up with the brothers, right now this all seemed worth it. Feeling Espa wriggle closer, the warm touch of her fur to a bare arm made her smile grow.
Tomorrow they would most likely head on the train back to the others, but for tonight Jessica hummed gently for the two others in the room. Espa cuddled closer before slumbering peacefully, Ebony meanwhile flicking an ear while listening to the melody.
Eventually Jessica felt sleep close in on her, letting herself drift off in the company of those she cared about.

	
		Chapter four: Encounter



Warm...
Jessica felt her arms slide tighter around the warmth, moving to tug it closer. It was wonderfully soft too, soft and warm. Her waking mind only took a passing notice to the fact whatever she was hugging, was breathing.
Don't want to get up...
Trying to avoid the sun peeking through the curtains, she hugged the comfort closer to her body, only to have it speak to her. Confused as to why the snug, furry object would be attempting to initiate conversation, she felt awareness begin to return. Moving one arm she rubbed at her eyes, wincing at the ray of light responsible for bringing her back to the waking world. Resting the arm over her forehead she lay upon her side, remembering the events that led to her being in such a comfortable bed.
Alerted to soft pressure against her back she tilted her head, finally having enough focus returned to take in the sight. Espa was still sleeping peacefully, resting against her bringing a smile to Jessica's face. It was truly an adorable sight to wake up to.
Wait, then what am I holding?
The realisation that the aforementioned warm, furry, and soft object in her arms was not Espa caused her to look forward once more. Two blue eyes regarded her with strained tolerance, the expression upon Ebony's muzzle also spoke volumes on how the pegasus felt about the situation. There was also the slight flustered look, which Jessica decided, was a little cute.
Oh!
Instantly releasing Ebony the mare squirmed to get back into a seated position, appearing unwilling for anyone to observe her previous predicament. Most likely after what Jessica had seen, Rainbow would be the primary culprit in her concern. Ebony's head was turned aside looking rather abashed, continuing to have a fluster cross her muzzle much to Jessica's growing amusement. She did feel sorry for what she had done while in the delirium of waking, but her friend's reaction was still charming in its own way.
"Sorry." A sheepish smile came to her lips, making sure she sounded suitably apologetic in her tone. Ebony gave a small snort before raising one eyebrow to regard Jessica curiously, a long sigh following as the pegasus relaxed somewhat. Leaning down to rub her muzzle gently against Jessica's hand, possibly accepting her apology, Ebony then hopped off the bed and stretched.
A small squirming to her back announced the waking of the other equine. Espa gave a quiet murmur before the small muzzle pushed to Jessica's spine, a giggle at the ticklish sensation unable to be repressed. At the sound of her amusement the filly woke, golden eyes blinking away the sleep. Jessica moved to sit up, gently stroking Espa's mane as the filly rubbed her eyes with a foreleg.
"I guess we're all awake now." Espa flicked her ears, a look of contemplation upon her face as she obviously failed to understand Jessica's words. 
"Jess-e-ka?" Blinking at mention of her name, Jessica gazed down at Espa who was smiling. Sitting up Espa then raised forelegs upwards, a hopeful smile upon her face. It seemed the filly was trying to mimic what she had seen Red do, Espa tilting her head slightly as the smile ever so slightly waivered.
I wish I could tell Bubbles what a wonderful daughter she has...
Bending down, Jessica gently hugged Espa, allowing the filly to awkwardly hug her back about the neck. Ebony was scrunching her nose up in the corner of her vision, a returned juvenile gesture with Jessica's tongue the response given. Letting the hug go she moved to help Espa off the bed, carefully holding the blanket about herself to provide modesty. 
There was one thing Jessica wanted, something she had discovered last night while washing her face. Slipping from the bed with the blanket trailing behind, she made her way to the bathroom. Picking up her clothing on the way she closed the door once inside, her eyes lighting up at the source of her excitement.
Shower...
Oh how she had missed a shower, baths were fine but she had always loved the feeling of the water flowing down onto her skin. Jessica had never been one to understand how people could sit in their own filth. Granted, she did appreciate what a long soak in the tub could feel like, but it always bugged her and had always washed before bathing.
Shooooower...
She almost forgot to remove the blanket in her haste to enjoy the luxury, the steam and warm water washing her aches away. 
Today would be a good day.
~~~~~~

Ow...
After showering and getting dressed she had remembered one crucial bit of information about bandages, they generally didn't tolerate getting wet. That led to her current predicament of sitting on the floor, back to the couch with a sour look on her face. Apple was positioned on the couch itself, biting down on a roll of bandage as she tugged it taut. With some help from Jessica, between the two of them they managed to reapply the wrapping. 
Tugging her sweater back on she noticed the absence of two equines within the main room. Given everyone was up she could only assume both had gone out, where they had gone was another mystery entirely. Stoic stood guard at the entrance, Jessica beginning to wonder if he had even slept at all. Espa was nearby, munching on some leftovers from the previous night which Jessica had already partook in.
Apple seemed to notice Jessica's confused expression and took out the paper and quill once more. A quick dab in the ink well and she sketched an image, detailing the two missing pegasi heading towards a train. Jessica understood the picture easily and gave a nod, showing this was the case.
I guess they've gone to check when the train leaves?
Mulling the thought over she was interrupted by the sound of the main door opening, Stoic barely moving as Scar trotted in; a scroll held within his mouth with Rainbow flying behind. The look on Rainbow's face made Jessica somewhat concerned, the pegasus was not looking happy, not at all. Scar moved over to Apple and dropped the paper, a hoof unrolling it with practiced ease. 
Jessica moved to look as well, the picture appeared to be a notice with strange symbols on the top and bottom. Not comprehending the meaning behind what she had come to know were words, she instead looked at the main image. A train stopped before busted train tracks, rather self explanatory Jessica decided. She blinked as her brain slowly caught up.
The tracks are out? We travelled fine on them yesterday.
The image alarmed her, were they all stuck in this town until the tracks were repaired? Despite Stache and Non-Stache having been taken away by the authorities, she still very much loathed the idea of remaining. So many bad feelings originated from this place, yesterday only adding to the pile. Apple's expression showed her thoughts on the issue as well, staying here was unacceptable.
Ebony however, watching from upon a chair where she lay, seemed... Jessica couldn't really tell. The dark furred pegasus had an inscrutable expression upon her face, finding interest in anywhere but the group. Espa spoke up, her voice soft as she scuffed a hoof gently upon the ground. The young filly looked sideways, but Jessica could clearly see the tears budding within her eyes. Reaching over she gently tugged the small unicorn close, Espa sniffling against her side.
It was clear that Espa missed Bubbles, thinking back, other than their first brief meeting Jessica had not seen mother and daughter separated. Her attention was once more tugged away from her thoughts as Scar cleared his throat. Rainbow looked up from completely clear plates that seconds ago held food, a questioning tone from her voice. A questioning tone, followed by a spray of crumbs to be completely accurate.
Scar trotted over to Stoic who gave a small nod, both stallions having a short conversation that Rainbow brought a stop to. Her tone was once more inquisitive, if a little impatient that her previous query wasn't seemingly answered. Scar flicked his head towards a cabinet, Apple trotting over to retrieve a map which she lay down upon the floor, stepping back as everyone gathered around. Everyone apart from Ebony, causing Jessica to cast a worried look at her friend.
Stoic moved forward, tapping a town near the top left area of the map. His hoof moved from one mass of symbols slowly up to another, Apple and Rainbow giving nods in response. Espa peeked from beside Jessica's side asking a question, Rainbow bending down to ruffle a hoof into the filly's mane with a boastful tone in her reply. Whatever the cyan pegasus said seemed to calm Espa down significantly, a small nervous smile moving along her lips.
Jessica was, as seemed to be a day to day occurrence for her now, confused. As they talked she tried to catch meaning within the conversation, only to fail miserably and exhale in annoyance. She caught sight of Ebony looking nervous at whatever the other equines were discussing, the pegasus's eyes in turn looking directly at her.  It was then Jessica noticed the worried expression now plastered upon the mare's face.
What are they talking about that has Ebony looking nervous?
"Jess-a-ka." Apple's use of her name turned her head to regard the orange mare, a hoof was tapping a piece of paper, another drawing having been scribbled upon its surface. This one looked to be done in haste, highly likely done while she was lost in her own mind. Upon the paper were three pictures connected with an arrow pointing to the next in sequence. The first had them walking along a path, the second sleeping under the night sky, the third was them arriving at a train station. Putting the images together she deduced their meaning, a small nod given.
So we're walking to another town, to get on another train if this one is not operational?
Jessica realised with the second picture that the trek would take at least two days, camping overnight between. The mere idea of this made her feet ache almost in anticipation of the beating that would endure. At that moment Jessica would have paid her life savings, however meagre they may be, simply for a pair of shoes. Any shoes.
Rainbow slammed both hooves down, a look of determination upon her face as she addressed Espa. The small filly jumping in shock before nodding vigorously, puffing her chest out before trotting to stand at attention in front of Jessica. The sight bemused her once more, although looking at her feet she knew she wouldn't be able to endure such a trek. Not without footwear.
Maybe...
All eyes were suddenly upon her as she stood, confident she had seen Apple having three rolls of bandages earlier. One had been used on her shoulder, but the others would suffice for her requirements. Procuring the other two from the table she sat on the couch, Rainbow raising an eyebrow while Apple looked equally baffled. A look of concentration upon her face she gently wrapped the bandage around her foot, trying to make a small barrier between the ground and tender, oh so tender flesh.
"Done!" Jessica was quite proud of her handiwork, a look of understanding dawning on Apple's face. Rainbow's response was to push her hoof to her muzzle, her eyes rolling back as she spoke with a voice full of exasperation. The meaning lost on her as the two conversed, gesturing towards her feet with a hoof occasionally. 
Did... they just figure out my feet aren't like their hooves?
It was the best interpretation Jessica could come up with, Espa now also looking at her feet before gently poking one with a hoof. Jessica moved said foot, she was deplorably ticklish and for some reason the idea of Rainbow knowing this fact - it simply did not seem like a good idea for the pegasus to be aware of such knowledge. Espa spoke to the others with some concern in her voice, Scar sighing before giving a small nod. Stoic gave a barely noticeable shrug to whatever was said while Apple trotted forward to look up at Jessica.
Returning the gaze back down she saw Apple give a curious, yet concerned look up at her, one hoof pointed towards her feet. Thinking about what this could mean she noticed everyone was looking at her now, including Ebony, which gave her a clue to the meaning. 
Do they think I can't make the walk?
The temptation to shake her head was undeniable, there would be other ways to get to the castle, surely. That stray thought was quickly extinguished at remembrance of Espa's expression just previously seen. The little filly needed to get back to her mother, that was without question. Jessica also needed to get to the king and queen, they hopefully had an answer for how she could get home. She found herself drifting back into her unorganized thoughts, wondering what her friends back home thought of her disappearance; it had been two weeks since arriving here after all.
"Uh... what?" The fact Rainbow was now in front of her face brought Jessica's attention back to the present. As tempting as it was to save the burden on her feet, she couldn't do that to Espa, she couldn't do it to herself. Looking down at the makeshift foot protection, knowing it probably wouldn't do terribly much, she nodded anyhow. The equines in the room acknowledged her consent and started to head for the exit, Jessica once more finding herself with a new personal enemy.
Stairs... we meet again.
The fact she was now making personal enemies out of stairs, let alone the other inanimate objects which had made the list, it was... mildly disconcerting. 
What next, I pledge a personal vendetta against a toaster?
Dragging her mind out of the lapse of sanity that had occurred, she followed the ponies down the stairs, Ebony lending herself as a support to which Jessica offered a smile for the assistance. When they reached the lobby the group... herd? Jessica found her thoughts continuing to wander, now she was debating on the correct term to use. Dismissing the concern of what noun would be correct, she watched Apple start to talk to a familiar pony.
The blue stallion from the day before looked pleased at what Apple had to say to him, Scar giving a small nod as way of agreement with the sentiment. Jessica noticed his quick glance in her direction, still unable to make direct eye contact it seemed. This wasn't isolated to him alone she quickly realised. Surveying the area she noticed not one single pony from the town would meet her gaze. It was un-nerving and considering it, she would probably have preferred open hostility than being snubbed.
Snubbed or the source of shame? 
A glance down at Ebony saw the pegasus silently bristling, ears lowered in a clear display of agitation. Rainbow didn't look overly optimistic either, both female pegasi sharing a few words between them. Any other time Jessica would have been happy to see them agreeing on something. That agreement being their annoyance with the townsfolk on how they treated her, that was not such an occasion.
Turning her attention from the pegasi, both now glaring back at random ponies, she instead turned her gaze to the other equines. Scar was conversing with the owner of the inn, the blue stallion looking thoughtful before gesturing in a random direction with a hoof. Jessica assumed it might have  been north, but that all depended if the sun travelled the same path she was familiar with. A nod was given by both guards as they made their exit from the inn.
A little bump to her legs reminded Jessica of Espa once more acting as a bodyguard, smiling she bent down and picked up the filly. A few subdued gasps came from the watching ponies before Apple, clearly fed up, gave an exasperated comment towards them. Espa gave a small squeaking noise prior to relaxing, Jessica holding the small unicorn gently in her arms. A smile given downwards put the filly at ease, the expression returned earnestly from the young equine.
Apple just gave a small chuckle at the scene, adjusting her hat to block the glare of the sun while they moved down the road. Jessica watched as Stoic dropped his pace, slipping behind her in a fluid movement taking up the rear guard, reassured to have him behind her. Scar moved in front, leading them towards a large concrete building near the edge of town, vaguely in the direction the owner of the inn had directed. Going by the large sign with a set of scales upon it, Jessica would have put money on this being a store of some sort.
That or he really wants to weigh something, would there even be a business for that? 
With a raised hoof Scar signalled for them to wait, or Jessica assumed that was the meaning of the gesture; the fact everyone stopped did seem to be a helpful clue. With everyone now stationary, Scar spoke towards Stoic and then Apple before entering inside. Ebony refused to leave Jessica's side, although the pegasus did seem to open up a little more towards Espa as the two talked. The dismissive tone used last time was now a little more jovial, if only slightly.
Apple and Rainbow stood waiting, the latter a little bit more impatient of the two as she kept fidgeting, their eyes roaming over the townsfolk. Stoic simply lived up to his nick-name, dutifully standing near Jessica as he always seemed to do. Just as Jessica was starting to join Rainbow in impatience, the town making her more than a little fidgety, Scar made his return. 
Trotting out from the door he now sported saddlebags, large enough they pinned his wings to the sides of his body. Jessica also noticed a large rolled up item strapped between each bag down his back, the purpose unknown to her. Nevertheless, with a few words from the guard they were walking once more, slowly making their way down the trodden road. 
Leaving the town filled Jessica with relief, Rainbow who had taken flight picked up on this, speaking reassuringly down towards her. Offering a small smile in reply the group continued onwards heading towards the forest in the distance, the sun lazily crawling along the sky warming the way.
Through it all however she couldn't shake the feeling she was being watched, even after the town was left far behind.
~~~~~~~

Ow... ow, ow, ow. Don't forget also, ow.
Jessica's foot bandages had worked to a certain degree, thankfully the road was heavily trodden due to the normal travellers having hooves. Yet, just like on the way to the train station - every now and then a small stone would have escaped trampling and was laying in wait, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.
Ow! I swear...
She had only yelped twice thus far, her feet were starting to get a little battered but she didn't wish to worry the others. Espa was now trotting, having been put down when she had begun to get a little heavy. Apple trotted in front of Jessica, conversing with the currently flying Rainbow, and occasionally offering a verbal exchange with Espa or Ebony. With a peek behind her she noticed Stoic still remaining steadfast in the rear guard, Scar continuing to lead. 
Both guards were more protective of her after the incident with the brothers, almost as if determined to make up for what happened. The fact both were clearly guarding her, and not acting as wardens made Jessica feel the sensation of guilt once more. So far she had misjudged both them and Rainbow, all three of the equines proven themselves to have her best interests in mind.
Taking her mind off such thoughts, she instead looked around the forest they were currently travelling through. Unlike the one where she had escaped with Ebony, this one looked as structured as the rest of the world. She didn't know quite how to put her finger on it, but it felt wrong on a fundamental level. It was if everything had a place, a purpose, nothing grew haphazardly. Gazing upwards with an arm shielding her eyes, she watched the clouds sit stagnant, un-moving and at a rather low level. 
That fact was still a foreign concept to her, she had seen pegasi move the clouds while in the hospital much to her amazement. When looking out the window, at first she had thought it just a one off event. After a couple of days however she saw it was almost... a routine of sorts. Most surprisingly was when she saw a pegasus jump upon a cloud to make it rain, why the flying equine had done so on a random pony she never did figure out.
Actually, if I recall that pegasus did look familiar.
Rainbow looked back at Jessica, a raised eyebrow at her quizzical gaze. After a few seconds Jessica offered a bashful smile, Rainbow still looking confused before returning to her conversation.
No, it couldn't have been her.
Resting a hand gently upon Ebony's mane, the familiar warm feeling resumed. The mare leaned her head a little closer to Jessica's hand as they walked, obviously enjoying the sensation. Jessica noticed the pegasus had been rather quiet ever since the notice this morning, almost as if worried over the train tracks being out. Jessica noticed that Ebony had been by her side the whole way, whether that was due to the brothers, or whatever had her nervous, she couldn't say.
They had stopped earlier after what seemed like a few hours into their trek, having lunch while getting some much needed rest. Scar had turned out to have procured provisions when at the store, mainly fruit and some nuts but they sated her hunger. Once they had recovered enough, walking resumed much to her chagrin. Looking through the gaps in the canopy she spied the sun slowly lowering, realising they must have been walking for over half the day so far. That realisation made her feet ache almost out of spite. 
Hopes of getting there by evening were soon dashed as Scar stopped, his head jerking to a small clearing on the side of the road as the light started to wane. The remains of a large campfire implied this was a rest stop for travellers, proven true when Scar tugged a folded up rug from one of the bags. Moving it onto the grass he moved it out, getting some help from Apple and Rainbow to spread the rug. 
Next was the mysterious item upon Scar's back, which turned out to quite sensibly be a tent. Jessica watched as they set up camp, seeing Espa try to help she felt she should at least assist with the tent. The equines seemed surprised when she walked over, Scar having just unbuckled the bindings with his teeth. Laying it on the grass, Scar gave her a look as if to ask if she was sure. She wasn't, but having the ponies do everything for her was starting to feed her guilt. 
So she nodded.
With some directions from Apple, and help from Rainbow they eventually got the tent standing. A few hard hoof stomps on the pegs held them in, a small hammer from one of Scar's bags finishing the job. Stepping back she was pleased with how the tent had come out, easily able to house all of them if they didn't mind being a little close. Rainbow gave the tent a little flick of her front hoof, a smug look upon her face.
I guess i'm not the only one pleased with our efforts.
Jessica sat down upon the rug, grateful to ease the burden from her feet while checking the tattered bandages. Dirty, and looking decidedly worse for wear she unravelled and put them aside for now, wriggling her toes as she exhaled in relief. A warm feeling tugging within as Ebony returned to her side, laying against while gently pushing to her hand. A raised eyebrow from Rainbow at the other female pegasus was met with a determined tone of voice in reply. 
A small grin came to the cyan mare's face with a nod following close behind, her tone of voice seemed almost respectful towards Ebony at the show of loyalty she exhibited. Jessica blinked in surprise, whatever her friend had said seemed to impress Rainbow somehow. Simply glad to see everyone starting to get along, she turned her attention to Scar and Stoic, both appearing to collect dry leaves. 
The two guards were standing near the campfire site while Apple returned, a collection of twigs and sticks held within her mouth. Placement of the leaves, then a little maneuvering, followed with strategic placement of the wood eventually led to them creating a campfire; sans the actual fire. Rainbow asked a question with a hoof gesture upwards to which Stoic shook his head, a comment given that made the pegasus roll her eyes in response. Spreading wings she flew off into the forest instead, confusing Jessica as to what the exchange of words had been. 
Stoic meanwhile raised one foreleg to position the metallic hoof cover, swiftly grinding it along a small stone procured from Scar's bags. A spark was created, the leaves smouldered, and fire was eventually born. Jessica was noticeably impressed to see fire being created from a species with no hands, of course the awe was somewhat diminished at this stage. They did have working hospitals, which she had to admit, was somewhat more impressive on the scale of wonderment. 
This is nice... I haven't been camping since I was a little girl.
Despite it all, this was rather pleasant. Watching Espa bounce upon her hooves as Scar chuckled softly, Jessica became inquisitive as his muzzle disappeared into one of the saddlebags. Head raised he revealed a clear plastic bag gripped with his teeth, holding a large amount of edible items. 
Ooooo...
Jessica could almost feel her own eyes light up, finding herself fixated upon the new discovery. As both she and Espa eyed the bag held tantalisingly within Scar's mouth, Rainbow landed with six straight sticks held within her own, having returned from the impromptu flight. Placing them on the rug, she also gave a grin, magenta eyes watching the bag very carefully. 
Aware he was now the center of attention, Scar moved to the rug, placing the highly desired item beside the sticks.
Marshmallows...
Jessica felt her inner girl squeal with glee as the next two items were removed from the side bag, Apple now trotting over with an awed whistle. Stoic meanwhile throughout it all, continued to stand guard nearby with not even a flicker of expression. Jessica decided that Stoic didn't seem to get excited about anything, but then again the fact he was so disciplined was also reassuring in and of itself.
Her attention turned to the now growing pile of food items, aware her expression probably mirrored that of both Rainbow and Espa. Apple caught sight of this, giving a little pleasant chuckle before speaking towards Scar. Rainbow's voice almost personified impatience as she spoke up, inching closer towards the gathering of foods until Apple gave a firm rebuke. 
S'mores... Want...
Apple turned her head to regard Espa, speaking kindly as the filly looked excited. Rainbow gave a grin, giving a mock salute to the little unicorn who in turn puffed up her chest like earlier. Jessica watched as Apple tugged open the bags, putting a marshmallow upon a stick before offering it to Espa. The stick was taken and held close to the fire, the unicorn's eyes wide in excitement. 
Soon the others had also acquired sugary treats which were promptly impaled, each holding the skewered foodstuff out near the fire. Jessica followed suit as Apple nodded to her, nosing the bag her way. Ebony was the exception, content to remain by Jessica's side as she watched with a bored expression. A quick glance from Jessica saw that despite Ebony's dissent, she did seem intrigued at what was going on.
Smiling easily, Jessica rested a hand upon Ebony's mane as she held the stick with her other.  Stroking softly as the warm feeling passed between the two, Ebony emitting a small sigh before smiling upwards. Rainbow peeked over at both of them, eyebrow raised before a tiny grin crept along her muzzle. She nudged Apple with a wing, the orange mare looking over while a knowing smile came to her face.
The two exchanged some words, Jessica blinking before Ebony seemed to overhear, one ear flicking absently. A soft annoyed grunt escaping her friend's throat as she turned her head away, even in the flickering of the campfire Jessica could once more see a blush working along the fur of her muzzle. The conundrum presented itself again on how that even worked with fur, Jessica was simply going to stop asking or dwelling on it.
Holding things with hooves - which thankfully wasn't happening at the moment, blushing through fur, tattoo like markings on fur, how their limbs bent which included wings. All these things simply didn't make sense, yet the evidence was right in front of her. She found herself briefly wondering if anything she did or had, was as alien to them as those listed were to her. 
Beware my evil bosom, oh... now that's just wrong on so many levels Jess.
A little whimper caught her attention as she looked down to see Apple trying to comfort Espa. The reason clear due to the burning remains of what could have been a marshmallow, Jessica making a guess at the molten mess, dribbling into the fire. Without even considering another option she scooted forward slightly on the rug, offering her own stick to the upset unicorn. Espa's sniffling visage looked up towards her before eyes lit up, hesitantly taking the stick in mouth. 
Removing two crackers and a piece of chocolate from the bags, Jessica gently removed the marshmallow from Espa's stick and created a S'more. Offering it down she felt a gentle golden glow surround her fingers and the treat; noticing that the aura, it felt... nice, much akin to Sparkle's. The filly's magic levitated the food near her mouth, looking up at Jessica to make sure it was okay. A giggle and nod of her head led to Espa taking a tentative bite, Apple's concerned voice seeming to hint at the possibility of a burnt tongue. 
Making one more for herself she enjoyed the simple camping pleasure of sitting around a campfire, enjoying disgustingly bad for you treats. Apple and Rainbow seemed to be competing on who could eat the most, Scar and Stoic having returned to guarding the group, or perhaps more specifically, her. Espa was soon resting once more to Jessica's side, listening to the older equines converse while occasionally contributing.
Jessica was trying to discern what was being said, attempting to narrow meaning down to certain words. Some had come about constantly, she thought she heard the equine's word for 'Apple' mentioned sometimes when around the orange mare. Filing that away for later she continued to listen, beginning to get some understanding, or at least assumptions about what other words meant. 
Her name was easy, she could hear them refer to it now given it was in a tongue she understood. They also constantly used another term it seemed, the only clue being the occasional looks in her direction when it was spoken. She had noticed it from the hospital, whatever it meant referred to her. Jessica begun to speculate what it could possibly be, alien, monster, creature?
Shut... up... brain. 
She was starting to really dislike how her thoughts would wander dark paths. Part of her was curious if she was suffering from depression, or starting to develop some form of mental trauma or psychosis. Hoping it was just stress and over-active imagination she stopped listening for now, actively listening that is. Her name being spoken in her language did still garner a reaction.
"Jess-e-ka?" She was getting amused at the different pronunciations, looking now at Apple who had spoken upon noticing her zoning out. Ebony's blue eyes were gazing up curiously as well, the orange mare talking briefly towards the former who replied in a casual tone. Apple seemed satisfied by this answer, offering a smile towards Jessica which was returned. 
Knowing they're talking about me, it really doesn't help with my paranoia.
Sighing she yet again bit back those thoughts, stroking over Espa's blonde mane to distract herself. Apple thankfully broke her out of the sullen thoughts with a loud yawn and stood up, coat of fur being brushed off with a fore hoof. A head gesture to the tent got the meaning across, time to hit the hay. Rainbow finished off another few marshmallows with a flick of her hoof before stretching, trotting inside the tent before laying claim to one corner in the front. 
Following Apple inside, Jessica saw the mare occupy the corner behind Rainbow, lying down to give a mighty yawn. This had the unfortunate results of causing a chain of yawns from all around, Jessica included. A bashful grin came to Apple's face before Jessica rested down on her side, claiming a fair portion of the opposite half. Despite the size of the tent it was still a little cramped, Ebony and Espa instantly competing to claim each side of Jessica. 
"Eep... " The sound making Rainbow give a hearty laugh at the sight of Jessica, now flanked by an almost jealous looking Ebony, not to mention a small unicorn nuzzling to her front. It seemed Espa had been the faster of the two.
Moving one arm gently around Espa she looked over at Ebony, offering the mare a soft smile. Just before she could get comfy she felt a gurgling in her belly, embarrassment clear on her face. Rainbow stifled a snigger at the sound, Apple giving a quick hissed tone towards the pegasus. 
Jessica gently moved from the warm bodies beside her, the two equines raising their heads while Espa quietly voiced a question. Jessica just smiled and made what she hoped was a gesture of being right back, slipping out of the tent to almost bump into the muzzle of Scar. The guard stallion raised an eyebrow as she remained upon hands and knees, finding her face a mere inch from his own. 
His warm breath washed over her face as she paused, blinking twice. The silence lasting for several long seconds before one thought entered her mind. 
He's not going to follow me when I go to the loo is he?
His eyebrow raised slightly higher as Jessica gave a frustrated look, pushing herself up into a standing position.
Yes... yes he is. 
Looking down at Scar, she was wondering just how to convey her need without having to mime it out, like at the hospital. Thankfully, Ebony's sardonic toned voice called out from inside having realised what the problem was. The guard blinked twice before taking a few steps back, Jessica looking bashful as she started to walk off in the direction of the trees. A tug on her skirt stopped her, turning her head to see Scar now with a roll of paper in his muzzle.
"Thank you." Hesitantly taking the paper, part of her a little conscious it had been in his mouth, she walked slowly through the trees to get some privacy. Heavy hoof falls behind her making her wince at the idea he would be watching. Once far enough away that she could barely see the fire past tree trunks, she turned and motioned for him to turn around. Scar looked confused before shaking his head at her action.
Jessica placed hands to her hips, huffing and making the gesture again. Scar frowned before exhaling loudly, mumbling something under his breath as he turned. A quick peek over his shoulder awarded him with a stick or two impacting onto his muzzle. Getting the message quickly he firmly looked ahead back in the direction they came, Jessica sighing in relief. 
Finishing her business she was about to head back when she caught sight of a familiar orange mare nearby, Jessica noticing Apple had left her hat behind as she spoke softly. Securing her skirt she felt confused, why had Apple followed her, was something wrong? 
The other question was why did she feel a faint tugging sensation towards the mare?
Scar flicked an ear and turned, his expression turned to surprise before eyebrows lowered instantly. Looking back at the campsite his head turned back to glower at the mare, his visage turning hostile. Jessica watched as Scar's posture got defensive, lowering his head as he spoke in a low challenging tone. 
Apple looked to the side quickly, her voice partially mumbled and sounding nervous, a foreleg partially raised reflecting her mood. Jessica was becoming confused, why was Scar acting like this towards Apple all of a sudden?
She was definitely caught off guard when Scar spread his wings and launched himself at Apple, the mare's eyes going wide before a feral grin slowly spread along her muzzle. Scar seemed to realise something, yet whatever the realisation was it didn't allow him to react fast enough, Rainbow and an armorless Stoic tackled him as they pounced from the trees. Jessica was about to give a cry of alarm before she felt something prickling about her mouth. Unable to part her lips, she caught sight of a green glow when looking past her nose, fear beginning to build once again.
Reaching to try and remove whatever was impeding her speech she found her wrists had become pinned against each other as well, bracelets being tugged together with more of the magic aura. Struggling with her binds, eyes widened when she saw emerald flames surround Apple, dissipating quickly to reveal Ebony much to Jessica's disbelieving horror. Ebony gave a low chuckle as the two other assailants copied this action, their now revealed horns all glowing while Scar was pulled down into the forest floor with more force, a similar green glow around his muzzle.
No, that's not Ebony!
With wide eyes she noticed a few subtle differences, despite the fact there were now three of the familiar looking equine. All looked malnourished, breathing heavily just as Ebony had been before she and Jessica had escaped. There was also the expressions they all held, they looked... desperate, if such a thing could be conveyed expression wise. Jessica in her growing panic was slowly trying to move away, to try and help Scar for all the good she thought she could do.
Before she could close the distance, the bug-like equine that used to be Apple seemed to snare her with its magical grip. Unable to resist she felt herself being tugged away, Scar looking at her with an expression of panic, struggling under the two as they tried to keep him pinned. Staggering on her bare feet she managed to stay upright as the equine creature dragged her deeper into the woods, barely able to keep pace as she was forced along.
Jessica's mind churned with the knowledge she was once more captured, she had lost count how often this was now occurring, was it three, four? She tried to stay upright, unable to resist or she risked introducing her face to the ground with the tugging to her wrists. Deeper into the forest they went, unable to move her lips she found her thoughts turning in on themselves.
Was that really Apple and Rainbow? Have they been this all along? 
She thought on that, her sanity throwing questions at her mind to distract it. She felt her feet ache, without the minimal protection of the bandages, already abused feet were now being tortured. Missing a step Jessica felt herself fall, but the impact never came. Looking up she found the Apple-equine-thing had moved, helping her stay upright before once more running. Confused by this concern for her well-being, Jessica had little choice but to follow as her wrists were tugged forcefully.
Her brain by this point was trying to play damage control while figuring out the facts, they captured her but did not wish to see harm befall her. Did that mean this really was Apple? 
Then why... what, how?
It was an intriguing sensation when she could feel her brain almost running in loops, moving through the forest without really taking anything in. Had her sanity finally snapped, was this what finally broke her mind? 
Distantly she could hear the sound of angry yelling, the equine leading her from the campsite looking visibly distressed by this. Their pace increased as Jessica pondered the meaning of the voices, she thought she heard something that registered to her ears. Focusing over the ragged breathing from her lungs and the movement of plants to her legs, she heard it again.
"Jessss-a-kaaaaaa!"
My name?
Her eyes went wide as the pieces fell into place within her mind, the voice, it was that of Apple. Another voice called out her name, then another. Hope flared in her chest, this creature wasn't the orange mare after all, or it knew how to throw its voice extremely well. 
They're looking for me!
She desperately wanted to call back out, yet the aura around her mouth prohibited such an action. Frustration filled within, the disturbing feeling of something negative stirring as she was led through thick bushes to find her feet now pushing against softer dirt. Now inside a cave, only the magic's illumination provided any visibility. Soon however she found a blue glow lighting the cave, originating from sacs on the walls that looked biological in nature. Looking rather gross as well, Jessica decided.
The glow about the Ebony-like creature's horn was beginning to fade, their pace slowing as Jessica found herself being led into a large chamber. Dozens of luminous blue eyes stared back at her, studying the new arrival while the one who led her in staggered and fell to its side, clearly exhausted. Her mind raced as she took in what she saw, all of the insectile-equines looked... weak.
Her fear started to fade, eyes slowly adjusting to the bioluminescence allowing her to take in more details. Jessica first noticed every pair of eyes in the room were on her. The next thing she noticed was the hunger shown upon the faces of those watching, almost a desperate need to eat; Starvation.
Taking a cautious step back provoked a loud hiss from behind, turning to see the way out was now blocked by three more of the creatures. As they slowly advanced on her she was confused and more than a little fearful, why had they brought her here, were they going to eat her?
As another hiss forced her to take a step forward she felt something burn within, an unpleasant emotion. Jessica was well aware now her flight or fight response was severely biased towards the first option, here that was denied to her. Thoughts she didn't wish to foster, to nurture started to creep within, the feeling from earlier being built upon.
Anger.
Her hands slowly clenched into fists feeling nails press into palms. Every time something was going well, something starting to go right, without fail inevitably it would come crashing down. She had been beginning to enjoy the camping trip despite the sore feet, they were making progress towards the castle to hopefully find answers. Now... now she was in a cave, captured once more by equines that looked exactly like Ebony, more of her kind it seemed.
Captured, again.
Jessica was becoming sick of it, the brothers, the mob, unicorns and their damnable magic. Barely aware as her anger fed upon itself, the glowing eyes starting to widen in alarm. Creatures began cringing against the sides of the wall away from her, she hardly acknowledged this information as the anger built.
"Every... damn... time." The fear within was being consumed as fuel for the growing rage, her arms starting to quiver. 
"Every time something nice happens, something like this has to come and ruin it!" Jessica didn't care if they couldn't understand her, the words, heard by her own ears was more than enough. The sensation within beginning to feel similar to what, for a scant few seconds she had felt when before the bothers, that same sensation now lashing out at the equines around her. 
Dimly she acknowledged one question she had not been aware of gaining an answer, it must be only equines like Ebony that this sensation, this... sharing of emotions occurred with.
"First I get locked in a cage, then I get chased through a town, then I almost get locked up again." Her hand swept around the cave, a look of pain starting to cross the features of those watching her. 
"Now? Now you come and kidnap me, and for what? Why?!" The last part screamed out, sounds of pained hissing escaping from several of the bug-like ponies in response. The anger was burning within now, she didn't care what was occurring, what could happen. A small part of her, a part she never knew existed was glad that they were feeling pain from her anger.
"You know what? No! Just no! Why can't you all just leave me the hell alone?!" Jessica was almost choking on rage now, tears of frustration creeping into her vision. Several of her kidnappers were now cringing, looks of pure agony upon their faces. Turning her head she saw the three who had blocked her path, now lying on the ground wincing. 
Serves them right, i'm sick of them! I'm sick of this place! I'm sick of being toyed with, hurt, scared! They can suffer, they... they... oh god.
A wailing sound cut through her rage, tearing through effortlessly as reason returned to her mind. Turning to look in the direction of the source she saw one of the chitin-covered ponies trying to curl protectively around two small shapes. A sharp distressed and pained wailing emitting from under the equine's hole covered hooves.
Oh god... w-what am... what have I...
Her hand came quickly to her mouth, a wave of bile rising up her throat before she staggered back a step. Doubling over she lost her last meal onto the cave floor, gagging as tears rolled down cheeks unbidden. Jessica realising just what she had been doing, what she had been thinking. As if a switch was flicked, the anger simply ceased from within.
Eyes quivered as she looked down at her hands, seeing them trembling at the emptiness now within with her rage spent, at remembering how she had felt. That wasn't her, she never got angry, never took delight in the suffering of others.
But it was me, I felt those things.
Raising her head she heard the wailing continue, Jessica moving forward to approach the two young ones. The insectile-equine protecting them let out a soft hiss, trying to dissuade Jessica until its eyes went wide in shock. Jessica could feel within her emotions that coincided with when she had first touched Ebony. The mournful sound started to quieten as Jessica hesitantly held out a hand.
"I-I'm sorry..." She didn't care that they had kidnapped her, she didn't care right now for the fear she had felt, the anger. She never wished to harm a child, no matter the reason, no matter the race. Dimly aware now of the tugging within her being pulled in numerous directions, like a body of water being fed into multiple streams. Regret, concern, both emotions built within, now realising where those emotions were being directed. Towards those she had hurt, despite what they had done.
They didn't hurt me on the way, in fact the one who took me stopped me from being injured...
This fact fueled her regret, she wasn't happy with them, that was a absolute truth. But, she didn't wish to hurt them as they had clearly been, despite what her rage filled thoughts had suggested. But she couldn't have them suffer, they hadn't hurt her physically and yet she had them writhing in agony with her anger.
Even the children...
That knowledge was what had brought her out of its grasp, looking down now at the two pairs of small eyes glowing from within the larger one's hold. The wailing had stopped now, watching her now with cautiousness, along with more than a little fear. The one holding them never said anything, but its eyes half closed as the two small ones looked at it, starting to calm. Whatever Jessica was feeling right now it was bringing strength back to the inhabitants of the cave.
Looking around while most got back to their hooves, Jessica noticed several changing expressions despite not a single word passing their mouths. The most common theme was one of lowered tattered ears and tails, looking down into the dirt before flinching occasionally as if struck.
Did... I hurt them that badly? 
"Jess-a-ka." Blinking at the sound of her name she turned to see a chocolate furred pegasus walking down the passage, her blue eyes narrowed with contempt as she observed the other equines. 
"Ebony!" Jessica got to her feet and despite their continued protesting, she ran. Ebony blinked twice, the look of anger quickly replaced by one of shock with Jessica's arms sliding tightly around the mare's neck. The feelings within Jessica quickly returned to warmth, nosing into her friend's mane as she gave a quiet sniffle. All her emotions roiling in turmoil as she gave a small hiccup, burying her nose deeper into the soft hair.
More hoof steps approached, Scar moving down the cave with a look of grim resolve upon his face, although thankfully she noticed he was unharmed. Apple and Rainbow stood further back, eyes wide as they took in the sight. Espa was not to be seen which worried Jessica slightly, her arms still clinging to Ebony's neck. 
They found me!
Scar gave a small nod towards Ebony, his eyes also narrowing as he regarded the ones who had captured her with distaste. One armored hoof came crashing down, voice bellowing with authority which in turn caused a small wail to escape from the young in response. Ebony seemed to stiffen within Jessica's arms, muscles tensing under the fur almost as if the mare was considering some course of action.
All looked surprised, those before Jessica and with a quick glance, also those from behind when she released Ebony and moved. Her arms were spread in an attempt to stop Scar, knowing full well if he wished so he could get past her. Primarily because she would not be able to physically inhibit his progress, also due to the simple logical fact she couldn't block all of the passage. 
Jessica wasn't sure why she was doing it, why she was attempting to protect those who had stolen her in the night. Was it guilt for hurting them so badly, hurting the children, or was it simply because she could? 
Slowly taking a deep breath she knew why.
No... they remind me of Ebony on that night, the starvation, the desperation.
Ebony looked up towards her with wide eyes, looking shocked at what Jessica had done, what she was doing. Scar looked taken aback himself, one hoof raised while Rainbow and Apple spoke up, both holding confusion in their voices. Swallowing the nervousness building within, she shook her head fiercely making hair flick about. She didn't like those behind her in the slightest, but at the same time she didn't want to see them hurt, however justified it might be.
The stalemate was held, Scar looking frustrated at his inability to reason with her due to the language barrier. Apple taking the initiative, slowly trotted forward looking at Scar then Jessica before giving a soft sigh, one hoof adjusting her hat back up. The mare spoke gently towards Jessica in a kind and patient voice, gesturing for her to move aside with a foreleg.
"Please?" Jessica's plead softly spoken, looking directly at the guard, Scar frowned in response before exhaling loudly, Rainbow raising an eyebrow at what was occurring. The cyan pegasus gestured with both hooves while taking to the air, forelegs directed at the chitin covered equines, her voice one of disbelief. Apple however gave a small shrug and lopsided smile towards Rainbow, calming her down with some words and a gesture towards Jessica. 
Rainbow folded arms over her chest before giving a small grimace, it was clear whatever was going on she didn't like it. Scar frowned and then exhaled, addressing the equines behind Jessica who looked in his direction. They seemed, confused and clearly surprised by his words along with Jessica's actions. One after another they seemed to nod as if accepting what had been said, Jessica by now completely lost to the context of the conversation.
Another voice spoke from the direction of the entrance, one undoubtedly female and one she was unfamiliar with. Ebony spoke reassuringly up towards Jessica in regards to whatever had been said, helping her make a decision. Jessica finally relented and lowered her arms, seeing nothing was going to happen, at least for now. The owner of the voice slowly approached into view, cat like eyes gleaming as the pony walked with a swagger. She was a pegasus, in so much that she had wings and was an equine.
The more noticeable difference however, was that her wings were shaped like one would find on a bat.
She wore armor much like Scar and Stoic but with a very different theme to it, the blue gem shaped like her eye was... different. Jessica found herself, strangely conflicted by how she felt to this new arrival. Everything about the new mare seemed to contrast Scar, dark grey fur, darker armor. Even the lack of a helmet seemed to contribute to this idea, her short dark mane styled in a lopsided bob to fall partially over one eye. 
Yet, Jessica couldn't find it in herself to be afraid of her. The pegasus... bat-asus? Jessica couldn't quite put a term to the new mare, watching as the bat-winged equine spoke with with a hint of admiration towards Rainbow over something. The response of a slightly puffed up chest and bashful rub to the back of her head, meant it must have been a compliment of sorts. 
I've... seen something like this before, in my...
Jessica blinked twice, the events of the dream catching up with her. She had seen a guard pegasus like this, two in fact as they flew in one of the images shown by Night. The sense of protectiveness she had felt within the dream returning as, Dusk; Jessica deciding on the nickname, conversed with Scar, a slightly mischievous tone escaping her mouth. 
With a gesture of her head she turned and made her way out, shooting Jessica a knowing gaze. Confused further by this she followed, Ebony looking into the back of the cave with a hesitant expression before one of the insectile-equines gave a small nod. Closing her eyes for a second, Ebony seemed to be in a daze before trotting beside Jessica as they all filed out. 
Did I... foresee Dusk coming?
Confused how she could possibly have dreamed of the bat-winged guards before ever seeing one, she almost missed Stoic and another guard like Dusk guarding the entrance to the cave near the bushes, this one however clearly male. Several more pegasus guards were arriving much to Jessica's astonishment, all landing to take position around the entrance. Apple seemed impressed, turning to question Dusk who gave a little shrug, gesturing back into the cave.
Just why were the bug-horsie things in a cave anyhow, and why is Ebony never in her natural form?
Confused by the complete lack of integration she had seen of the two 'species' thus far, she watched as the extra guards, six in total, gathered around the mouth of the cave. A mixture of both Stoic's type of armor and that of Dusk's, although it appeared only Dusk forwent the need for a helmet. Scar and Dusk spoke with authority as they looked over the assembled guards, all playfulness leaving the latter's voice as orders were given, the pegasi saluting with a hoof before moving into the cave. 
Worried of what might occur, Jessica moved to try and block the guards only to have Ebony gently tug at her skirt, a head shake and tiny smile staying her hand. Scar looked towards her, giving a small smile which reassured her. 
Well if Ebony seems okay with it...
Completely confused now, not to mention drained from her wildly fluctuating emotions, Jessica was caught off guard when a small unicorn bumped its head to her leg. Looking down she spied the owner to be just who she suspected, smiling tiredly down at the worried look of Espa. 
"I'm fine, sorry." Espa seemed unconvinced, probably due to being unable to understand Jessica mused. Instead Rainbow flew over and landed beside, ruffling the filly's mane with a few reassuring words. Espa looked up with a small sniffle, her tone of voice and single word spoken something even Jessica could understand, or at least grasp the context of. The simple question; really?
Rainbow gave a firm nod to this, Espa rubbing her eyes with a fore hoof before puffing her chest back out trying to look imposing. Jessica could only giggle softly, following the group as Espa walked before her, Dusk and Scar leading the way to where, Jessica assumed was the the campsite. She noticed a lack of Stoic now, looking back she saw him continuing to assist the other pegasi that had remained at the cave. 
I wonder what they're doing?
The warm presence of Ebony was a welcome feeling to her side, although a feline eye gazing back from Dusk almost seemed to regard her friend warily. Noticing Jessica had caught the expression the bat winged pegasus gave an almost sadistic grin. Again, Jessica knew she should, and would normally be afraid but for some reason she felt the guard was simply playing with her. Suspicions confirmed when Dusk's grin turned more genuine as if Jessica had passed a test.
Strange... is this because of the dream?
"Jessica." Everyone blinked, Jessica the most surprised among them as Dusk spoke her name fluently. Scar's eyebrow raised as the dark pegasus gave a little bow, bending her front legs to lower her head before standing upright in a fluid motion. Rainbow seemed the most taken aback by the equines. One hoof rested to the side of her head as she waved another before her, stammering with a confused tone coating her words.
Dusk just gave a knowing grin, the styled mane falling over one eye with a tilt of her head. Playfulness seemed to ooze from her mouth, a stark contrast once more to Scar. Her explanation made the other mares gasp, Espa looking excited at whatever was spoken. Ebony's reaction was to push harder to her side as they walked, nervousness returning to her friend.
How did she know my name, did they tell her on the way... wait where did she come from?
Dusk simply gave a nod after what Jessica presumed was an explanation. She also didn't miss the knowing gaze that was shot towards Ebony once more from the dark guard. Espa was currently bouncing, an inquisitive tone directed towards Dusk who gave a surprisingly pleasant laugh, humoring the filly as they continued through the woods. Apple and Rainbow both shot Jessica curious glances, her returned expression of confusion making both grin sheepishly at being caught.
I wonder what has gotten into those two, what did Dusk say?
Jessica was beyond tired now, of course she also reasoned that she had been about to go to bed before being kidnapped, so logically that might have something to do with it. Ebony continued to help support her, Jessica's feet now almost inciting open rebellion on the rest of her body. For the first time, she actually felt somewhat envious of the others and their hooves.
Eventually they made it back to the campsite, not surprisingly almost a direct line from the cave where she had been taken. What impressed Jessica most, was how long it took them to walk back. It seemed infinitely longer than when she was dragged, but she put that down the the shock and adrenalin flooding into her at the time.
As they approached the tent, Jessica had to admit she felt a little saddened with Stoic not being nearby. The replacement of Dusk was, well she didn't really know what to think of the female guard. At the moment the new pegasus had Espa upon her back, tucked between wings when the little filly had tired herself out after the trek. Spreading one wing she had looked up at Jessica, a head gesture back to the sleeping unicorn allowing her to understand the meaning.
Gently lifting the sleeping Espa off Dusk's back she slipped into the tent, placing the filly down beside her. Apple and Rainbow both giving a yawn before reclaiming their corners, Rainbow much to everyone's amusement instantly falling asleep. Thankfully the snoring was more subdued than upon the train, a fact everyone seemed to appreciate more than the display of narcolepsy. Jessica waited for Ebony to enter, noticing the mare not doing so she looked outside to see the pegasus being stopped by Dusk. 
What's going on?
Dusk noticed Jessica looking in, offering a reassuring smile before beckoning Ebony to follow. The two mares moved to the edge of the campsite, their tones hushed, although Scar's ear flicking seemed to suggest he was close enough to overhear. Whatever Dusk spoke of caused Ebony to look shocked, eyes darting about as wings spread like she was ready to fly away at a moments notice.
Jessica was about to get out to help her friend before whatever Dusk followed up with next calmed Ebony down. A wary look was given before Dusk gestured her head back towards the tent, a half grin coming to her muzzle. Scar lowered an eyebrow at what he had overheard, the female guard speaking to him next with a flippant tone causing the stallion to snort. 
What are they talking about?
Ebony took a deep breath and pawed at the ground with a front hoof, whatever she said was with a conviction filled voice, Dusk giving an understanding nod in response. Scar's reaction was to eye Ebony warily before exhaling and giving a firm nod of his own. Almost immediately Dusk's expression changed, a wide smile and playful tone returning to her now raised voice. Ebony looking unsure before making her way inside the tent, Jessica grateful to feel the warmth flow into her friend once more.
The sensation unlike in the cave was, reassuring to her, comforting. Ebony raised her head to offer a small smile, it seemed her friend was also opening up, a far cry from the almost cynical acting equine she had come to know in the forest. Of course, Ebony then followed it with an eye roll and dismissive turn of her head so at least some things never changed. Smiling she stroked over Ebony's mane before falling asleep as soon as her head rested upon a forearm.
~~~~~~~

She was dreaming once again. The book was laid open on the table before her, paper strewn about and now starting to encroach upon the floor. 
"Well if you're attempting to lay new carpet you could do it a little more efficiently." Ebony's teasing voice was met with a ball of paper rebounding off her muzzle. 
"Oh leave her alone, it's not an easy problem." Apple was trying to clean up, organising the papers onto the table, Sparkle helping with her magic as Spike emptied the trash can for the fourth time. Jessica was at least getting more into the can, small accomplishments and all.
Scar, Stoic and Dusk stood guard by the window behind her, Dusk seemingly going out of her way to annoy Stoic by constantly poking him with a wing, from the look on his face it was working. Scar seemed to find it amusing at least.
There were so many of the ponies helping her now, whether guarding against the window breaking or assisting with the equation, it all helped her feel emboldened. Everyone was helping out, Bubbles and Espa were trying to organise notes. Red was offering reassurance and comfort. Rainbow was... 
Rainbow was sleeping on the bookcase...
Well aside from one pegasus, the rest were assisting, helping and encouraging her. She knew this was a dream but it didn't matter, figments of her imagination or not she trusted these equines. Why she trusted Dusk, she didn't know but she felt that no matter what the pegasus had her best interests in mind.
There was also the last inhabitant in her dream, the hybrid mare looking out one window, that fleeting glimpses of what occurred during her waking hours displayed upon its surface. Looking up from the equation she watched Night continue to gaze at the pane of glass, expression shifting between anger, relief, anger once more and finally settling on a wary smile. 
"So... are you like my subconscious or something?" The thought was strange to her but at the same time Night didn't act like the other ponies. Everything came to a literal standstill as Night turned her head to regard Jessica, a raised eyebrow going with the patient smile. Jessica noticed the black crown upon the ethereal mane, complimenting the tattoo and the thing about her neck... was it called a torc? She really didn't know what to term the item, a metallic bib? 
"Hmm, maybe my subconscious is royalty?" Jessica blinked, it seems her inner thoughts were being spoken, which made sense considering she was dreaming, or did it? The whole situation was beginning to make her horribly confused, her expression seemed to have been obvious enough for Night to pick up on it. The small giggle snapped her from the thoughts as the mare looked positively bemused.
"Ugh... okay, so now I'm talking with myself?" Night seemed to consider this as her horn glowed, or at least considering the questioning tone of her words. Why Jessica's supposedly subconscious mind couldn't understand her she didn't know. Although last time it seemed to be trying to interpret the language, it might not be too odd how it acted at the moment. Jessica dropped the issue, she got confused enough when awake let alone in her sleep.
"Na-ooo." Once more Night stressed a new word, playing it around her mouth before repeating it once more.
"Nooooo-ooo?" Night then stressed the vowel sound as Jessica blinked, throwing her arms into the air in surrender to the absurdity.
"Okay, so I'm not talking to myself?" Night exhaled, clearly frustrated at the lack of language communication before taking a step forward. Jessica blinked as Night tapped the book upon the desk with a silver covered hoof, looking into teal eyes as a firm nod was given.
"Solve it, right." Seating herself at the table she felt the presence of the tall hybrid behind her, Jessica's pen tapping the last remaining symbol. Looking around the room at all the frozen ponies along with Spike, something clicked. Scribbling upon a piece of paper she wrote the equation down, then under it the translation. It all came in a flood of knowledge as if the information had been there all along, just waiting for the right key to unlock it. 
She understood what the symbols meant, she understood everything about them. It wasn't an equation, it was it turned out, a sentence with some of the supposed math symbols having been words in of themselves. Jessica's eyes going wide as Night looked on curiously. Leaning back from the desk she looked down, mouthing the term in the equine's native tongue. Night blinked and stepped back, a look of shock upon her face as Jessica once more spoke it out, this time in her own language.
"Let home be where your heart lies." Her mouth moved over each word, trying to make sense of it, the library shifting in a subtle fashion as she found herself watching... herself? 
She saw herself sitting at the desk, now with a lack of any equines aside from Night who continued to stand beside her. Night seemed to be watching earnestly, turning to look out the window and see the students and teachers making their way along the footpaths far below. Jessica knew where this was now, what was going on.
She was home, just before she wrote the symbols properly for the first time. She watched as past-Jessica worked on the problem, a small part of her growing increasingly envious of her past self's ownership of shoes. 
Something was, wrong, Jessica noticed. Areas in the library were simply frozen in time, unmoving while others were in motion. Jessica found the answer in that the memory was made up of only places she could see, anything else outside her vision was stuck that way. It made sense, as much as her mind could interpret such a thing. 
Resuming her observation of events from a third person perspective, she found her chest tightening at what was about to come. Finally the fateful moment arrived, the 'equation' was written down, the symbols perfected and the book began to give off an incandescent glow, one she had to move an arm over her eyes to shield herself from. 
The glow diminished, then moved over her past self encompassing the arm before moving over the entire body. Turning her attention briefly to the side she saw Night's eyes go wide, as if recognising what was occurring. It was then a wind started to pick up in the library, picking up in speed and intensity as the pages of the book flicked rapidly over. 
Her past self started to lean back dangerously on the chair, the librarian she always thought had it out for her was running over, one hand outstretched. 
"She was trying to save me... " Another pang of guilt joined the rest she had accumulated thus far, watching the librarian grab her past self's shoulder, attempting to steady her. A large gust of wind however made the woman lose the grip, thrown away and outside the range of the memory. Jessica watched as the chair tipped back, throwing her past self out the window hearing screams coming from below. 
Then, then she simply vanished. 
Night stood there for a while as the library faded away, the mare's ethereal mane encompassing the dreamscape as Jessica looked at her hands. She thought knowing the equation, no... the sentence would do something profound, it had seemed... important, it was something she felt driven to accomplish.
All it had done was give her a sentence, nothing more. There were no answers, other than the fact that the librarian was actually a pretty nice lady as opposed to what she used to suspect. Burying her face in hands she felt a heavy depression start to take hold, until Night softly spoke to her.
Lowering her hands she blinked, the tone was one of concern but just as before she couldn't make out the words. Night moved her head, horn glowing as symbols formed within the stars surrounding them both. No, not symbols... letters.
Her eyes went wide realising she could interpret some of the symbols now, grasp their meaning. It was small, it was something minor but it was something! 
Unsure on how large the equine alphabet was she had no idea how much she could now decipher, but looking at the symbols that Night created she could make out some. There were plenty she couldn't understand, but just enough if she thought about it and filled in the blanks. She could make out some words, but so many missed letters, she could take a guess... 
No...
She still couldn't understand, there were still too many blanks for her to come to a conclusion, Night giving a small sigh. The hybrid equine offered a small smile though as another book formed, one she was unaccustomed to now levitating before her face. With a nod from Night, Jessica grasped the book to flick over the pages. Gazing up at the tall mare she was given a warm smile and nod of the head, the indication clear.
"Translate this one next I guess?" She looked down at the book in her hands, realising exactly what it was. While she had not exactly perused through the pages, she had grasped the concept. It was a picture book, probably with the alphabet within. How her subconscious was doing this she had no idea, perhaps part of the spell from whatever the original book had done to her?
A soft smile given as Night conjured another image, this one of Dusk. A raised eyebrow towards Jessica and tilt of her head gave her the realisation of what she was asking, it seemed Night wanted her opinion on the female guard. Moving to the image she let her mind wander, showing how she had seen the guard care for Espa and talk to Ebony. The last fact piqued Night's curiosity as she gave a small nod at that image. 
When Night saw Dusk fluently speak Jessica's name and give a bow, the regal looking equine gave a small laugh behind a hoof. Seemingly satisfied with whatever answer she had gotten, Night opened up one more image. 
Inside was a large majestic castle built onto the side of a cliff, awe inspiring to behold. With a soft glow of her horn, Night caused the picture to flow like a video travelling down through the main corridors at a speed that made Jessica almost feel motion sick. Eventually two large ornate doors opened displaying a red carpet leading to a singular large throne.
Jessica blinked at what she saw, two hybrid mares sat before the throne. One, the tallest was as white as snow with a long mane and tail, both flowing like Night's did with a mixture of colour. She seemed, majestic and had a warm smile upon her face.
The second one made Jessica blink twice. It was Night.
"Eep..." She blinked twice, looking in the image and then at the tall equine beside her. Night for her part gave a bemused smile, eyes half lidding playfully as she gave a nod.
Jessica did the only thing her tortured mind could do, she woke up.
~~~~~~~

The warm feeling of a muzzle pushing to her right shoulder got her attention, moving as she yawned and opened her eyes. Looking down at her was Dusk, a bemused expression on the pegasus's face. 
Okay, what a completely crazy dream...
Rubbing the sleep from her eyes before she crawled out of the tent, the realisation hit her that she was the last one to wake. Everyone else was up and ready, two apples along with a metallic cup filled with water left on the folded rug, Scar giving a nod towards her as she caught his gaze. Understanding they were for her she gave a soft sip of the water and started to eat an apple, the others dismantling the tent as she felt Espa nuzzle her leg softly.
"Good morning to you too." She offered a smile down, Espa giving a smile back and offering friendly sounding words. Ebony was nearby, and sometime in the night Stoic had seemingly returned, the two talking in hushed tones by the tree line.
Upon seeing her awake Ebony excused herself with a short glare in Stoic's direction, before trotting over and nosing Jessica's hand. Smiling at her friend she stroked the mare's mane, the warm feeling passing between the two. She now understood what Ebony fed off, or at least had a good idea if not the exact specifics. She wasn't sure if it was how she felt at the time, or how she felt towards Ebony specifically, but it didn't matter.
She's there for me, that's all that matters.
Repeating the thought from the last time she had dwelt upon the issue, Jessica found the bandages she had put aside last night. Using the clean side on the bottom, she wrapped them back over her feet once again. Given how sore they were at the moment, she had doubt that it would make any discernable difference; although it never hurt to try. 
So, I guess if I find the book I can go home?
Thoughts once more returned to the dream, Jessica found herself focused on the definite facts she had discovered. The book had sent her here, presumably, so it stood to reason there would be a similar way to send her back. Hopefully from the same book, but had it travelled with her?
At least I have some form of progress now.
Noticing the tent was wrapped and stored on Scar's back, Jessica found herself blinking as everyone was looking at her with a patient expression. Rainbow looked down at Jessica's feet, making a comment to Apple who looked a little unsure. This seemed to get the others talking until Espa spoke, everyone looking thoughtful at whatever she had suggested.
Stoic gave a slight movement of his shoulders that just might have been a shrug, Jessica found it hard to tell with him. Looking at Dusk and Rainbow, she found them both grinning mischievously. Scar however looked thoughtful as Apple tapped a hoof to her muzzle in contemplation.
Wait... what are they talking about?
She got her answer when Ebony gently nuzzled her in the back, the action guiding her towards Stoic who had firmly folded his wings to the side. Turning he offered his back to her, Jessica blinking in shock. 
"You... want me to ride?" It seemed logical on one hand, they were after all, equines, but they were also intelligent and it seemed... well it just seemed wrong on a fundamental level.
Picking up on her unease Rainbow gave a roll of her eyes, making expressive hoof gestures as if verbalizing a well thought out point. A deadpan tone of voice from Apple caused the cyan pegasus to push both hooves to her hair, a sound of frustration escaping her muzzle. Flying down to the ground she pointed a hoof in Jessica's direction, before balancing on hind hooves. Using her wings for balance she somewhat walked awkwardly upright, but more importantly, very slowly. 
"Wait are you- " She was cut off as Rainbow cleared her throat, moving back to all fours and trotting at a much faster pace. Turning she looked at Jessica after taking to the air once more, holding her forelegs forward, hooves up as if begging for understanding.
"Okay, okay... fine, I'm slow right now." She felt, well she felt annoyed for one, but at the same time it was nice to be treated so frankly. No fear, no anger, just straight forwardness. She made sure to sigh and drop her shoulders as if in defeat, Rainbow giving a sound of victory as she pumped a fore hoof into the air.
Gingerly getting onto Stoic's back she heard him exhale at her weight, overall however he seemed almost unbothered by the additional mass on his back. 
Have I really lost that much weight, I wasn't big before but...
Ebony took up position beside Stoic, Espa the other side as the group once more trotted down the path. When the sun had crawled partially across the sky, Jessica found herself debating what hurt more. Bareback on a metal armored equine, or walking on her abused feet. The jury was still out on that decision.
Exhaling softly she was however grateful for what Stoic was doing, it would not have been easy to carry her, let alone while decked out in armor. An excited holler from Apple caught her attention, watching as Apple flicked her stetson about in a hoof. Looking ahead she saw the reason why, in the distance was the signs of civilisation, but that wasn't all.
Are they... is that?
There was also something else. A group of equines on the road ahead were running towards them, getting closer she could finally make them out. Rainbow suddenly burst ahead with a great deal of speed, circling around the group before being tackled by a blur of pink. 
Sparkle!
Jessica's eyes lit up seeing the familiar lavender unicorn waiting ahead, Spike standing beside her along with the unicorn and pegasus she had last seen on the train platform. The pink normal pony was currently squeezing Rainbow who was struggling to get away, her forelegs flailing as the others laughed. 
Wait... where is-
A shadow passed over head before the filly beside her was enveloped in a tangle of grey fur and blonde hair. Slipping off Stoic's back, wincing slightly as her feet pushed to the road she watched the scene with a smile. Espa was giggling as Bubbles lavished attention upon her, nuzzling her mane and talking in a hurried pace. The display made her remember something herself, turning she hugged Stoic in thanks about the neck, surprising the guard it seemed with his flinch. 
It was the least she could do after what he had done for her, although she now noticed the flustered look threatening to creep along his muzzle. Scar gave a bemused grin while Dusk took on a teasing tone; Jessica just smiling that mother and daughter were now together again. 
Ebony moved to her side, only then did Jessica become aware of a death glare directed at the brown pegasus's way by Bubbles. The cross-eyed mare speaking angrily before Espa spoke up, Bubbles blinking and looking down at her daughter. Ebony looked surprised, her eyes going wide as it appeared Espa was defending her. 
Bubbles reluctantly backed down, although still not looking happy before she turned her attention towards Jessica. Offering a shy smile down she was rewarded with a smile back from the blonde mare, Bubbles flicking an ear as her attention was tugged aside. Espa was apparently gushing about all that had happened with an excited tone only a child can keep up, a patient and interested look now on her mother's face.
Jessica now found herself away from the majority of the group, now with only the two pegasi and Espa nearby. Sparkle waved a hoof in her direction, beckoning her to come over as everyone else had moved forward to join the others. 
"Jess-e-ka!" Rainbow called out, now free from the pink one's embrace who now had her attention diverted to Dusk, bouncing around the pegasus as her mouth constantly threw out noise. Dusk seemed, tolerant at least, a long sigh escaping her muzzle. The white unicorn looked curious at what Rainbow had spoken, Sparkle more so as the pegasus grinned and puffed up her chest. Apple however just gave a bemused grin, adjusting her hat at Rainbow's antics.
Okay, is she showing off that she knows my name?
It was kind of an amusing concept to be proud of knowing someone's name, then again it really did make sense in this situation. Jessica still didn't know their real names, just the nicknames she had bestowed upon them. Musing on this thought she approached with the sound of Bubbles and Ebony following behind, Espa now resting upon her mother's back.
From the look of it, she doubted the filly would be allowed out of her mother's sight for quite some time, not that she seemed to mind. 
Well I'm just glad they're together again.
Jessica arrived just in time to see Sparkle push a front hoof to her forehead, mindful of her horn. The reason eluded her as the unicorn seemed frustrated at herself for something, Rainbow laughing and Apple offering a sheepish smile, proving it can't have been overly important.
Wait, is Sparkle upset she didn't think to get my name that way?
Thinking on that, Jessica found it not unlikely, Rainbow's amused tone and Apple trying to placate her friend added credence to her suspicion. Falling into step with the others she walked beside Sparkle, Spike riding upon her back as he was once more dictating for the unicorn. The quill he held quickly scribbling down upon the paper before rolling it up, the paper fastened with a push of his claw. Expecting the fire didn't make it any easier, but like always no-one seemed concerned when the green flame consumed the scroll. 
I... still have no idea why he does that...
The familiar mental image of her brain throwing its arms up in disgust came quickly to mind. Distracting her thoughts she looked at what the others were up to, Apple seeming to be conversing with the two others they had left behind on the train ride. The white unicorn, which after a quick glance at her tattoo gave Jessica the nickname, Jewel, was looking at her bandaged feet with utmost horror upon her face. 
Espa's small voice spoke up as Bubbles looked back at her daughter, then she also gazed down at Jessica's feet. Soon she was feeling more than self conscious as everyone seemed to be looking. Jewel looked thoughtful, a firm nod given as she spoke animately, lost in her own world it seemed.
A mention of her name made Jessica look down seeing Sparkle looking somewhat concerned, her ear flicking to Dusk beside conversing. The cat eyed mare was trotting beside her speaking in a playful tone as Spike looked interested, Sparkle's reaction mixed between worry and intrigue if going off the expression on her face. 
"Eep?" Again, her well cultured grasp of language was proven as Sparkle sighed and then smiled, offering a concerned look up towards again. Giving a smile back down towards her and a nod this seemed to ease Sparkle's concerns, a smile coming to the mare's muzzle.
Ebony refused to stray from Jessica's side, Sparkle looking over at her and speaking sternly, the chocolate furred pegasus in turn replying in a cynical tone and gesturing up towards Jessica, much to her confusion. Sparkle bit her lower lip at this while Dusk gave a broad grin, finally the unicorn gave a nod but sounded resolute in her tone. 
Rainbow who was flying beside the trotting yellow furred pegasus, spoke up to which Sparkle mulled over the words. Two big blue eyes appeared before Jessica's face, bouncing up and down before her as she gave a loud gasp and took a step back. 
What the...who...Ah!
She exhaled noticing it was simply the pink mare, speaking quickly in her direction even as Apple trotted over, nudging her out of Jessica's way with a bemused tone of voice. The bouncing ceased for now, or at least became subdued with the group making their way through the town. 
Jessica was wary of the looks she got, but at least these seemed to be more of curiosity than fear or hostility. Barely taking in the architecture, her focus was solely on the immediate group around her, speed seeming to be a factor as they all moved briskly with Ebony supporting her, and soon Scar aiding as well.
Making their way to the train station as the equines conversed she was surprised when Spike let out a loud belch, followed by a scroll forming from whatever he had... well, belched.
...You're on your own with this one brain.
Sparkle seemed happy as the scroll was enveloped with a pink aura, then moved before the mare's face as she unrolled it. Reading it out loud, it seemed the others were surprised and a little happy by what was announced, Sparkle giving a warm smile up towards Jessica.
"I guess... it's good news?" The mare flicked her ear with a tilt of her head, Jessica never expecting to be understood but she felt she had to talk occasionally; again, for her benefit if no-one else's. Ebony however moved closer against Jessica, this time Scar and Stoic keeping a very close eye upon her.
As they approached the train, Dusk and Stoic led the way in, Scar following behind with Ebony and Jessica between the three. Once they entered the rest followed, each moving to find a seat to get ready for the train ride.
Seating herself Jessica felt Ebony's warmth beside her as the pegasus claimed the spot to her left. In an almost childish gesture the pegasus gave a taunting look at Espa who stuck her tongue out in return, the exchange lost upon those who had not gone on the short journey. 
Jessica could only giggle, when the whistle blew and the doors shut she knew the next stop would be the castle.
And hopefully to answers.

	
		Chapter five: Audience



One of Jessica's hands rested on soft curls of hair, the sensation of warmth flowing between herself and the one she stroked gently. Positioning the other hand under her chin, she looked out the window watching the scenery go by, lost within her thoughts. 
She was unaware how long they had been travelling for, thinking back however she could deduce that it would take until night, presumably, to get to the castle. Thinking more on the issue, it might take even longer since it was further than their original destination. Glad to be off her feet at least she continued to gently pet through Ebony's mane, the mare as always never far from her side. 
The equine in question raised her head slightly, regarding Jessica's gaze with a quizzical expression before offering a small smile. Returning the gesture, Jessica returned her attention back to the cabin, noticing not for the first time just how cramped it was with so many within. Jessica would never admit it, but she was in some small way glad she had come here; to this strange and rather confusing world.
But only for a handful of reasons.
Those reasons mostly consisted of the those currently present, with one other back at the hospital where she had been... healed, physically but also mentally to a small degree. Thoughts of the specific nurse helped her relax, she would need to see Red again, she owed that mare so much that she could never hope to repay. With the closing of eyes, Jessica thoughts turned to the ponies she could count as a friend, the ones she trusted and looked out for her.
Ebony, Espa, Bubbles, and Sparkle, the list had grown now, becoming more robust with those she had come to trust and enjoy the company of. Apple, Spike, Rainbow, Scar, Stoic, they all made her feel... they made her feel like she was actually worth something in this world. Looking out for her, caring for her, or simply trying to understand her.
I wish I could have met them first, I wonder how different it would have all been...
A hand gently went to her left shoulder feeling the bandages where the clothing ended. She would not have so many injuries, that's for certain. Brought from her thoughts by a soft nuzzle to her side, Jessica looked down noticing Ebony looking back with a concerned expression. Realising she had removed her hand from her friend's mane, she returned it to gently stroke once more, hopefully easing Ebony's worry.
"I'm fine, really." Making sure the tone was filled with a little jovial nature, Ebony however giving an unconvinced look in reply before lowering her head regardless. The warm feeling she got was always welcome, enjoying how it flowed from within before pulling into the equine. Dusk, whom Jessica was still unsure about, was watching curiously at this action with a small grin pulling across her muzzle.
Jessica really didn't know what to think of the bat-winged pegasus, mostly because she had arrived out of no-where. There was also that... fact, that strange dream where she had known of Dusk's existence before ever laying eyes upon her. Jessica pushed that line of inquiry down into the depths of her mind, down that road leads to madness as they say.
From where she sat she took note of the others, trying to discern what they were currently talking about. She watched as they were all gathered around, some sitting, some lying on the seats; all having questioning tones directed primarily towards Apple or Scar who in turned answered. Rainbow's voice would occasionally interrupt, expressive gestures from the mare accompanying each time, such as at that moment a thrust of a foreleg forward. Jessica still wasn't sure what part of the journey that was relevant to.
She did have to stifle a giggle occasionally when Espa got excited, adding her perspective on some issues Jessica guessed. At such events Apple would seem to defer to the young filly's version, allowing her to speak freely. Throughout it all Jessica just sat with Ebony, able to discern a few words here and there, her name mentioned quite constantly as well as... whatever the other term they used meant when referring to her.
Jessica had suspicions they were describing what occurred over the past two days, with Apple occasionally letting Scar speak before taking over again. Between the two of them, and the several interruptions from both Espa and Rainbow, they seemed to have the others' undivided attention as they recounted the events. Every now and then a question would be put forth from one of the others, primarily Sparkle and the pink, oh so very pink pony.
She needs a nickname... balloons? It would seem mean to name her Loon, or Loony. Ball? No that's... that is just stupid. 
Mentally throwing her arms in the air she just settled on the other distinguishing trait the mare had, she was positively pink, thus, Pinky. As far as nicknames went, it was decidedly lazy but Jessica decided to just go with it at this point. That however left one other she hadn't nicknamed yet, the extremely shy cream pegasus. 
Looking over at that particular mare, she watched as the long pink maned equine was listening intently to the story. It was actually kind of cute watching her Jessica decided, how her reaction would give her some hint to how the tale was going along. Occasionally a soft gasp would escape the pegasus's mouth and she would try to hide partially behind her hair. Sometimes she would ask a question in the softest voice Jessica had ever heard, Apple always replying in a patient and kind tone.
Eventually Jessica was noticed watching, an aqua eye looking back at her before widening in shock. A small whimper came from behind the mane of hair that the mare hid her face behind, Jessica in reply gave a blink in surprise at the reaction before offering a small smile, turning her attention away to watch the others once again. In the process she was also debating upon a name for the pegasus. 
Butterflies... I guess I could name her Butter, but that doesn't seem fitting. Butterfly? No... think Jess. Well she does seem extremely timid, Buttershy! 
Jessica's brain promptly rebelled against such an awful name, she doubted that the pegasus was lactose intolerant.
Okay, now that is just stupid. Okay, Butterflies, she's shy, she's cream and she's a pegasus. Butterflies flit and flutter, so... Flutter? No, how about Flitter? That's actually not bad.
Content with having given a nickname to Flitter, she became aware of a shift in the atmosphere. The mood had seemed to darken some, a few annoyed faces and murmurs of disapproval flicking about the cramped cabin.
Apple's voice surprised Jessica, the mare's tone slowly edging into anger accompanied with a low growl from her throat. Jessica blinked at this, trying to discern meaning behind some of the words spoken to figure out why. Frustratingly she could only pick up a trivial amount here and there, or what she thought was their meaning at least. Her understanding of their language was still only a handful of known words thus far, along with a large amount of speculation, much to her continued chagrin.
A disapproving comment from Jewel, followed by sounds of disbelief from Pinky, Bubbles and Flitter caused Jessica to blink, now completely confused over what they were discussing. Several heads turned to Scar who gave a small nod, one armored hoof tapping the scar upon his muzzle gently, this action at least gave her some clue. Spike however was looking concerned towards Sparkle who was gritting her teeth while moving towards Jessica, who in turn looked down at the unicorn with bafflement clear upon her features.
Ebony raised an eyebrow, talking towards Sparkle who levitated a roll of paper and quill before herself. Quickly sketching an image she turned it towards Jessica, allowing her to see the unicorn's work. An image of what she assumed was herself in a cage greeted her sight, two male unicorns in striped shirts nearby. The whip readied to strike was just the cherry on top, Jessica wincing as she looked at the picture floating before her face, then at Sparkle.
Sparkle almost stabbed the paper with the quill, drawing an arrow towards the image and then pointing at Jessica with a hoof. The unicorn's frown deepened as if something was clearly troubling her, Spike by now gently tugging on Sparkle's tail as if to pull her away. For her part, Jessica was terrified, unaware of what she possibly could have done wrong. Did Sparkle not believe she was imprisoned? Were they about to turn on her?
Wait... I get it, she wants to know if it's true.
She blinked as Sparkle gave a soft sigh, coming to realise her actions were causing her to frighten Jessica, bowing her head as her tail drooped. Calming herself, Jessica held her hand gently down with the palm up wanting to try her hand at drawing to clarify. Sparkle blinked and seemed to get the idea, her head lifting as murmurs rippled through the cabin, paper and quill  both placed in Jessica's hands. 
Eyes focused, she quickly sketched on the paper turning it around shortly after to show Sparkle what had been added. Another cage had joined the first, inside of which a rushed picture of Ebony in her natural form was drawn. Situated above both was a sad face, tears added to Sparkle's representation of her upon the paper. A few gasps were shared upon seeing the additional cage and occupant in the picture, the tones of voices quizzical and somewhat alarmed by the inclusion. Strangely the guards seemed to not be sharing the sentiments of the others. 
Ebony was now leaning closer to Jessica, a tiny shiver running along the pegasus's spine. Moving one hand to try and comfort her friend, she dipped the quill into the levitating ink pot, Sparkle now looking curious to see what else Jessica would add. On the left side of the page she added what occurred after, detailing in basic form two busted cages with Jessica and Ebony escaping into a forest together. 
Flitter looked rather uneasy, either by the revelation of what occurred or something else, Jessica was unsure. Scar and now even Dusk had their jaws set, glowering at the image of the two unicorns on the paper, almost as if they could bore holes through them. The others didn't seem to be taking the news any better, Jessica unsure if that was due to finding out how she had been treated, or about the brothers' kidnapping of another equine.
Surprisingly, it was Pinky who broke the now somber mood. Her cheer filled tone of voice snapping everyone out of the funk that seemed to fall over the occupants. Apple cleared her throat, continuing the story on while the others listened, a few laughs shared now. Rainbow puffed up her chest and interjected something, Espa's young voice also commenting on whatever part they were now up to.
A soft push of a muzzle to her knee made Jessica look down, Sparkle looking ashamed before her as she scuffed a front hoof softly. Spike stood nearby, arms folded before exhaling loudly, gesturing with his claws at Jessica, then towards the paper. Whatever was said seemed to lighten Sparkle's mood slightly, Jessica however offered a smile down towards the unicorn.
"It's okay, I know you didn't mean to make me upset." The words as usual were met with an ear flick, however the warm tone she was very conscious to use seemed to at least be comprehended. A small smile was given in reply, before the unicorn's expression shifted to uncertainty about some issue. Jessica blinked and hesitantly held out a hand, Sparkle looking at it curiously before Ebony gave a roll of her eyes. 
A comment from Apple was given, Bubbles also adding to whatever was said as Sparkle blinked, looking unsure. Ebony exhaled loudly and raised her head gently to Jessica's other hand, who in reply stroked gently through the pegasus's mane... the owner of the hand quite confused over what was being talked about. The raised eyebrow from Ebony, followed by a flick of her fore leg over the edge of the bench seemed to get the meaning across.
Sparkle gently moved forward just as Jessica was having second thoughts about trying to comfort her, the soft mane of hair gently meeting Jessica's fingers. Sparkle seemed to relax slightly, letting the hand rest on her head before stroking twice and withdrawing. Confused as to what was going on, Jessica looked at Espa who was bouncing beside Sparkle now. The purple mare exhaled and conceded to a point, a warmer smile now gracing her face.
I'm glad she's feeling better.
The sound of hooves coming into contact with the bench beside her made Jessica aware of Espa about to clamber up; a warm smile coming to her lips as she helped the small unicorn. Bubbles soon joined them, occupying the space beside Espa as she rested a wing over her daughter's back. With equines surrounding her, Jessica gave a small giggle while Apple and Scar continued to recount the details.
She found herself, if not content, then at least comfortable. Despite the little altercation just previous, which was born from misunderstanding, Jessica felt, a little happy about her current situation. Thinking back, she noted that the anger Sparkle displayed was unusual, but... it was actually kind of nice in a bizarre way. That the unicorn had got so worked up over the fact she had been treated in such a way, it at least showed she was cared about on some level.
Thankfully the mood was now in high spirits, that is aside from a small dip where Jessica presumed the bug-like equines had kidnapped her. Closing her eyes she simply enjoyed the calm, the illusion of normality. If she wasn't looking and didn't pay attention to the language used, she could pretend she was listening to people talking in the student apartment she lived in. 
Almost able to smell the burnt food from her room-mate's cooking, she was jerked out of her memories by a loud gasp in response to whatever Apple had just said. Cracking open one eye she found herself now the focus of attention once more. Pinky, the apparent owner of the gasp was pointing a hoof towards her with wide blue eyes. Before Jessica could presume she had done something wrong yet again, a cheshire like grin split along the mare's muzzle as she started bouncing on all four hooves.
Um... 
Espa was now talking excitedly from beside Jessica, making the latter curious as to what was actually being said. Looking about her gaze fell upon Apple, the mare giving a smile and nod of her head as if conceding to a point brought up by Espa. Looking at the other she traveled with, Rainbow was looking nonchalant, right up until a nudge to her side from Apple caused her to roll her eyes, almost grudgingly giving a grin after.
What... has Pinky so excited?
Still aware all eyes were on her, Jessica offered the paper and quill down to Spike, a questioning look upon her face. After a brief pause as understanding came to him, he quickly sat down and scribbled furiously on a piece of paper. The finished drawing was offered up to Jessica, where upon taking it into her hands she attempted to see what all the fuss was about. 
A frown quickly found its way across her features, not of anger, no this was one of complete bafflement. Turning the page over several times she raised an eyebrow down at the little dragon-like creature.
Uh... how the heck do they think I can do this? Why?
"No... I don't breathe fire?" The puzzled look given in return prompted Jessica to once more request the quill and turn the paper over. Scribbling on the back she drew an image of her breathing fire, a large circle surrounding with a line diagonally through to give the meaning. Passing it down to Spike only to have an eyebrow lower, the paper was dropped before both claws were raised, palms upwards in a very clear 'what?' gesture.
So... they don't think I can breathe fire?
A comment given by Sparkle prompted the dragon to frown, his shoulders slumped some as he gave an indignant reply. Picking up the picture again he flipped it to look at his original image, turning it over several times before addressing the equines, one claw patting his drawing. It was Flitter who gently spoke up, her voice soft and hesitant as a shy smile crossed over her muzzle. Whatever was said made Spike blink, looking at the image again more closely.
Jessica was... as much as she hated to admit it, rather amused as he scrunched up the paper into a ball and tossed it over his shoulder. Rainbow and Dusk, appeared to have less reservations about how funny they found it, their laughter filling the cabin. Spike threw his claws into the air, looking as if he were on the verge of sulking before Jewel spoke soothingly towards him. Jessica was most impressed by the change of his attitude, now somewhat flustered as he scratched his scaled head bashfully.
Okay, that's cute.
The sound of Ebony speaking brought Jessica's attention to her friend, the mare turning her head to speak towards Sparkle. With a nod the unicorn began to levitate another sheet of paper, Jessica assumed to draw a more accurate image of what they meant. Just as the quill was pressed to the paper, a pink foreleg moved to block Sparkle's attempt.
Sparkle looked surprised as Pinky started to speak, the fore leg lowering as the hoof started to tap on the floor. Jessica watched in bewilderment as the mare's head started to sway, thick pink curls bouncing along with the discernable rhythm caused by the hoof tapping. The other equines seemed to realise what was going on, most gaining a small smile. In fact the only one other than Jessica who looked lost as to what was going on, was Ebony who had a furrowed brow, confusion etched upon her features.
What... what is she doing?
It was then that Pinky began to speak, no, not speak Jessica realised. There was a definite melody along with tonality to the mare's words, a subtle shifting within her voice as Jessica watched the others for guidance. Eyes fixed on Sparkle, she watched as the unicorn gave a long good natured sigh and smiled, speaking encouragingly towards her. Apple met Jessica's gaze next, giving a reassuring nod with a small grin upon her muzzle.
She's... singing?
The pink mare was now looking directly at Jessica, her voice shifting in pitch as she bounced about the cabin. The energy displayed was almost infectious, a small smile tugging at Jessica's lips as she heard the musical voice issuing from Pinky's mouth. Abruptly the singing ended, one hoof pointed directly at Jessica who blinked in surprised, while a rear hoof kept up the beat against the floor. 
Jessica pointed to herself with a confused expression, starting to grasp the intention of the singing mare. A vigorous nod was the response given, Pinky once more returning to her song. Eventually the wonderful, if rather spontaneous number ended, silence filling the cabin before Pinky once more pointed a hoof at Jessica, humming a few more notes; the expectation was now clear.
Oh... she wants me to sing?
Giving a small nod of understanding she then gave a strangled squeal when the rest of her brain caught up, pointing to herself again.
Okay, now Spike's picture makes sense. 
"Y-You want me to sing? In front of everyone?" Despite the inability of her words to be understood, the context was surmised by Pinky with the questioning tone. A sage nod followed, Jessica looking around for an ally only to find hopeful smiles looking back at her. Well, except Scar and Stoic, but they were easily exempt from any expectations. The one who surprised Jessica the most was Ebony, a small pang of betrayal striking true when she saw a tiny, barely hidden smile on the pegasus's muzzle.
Et tu Ebony? 
Sighing she realised there was no way out of it, her brain now putting the snippets of conversation she had picked up earlier together. This is why they were excited it seemed, she probably had Espa to blame for exaggerating how well she sung by their reactions... not that she could ever be mad at the little filly.
"Okay... okay, I'll sing, I'll sing." She held up her hands in a clear sign of defeat to accompany the words, Pinky bouncing about gleefully while Espa cuddled into her mother's wing.
I can't believe I'm doing this...
In a way despite her protests, Jessica felt a little at ease, it was something she knew how to do, it was something she enjoyed doing. Aside from how her nerves were acting up, she also felt a little embarrassed, embarrassed they wanted her to sing, but in a weird way, also flattered. Knowing she was only delaying the inevitable she closed her eyes, trying to stave off a majority of her anxiety. Jessica took a deep breath, thinking back to standing before an audience, her human friends in the crowd cheering her on.
"There was a time when men were kind..." The song passed her lips, the first that had come to mind as she made sure to control the pitch, now back into her element. Despite her reservations it felt... good to sing, as long as she didn't dwell on where she currently was. 
"I dreamed a dream in time gone by, when hope was high and life worth living..." She sung the piece a little faster than intended, adding her own spin to it. She was never one for slow songs, but for some reason this one in particular just seemed so... right for her situation. Now it felt like she was back on stage, performing with her mother in the audience, friends trying to make her laugh as she sung her part. 
"I had a dream my life would be, so different from this hell I'm living." Nearing the end of the song, she felt her mind churn over the words as they left her mouth. She really couldn't have picked a better song for the situation, almost as if her heart was what truly drove the words forward.
"So different now from what it seemed, now life has killed the dream... I... dreamed." Jessica simply sat there, part of her wanting to laugh at what she had just sung. It was, while not exact to her situation still remarkably apt for how she felt. Without musical accompaniment it probably sounded less than impressive, Jessica musing on this thought until she was forced to peek an eye open at the strangest of sounds.
She saw several of the equines stamping their hooves on the cabin floor, most with smiles on their faces, a couple with grins. Only Stoic as per usual remained impassive, even Scar looked mildly amused at the antics. Lost as to why they were stomping she blinked again when blue eyes peered almost into her own.
"Ack!" Pinky smiled widely, her muzzle inches from Jessica's own before she threw her front hooves upwards and spoke excitedly. Forelegs wrapped about Jessica's neck making her give another unintelligible sound, Pinky releasing to bounce around excitedly afterwards. Jessica felt, well she kind of felt like the victim of a hit and run, if it was caused with hugs instead of a vehicle.
I... guess she liked it?
Jewel had a look of approval upon her face, even the shy Flitter looked like she had enjoyed the song. The pushing against her hand made Jessica aware of Ebony, the pegasus smiling up at encouragingly before feeling her own cheeks burn slightly. Looking up she spied Dusk watching with a wide grin, noise beside her making Jessica aware Espa and Bubbles both were impressed. All this attention was making Jessica fluster until an azure glow snagged the unused piece of paper from before Sparkle. 
Jewel moved with determination, a quickly spoken word to Sparkle and the ink pot and quill were also levitated. The white unicorn started to draw, her eyes narrowed in focus while the others watched on curiously. Espa gently spoke up, as inquisitive as Jessica seemed to be only for Apple to reply, peeking at the picture then giving a nod towards Jessica's feet. 
Okay, now I'm confused. Is... she drawing my feet?
Still feeling somewhat bashful after her song, Jessica turned her gaze from whatever Jewel was up to, the equines talking amongst themselves once again. Her attention turned to out the window, watching the scenic landscape pass by while left alone with her thoughts. The inability to have a conversation or partake in one was - as much as she tried to deny it, beginning to make her depressed. 
In a room full of friendly equines, and I've never felt more alone...
She barely caught out the corner of her eye Rainbow whispering to Apple, their eyes continuing to glance in her direction. Turning her head to regard the two of them with a raised eyebrow, she couldn't help but notice Apple looked like a kid with a hand stuck in the cookie jar. Biting her lower lip, the mare's eyes darted left and right before exhaling loudly. 
"Okay, I'm starting to get real sick of not being able to understand everyone." A small amount of annoyance snuck into Jessica's voice despite her best attempts, Apple wilting slightly at the tone before trotting forward. Rainbow looked about and gave Apple a slight nudge with a hoof before taking to the air, moving to hover before Jessica's face with a wide grin. 
Personal space seemed to be quite the foreign concept to Rainbow as she gestured with a fore hoof for Jessica to follow. Sparkle's ears perked as they conversed, Espa turning her head to talk with Bubbles quietly before a nod was given. Jessica was now, confused as she moved onto her feet, wincing at two combined things. Her feet, of course were still tender but the fact her legs felt stiff made her realise how long they had been travelling for. 
Dusk moved forward immediately, Scar and Stoic sharing a glance before the former gave the tiniest of head movements, Stoic now the next to move beside Jessica. Spike spoke to Sparkle who looked thoughtful, tapping her muzzle with a hoof prior to answering. Next the reptile's attention went to Jewel, a tone of admiration clear in his voice as she replied, seeming quite touched by his offer while she continued to work on... whatever she was working on.
Rainbow flew quickly over to Flitter as Apple spoke to Bubbles and Pinky, repeating the questioning tone Spike had used with answering replies given in return. Jessica frowned thoughtfully, she was sure she heard the word for apple again in the equine tongue, but also the word she was starting to associate with food. A grumbling came from her belly at such thoughts, garnering a chuckle from Dusk while Ebony moved off the bench to support Jessica.
Well... I guess we're getting food? I think that's what we're doing at least, or hope so.
Dusk led the way into the next cabin, opening the door with her mouth allowing Jessica to see that the next cabin was a little more up class than their current one. Espa brushed against Jessica's leg, a smile given before the filly was picked up, becoming quite accustomed to the treatment it seemed. Apple and Rainbow both returned, following Jessica as she entered the cabin behind Dusk. 
She was surprised to see it was not empty as she first thought, several equines looked startled at her appearance as they walked through, or at the guards, she wasn't exactly sure which. One white male unicorn in particular looked taken aback by her appearance, feeling more self conscious as his blue eyes went wide. She felt instantly nervous even despite the black suit coat he seemed to wear, while somewhat amusing, he was still a male unicorn.
Waiting for the looks of shock and possibly anger she was now used to, and indeed, a few equines were already giving her, she was shocked when in fact none came from him. Feeling the tingle of anxiety running down her spine, Jessica was further surprised when he turned to address the mare beside him.
The mare was far more slender and a little taller than most mares Jessica had seen, figure, if not stature more in line with the hybrid Night, the form her subconscious seemed to have adopted. Somewhat confused as to how they were looking at her, she followed Dusk through the cabin, who was enjoying herself in giving sadistic smiles to any who directed anger towards the one she escorted. 
It was a surprise to everyone in the group when a male voice spoke up just as they were about to leave. 
No... screaming?
She turned her head and found the stallion looking at them, of course she now saw he had a monocle and a small blue moustache, both things she had neglected to notice previously. The other option was her mind had blocked these facts to stop itself from shorting out. She tried valiantly to hold the giggle in, the corner of her left eye might have  twitched slightly though, but she held it in.
Just.
Spike seemed to have a look of recognition as he spied the stallion, the look followed by Apple next as she gave a friendly greeting to them both. The greeting was returned with a nod from the now nicknamed, Snooty, Jessica having picked the name due to the stallion's manner of dress. The mare with her shadowed lids and long pale pink hair, seemed rather relaxed as she gave a soft nod of her own head in greeting.
Okay, I know I wasn't going to dwell on it but how... just, how do they wear eye shadow with fur?
Once more dropping the matter, adding it onto the ever growing list of things that just did not make sense, Jessica watched as the equines conversed for a bit. Dusk acted somewhat more cordial now, or at least to the couple, there were plenty of malicious grins to still go around. Ebony remained unconvinced, pressing harder to Jessica's side as the pegasus glowered at the others who were still giving her strange looks, grateful for her friend's presence. 
"Jess-e-ka!" The sound of her name spoken from the filly in her arms made her somewhat baffled. The stallion looked thoughtful, tapping his muzzle with a hoof as he repeated her name, rolling the sounds around on his tongue. Apple for her part seemed amused, gesturing to Jessica while Rainbow grinned widely, giving a firm nod. A tug on her skirt made her look down at Spike, releasing her clothing he pointed at Snooty then back up at her.
"I... I don't understand?" Holding Espa gently with one arm she gestured with her other hand beside her ear, showing that this was the case, hopefully. Spike slapped his face with a claw before clearing his throat, four sounds escaping his mouth. Each sound was a few octaves higher than the last, finishing before looking up at her hopefully with one claw raised beside his mouth.
Jessica mulled on this before Espa repeated what Spike had done, smiling up at Jessica as she realised they were quite likely doing voice exercises. Rainbow sighed and opened the cabin they had just left from, disappearing inside before returning with a piece of paper in her mouth. The crumpled up drawing that Spike had discarded was brought before her, now roughly smoothed out.
A hoof pat against the paper before directing the foreleg towards Jessica got the meaning across. A blush coming to her cheeks as she looked aside as she contemplated this, they wanted her to sing, with all these ponies giving her horrid looks? Ebony commented as she flicked a hoof at the glare receiving equines, picking up on Jessica's nervousness reasonably quickly. The pegasus became quite acquainted with her body language over the past week, so it appeared.
Snooty gave a nod at whatever was said, the stallion almost exuding patience. Another tap to his chin before the hoof was held up, pointed to the next cabin door with a questioning tone. Dusk considering before giving a small nod, leading the way as Snooty and the mare followed behind Apple. Entering the next cabin Jessica was relieved to find it empty, Stoic the last to enter as he closed the door behind them.
Once more Rainbow tapped the paper and gave a hopeful look towards Jessica, who in turn looked around her for support. Apple gave a gentle nod, a smile accompanying the action, Dusk as normal giving a grin... although thankfully it was less malice filled than when directed at the inhabitants of the previous room. Espa's excited voice said it all, Jessica's attention lastly turning to Ebony. 
The chocolate mare saw all eyes upon her before she rubbed a foreleg gently with the other, looking somewhat guilty. A small blush seemed to cross over the mare's muzzle prior to exhaling and giving a small nod up towards Jessica. The warmth passed between them as she realised that Ebony seemed to like her singing, remembering Ebony was the first she sung to in this world.
Okay... fine, but if I have a nervous break down I know who to take it out on.
The equines all sat down as she nodded her consent, Spike snatching the drawing from Rainbow's hooves before smacking it with the back of a claw along with a smug look. The action was amusing but she couldn't for the life of her figure out why he was acting that way. Taking a deep breath she held onto Espa prior to singing, repeating the song from before. Her teacher would be proud, she had hated performing in the school's Les Miserables production, and now she was going to sing one of the songs twice in one day.
Ah the irony, or is that karma? 
"There was a time..." She closed her eyes, fighting off the fluster that threatened to claim her cheeks. Doing as her mother taught she pushed the feeling down, living for the song, for the moment. Careful to project her voice and control the pitch she continued, reaching the end before her eyes slowly opened. The mare, dubbed Fleur by her tattoo, along with Snooty were looking at her with a small amount of admiration upon their faces. 
Okay... can I just go curl up into a corner somewhere and just, die?
She had never felt so self conscious, still nervous of the unicorn she was surprised when he spoke with a gentle tone to his voice. Fleur shared the tone, no fear present on either of their faces as she nudged Snooty with a hoof and looked directly at Jessica with a smile.
Okay, they liked it... can we please go now?
Jessica was feeling, exposed and edging far beyond nervous. Snooty seemed to notice her demeanor and gave a nod towards the others, one last nod directed towards her as he gave a thoughtful expression. A questioning tone entered his voice as he moved to re-enter the previous cabin, whatever Apple's reply was it seemed to give a broad smile, a nod given to the others before the duo exited.
"W-What was that all about?" She had picked up bits and pieces but overall she had only grasped a word or two, or what she thought they meant at least. Shaking her head she followed Dusk into the next cabin, glad to see it unoccupied except for a normal brown mare wearing an apron. 
Well, more accurately it was occupied, but these occupants she was more than happy to meet. Two long tables lined each side of the cabin, upon each was a substantial buffet, Rainbow's eyes lighting up as Dusk spoke to the brown mare. Thankfully other than a very curious glance in Jessica's direction, the mare didn't cause much of a fuss, continuing to tend to the tables as she moved in and out of the next cabin.
Food...
Rainbow went about creating a plate heaped with food, then two, then three. Most impressive was how she balanced them upon her nose as she flew before moving to get on all fours, sliding them down her neck to have them rest upon her back and wings. Not to be outdone, Apple upped the ante with matching Rainbow before adding two more plates for a total of five, a playful grin given in the pegasus's direction who almost looked like she would take her up on the challenge.
Dusk moved to grab three plates of food, moving to balance them between her wings, Jessica guessing it was for her and the two other guards since Stoic didn't grab anything. That is unless Dusk was that big of an eater, the same could be said for the other two as she assumed they were getting food for the others. Realising this she looked down at Espa who was fidgeting slightly before she pointed towards the buffet table with a finger, offering a smile to the filly within her arms. 
Espa nodded happily up at before focusing, her eyebrows furrowing as a golden aura surrounded a muffin, slowly levitating it up. Jessica moved to hold a plate with her free hand, sliding it under the baked good before letting Espa select a few other items. As she spied Spike reaching for a bowl and a plate, Jessica noticed what she thought was a decorative piece, until remembering what occurred in the hospital.
I'm sure somewhere there's a jeweller crying about what those gems are about to go through.
Noticing Spike couldn't quite reach she offered a hand, letting him point at things and filling up a plate before handing it down to him. Next he pointed at the pile of gems, the bowl filled with a variety of precious stones shortly after. A smile and word of gratitude offered up to her, Jessica feeling a little warmer inside due to it. Thinking back to her earlier thoughts on the train she realised she was glad to come here, despite it all, despite how much she longed to get home so she could talk with others again, see her friends...
She was glad to meet creatures like Spike, Red, Ebony, Espa and all the others. Sure the bad outweighed the good so far, but ultimately without them she would at worst be dead, at best a quivering wreck in a cage... her mind broken.
Well that's a depressing image... thank you brain.
Jessica still wasn't sure how bad the mental trauma she may be suffering was from everything so far. Now easily agitated, suspicious, not to mention other things, but what frightened her the most was she couldn't tell how deep the damage went. Her shoulder was almost healed, or at the very least it didn't hurt unless it was bumped or stressed, but... mentally? 
How do you gauge that?
Jessica knew she couldn't, so dismissing the thought she filled up her own plate of food, gazing at Ebony who politely shook her head. The others eyed Ebony a little at this, Rainbow lowering one eyebrow before sharing a comment with Apple. Both looked suspiciously towards the only one without a plate that wasn't Stoic, both sharing a look and shrugging afterwards. Dusk just gave a knowing smile and caught the gaze of both Jessica and Ebony, the latter giving a small frown.
Moving the plates to hold one in each hand, somewhat awkwardly but Jessica made it work somehow, moving to follow the group back to the others. A few pleasantries were shared with Snooty and Fleur on the way back through, not to mention some snide remarks given by Rainbow and Ebony towards the other equines. With the door behind them closed when back to their cabin they went about eating their lunch, or was it dinner? 
Jessica decided it didn't matter, she was hungry now and that was that. Placing Espa gently down on the bench, she offered the plate down to Bubbles which was graciously accepted. Seating herself, Ebony quickly returned beside her, lying on the bench and yawning before getting a meal of her own. Jessica just smiled feeling the warmth shared between the two of them, glad she at least understood what it was now.
It was, admittedly a little creepy that Ebony fed off emotions, by deduction only positive ones it seemed. Compassion, trust, friendship, concern... they all appeared to be the food source of her kind, the negative ones as Jessica discovered were at the very least harmful towards them. As she watched the others receive their plates of food she mulled over something else that was bothering her.
What happened to the other bug-like ponies in the cave?
She very much doubted they were harmed, she was sure on that part. It didn't seem like Ebony would have allowed that to happen, especially given she stopped Jessica from interfering for a second time. She also found herself trusting Scar and Dusk's judgement, but she was still concerned none the less. 
The soft voice of Bubbles broke her out of her thoughts, the cross eyed mare noticing she hadn't touched her food yet, the muffin already consumed by the traces of crumbs about the mares muzzle. Offering a smile, Jessica lifted up the sandwich she had selected, gently eating and savouring the taste of the salad and dressings. Everyone else was eating now, Rainbow, Pinky and Apple with more gusto than the others, with the possible exception of Spike.
Sparkle was looking at him with a raised eyebrow, her voice taking on the tone almost like that of a big sister as he gave a small whine, a whine somewhat muted around the sapphire he was sucking on. Finishing her sandwich, Jessica turned her attention instead to the guards, all eating quietly, Scar taking up the door where they had just came from while Stoic and Dusk guarded the other. Glad to see they did in fact eat, she caught herself being watched.
Looking back at the aqua eyes she saw Flitter gazing back at her timidly, the cyan pegasus beside her engaging in what could only be described as an 'eat-off' against Apple. Needless to say, it wasn't a pretty sight to watch, Pinky however seemed to be joining in with her own plate of food, by her expression her reason being 'just because'. Decent manners were unfortunately a victim of what occurred by the three mares, chewing looked to be the next casualty.
Flitter however looked aside before speaking softly, directing her voice towards Jessica. Sparkle and Spike seemed to notice, Spike taking the opportunity to sneak a few more gems into his mouth when Sparkle wasn't watching. With some encouraging words from the unicorn, Flitter chewed upon her lower lip and slowly got to her hooves. 
The shifting of Ebony beside her alerted her to the fact she also noticed Flitter approaching, blue eyes regarding the pegasus with a quizzical if almost bored expression. 
"I won't hurt you." Jessica spoke like one trying to coax a scared kitten from under a sofa, she immediately felt bad for it but at the same time the way Flitter was acting it seemed a good analogy. Sparkle had now caught onto the fact of what Spike was doing, a little sound of distress coming from his mouth before he folded his arms, grumbling as the half eaten bowl of gems was kept out of his reach with a pink glow. 
Giggling at the sight she was surprised when Bubbles spoke up to get her attention, following the pegasus's gaze she looked down to see Flitter shyly gazing up towards her, now situated within touching distance with a foot. Thinking, Jessica hummed and looked towards Sparkle, making a gesture as if to write she was rewarded with a pad of paper and a quill, another ink pot set gently on her empty plate while Jewel was still using the other. Those still not eating, or whatever it is you called what the other three were doing, now looked at the exchange.
Frowning in thought Jessica brushed the feather against her chin, an idea coming to her as she drew upon the pad. For some reason the image of the bunnies she doodled in her dreams came to mind, drawing one with a carrot looking positively pleased with itself. Given her artistic level it wouldn't be called art, but as far as a silly cartoon doodled on paper with a quill, It was still up there on skill level she had to admit.
Tearing the page off she turned it around so Flitter could see, unsure what the pegasus would think of it. She was pleased when Flitter's eyes went wide and a small smile came to her muzzle, the drawing offered down as Flitter took it in her mouth, careful of the drying ink. As the mare turned to head back to Rainbow she paused and turned, giving a small bow of her head along with something mumbled, a soft tone of gratitude in her voice.
She really is quite pretty. 
A momentary pause caused Jessica to exhale before smiling at her own thoughts, suspecting her mind really was beginning to rebel on her.
That is, as far as equines go. Jess, they're horses. Not to mention she's female. 
Exhaling again she wondered what was wrong with her brain, deciding it was just the anxiety of going to the castle she shrugged it off. Now with a full belly she began to get heavy lidded, the warmth of the equines either side of her only aiding in the drowsiness. The last thing she noticed before sleep snuck up on her was Spike mentioning something offhandedly to Jewel, the unicorn letting out a loud shriek before dashing towards the cabin door where they had gone to get food.
There was a momentary pause as Jewel played with her mane before she opened the door, trotting into the next room with a tone of surprise in her voice.
After that Jessica's eyelids drooped and dreamless sleep came to claim her.
~~~~~~~

An excited voice filled her ears, a soft pushing to her side making her mumble in agitation. Unwilling to wake she tried to brush the annoyance away only to find her hand brushing against something remarkably hard and slightly pointy. Blinking she reached up to rub her eyes of sleep, realising that no, she wasn't at home in bed, and no that wasn't her room-mate. 
Sparkle spoke again, this time nudging gently with a hoof as Jessica covered her mouth with a yawn. The sun was shining outside, low in the sky signalling either early morning or late evening. Unsure whether she had slept all night, or only for a few hours, she noticed one other key thing out the window.
They were now surrounded by buildings, the rest of the group already up and ready to go as her attention turned back inside. Reaching into her sweater to check her cell phone for the current time out of habit she stopped herself, pushing the sling and device back in before giving a stretch. It was about this time that Jessica's brain finally arrived late to the party, bashed down the door and screamed at her.
...Wait, we're here? This is the castle? 
The information was akin to ice-cold water being tipped down her back, instantly awake she got to her feet, Ebony who had yet to leave her side following without a word. Sparkle gave a smile as they made their way towards the open cabin door, the guards already in position waiting. Slowly they made their way through the surprisingly empty cars, Jessica suspecting they had allowed her to sleep until the train was clear. The thought was a kind gesture at least to relieve her nervousness.
Ebony was however looking decidedly nervous, very similar to how the pegasus was on the way to the train in the first town she found herself in. Jessica gently rested a hand on Ebony's head, a gesture she felt was now natural to calm her friend down. It seemed to work slightly, the others talking in excited tones as they made their way to the exit. That was when she felt her stomach turn, one of the guards, she wasn't sure if it was Dusk or Scar, giving a short click of the tongue in agitation.
It was the sound that she up until now had only barely acknowledged in the back of her head, now it was a cacophony of noise she couldn't ignore.
So... many...
There were equines everywhere as they left the train, and some other creatures she was completely unfamiliar with. Several flashes erupted from the crowd as the sound started to build making her wince, distantly aware of the fact that cameras were the source of the light. Various emotions seemed to line their faces, shock, curiosity, anger and surprisingly several were excited... the last group was one that took her off guard the most.
Jessica wasn't terribly surprised when the guards moved to break a path through the mass of bodies, the fact it was Stoic was a surprise in itself especially when he spoke. His voice was raised as he challenged anyone to defy him, his tone full of authority as the crowd quickly parted allowing a way through. Flitter looked how Jessica felt, hiding under her mane as she meekly walked with the rest through the flashes of cameras and voices shouted in questioning tones. 
Is this due to me?
Bubbles had a wing protectively over Espa as they trotted along, Rainbow flying with an expression torn between wanting to keep the crowd at bay, but also wishing to indulge in some of the attention. Dusk and Scar walked either side of Jessica now, Ebony sneaking behind with Apple and Flitter. Sparkle led the way with Stoic, Spike riding upon her back while Pinky and Jewel followed close behind. All moving to keep Jessica in the middle, away from those that surrounded them.
It was as if she was being escorted like a celebrity, that thought making her frown a little. Perhaps in this world she was, a monster and something different to be watched, studied.
Brain, I'm warning you...
She was suddenly snapped out of her thoughts as a creature that looked like someone had stuck together an eagle and a cat approached her from the side, holding a notepad in one claw, the other holding a pen as it used its wings for balance. 
A griffon, but... wait... what does... what is going on?
Confused by so many wanting her attention, she was thankfully saved when Scar gave a frown accompanied with a strong tone, the griffon wisely backing off. Thankfully several more guards flew down from the sky, each quickly taking up position to force the crowd back and create a perimeter. Looking ahead, Jessica also noticed several other guards, these ones with darker fur, all standing in two neat rows leading to a large wall.
Too frazzled to even take in the fact most were male unicorns, she also noticed the crowd wasn't trying to hurt her in any way. It didn't stop her feeling anymore nervous even as Apple spoke reassuringly from behind her. What was taking up most of her attention however was  like with Dusk, she knew what this large gate situated in the wall was, or where it led was the more precise way of putting it.
As the large doors opened she found the group walking along a large paved area, stairs present on the other side of the courtyard leading into the castle directly. She knew this, the knowledge of such scared her, how could she possibly know any of this?
Is this due to the dream?
She heard the crowd's voices die down as the large gate shut behind them, of course given a sizable portion had wings, several began to hover above the wall to watch. As they entered the castle doors she saw a large room, decorated with checkered floors and tapestries creating a very noble feel about it. Directly in front were stairs leading to the second floor and onwards, branching off to the left and the right with a large stained glass window before her. She felt herself slowly moving along a set path, knowing where she was going even when not paying attention to those in front. 
A sound of surprise came from Sparkle as Jessica almost bumped into her, blushing as she offered a shy smile to the unicorn who in turn gave a confused smile followed with a nod. Spike looked at Jessica oddly however, rubbing his chin in thought before giving a shrug and speaking to Sparkle.
Why do I know where to go?
Eventually they made their way to two large, and for Jessica, scarily familiar doors. Guarding each side were two guards, a bat-winged guard on either side matched with a unicorn guard. Nods were exchanged with Dusk and Scar before with a glow of the unicorn horns, the doors slowly opened. 
Jessica held her breath, she now knew what to expect and her brain wasn't ready for it, part of her wanting to be wrong, just to prove she wasn't insane. Being led in she looked at the stained glass windows, the long red carpet, the ornate and large throne. It was no use, no matter where she tried to avert her gaze, slowly her eyes inevitably crept to the two figures seated before the throne.
The taller of the two females, the white hybrid looked over their group with soft pink eyes. The colour filled mane flowed just as it had done in her dreams, the crown, the sun tattoo, the kind almost maternal feeling that just seemed to radiate from her. All was familiar, all from her dream.
Then there was the other hybrid, the dark almost black coat of fur, not to mention the teal eyes that had been a presence in her dreams for over a week. The star-filled ethereal mane, the black armor and the moon tattoo on her haunch were all very, very well known to Jessica by now.
"Night..." Jessica spoke the word as the rest of the equines gave a bow towards the two, the doors behind them closing as both, Jessica assumed, queens gave kind smiles to the show of devotion. Night's eyes seem to twinkle with mirth when they spotted Jessica, her own mind roiling as she tried to make sense of how she had the knowledge she did. It was then that Night spoke.
"Jessica, welcome." The words were spoken perfectly, without any hint of the tumbling like in the dreams she had. Jessica's eyes went wide as she took a step back, a finger pointing towards Night, well she attempted to do so, but given how much her arm was shaking, she could have been pointing pretty much anywhere at that moment.
"Y-You... you were in my dreams!" She was confused, yet, not scared which surprised her, but still, she was completely and utterly confused. The others looked shocked as Night spoke in Jessica's language, a small part of herself wondering how they felt to be the ones left out of a conversation.
Night seemed to consider the words, one ear flicking before she looked towards the white hybrid. They both conversed in the equine tongue before Night's horn began to glow gently. Jessica blinked, her head starting to swim as she staggered back a step. She found Dusk quickly moved to support her with a wing as her eyelids became unbearably heavy. Confused as to why she was suddenly so very fatigued given she had just slept for so long, she barely noticed as Night walked down the stairs towards her.
The last thing she heard was Ebony's voice calling out before falling to unconsciousness against the guard. 
~~~~~~

Jessica rubbed her head as she got her bearings, she was still in the throne room but now there was just Night and herself, the mare looking decidedly apologetic. 
"So you were the one watching me, why?" Jessica felt, she didn't actually know what to feel. Night however had her horn glow softly, then unlike in the throne room when she spoke the words this time were awkward on her tongue.
"S-Sah... Sa-orhy." Night frowned before clicking her tongue a few times and repeated the word when Jessica gave a baffled expression.
"Sah-orry." This time she got the basic pronunciation right, Jessica blinking as she took this in.
"You're, sorry?" Jessica's voice was filled with confusion, resting fingertips to her head as she sighed. There was a distant voice calling her name, echoing from outside the walls that was becoming mildly distracting. Night looked about and gave a soft sigh, her ear flicking showing she heard the same sound.
"Sah...S-Sorry fur...s-suh-lip maaak-u." Night's words were struggling, the glow on her horn growing in intensity as Jessica blinked. 
"Sorry...for..." Realisation dawned upon Jessica's face before she finished her sentence, she was asleep. Looking around it made sense now, she tilted her head and looked at what she presumed was one of the queens. 
"Why?" The question was simple, even if Night didn't understand the context she clearly understood the tone. The ethereal mane extended around the room like in her, well dreams appropriately enough, covering all as Night smiled gently. Images were pulled from everywhere, glowing within the stars. Several caught her attention at first, an image of the white queen talking to the group, also within she could see herself and Night, both clearly asleep with herself supported by Dusk, meanwhile Ebony was speaking her name several times before being calmed down. 
"So, you put me to sleep so... to talk to me?" Jessica tilted her head, she wasn't sure how far Night's grasp on her language went. From what she had seen so far however it wasn't much further than her own grasp on the ponies' language, perhaps maybe a little more. Night seemed to mull on the words, her horn glowed even brighter before she gave a small nod, one ear flicking again.
The tall mare began to talk in the equine language once more, Jessica showing a tilt of her head in a gesture she was unable to comprehend the words. A frustrated sigh escaped Night's mouth before she gestured to another image. Looking in its direction she watched the mare practising in a mirror, talking repeatedly until she got the greeting she had used originally down perfectly. A questioning gaze at the mare was met with a bashful smile and the image was quickly discarded.
Jessica realised there was clearly a barrier between the two of them communication wise, but had to admit with the pictures it made things easier. Trying something out she moved her hand into the stars, forming a small window within which an image of her back home was shown, surrounded by other people. She gave a questioning glance at Night who sighed heavily, a small tilt of her head given to look behind her.
Turning around Jessica saw a gigantic library, both Night and the white hybrid, whom Jessica decided to name Sunny, were looking through books one after another. The message was clear; they were working on it. That filled her with a bit of relief, at least they were trying to help her, supposedly. 
"Jessica." The use of her name made her turn and see an image of several bug-like equines. Night was regarding them closely, one in particular moving towards Jessica as it became three dimensional. The image distorted, slowly becoming that of Ebony's pegasus guise as Night tilted her head towards it. Unsure what the queen wanted with her, she was surprised when the dream version of Ebony spoke.
"How do you feel about me Jess, really?" A look at Night's horn glowing made it clear she had something to do with what Ebony was asking. A raised eyebrow under the glowing horn confirmed her suspicions as she looked at Ebony, considering how exactly to reply. Bending down Jessica slid her arms around her friend's neck and gave a soft hug. 
"I trust you, you're there for me." Jessica spoke with conviction before nuzzling the dream-mare's curly mane.
"Plus, I guess I consider you my real true friend in this world." The words blind-sided Jessica even as she spoke them. Considering what she had just said she found that she couldn't deny them, they were true. Night watched on, her eyes half lidding as a smile came to her face. The way her ears were flicking seemed to imply she didn't understand everything that was being said, but it was clear she got the message.
Why it mattered to her, Jessica had no idea.
Night gave a small bow of her head, everything fading away before the throne room they had been in was replaced with a very well furnished bedroom. She found herself standing against a wall, Night beside her as she watched a perfect copy of herself reading over a book. Nearby sat two unicorns and one normal pony, none of whom she had seen before. The equines were all speaking slowly as the dream version of herself repeated the words back.
Looking beside her she saw Night regarding her with a raised eyebrow, gesturing back before her with a hoof. Jessica frowned in thought, trying to discern what exactly was going on. Her eyes went wide when realisation hit her, the words coming out of the dream version of herself was the equine language, the three ponies giving sounds of approval. 
"You... want to teach me how to speak your language?" Jessica again wasn't sure how to feel as she put forward the question, on one hand it was a wonderful gesture; it would be hard work but it would finally allow her to finally communicate. Then there was the other fact, if she was here long enough to learn it, that meant the way home was possibly not going to happen anytime soon.
Night seemed to pick up by her expression what she meant, despite not seeming to understanding the question. A small nod was given before one of her silver clad hooves gently pushed under Jessica's bosom, a soft tap given to her sweater. 
"~Let home be where your heart lies.~" The equine words flowing from Night's mouth filtered into her head, able to understand this singular sentence perfectly it seemed. A reassuring smile from Night made Jessica sigh softly, giving a small nod in consent. 
"Okay." Her voice resigned to the fact as she made sure to also offer a smile in return. Why the queens were willing to do this with her, well one of the queens at least, was beyond her. Perhaps they just wanted her gone from their world and the sooner the better, or perhaps...
Her mind seemed to make the dreamscape react to her darkening thoughts, Night's equine language incomprehensible, but her tone was firm as she shook her head at what Jessica had been thinking. Looking behind her she saw what her own mind had conjured, images of her being betrayed, being cast out, imprisoned, mistreated... all the things she was scared of every day since the first.
Night's horn glowed as she watched this, the pictures shifting, replaced with those of Red, Ebony, Sparkle, Apple, Espa and all the others. The message was very clear as Night looked sternly down at her, gently gesturing with a hoof over those shown. 
"Okay... okay, there are those that do care for me." Jessica sighed, the fact her mind was an open book to this equine was a little... disconcerting but at the same time it made communication easier. A thought she had pushed away earlier quickly took priority in her mind. Night looked interested as Jessica indicated back to the group of bug-like equines that had appeared behind her, following her thoughts.
A questioning look on Jessica's face made Night look thoughtful, waving a hoof as it showed the guards escorting them from the cave. Watching carefully she observed the couple of young ones riding on the back of one of the adult insectile equines. Night sighed softly and directed Jessica's attention to another window, this one having them escorted into a large carriage with bars. 
"W-What? That's... you're imprisoning them?!" Jessica's voice became raised as Night winced at the outburst, the image changed showing the destination, the castle... where she currently was.
Confused now she was directed to a swirling vortex, within opened up what appeared to be several of the bug-like ponies attacking other equines. There was screaming, shouts of terror, Jessica took a step back as she took in what was going on, the enormity of the horror hitting her. Holding a hand over her mouth she witnessed Sparkle and her friends battling through wave after wave of them, eventually succumbing to the sheer numbers.
"W-What... what are you?" Jessica felt physically ill, is this what the bug-like equines did? Is this what Ebony did? Night gave a small sigh and banished the image as if regretting showing it. The quality had seemed slightly grainy now that Jessica thought about it, but she instead was now focusing on something else. 
Night offered a small smile as she stood beside Jessica, watching as Jessica's own memories showed her with Ebony. Their interactions, how she felt towards her and how the feelings seemed to be returned. 
"~Your heart.~" The equine tongue once more spoken by Night, a gentle push to Jessica's chest made her exhale as the words sunk in. Ebony, despite what others had done wasn't like that, she was there for her, and most importantly had not hurt anyone. The ones in the cave, she wasn't sure what was going on with them but she still didn't want to see them hurt, especially the young ones. 
Jessica frowned and struggled with the word in her mouth, she was frustrated but she was going to do it. Night looked confused until Jessica worked on putting what she knew together in her head, she had heard the word enough to surmise its meaning hopefully.
"~Mu-Muh... Ma-i... My Heart.~" She pressed a finger gently to her chest and smiled at Night, hoping she got the word right. It was a simple two letter word, but for her it was a huge accomplishment, the look she got in return proved she had done well.
It was silly, it was a simple concept, but knowing Ebony would be with her made the fact she had to wait to go home... while not good, not even nice, but acceptable. She would learn more of this language, she would repay the kindness she had been given, and most importantly... she would go back home.
Gesturing with a hand she made an image open up, the dream version of Ebony once more appearing. She had now learnt why her friend had been so nervous of coming here if what she saw was true, not that Night had anything to gain by lying to her that she was aware of. Placing a hand upon Ebony's mane she looked up at the queen, she was in no position to make demands but this was one she had to do.
Ebony had protected her more than once, now it was her turn. Her body language was clear as she looked at the tall dark equine.
Night looked surprised before a smile came to her muzzle, a soft chuckle escaping before she nodded. It seemed she wasn't expecting anything less from Jessica, or at least seemed pleased by this decision. A wave of the hoof was given, three figures appearing beside Jessica as the counter offer was given.
Blinking she smiled, communication given without a single word passed as they made a deal. Perhaps it was because she was in her own mind, but she felt, confident and not afraid of Night at all.
As she felt consciousness tug at her, she also knew the other reason she had agreed so readily.
How could she possibly object to having Scar, Stoic and Dusk being the ones to guard her?
~~~~~~~

Jessica furrowed her brow as sounds entered her ears. 
No, voices.
A concerned and welcome voice spoke softly, Ebony looking up with worry as Jessica offered a smile and removed herself from off Dusk's back. Night was slowly getting up as well, turning her head to address Sunny as the two conversed, a small nod given by the darker mare with a smile returned. 
Wait, was that really a dream? 
Running fingers through her hair she noticed the others were looking at her now, Sparkle turning her head to talk to Sunny who replied in a calm patient tone of voice. Still trying to go over the thoughts that swum about her head she felt the events catch up to her, understanding exactly what had been said, discussed mostly without words.
"So... I'm stuck here for a while." Her tone became depressed, it was one thing to accept it in a dream, but reality? Ebony pushed to her side, her hand stroking into the mare's mane glad for the comfort she brought her. Sunny seemed to notice this, an arched eyebrow given to Night who gazed over at both Jessica and Ebony.
A small nod was given with a smile creeping over the dark queen's muzzle as Sunny turned to address the group, her voice raising in volume as Dusk gave a large grin at what was being said. Sparkle wasn't the only one to gasp, but she certainly was the loudest, all eyes turning to look in Jessica's direction. Sunny moved to approach, Ebony cowering down behind Jessica before the white hybrid, which Jessica had to admit was taller than even her, looked down at them both.
Rainbow and Apple seemed to share a look before voicing their thoughts, Sunny exhaling before a questioning tone crept into her words. Night regarded Ebony curiously before another question was given, Ebony shifting nervously before replying, fear filling her voice.
"Ebony?" Jessica's voice full of concern for her friend before green fire erupted about the pegasus, stepping back she saw the fire ease away revealing glowing blue eyes gazing nervously down. Moving forward Jessica slipped arms around Ebony's neck, feeling the cool surface of her chitin covering. In return Jessica felt the cold muzzle push to her right shoulder, nuzzling softly making her smile. No matter the form, Ebony was still Ebony.
The shadow of Sunny fell over Jessica as she was hugging Ebony, blinking up she saw pink eyes slowly narrow, gazing down while majestic wings spread wide. The look was imposing, light almost radiating from the queen's form as her tone became forceful, Ebony's body shaking within her arms. 
"What... what do yo-" She was cut off as Ebony took a deep breath and moved from out of Jessica's arms, standing before her while steeling herself. Sunny raised an eyebrow, looking curious but not impressed by what was going on. Ignoring Ebony, Sunny turned her attention to the guards, a questioning tone given to Scar first. The stallion looked thoughtful before raising his head, standing to attention with a clear strong voice.
Whatever he said made Night give a small knowing nod, Sunny however didn't change her expression. She next turned to address Stoic who repeated the action of Scar, whatever he said did make Sunny raise an eyebrow, regarding Ebony with less intensity now. Finally it was Dusk's turn, Jessica surprised to see the female guard was all business right now, her almost constant grin vanished from her face. One hoof moved to give a salute as she too spoke, Night giving a smile and nod to the words, Sunny meanwhile looking thoughtful.
What... what are they talking about?
Next it was the others' turn, Sparkle looking confused before Rainbow spoke up, her mouth opening several times before she simply shrugged and gestured dismissively with a hoof. Apple adjusted her hat when it was her turn, face an expression of mulling something over before she gave a small grin. Whatever the orange mare said caused Ebony to look a little surprised.
Sparkle finally spoke, Spike adding a few comments in as the unicorn looked over towards Ebony, biting on her lower lip before she considered further to say. Looking up towards Sunny, Sparkle's voice took on an earnest tone to which Sunny's features shifted to a warm smile before the stern visage returned as she looked about.
Pinky looked thoughtful before approaching the one seemingly on trial, rubbing under her muzzle with one hoof as if scrutinising Ebony for any signs of treachery. She spoke with conviction, pointing a hoof at the bug-like equine before green fire erupted around Ebony, replaced with an identical copy of Pinky, resulting in two of them.
Wait, she can copy other ponies too?
The original Pinky rubbed under her muzzle once more, walking around the copy before giving a sage nod and bouncing over to the group satisfied with... well Jessica had no clue what was to be gained out of that. From the looks of the others, a few deadpan expressions on several faces, neither did they. Ebony for her part looked completely baffled before wilting under Sunny's intense gaze once more.
Bubbles spoke up next, looking extremely hesitant before a soft voice from under her wing added to whatever was said. Ebony clearly wasn't expecting what she heard, especially from the small filly. Sparkle and Apple giving a smile at whatever Bubbles had spoken of, the cross eyed mare adding a small firm toned comment which made Ebony wilt slightly. A soft apologetic sounding word escaping Ebony's mouth which seemed to ever so slightly satisfy the mother.
Flitter and Jewel were both next, Flitter softly spoke up, peeking from under her mane as her eyes darted between Sunny, Ebony and the floor in quick succession. A quick glance over to the insectile-equine gave one more soft comment, a tiny hint of a smile on Flitter's face before Jewel scoffed. The white unicorn seemed the most put off, gesturing with a hoof before stomping it down onto the carpet. Finally however, Jewel exhaled and gave a dismissive flick of her hoof, gazing at Ebony with a small frown, Apple giving a small chuckle under her breath.
Were... was she asking what they thought of her? Is this because of what Night showed me?
Jessica watched as a long exhale came from the white queen, her wings folding in to her sides as she spoke with authority down towards the bug-like equine. Her head tilted towards Jessica briefly before she moved a hoof to encompass all those in the room, finally Sunny looked down at Ebony, an expectant look upon her face.
Ebony took a deep breath before letting out a soft hiss, looking to be considering her words carefully. A shake of the head was given before she looked up at Jessica with luminescent eyes, the gaze returned with worry. Jessica was unsure what was going on, why the queen was acting this way when Night acted so differently. She was surprised when Ebony moved against her, turning to look up at Sunny to speak with a conviction filled voice.
Dusk and Night both seemed to nod at this, a small grin finding its way along Rainbow's muzzle although she did try to hide it. Sunny however appeared to mull over the words before a soft sigh escaped her mouth, slowly her personality seemed to slip back into the maternal like figure from before. Her tone was kinder but holding a strong undercurrent of threat within as she spoke towards Ebony, a head gesture including Jessica into whatever was said.
Thoroughly confused, Jessica found herself looking at Ebony who exhaled loudly, her body slumping slightly as if relieved over something. Night spoke carefully, looking at Sunny as the two exchanged a small smile, the dark queen's gaze directed at the bug-like equine with a raised eyebrow, questioning tone given.
Ebony blinked and gave a small nod, returning to her pegasus guise as Espa trotted forward, Bubbles looking to try and hold her back before Sunny spoke softly. Espa paused before looking behind her, her mother sighing and giving a nod of consent. Ebony looked confused as Espa approached, gently speaking with a questioning tone. Jessica watched as the disguised pegasus scuffed a front hoof and looked to the side, only to be surprised as a small muzzle pushed to one leg.
Espa...
Jessica couldn't hide her smile as Ebony raised the nuzzled leg, gazing at the small filly with a confused expression. Opening her mouth a few times as if tasting something, Ebony looked down at Espa, a small smile coming to her muzzle as she stuck her tongue out immaturely. The young unicorn returned the gesture before both gave a small laugh between them, Sunny looking a little amused by the exchange. 
Bubbles thankfully seemed to relax slightly, still eyeing Ebony warily as Espa returned to her, pulled under a wing protectively. Spike rubbed his chin with a claw, talking to Sparkle who hesitantly looked at Jewel. The white unicorn was frowning, turning her nose up into the air as Ebony's eyes narrowed, the look of an argument about to start being cut off as Flitter gently spoke up.
The others seemed to consider her words before Dusk gave a shrug and a wide grin came to her muzzle. Her head jerked to indicate towards Jessica before she spoke, Jewel looking reluctant but replied, glaring at Ebony where the look was returned. Apple and Sparkle sighed softly at their friend's actions, it was Night however, who interrupted any further conversation by speaking gently before Sunny gave a small nod to what was said.
Ebony blinked and moved against Jessica who hugged her softly, noticing Jewel looking out the corner of her eye with a concerned expression upon her face, which, was quickly hidden with a flick of her curly mane. Jessica also noticed a rolled up piece of paper protruding from the mare's saddlebag, still curious as to what she had been drawing. Her attention however was pulled back to the queens seeing they were once more speaking.
With a single word from Sunny the door once more opened, a cautionary tone of voice coming from Night as the equines and Spike all gave a consenting tone. Rainbow's voice however did hold a strong sense of sarcasm making Sparkle quickly speak up with a rushed and worried tone, Sunny laughing gently. A small nod was given by Night towards Jessica, a smile given in return for everything the queen had done for her, the other queen, Sunny also giving a small smile her way. 
It was as they were about to leave when a thoughtful voice came from behind, Jessica turning as Sunny was looking to the side, her tone almost playful as she looked in her direction. Sparkle looked back, blinking as she gave a small nod, speaking reluctantly but leading the way out. Jessica was about to follow when a voice made her turn, just in time for her to miss the door closing behind her.
"Jessica?" Sunny moved forward, Night following as Ebony stuck close to Jessica's side, also not having left. The sight of Scar and Dusk flanking her either side also showed they weren't completely alone. 
"Y-Yes?" Something about the tall white mare made her, nervous. Not scared, but there was almost something about her, something lurking beneath the surface. 
Power... it's like... it's like power is emanating from her, a lot of power.
Ebony was still nervous beside her, Sunny regarding her friend with a more pleasant tone now, gesturing towards Scar and Dusk with one hoof, before finally directing the appendage towards Jessica. Ebony blinked and gave a small nod, one of Sunny's eyebrows lifted as she repeated what she had just said, this time in a questioning tone. 
Ebony jerked as if she had been slapped, unable to make eye contact with the monarch before speaking quietly, her teeth gritting gently. Sunny seemed to consider the words before accepting them, a patient voice gently speaking now looking at Jessica. Night stepped forward, conversing with the white mare for a moment as Sunny gave a sigh, her horn glowing brightly. 
Jessica had no idea why Night had her mouth slightly open during this, prior to it closing as she cast a small frown towards Sunny. The white queen in return offered a small smile to the other mare, moving her gaze back towards Jessica after. Sunny's horn glowed steadily brighter until almost pulsing, a look of focus coming to her face.
The floor before them erupted into light, Sunny concentrating as an image formed of Jessica and Ebony sitting in a well furnished room, the same room she had seen in the dream with Night. The three guards were present as well, Jessica blinking as Sunny spoke during this, more for the sake of Ebony and the guards it seemed as she herself couldn't understand. She picked up some implied meaning, and from what she had seen she got the general idea. 
She was to stay in the room, and learn the language while the queens worked on getting her home. Would she however be a prisoner or a guest, she was unsure about this and started to become nervous before Night's gaze found her own, a small reassuring nod and smile given. Sunny seemed to pick up on this, the projection caused by her horn vanishing as the white queen also gave a reassuring smile. 
I guess... a guest then, hopefully.
Jessica offered a shy smile back, realising she hadn't thanked them for what they were doing for her. She was pretty sure hugging a queen was, probably frowned upon with social etiquette, so instead she gave a small curtsey. Granted she could never get it right but the gesture was understood as both queens gave a small nod of their heads and a smile. 
A few words were spoken to Ebony who hesitated, giving a nod before the doors were once more opened, revealing the others waiting outside. Sunny's voice called out, Sparkle blinking in surprise before she trotted quickly into the throne room, Spike following behind. Jessica, following the two guards left as the doors shut behind them. Questions were quickly thrown in Ebony's direction, the pegasus looking uncomfortable and answering what she could.
A soft nudge to her side from Rainbow made her blink in surprise, one eyebrow lowering as the flying mare gave a grin and spoke in a flippant tone of voice. Gesturing to Jessica with a hoof she landed, Scar adding his voice as well to whatever was being commented on. Ebony looked, confused until she snorted and looked aside, a small blush creeping along her muzzle. Rainbow just grinned wider at the reaction, clearly enjoying being able to push Ebony's buttons.
Dusk spoke up, the other mares looking surprised as she gestured to Jessica with a flick of her head. Scar added onto whatever was said, addressing the seven others as they looked thoughtful. Apple rubbed under her hat as she looked about, considering whatever was said before reluctantly speaking. Bubbles looked hesitant as well until Espa's pleading voice spoke up, the mother's slumping shoulders showing defeat to her daughter's request. 
Pinky bounced about Jewel who gave an exaggerated sigh, Rainbow and Apple both rolling their eyes at her theatrics. Flitter looked nervous before Jewel spoke reassuringly towards her, Flitter turning to talk to Apple who gave a firm nod, a wide grin spilling over her muzzle. With that the stetson wearing mare approached Ebony and Jessica.
Jessica blinked, unsure what had just been discussed before Apple looked thoughtful prior to offering a hoof towards Ebony. Jessica blinked as the pegasus looked unsure, one fore hoof raised reflecting her mood before hesitantly pressing against the other mare's. Her eyes went wide as her foreleg was shook vigorously, Apple next looking up at Jessica, rubbing her mane.  Espa spoke up, Apple considering the words before rearing back on her hind legs, holding forelegs upwards. 
A hug?
Jessica accepted the gesture, sliding her arms around the mare's neck and into her blonde mane. Apple's voice was that of soft concern before green eyes looked into Jessica's own, unsure what was being said she just gave a soft smile which seemed to be enough for the mare. With a few foreleg hugs given to the rest she turned and made her way towards the exit, Jessica only now realising that Apple was leaving.
She felt a little upset until she realised the rest remained, all looking at her with some form of reassurance as they saw the look of nervousness upon her face. Grateful she wasn't left alone she heard the doors open behind her, Sparkle returning as the others quickly encircled her. Sparkle gestured towards Jessica and Ebony while speaking, Dusk nodding to agree with what had being said.
Pinky seemed delighted with whatever had been mentioned, bouncing all around the others before flailing her forelegs and giving a loud gasp. Sparkle quickly spoke calming her down while offering a smile up at Jessica. The look was returned, once more lost in the conversation.
But hopefully, hopefully that will soon change.
The group moved, heading back to the intersection at the entrance in time to say farewells to Apple who waved back, being escorted by two guards across the courtyard. Dusk giving a grin as she led them up another flight of stairs, heading up several floors before gesturing down a long hallway, windows lining each side to let warm sunlight drift in. A few equines dressed as either maids or butlers looked surprised by the appearance before a greeting was given towards Sparkle.
Dusk deferred to Sparkle who spoke to the gathered... Jessica presumed, staff who nodded, seeming to take everything in stride. She was most surprised when not even one looked at her for longer than a few seconds aside from a small bow in her direction. Finally she was led to a room, Stoic taking up position outside the door along with Scar. Dusk however seemed quite pleased with herself, commenting to the two male guards causing only the slightest frown to crease Scar's face. 
The rubbing of a hoof to his muzzle as he looked thoughtful, made Jessica, for some reason remember when she had hurled sticks at him for peeking. Sparkle smiled at Jessica, the smile waned slightly as she took in Ebony but it was still partially present. The others were led away by the unicorn further down the hallway as they talked excitedly, Jewel in particular was almost matching Pinky in enthusiasm as their voices drifted down the hall. 
Espa gave a little pout over her shoulder as she followed her mother, Jessica just offering a warm smile realising they would have separate rooms. Ebony for her part, despite all that had happened stuck her tongue out at the filly, the gesture returned much to Dusk's amusement. 
Led into the room she was shocked at how... expansive it was not to mention well furnished. Three beds were available although Dusk gave a comment to Ebony who flustered along her muzzle, looking aside with a small snort of air from the nostrils.
"My room." This would be where Jessica would be staying for a while it seemed, moving to the window to look outside she felt the presence of Ebony at her side. The room matched exactly as she had seen in the dream, along with the image that Sunny had created in the throne room. Dusk it seemed would be her room-mate, either to keep an eye on Ebony, watch her, guard her, or quite possibly all three.
Dusk moved to stand near the doorway, giving a mock salute before sitting down on her haunches to yawn widely. Looking out the window Jessica gave a wistful smile, she was closer to getting home hopefully, the queens seemed to be looking for a way to do so. Most importantly, Ebony was still with her, along with the others except Red, and now Apple.
Taking in the majestic view she smiled softly, the warmth easing into the mare beside her. Watching the sun hang in the sky she knew there was still half the day to go, but for now... this moment she just wanted to enjoy the view.
Later would come and things would be done, but this moment?
This moment was hers.

	
		Chapter six: Interlude



Once more the warm kiss of the sun fell over Jessica's body, warming her soft brown skin where exposed. Absently rolling her left shoulder, testing the mobility before wincing at a slight pain, she found herself relaxing with thoughts returning to earlier.
After settling into her room the others had returned and Sparkle had taken them on a tour, Jessica had to admit it was quite fun exploring the castle. When she was younger she had always wished for a castle, as most seven year old girls tended to do. Of course in her case she had also wished it to be a moving mechanical castle with laser cannons, but then again who didn't at that age?
She had noticed rather quickly that most of the castle staff seemed to be on friendly terms with Sparkle and Spike. The guards she had expected as such, but Sparkle?
Maybe she used to work here in the past?
Jessica mulled over that thought quietly, Sunny had seemed somewhat more fond of the unicorn than the others. Reminded of what had occurred in the throne room she found her hand straying gently into Ebony's mane, the mare remaining almost attached to her hip since the event. Something about this place had her friend rather spooked, but given how the white queen had acted after Ebony revealed her true form...
Her mind had much to think about, what Night had shown her about the bug-like equines attacking the other types of ponies, being chief among them. Would Ebony do that, or worse, had she been a part of whatever that was? The thought was like a hooked spur, slipping into her mind and digging deeper the more she worried about it. 
She thought quietly on the other equines like Ebony, they had acted strange, desperate even when kidnapped by them. With a lowered brow she tried to focus on a thought but found her attention unable to latch fully onto one alone. She knew the reason why and that fact more than anything else was worrying her. All the thoughts swirling in her head, pushing and shoving for attention all pointed towards one important singular question.
What if they really did do those horrible things?
Pushing aside that question and the path it most likely would lead down, she found herself distracting herself instead on the age of the equines around her. Espa was easy, the small filly was clearly a child but the others she had no idea of their ages. Were they young adults or older, teens or otherwise? Jewel, Red, Sparkle and Apple seemed to be the most responsible, but that didn't always reflect physical maturity... as she knew very well while she was studying.
Yes, most University students are shining examples of maturity... yep.
Thoughts then turned towards the other two prominent equines; Sunny and Night were queens, but were they royalty due to being hybrids, or did ponies grow into that stage? A stray idea hit Jessica as they made their way out into one of the courtyards, what if they each had life cycles and the hybrid was the end part? Normal pony, pegasus and then unicorn or something similar?
Okay, now that is just silly...
She dismissed the idea, but still found herself curious on all their ages. Bubbles was most likely an adult given she was a mother, Red was also most likely an adult she decided. The others though, she couldn't place it, and she wasn't even about to try and figure out Spike's age. His actions seemed to fluctuate rapidly between responsible and then to the other end of the spectrum, almost at the drop of a hat. 
The other equine she was most curious about was the one walking against her, one of their wings brushing to her side. Looking down at the chocolate furred pegasus she smiled, one blue eye gazing up to regard her though thick dark curls. Ebony looked mildly confused before giving what she had come to figure out to be the equine's equivalent of a shrug before looking once more forward.
Ebony was a wild card in Jessica's life, looking up she saw several pegasus guards flying above them, something she had come to notice during their walk. Given she had the two guards following behind, and the darker armored guard in front, Jessica didn't believe they were for her. Thoughts rolled back to the image Night had shown her, the bug-like equines attacking the other ponies, a shiver running up her spine. 
They're not for me, they're to watch Ebony...
The thought was sobering, but she also saw a dual purpose to the guards. A griffon and an unknown pegasus attempted to fly over the castle walls in the distance, only to be firmly blocked by three guards who swooped down. Deterred they flew away, the guards once more taking a patrolling path and were soon out of immediate sight.
Jessica decided she was definitely not wishing to find out what those on the other side of the wall wanted with her. Her hand gently rubbed her arm nervously before moving her hand back into Ebony's mane, a habit now when she or her friend desired comforting. Ebony seemed to pick up on her body language, looking up with a slightly concerned look before frowning as she saw the aftermath of what had occurred at the wall. 
Scar's voice filtered through the air, her friend's head tilting back to listen as he seemed to be speaking in her direction. The two conversed for a bit, the guard's eyes narrowing as he looked at the wall, Stoic adding a small, barely noticeable sigh to whatever they were discussing. Jewel who was walking in front of them along with Flitter and Sparkle gave a small snort from her nose, a tilt back of the head accompanying it as she spoke in a disapproving fashion. 
Unsure what the context of the conversation was, Jessica just listened absently to them talk. She was aware Jewel seemed a little stand-offish towards Ebony, Bubbles also didn't seem to be completely trusting of her either. Watching all the equines, along with Spike who was travelling on Sparkle's back as he seemed to do, she found herself observing instead Espa who was talking excitedly with Dusk. 
Dusk had surprised her, the dark-pegasus guard looking amused at the young unicorn's comments, Sparkle led them into a large arch through which was a stunning large garden. A hedge maze was to one side, but Sparkle seemed to be avoiding that area, instead walking between statues of equines set either side of a path. Slowly they made their way closer to a grass field at the end, a lovely park with several blossom trees in the center with - much to Jessica's delight, some benches. 
Without prompting she made her way to a bench and sat, happy to relieve her feet as she gave a stretch. Opening one eye she noticed Jewel observing her feet with a lowered eyebrow, the mare noticing she had been seen offered a small smile before talking to Flitter once more. Confused, Jessica wiggled her toes unsure of what the fascination with her feet recently had been.
I guess they are strange to look at compared to their limbs...
She felt the presence of Ebony to her side, the pegasus having climbed upon the bench to lie against her. A smile came to Jessica's face easily at that, looking down and stroking over her friend's mane gently, the feeding sensation pulling from within to sate the mare's hunger. Sparkle looked over with a curious glance before exhaling as Spike commented, slightly smiling when their attention was drawn to giggling laughter.
Jessica found her own attention pulled towards Espa and her mother playing near one of the trees. A smile tugging at her lips as Ebony rested beside her, simply enjoying the serenity of the scene presented before her. Bubbles was, Jessica now discovered, a little bit clumsy but in an endearing fashion. So far two vases residing on pedestals had met their untimely demise at their antics, although one more at least had been saved by Sparkle's quick application of magic. 
How expensive the pottery was Jessica could not hope to guess, but the guards seem nonplussed about the incident despite Bubbles' mortified apologies. Eventually Sparkle seemed to calm the pegasus down the first time it occurred, the second however was met with good natured sighs from most present. Espa had cheered her mother up, who if it had been Jessica who had knocked them off, would have been fretting just how to replace such pieces of art. 
Bubbles soon resumed playing with her daughter, Rainbow joining in as the game became one of tag. Jessica thought it slightly unfair due to the young filly being without wings, but she was pleasantly surprised when Bubbles didn't use her ability to fly. Rainbow however seemed unable to help herself when Espa almost tagged her, taking to the air to dodge; that is until a small huff was given up in her direction and the pegasus sheepishly lowered herself to receive a light tap on the front leg. 
It seemed Pinky couldn't stay on the sidelines anymore, soon the aptly named pony was entering the fray and the tag game became far more intense to watch. It was around the time that Spike entered that there seemed to be a shift in the dynamics of the game. Teams were starting to get created within the shifting chaos when Sparkle was coaxed to join in by Spike. An attempt at convincing Flitter to join by Rainbow was met by a firm, if quiet refusal by the shy pegasus.
It seemed they didn't even try to get Jewel involved as she sat beside Flitter, continuing to work on the piece of paper from earlier. Which, to Jessica's growing curiosity, had now grown into three sheets of sketches now. A firm tone from the grass made her aware that there was some form of team selection going on, Espa picking two others for her team, Spike choosing two for his own.
As the teams of three separated, Bubbles, Espa and Pinky were on one team, Sparkle, Spike and Rainbow on the other. Jessica was mildly surprised when Pinky procured a ball from behind a tree, that she was quite certain did not have one behind it earlier. Dismissing the thought as simply neglecting to notice the glaringly obvious yellow ball, she was further surprised when Espa spoke up, the others looking thoughtful at what was said.
Watching them look in her direction between their talks Jessica mused quietly on how they were acting. Despite what had occurred, here they were about to play a game amongst themselves. It was almost eerie how at ease they seemed within the castle walls, herself noticing almost an aura of calm filtering through the air. Tilting her head up she noticed where the sun was positioned, drifting lazily through the sky on its last legs, bathing the garden in a dull orange glow. 
"Jess-e-ka?" Looking down at the sound of the voice she saw Espa looking up at her, a hopeful look upon her face. Curious as to what the filly wanted she leaned partially forward, Espa's voice taking a questioning tone before frowning cutely at Jessica's confused expression. Looking at Ebony she was surprised that her friend was acting taken aback, one ear flicking before pointing a hoof at herself. Whatever Ebony then asked was met with a firm head nod from Espa, Bubbles looking slightly anxious while Sparkle seemed to have a strained smile.
What... what is she asking? I can kind of... make out, maybe the word she uses for Ebony, and... my name but-
Pulled from her thoughts as Sparkle spoke towards Jewel, a sheet of paper given with an ink dabbed quill to the purple unicorn who smiled in thanks. Quickly sketching a picture she held it up before Jessica who tilted her head, a baffled look finding its way along her face. 
They... want me to goal keep?
The picture had herself standing between two trees, blocking the ball. The other side had Ebony doing the same for the other team's goal between two vases... which, aside from the poor choice of markers, got the message across clear.
Considering for a second she gave a small sigh, Espa instantly wilting at the expected rejection. Jessica considered for a second, she couldn't mope constantly, and to be fair she had not been given many chances to do anything fun; the last instance being when they were camping. She had enjoyed that mundane activity far more than she had any right to, so, going off that logic...
"Okay." She gave a nod of her head, tucking hair behind one ear as Jewel in particular looked slightly surprised; the expression crossing several other faces most notably Sparkle's and Dusk's, although Ebony's seemed to surpass them all. Pinky and Espa both gave enthusiastic cheers as Jessica got to her feet. Thinking quickly she removed the sling from her sweater pocket, untying it and then using it as a makeshift ribbon to tie her hair back. Her cell phone was removed carefully and left upon the bench, the last thing she needed was for it to break.
Walking to her designated area she gave a small nod and smile towards Ebony who still held a stunned expression, along with also looking rather indecisive shortly after. Rainbow gestured with a hoof, an impatient tone in her voice as Spike shouted reassuringly cupping claws about his mouth. A firm head shake was given from the bench occupant, Ebony lying down to instead watch, looking very out of her element, about as much as Jessica felt.
The expression of the others was one of accepted disappointment, it seemed they hadn't expected Jessica to actually partake in the activity anymore than they had thought Ebony would. For her part, Jessica was actually starting to second guess her decision when she realised she had only assumed what game this was. Very abruptly she realised she had no idea what exactly they were going to play, most soccer players didn't fly after all, or have magic.
Okay... I guess this is kind of like Soccer? I really can't believe I'm doing this. Wait, is no-one actually going to tell me the rules?
Jessica suddenly realised no-one was going to explain the very much desired rules to her, just as Pinky gave a loud shout and the ball was immediately claimed by Rainbow. Using her head the pegasus flew upwards, the ball precariously balanced as she shouted a challenge at Bubbles. Soon the pegasi were battling in the air, Rainbow laughing as Bubbles attempted to get the ball off her. Eventually however Rainbow got over-confident and the two collided, both falling to the ground unceremoniously as the ball slowly rolled away.
The ball was grasped in an aura of pink, only for a soft yellow aura to partially envelope it, trying to tug it out of Sparkle's grasp. Espa was grunting softly, digging her hooves in as the others watched on in quiet amusement. Eventually Sparkle gave a soft cough and very obviously pretended to trip as she trotted towards Jessica, the ball leaving her grasp only for Espa to happily claim it. 
Okay that was cute, but how would pretending to trip mean you don't hold onto it with ma-... you know what, never mind.
Jessica simply watched as Espa turned and launched the ball past the confused goal keeper, the look of bewilderment upon Jessica's face clearly contrasting the happy cries of delight from the young filly. The soft cheers from the sideline indicating at least Flitter enjoyed the goal.
But... I thought, and... what... am I not on Espa's team?
Jessica at this point was completely confused, sure there was only one goal keeper but was she expected to defend against every ball, and if so why was...
"Okay, this is not in any shape, way or form Soccer Jess." Her tone was full of a cynical nature as Jewel laughed softly behind a hoof, Ebony rolling her eyes from where she lay.
Thus the game continued with Jessica getting more and more confused as it went on, it would seem there were rules involved, what they were she had not a single clue. Sometimes they would fire a goal into the other side, Rainbow, Spike or Sparkle moving to intercept, sometimes into her goal where she had to defend. Sometimes team Spikelbow - the best name Jessica could come up with on short notice - would try and score into their own goal, the other three having to rush to defend.
Despite having no clue and only stopping two goals so far, one of which was from Spike and the other from Pinky, she was enjoying herself. Upon admitting that, Jessica did have to dive out of the way of at least one attempted goal from Rainbow, given the velocity of the ball. A firm rebuke from Sparkle followed, although the others had voiced their concerns, resulting in a half hearted apologetic toned voice from the cyan pegasus directed towards Jessica.
It was when Rainbow decided that given Jessica wasn't at the other goal posts, no such terms of gentleness were required that she kicked the ball with hind legs at a breakneck speed. To the pegasus's credit, she did avoid smashing another vase, but the ball also did pierce the hedge maze with remarkable velocity. 
Okay, I think upon seeing that it's a good time for me to stop.
Despite her low levels of exertion thus far, she was feeling rather out of shape as her body reminded her of its current weakened limitations. Just as Rainbow was being coerced into retrieving the ball, well Jessica assumed thus from Pinky's fore leg flailing and Spike's pointing in the direction, she decided she would at least retrieve the ball before sitting out.
Plus, my shoulder is beginning to ache a little.
Walking in the direction of the ball's trajectory the others watched on curiously, Jessica offering a smile and pointed to indicate she would bring it back. A few looks between the players and those on the sidelines seemed to indicate they were okay with the idea, although Scar quickly trotted up beside her, Ebony slipping from the bench to follow. 
Unsure why she would need protection simply to retrieve a ball Jessica just accepted it, unable to dissuade either of them even if she wanted to. The grass at least felt softer on her feet as she entered further into the maze, the sound of Scar's heavier footfalls echoing her steps. A brushing to her side made her aware of Ebony's closer presence, offering a smile before spying where the ball went. The hole in the other side of the hedge where it had continued through caught her slightly off guard.
You're kidding me...
She blinked and leaned forward, peeking out the hole where it entered to see the others looking back, Rainbow seen to be grinning and rubbing the back of her head sheepishly. Knowing it would take the pegasi a fraction of the time it would take her, Jessica simply sighed and continued to follow the series of holes deeper into the maze. 
Eventually she found the ball with Ebony assisting by flying above to direct her path, an idea she should have used from the beginning Jessica lamented. The ball rested before a rather strange looking statue, very unlike the others of equines throughout the garden. Scar appeared to be hesitant to approach the sculpture, Jessica noting it seemed to be modeled after several creatures mashed into one.
"Odd." Bending to pick the ball up, Jessica stood upright, giving the statue a curious glance as if... 
What's that noise?
Jessica frowned, it was almost like a voice was trying to whisper into her ear but neither of the two nearby were speaking. The strange draconic like statue seemed almost malicious as she felt un-nerved merely standing in its presence. The voice in her head gained a questioning tone before repeating itself, then tried again with a hint of desperation. Upon realising she could not understand it, the voice gave an almost comical groan of disappointment before mumbling quietly.
"Very... odd." Scar's ears flicked, looking up at her with a lowered eyebrow before she smiled reassuringly, wishing to get away from the creepy statue. Ebony's legs tensed, ready for her wings to flap and take her airborne before Scar suddenly stiffened. Jessica blinked, seeing his eyes flick for only the slightest of instances behind her. Ebony flew up, guiding them out as they exited the maze. 
Once returned the ball was rolled back for the game to resume, this time with her watching from the bench. Enjoying being a spectator while the others enjoyed their strange game, stroking Ebony's mane as Dusk and Scar talked quietly between themselves.
Yet, right up until they went back inside Jessica could have sworn she felt the frighteningly familiar presence of someone watching her. 
~~~~~~~~

When the sun had started to set they had all gone inside for dinner. After eating in a room Jessica thought was a tiny bit extravagant for simply sandwiches, muffins and fruit juice, they had gone back to their rooms for the night after a short tour led by Sparkle. Well all except Jewel, who had excused herself and gone elsewhere, possibly to explore somewhere else in the castle.
Pausing outside the door to her room she turned and smiled down at Bubbles and Espa, the small filly shuffling a hoof nervously upon the floor. Bending down Jessica slipped arms gently around the young unicorn, the action rewarded with a happy voice escaping the muzzle pushed to her hair. 
Slowly releasing Espa the unicorn looked far happier now, raising a foreleg as she nuzzled gently under Bubbles' muzzle, her mother smiling and returning the affection. Gently waving to the rest of the equines she opened her door, trying not to think of the fact most doors were opened with mouths.
I hope I never get used to this fact...
Dusk and Ebony followed her inside, Scar and Stoic giving her a small nod to her smile before taking up position either side of her door as it was softly closed. Leaning against the cool wood she sighed gently, watching as Dusk and Ebony conversed in the center of the room. Unable to discern what they were discussing, Jessica was mildly confused when Ebony cast a look in her direction.
Dusk just gave a waggle of a fore hoof, a slight teasing tone to her voice that caused Ebony to frown. Jessica yet again picking up instances of her name several times in their conversation before Ebony's frown deepened. Green fire enveloped the mare until a black chitin-covered equine creature stood upon her hole covered hooves, glowing blue eyes narrowed at the guard.
"Um...?" Jessica, while in no way disliking her friend's natural form, was more curious as to the sudden change. Dusk seemed pleased with herself prior to getting ready for bed, reaching back with her mouth to work hidden straps while removing the dark armor. Jessica felt a cold muzzle push to her leg, looking down to see Ebony looking up at her, for some reason a worried expression upon her face.
Looking outside the window she could see the occasional glimpse of metal reflected under the moonlight, a reminder of the guards that now patrolled outside her window. Thinking the reason for Ebony's discomfort was due to this, she bent down and hugged about her neck. The bug-like equine seemed a little surprised before a smile came to her muzzle, the warmth flowing between them as she relaxed.
Releasing Ebony she suddenly realised something, well not quite realised as smelt. Her small amount of exertion, plus the fact her new clothing had not been washed yet made for one very easy conclusion. Ebony's resulting nose scrunch was completely un-necessary all things considered.
"Yes, I stink okay." Rather self-conscious now, Jessica looked at the now armor less Dusk, the bat winged guard regarding her with a quizzical expression. Unsure how to word what she wanted, instead Jessica pointed at Ebony who seemed to get the meaning and scrunched her nose again, a comment following the gesture.
Please don't tell me that expression will catch on...
The highly amused laughter from Dusk sent a small chill through Jessica's guts, her eyebrows lowering as the fear was realised. Looking at Dusk's face, her nose now scrunched up matching Ebony's only led to Jessica's frustration.
Ebony, I swear...
She exhaled slowly, calming herself as she forgave her friend's hopefully oblivious faux pas. The message had at least been conveyed and Dusk gave a nod, a questioning look was given towards Jessica which was met with a firm shake of the head. She really didn't want someone else coming with her, even back home she wasn't a big fan for communal showers or the like, always a bit nervous in the changing rooms. 
Jessica knew she had been considered pretty by others, not in a self conceited fashion but just a simple fact. Personally she didn't see it herself, always thinking herself to far on the side of short, or to skinny, or too small in the chest chief among them. Whatever the reason, she didn't flaunt the fact off, she dressed as she wanted, acted as her mother brought her up, although one thing she did have a bit of a vanity for was her hair. More than anything she loved playing with it, styling it... 
And now it probably looks like... ugh, well...
Jessica had bigger problems than the state of her hair now anyhow, namely the fact she smelt, and she smelt bad. Her thoughts had gone on a tangent but the easiest way she could summarise it, was that she was a very private person about certain things. Looking now at the two mares eager to accompany her, one to continue guarding her and the other due to practically now being her shadow, she sighed softly. Ebony was looking with a curious expression, head tilting before Jessica shook her head softly. 
The two equines talked among themselves before an agreement was reached, common ground beginning to be created over similar interests. Unfortunately for Jessica, those interests seemed to be on occupying her at all times, though while she thought it reassuring and lovely most of the time, being followed into the bathroom and toilet were not such occasions.
One of Ebony's tattered looking ears flicked, looking thoughtful as Dusk spoke. Green light filled the room until the pegasus guise was reapplied, Ebony then moving to head bump Jessica gently to the doorway. Dusk followed behind, a playful grin pulling at her muzzle, Jessica's protests falling on deaf ears. The door was opened from the outside at a call from Dusk, a very confused Scar now looking back at her. 
Not them as well...
She was about to panic, she knew the two mares meant well but she did not wish either of them in the room as she cleaned up. Being led by insistent head bumps down the hallway towards the bathroom, she couldn't help but feel embarrassed by the looks the maid and butler ponies gave her. Despite their lack of reaction earlier, they were trying to hide a look of bemusement from their faces, Dusk following behind with Scar nearby; Stoic appearing content to continue guarding her room.
Finally making her way to the bathroom Jessica could barely breathe, panic gripping her ribcage at what was about to follow. 
Only... it didn't.
"H-Huh?" Looking over her shoulder she found Ebony seating herself against the wall waiting, Dusk and Scar taking up position either side of the bathroom door. The fear slowly gave way, feeling foolish for doubting them now as she entered inside, giving a nervous smile to the three. Before she could close the door, one of the maid ponies trotted up, a towel held within her mouth. 
With only a little hesitation on both parties, Jessica accepted the linen with a word of thanks. Closing the door to lean back against it she sighed, eyes closed before slowly catching her breath.
Feeling somewhat silly for how she over-reacted to the situation, Jessica spied one thing that made it all worthwhile. Reaching with one finger to tug the fabric from her hair, shaking the locks about before working on her sweater, the smile growing on her face at what was waiting for her.
That is a wonderfully large shower.
~~~~~~~

After the shower and returning to her room, the next logical choice had been to sleep. By the fact most of the rooms were lacking any light source implied the others had made this decision as well. It seemed only Sparkle's and Spike's room seemed to have any illumination present. 
Once in her room Dusk had claimed the third bed, flopping on the covers before giving a wide yawn revealing small fangs. The fangs, while not as large as Ebony's were still rather disconcerting on a horse-like creature. Slit pupils gazed back at her before the bat-winged equine claimed her bed, resting under the covers before falling asleep almost the instant her head hit the pillow.
Jessica followed the guard's lead, moving to her own bed to slip under the covers, discarding the towel at the same instance. An awkward dance almost took place, shifting the towel off as she slipped under the blankets. Finally satisfied she rubbed her shoulder, a little tender after the activities of the day before laying her head down as the light went out. She still wasn't quite sure how they worked, were they magic candles, globes, or... she wasn't going to think on it at this hour.
As her eyes closed, a bright flash filled the room and past her eyelids, making her peek open one eye as a hole covered hoof pushed to her sheets and lifted Ebony up. The chitin-covered mare lay down without prompting, gazing with one eye in Jessica's direction before resting her head down on the blankets. 
The intent behind Ebony's eyes was clear, she wasn't moving. 
"Fine... you can sleep there." Even as she tried to sound suffering in her voice, the smile upon her lips told the real story. Despite herself she was growing firmly attached to Ebony, they had yet to communicate in words but whenever she was nearby, Jessica felt... reassured, safe, content to a certain degree. One hand reached from under the blankets to gently stroke over Ebony's smooth surface, running over her muzzle before getting a soft nuzzle in reply.
"Good night Ebony." Something was said back in reply with her name, even without the context of what was said she smiled, the tone was enough. Carefully rolling onto her right side, mindful of her shoulder she closed her eyes and rested, sleep quickly claiming her.
~~~~~~

Several hours later however Jessica was awake. To be honest she had been awake for at least two hours, but hadn't dared move much of her body. The reason for her reluctance was the soft rising and falling of the black chitin-covered body upon the duvet she slept under. The moon shone brightly outside, spilling light through the window as she used the natural illumination to look about the room. She noticed Dusk was still sleeping quietly, the guard having claimed one of the two other beds. 
Ebony is probably exhausted after what happened today.
A smile tugged at her lips as her attention returned to watching Ebony sleep in her natural form, her hole covered forelegs moving slightly to paw at the linen intermittently. Stifling a giggle, Jessica looked over at the other equine on the other side of the room. Discarded armor was put with almost revered care upon a desk and chair, Dusk looking subtly different out of her armor, not quite as imposing.
It could also have been the fact she currently had her limbs splayed out on the bed, the blanket rolled back to expose her sleeping form. The little kick of a hind leg pushing the blanket further off every so often was particularly adorable. Slightly amused by both their sleeping activities, along with the fact Ebony's chose to sleep upon her bed other than in her own, Jessica lay her head down once again, counting the moments in her head.
Her own clothing sat folded upon the dresser and Jessica was painfully aware they would need to be washed, beginning to long for at least one other set of clothing. She wasn't vain, or a shop-a-holic but she did desire at least two or three more changes of clothing, if for no other reason than hygiene. Mulling that thought over she felt restless, wanting to stretch her legs but didn't wish to disturb Ebony. 
Faced with indecision she finally relented and slowly moved, trying her best not to wake either of them. Carefully she shifted, moving to the edge of the bed before peeling the blanket back just enough to sneak out. Realising she was quite naked she looked down at herself then at the blankets she normally procured for her modesty. Given they had a rather comfortable looking Ebony upon them, she wasn't about to disrupt her friend's sleep just to cover herself up.
Moving to the un-used bed she removed a sheet, wrapping it about herself before making her way quietly to the door. Ever so carefully moving the handle, she put her weight gently to the door and slipped out, turning to push it closed with equal care. Moving one hand to adjust the sheet about her chest, Jessica suddenly found herself remembering there were a total of three equine guards assigned to her.
They're looking at me aren't they?
Turning her head she found her guess quite accurate, Scar regarding her with one raised eyebrow. A look to the left had Stoic matching the expression, a soft sigh escaping Jessica's lips in response. 
"I just want to go to the toilet then for a little walk." Jessica's words were thankfully not needing much in the way of pantomime accompanying them, an understanding had been forged from when she was recovering. A point down the hallway got a sage nod from Scar. Thankfully earlier in the day when taken for a tour by Sparkle, the toilets were first shown on this floor, then bathrooms and finally the less critical things. Less critical for Jessica, that is. She was sure someone, somewhere just had to know where the study room was.
As she slowly walked down the hallway, a few glowing orbs lining the walls providing light accompanied with the moonlight from the windows, these allowing her to take note of several things in particular. Firstly, her feet were cold and still sore, but that was a given with the tiles and didn't require the light to notice. Secondly, upon Jewel's door she noticed a sign stuck to the front as light shone from under the gap at the bottom. She couldn't tell what the words meant, but she felt that knocking to find out the reason for the note would probably be outside her best interests.
Lastly and most importantly she felt like she was being watched yet again. She couldn't put a finger on it, but it felt like when she left the town, observed, watched, studied; overall it was a decidedly unattractive feeling to have especially after earlier events. A quick look about her only got a glance from both guards, each looking somewhat confused by her body language before Jessica sighed. The feeling soon had ceased anyhow, so she made her way to one of the female bathrooms, slightly bemused to the fact there were at least three on this floor compared to the singular male one. 
Come to think of it, I haven't seen as many stallions as I have mares...
The thought was a little strange but she put it down to just simply not noticing them for whatever reason. Pushing a hand to the door she paused before casting a quick glance at Scar, the guard lowering one eyebrow in annoyance to her insinuating look. An immature protrusion of her tongue and Jessica opened the door, slipping into the bathroom before closing the door behind. The orbs on the wall flickered with a warm glowing light as soon as she entered, almost as if sensing an occupant had entered.
Making her way to the toilet she shut the door separating it from the rest of the room, seating herself as she did what most people did when tending to their biological functions. Although lacking any type of reading material she instead settled for the second most common option, mulling over her thoughts.
So am I studying their language? Will that start tomorrow, and who will be teaching me? Night? Sparkle?
Absently flicking the toilet roll on the holder, a stray question presented itself on how non-unicorns would use such a thing...
"Ugh!" Her hands pressed into her hair as she shook her head quickly, seriously beginning to contemplate that her brain was somehow out to get her. 
Why?! Why would you even think that?!
An attempt to glare at her brain was met with little success so she instead turned her thoughts onto other matters, such as how to get home. The book had obviously sent her here, or whatever she had inadvertently cast, provoked or awakened within; the jury was still out on just what had happened but she was leaning towards the first option. The question is, why did it send her here?
She had no answer to that other than the cryptic words she had managed to translate.
"~Let home be where your heart lies.~" Jessica rolled the words over her tongue, it felt awkward to speak in the equine language but at the same time... it made her feel a little bit of self accomplishment. Still, when she thought back to how Night had reacted upon hearing it originally, the queen obviously knew something. Jessica didn't think it was malicious knowledge per se, but it would be nice to know what it was regardless.
A palm rested on her chin while she continued to flick at the toilet paper absently. What did the phrase mean exactly? Was it a spell... was it meant to bring her here and if that was the case why was it so vaguely worded? Another question that rose from her current line of thoughts made her blink twice, why exactly was there a book written in the equine language in her school library in the first place?
So... many... questions.
She had no answer to any of them, her frustrated sigh punctuated by tearing some paper from the roll. When she had a better grasp on the language maybe she could enquire to Night about why such a book would be in her world, or what the phrase meant at least. It made no sense for it to send her here, her home and heart were with her friends back where she lived. It definitely wasn't in a strange world where the clouds were directed by flying ponies and you could get captured, tortured, treated like a...
The tearing of more paper pulled her from the thoughts, knuckles clenching as she fought the shaking suddenly enveloping her body. She didn't wish to think on it, she especially didn't want to think about earlier today when she was accosted by the equines, griffons and other things off the train. She didn't want to think about the two who tried to sneak over the wall or that constant unnerving sensation of being watched.
Taking a deep breath she steadied herself, focusing on the better things. The garden at the start was nice, exploring the castle was also pleasant. The bed was nice...
Her hand gripped the roll of toilet paper almost in a death grip as tears rolled down her cheeks, eyes slowly shutting as she felt her body resume shaking. Jessica didn't know what to think at that moment, the knowledge she wasn't going home anytime soon sinking in fully. She was scared, scared of how the others reacted to her, for every nice equine or creature like Spike there were three or four others who reacted poorly to her. 
She had been holding it all in so far, trying not to dwell on these thoughts. The looks of shock, the looks of anger, the incident earlier however brief, they all confused and scared her. She knew the guards would keep her safe, she knew Sparkle, Bubbles, Rainbow and the others were kind to her, but...
"~Home.~" The word pushed past her lips as she sobbed quietly, all the events that had happened rolling into her quiet moment of reflection. The simple act of communication was daunting, let alone along with how she was treated half the time. 
"Why did that stupid book send me here?" She tried to reign in her emotions, her legs starting to cramp due to how she had to sit to use the equine toilet. She didn't want Scar and Stoic to know she had been crying, finishing up as she used a piece of paper to make sure no tears were present upon her face. 
Standing up finally she adjusted the sheet and flushed, moving into the main bathroom to wash up before catching sight of her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes were still red, slightly puffy as she gave a small bitter laugh. Turning to look fully she took in her appearance, despite the weight loss she was looking fine, well as fine as she could be under the circumstances. Satisfied that they would be none the wiser, or at the very least, deluding herself on this to a satisfactory level; Jessica left the bathroom after washing her hands. 
A small chuckle escaped her lips to a stray thought as she closed the door behind her, Scar looking rather perplexed up at her as the door clicked shut, a hint of concern also crossing his features if only for a mere second.
I guess given how they open doors, it's a little prudent I do make sure to always wash my hands.
With a point of her finger away from her room she started to move in that direction, the guards falling into step behind her. Having gotten a few things off her chest in the bathroom, she now simply wished to walk. If Scar and Stoic had noticed she had been crying, they were professional enough to not make a scene over it at least.
Feeling the tiles under her feet, part of her mind wondering just why creatures with hooves would use tiles as a surface to walk on in sleeping areas. She discarded the thought just as quickly, it was likely they just grew accustomed to the noise; it would be no different than people who lived near high ways.
Finding two doors open leading outside she curiously entered finding herself standing on a small curved balcony. Looking out she could see the city surrounding the castle, seeing just how beautiful it looked at night time. Several lights were on indicating that at least some equines, griffons, or whatever else lived here, had a few among their numbers that enjoyed the night. The fact there were some awake at this time gave her a sense of familiarity, being somewhat of a night owl herself due to studies.
Watching past the flying equine guards noting the golden armored ones were now replaced with the bat-winged variety, Jessica drank in the cool night air; feeling it's touch upon her skin as goosebumps formed while she watched the guards. A little reassured by the patrols, although unsure if this was normal or something caused by Ebony and herself arriving here. Her gaze swept over the castle, enjoying the landscape before returning her attention down to the city below.
"It kind of looks like, something like home from this height." Sighing wistfully she leaned on the balcony, crossing her arms as she drank in the view. Soft trotting made her aware of Scar's presence until she was proven wrong, it was in reality Stoic who had approached her side. 
Resting one hoof upon the stone railing he offered a small smile up towards her, the gesture shocking her as he joined in observing the gigantic waterfall, the water cascading down the side of the mountain. The lights running along the streets below were dim, allowing the night sky to shine brightly as her attention went skyward. 
The stars, they make no sense...
It was a small thing, she never really paid much attention to them but she remembered what had been taught to her when little. Holding a hand up she tried to imagine where the familiar stars would be, the patterns she knew from her childhood having no discernable equal here. Looking over her shoulder she noticed Scar having a small smile upon his muzzle, observing herself and Stoic admiring the sky. 
"Thank you, both of you." Both the guards flicked their ears, regarding her before noting the sincere tone of voice she had used. Stoic just gave a tiny nod, back to his impassive self while Scar replied back with a gruff but pleasant enough sounding comment. Leaning once more on the railing she looked upwards, the stars making no sense really did hammer in the reality of the situation.
"That this really isn't home." She could feel the moistness starting to build in her eyes, blinking quickly to try and resist their flow. As luck or divine providence would have it, clouds were slowly moved over the city. The stars and moon becoming hidden from sight as teams of pegasi moved the clouds into a structured layered shape of... well clouds. 
That's... both really cool and really, really freaky.
She watched, mesmerized as several flying equines, under the watchful eye of the guards she noticed, finished their set up, the sky blanketed in a dark fluffy mass. Unable to see exactly what they were doing she was surprised when rain started to flow at a steady rate. Blinking as the cool moisture hit her face she felt them mix in with her tears, a small laugh escaping her throat.
Scar spoke up, his tone one of concern as he mentioned her name and gave a gentle tug to her blanket with his mouth. Looking over her shoulder she shook her head softly, feeling the cold drops impact onto her hair and skin. Rain, most people she knew hated it, loathed it. But for her it was special, it was something she loved, adored. 
The guard pony, while confused shared a look with Stoic, the latter giving a barely noticeable shrug before Scar slumped slightly, giving in to her stubborn-ness. The tears rolled faster down her cheeks as the light rain splashed about her, the smell of wet concrete filling her nostrils. The rain hid the tears, but it couldn't do anything for the smile upon her face, bittersweet though it was.
Regardless of the situation, regardless of what had occurred... some things were at least the same. Feeling the blanket start to become damp she relented, stepping back from the balcony only to catch a glimpse of someone watching her. Standing in the courtyard looking up was Night, a smile upon her face. She looked, pleased about something but Jessica could not be sure what. 
Words were spoken towards Scar as he leaned over the balcony, despite the quiet volume of their voices they seemed to understand each other clearly. A jerk of the guard's head towards her and mention of her name caught Jessica's attention, whatever was said however Night seemed to approve of it. The smile growing before she gave a small nod and spread her wings, flying up to a spire and entering within a similar balcony to the one Jessica stood on.
Confused by the exchange, using an arm to wipe the rain and tears from her face she entered inside. The sensation of being watched refused to leave her however, turning her head to peek outside she thought she saw the faintest glimpse of something; something in the distance on the mountain side, two small flashes of light that vanished so quickly she could have imagined it.
Were those, eyes?
Unsure exactly what she had seen, she walked back down the hallway. The light under Jewel's door was now thankfully out meaning the mare was hopefully getting some sleep, Sparkle and Spike's room also lacking any kind of illumination. Making her way back to her own room she hesitated for a moment before bending down to hug first Scar, then Stoic. 
Both stallions looked taken back by her actions before relaxing slightly. 
"Thank you, both of you... again." In truth, she was finding hidden depths to them both. Stoic seemed to have an almost artistic side to him in how he enjoyed looking at scenic landscapes. Scar, despite his clean image and well maintained appearance was actually the more open and less rigid of the two. In response to her contact Stoic looked aside, a small snort coming from his nose while his muzzle slightly flustered.
Scar gave a bashful little grin, both taking up their positions once more as Jessica smiled more earnestly. If she was to be stuck here longer, she was glad for the company of the two. 
"Goodnight." The word accompanied with a little wave of her hand as she quietly slipped back into the room. The sound of two sleeping mares creeping into her ears as she very, oh so very carefully slipped back into the bed after discarding the blanket - using it to gently dab her hair dry first. Just as she got comfortable, mindful of Ebony's positioning in regard to her legs, she noticed that she was being looked upon. 
Both mares were regarding her with one eye opened, Ebony with a look of exasperation while Dusk had a small upward tugging at the corner of her mouth. Realising she had been found out, or they knew all along she sighed softly and reached to settle her friend with a hand sliding over the mare's head.
Ebony bumped her head back to her hand gently before resting once more. The sound of the rain easing Jessica's inner turmoil, something familiar and special to her helping ease her into the land of dreams.
~~~~~~

"Jess-e-ka." 
Wincing slightly at the sound of her name, Jessica squirmed a little under the blankets. She had been dreaming with Night once more entering her mindscape, working over the book as well as exploring more of her memories. The encounter with the rather ugly statue seemed to make the queen frown, but otherwise she was more intrigued with previous memories, especially any containing the book that got Jessica into this situation.
It was funny in a way, Jessica was sitting within a lovely furnished room, her room from when she lived with her mother. Somewhere she felt safe and the memories were the most warm. In her hands was the picture book, something she felt even a two year old would begin to think was childish; yet it was still causing her frustration trying to learn.
Meanwhile Night was looking into a mirror, Jessica's memories flowing within, completely without direction as her subconscious showed whatever it desired. Some memories Night smiled at, some she laughed, some she looked upset and others made her angry. Not surprisingly, one of the memories was directly related to the reaction she had for rain.
Night seemed to have both moisture in her eyes and a smile on her face, a strange combination of emotions and yet fitting, especially for when Jessica looked at it. She knew Night probably didn't understand the words being said by her mother in the memory, but the sound of the rain, the expressions, how Jessica herself felt would have helped give meaning.
"Jess-e-ka!"
Oh...right...
Remembering she wasn't exactly alone in her room anymore, and despite her attempts to continue recalling her dream she reluctantly opened her eyes. Resting a forearm over her forehead she continued to listen to the comforting impact of rain outside. It was when a small muzzle pushed to her cheek that she smiled, realising just who had been trying to wake her. A voice sounding stern came from the entry point to the room, Jessica quickly deducing the owner.
"Morning Espa." Removing the arm to grant vision allowing her to be greeted with two golden eyes gazing down, a smile on the little filly's face. The other voice now closer, spoke once more, now softer toned as rolling her head to the side greeted her with Bubble's distinctive cross-eyed face. 
Gently sitting up she was very quickly aware of two things, one was that Ebony and Dusk were missing from the room. The second was the fact Bubbles was nosing a tray onto her lap, complete with two plates of food and a glass of water. Touched by the gesture she stroked Espa's mane softly, reaching to also do the same to the filly's mother.
"Thank you Bubbles." A flick of her ear showed Bubbles did not understand, but interpreted it as either a compliment or greeting, returning the gesture with a warm tone of her own. Peeking at the sandwich she saw it was the same as one she had eaten several times so far, Bubbles or Espa noticing this small fact was also extremely touching.
I will never be able to thank these two enough.
Taking a bite, she made sure to give very appreciative sounds of the taste, Espa puffing out her chest at Bubbles' kind words in her direction. Jessica at least now knew who had been the one to guess what sandwich she liked. The other item on the plate was a pie of some description, she was unsure what exactly, but presumed it to be strawberry due to the color, a small scoop of possibly vanilla ice cream on top. 
Taking the fork she cut off a portion, spearing and then placing the morsel into her mouth. Assumptions were proven correct, also noting it was indeed delicious. Finishing off her sandwich she offered a fork full of the pie to Espa, giving a look at Bubbles first to make sure it was okay. When the nod was given the filly opened her mouth wide and made a good attempt to try and consume the fork itself. Giggling Jessica moved the plate for the mother and daughter to eat the remainder if they so wished, the fork placed beside.
Now curious where the two other occupants of the room had gone, she was greeted with the door opening as both Ebony and Dusk walked in. By the towel draped over Dusk's neck and the not so pleased look upon the chocolate furred pegasus following her in, she could only guess they had gone to get clean themselves. 
A scrunched nose was given by Jessica in Ebony's direction, the mare looking suitably unimpressed with her own comeuppance. Giggling behind her hand, Jessica tugged the blanket with her as she got up, careful to make sure the plate wasn't caught upon it as she moved to grab her clothing; which wasn't there.
"Uh..." Confusion warred on her features until Jewel's voice echoed down the corridor, Dusk rolling her eyes with a small smirk while methodically getting into her armor. Scar and Stoic were also no-where to be seen outside her door, hopefully catching some form of shut-eye themselves. 
Bubbles turned her head, swallowing the pie she had just consumed at Espa's urging to reply to whatever was asked, again Jessica hearing her name.
So where are my clo-...
Her thought answered before it could fully form as Jewel trotted in, two bags held within her magical aura's grip. Trotting before Jessica she placed the bags upon the bed, a wave of her hoof indicating for them to be opened. Curious, Jessica moved closer, holding the blanket up with one hand as she used the other to procure the items within one of the bags.
Wait... wait... oh... this...
Her eyes lit up with excitement as her hand impacted against something within. Something made of hard material, possibly resin or rubber as she tugged them out. She was like a kid on her birthday, Jewel looking anxious as the two items were removed and held before Jessica's face as the smile grew upon her lips.
"Shoes!" They resembled at a glance her original pair, but the heels were enclosed now and a little higher, yet more resilient looking overall. Despite this fact she could tell a lot of effort went into them, noticing the small collection of gems on each outer side; each creating an identical symbol, although she was lost as to what the pattern meant, but it did look pretty. 
These... look far too expensive... did Jewel buy these for me?
Looking at the unicorn she felt a lump in her throat, unsure why Jewel would spend so much money on her. The bag contained her previous outfit, repaired and washed with one minor difference. She now noticed the skirt's symbol created from gemstones was altered to reflect those upon the shoes. Curious as to the reasoning she looked at Jewel who smiled encouragingly. 
Placing the items in a reverent manner upon the bed, she in turn opened the next bag finding a very similar outfit, minor differences being sleeves upon the sweater and the skirt created slightly longer. Most amazingly, and a welcome detail to Jessica was the addition of another set of underwear. About to figure out exactly what to say or do, she was surprised at feeling another item at the bottom of the bag.
Almost dropping the blanket in shock she removed a hairpin, the symbol repeated in its construction of silver and sapphires. Looking at it she gazed at Jewel, about to shake her head in a gesture that she simply could not accept these items, it was far too much. Before she could politely refuse the clothing she noticed another two items in the bag, everything starting to fall into place as she realised she had overlooked something obviously important.
Needle, thread... the expression and reaction at the hospital...
Jewel had a tape measure still draped over her neck missed in her excitement to see the shoes. The needle and thread spool which had fallen from one of the bags being sheepishly retrieved by the unicorn only added credence to Jessica's growing theory. Looking down at the hairpin in her hand she gave it a slight squeeze, sniffing softly.
The equines in the room looked startled by her reaction until Jessica fell to her knees and moved to wrap arms around Jewel's neck, the unicorn looking very startled before slowly relaxing. 
She... she made these, she made these for me? 
A soft pat with a hoof to her hair made Jessica lean back, Jewel offering a warm smile with equally toned voice. Espa was inspecting the shoes, poking them with a hoof earning a questioning tone from Bubbles towards Ebony. As Jessica released Jewel, a bashful smile given for her impulsive hug, she noted all eyes were now upon Ebony.
Jessica was rather confused as to the context of their conversation, the glances between the shoes and her feet giving some idea. A small nod from Jewel and encouraging hoof wave made it clear what the unicorn wanted. Reaching down she retrieved the clothing and the much desired footwear, looking about before looking at Ebony with a pleading gaze.
Getting the message, the pegasus spoke up, indicating towards Jessica then at the door. Jewel frowned at Ebony, for some reason some form of animosity had formed between the two. On that note Bubbles was also not looking quite at ease around her either ever since the throne room incident, a fact that saddened Jessica as she and Ebony were starting to get along.
Regardless, Jewel gave a small smile and nod towards Jessica, all four equines retreating from the room allowing some privacy. Now able to get changed in peace she let the blanket drop, slipping on the thankfully now clean pair of underwear afterwards. Next the sleeveless sweater and skirt went on, all before she sat down on the bed for the next two items. Inspecting one of the shoes she found it did have a slightly higher heel than she would normally have worn casually, but she wasn't about to complain. 
It seems Jewel reinforced the bottom, making the heel higher... I think she was trying to make it more comfortable in her own way. 
Touched by the gesture, not to mention the effort that the unicorn had clearly gone through overnight which also explained the note and the light being on, Jessica slipped one shoe on, buckling it before doing the same for the other. Wiggling her toes she found they were slightly bigger than her old pair, but she wasn't about to complain. Slight discomfort over bare feet was really a no-brainer decision in her book.
"How will I ever thank her?" A soft knocking on the door made her aware she had been sitting on the bed for longer than she thought, lost in her thoughts on how to pay back this wonderful gesture. 
"Come in." She blinked and gently sighed, pressing fingertips to her forehead realising she replied almost automatically to the door knock. Thankfully they got the idea and opened the door, Jewel's eyes going wide as Jessica stood up. The unicorn looked about, talking excitedly as she spoke towards Flitter and Pinky who had now joined them. Slightly self conscious she gave a little twirl at Jewel's insistent hoof gesture, another loud gasp of delight coming from the mare.
A questioning look was given her way, smiling as she repeated the action she had done at the hospital, picking up the items and hugging them tight to show her feelings to the gift. The message clearly conveyed as a long breath escaped Jewel, the unicorn now looking relieved. Flitter spoke quietly with admiration in her voice, Pinky however was bouncing about displaying no small amount of energy.
Curious where the others had gotten off to, she was relieved herself when Ebony and Dusk walked in, Espa walking behind while Bubbles gave Ebony slightly more distance. All looked inquisitive at her shoes, Espa gently poking them with a hoof again while Jessica smiled. She never knew she would be so happy to get something as simple as footwear; although there was nothing simple about the craftsmanship of the clothing.
Wait... where are Rainbow, Sparkle and Spike?
The approach of hoof steps down the hallway caused her to expect the other three to arrive, although when the others who looked outside bowed down, or in Dusk's case saluted, she knew it was not. Sunny peeked into the room, a smile on her face as she gave a pleasant comment towards Jewel who blushed along her white muzzle at what Jessica assumed was a compliment.
The hybrid equine regarded Ebony with a slightly stern look which was met with the pegasus cringing behind Jessica's legs. Upon seeing the reaction the queen exhaled softly and smiled instead, addressing everyone with the gentle toned voice as she had yesterday. The equines all gave slight murmurs of disappointment, Espa especially who nuzzled Jessica's leg softly.
"What's going on?" Her tone filled with confusion as she bent down to pet Espa's mane softly while the others slowly filed out. The filly turned and nosed Ebony's front leg as well reassuringly, the owner of the limb looking surprised before a tiny smile came to her muzzle. Seeming to make sure no-one was watching, Ebony lowered her head and gave Espa a tiny nuzzle back.
A gentle laugh alerted Jessica to the fact that Sunny had at least seen the display of affection, Bubbles also looking indecisive at the doorway as Espa trotted over to her mother. A small smile was given from Bubbles towards Ebony before they left as well, the equines' voices drifting down the corridor. 
Now left alone with Sunny, Ebony and the guards, Jessica was thoroughly confused until the queen smiled warmly. Looking back over her shoulder she addressed Dusk who gave a small nod and trotted down the hallway in the opposite direction to where the mares went.
What's going on?
Sunny's attention seemed to be on Ebony, calmly speaking to the pegasus who replied with a little more earnest tone within her voice when Jessica's hand rested upon her mane. Trying to figure out what they were talking about, she was further baffled when Ebony looked surprised, her tone becoming quick, concise.
The white queen seemed curious to Ebony's now clipped responses, looking thoughtful before speaking gently. Fur pressing to Jessica's leg made her look down as Ebony rested closer, looking up at her with concern prior to speaking resolutely towards Sunny.
It concerns me?
She was hearing her name thrown around a lot, along with picking up the word for home mentioned once along with heart. Sunny nodded with a warmer smile at whatever Ebony had said before regarding Jessica with a more inviting expression. The sound of trotting caused the hybrid to look back down the corridor, a pleasant greeting given to whoever it was.
Stepping back, Sunny allowed access for Dusk to lead in two equines, the first Jessica had never laid eyes on before. He was a normal stallion, with a pair of glasses perched upon his nose and dark short blue mane parted to the side. Although what stood out the most to her was the saddlebag bulging with books and scrolls. The tattoo of an open book being written within adorned his flank, Jessica promptly thinking on an appropriate nickname to give him concerning this.
Booky... glasses...four-eyes? No that's mean, hmm... professor? Oh I've got it! Ledger!
The grey pony, newly dubbed Ledger cleared his throat as he looked at Ebony, an eyebrow raised as he spoke towards Sunny while gesturing to the door. A few growl filled words from Ebony made him back up several steps, Sunny raising an eyebrow before a patient smile crossed her muzzle. Dusk meanwhile was failing to hide her amusement at Ledger's discomfort towards the other pegasus. 
Before Jessica could figure out why Ledger didn't seem to want Ebony present she noticed the second arrival. Blinking in curiosity she was surprised when the slender white unicorn smiled and gave a small dip of her head, Ledger looking surprised at their knowing each other as Jessica offered a small wave with accompanying smile. 
Why is she here?
Jessica wasn't upset that the pale pink haired unicorn was here, what she was was curious as to why Ledger and now Fleur were in her room. Sunny seemed to smile at Ledger's confusion, Dusk speaking up with a teasing tone to her voice as the stallion looked quickly between Jessica, Ebony, Dusk and Fleur. Whatever he asked was met by a nod from Fleur, a hoof tapping her muzzle in thought as she mentioned something offhandedly.
From the reaction from Sunny raising an eyebrow inquisitively, Ebony smiling in a slightly sheepish manner and Dusk grinning... well, grinning like she always did, Jessica could surmise what was just said.
Oh no, I am not singing in front of a queen...
Dismissing that thought from her mind she was further confused when Ledger cleared his throat, Fleur smiling as Sunny gave a small nod. A pleasant few words were given towards Jessica from the queen, her name mentioned as she in turn gave a small curtsey which seemed to amuse Sunny. The queen addressed both new arrivals, one more comment given to Ebony before the hybrid equine left, trotting down the hallway in the direction the others had left earlier.
Looking back between Fleur and Ledger, she was startled when Fleur looked towards her with dark purple eyes, a warm smile upon her face.
"~Let home be where your heart lies, apple, my.~" The words were spoken in the equines' language, a raised eyebrow accompanying her voice as Fleur spoke in a tone Jessica would not have put out of place from one of her lecturers.
Ebony moved to sit as Jessica blinked yet again, a slight head tilt given as she realised they were all words she knew, in fact they were the only words she knew in their tongue. Ledger spoke next, although his words were muffled around the book he currently had in his mouth, a book Jessica was rather well accustomed with already.
Placing the alphabet book Jessica had been attempting to solve in her dream down onto one bed, Ledger tried speaking again.
"Jessica." He then tilted his head and spoke again, this time in their tongue. He repeated this several times while Fleur smiled patiently, seating herself while Jessica's mind slowly took this in. Her brain, when not putting her in a self-pity party was becoming a little slow on the uptake. Eventually however it banged the two rocks together, bowed before the black monolith and put the blatantly obvious clues together.
Wait... that's... my name in their tongue?
Fleur looked at Ledger, her long horn glowing as a large roll of paper was pulled from a bag and flattened against a wall. An ink quill scribbled a symbol down, the one Jessica knew was for 'a', the one beside accompanying it she was unclear on however. Fleur smiled encouragingly as she tapped the small symbol, Jessica pronouncing the vowel in their language which was met with a big smile.
The other symbol was tapped and the vowel sound repeated, Jessica coming to the conclusion that it was the capital equivalent of the letter. Slapping her face she groaned into her palm, frustration starting to eat into her. If it was taking this long just to get the basics, it would take weeks, months even until she could hold even a simple conversation.
Ledger sighed at her reaction as Ebony nuzzled her side reassuringly. It was Fleur however who tsked gently and offered a warm smile, bringing Jessica's attention back to the paper. 
"~A... Ah... Apple.~" A picture of an apple was added, a hoof pointed in her direction before repeating the sentence. Jessica's brain thankfully picked up on what was wanted quickly and repeated the sentence, a smile given for her reward. 
And now I feel I'm in kindergarten...
Unlike Ledger who was seeming quite exasperated, Fleur never let Jessica give up. Soon she moved onto other things, a hoof pushed to her chest as she spoke what Jessica thought was her name. She only spoke four words, but of those the only one she could understand was 'my'. Soon however she pointed at Jessica with a hoof, the words spoken but now her name was added.
This repeated several times until Ledger grunted impatiently, a growl from Ebony resulting in the stallion stumbling and almost knocking over the now carefully stacked pile of books he had constructed. Dusk of course finding this remarkably hilarious.
Think Jessica... what is she trying to get you to understand.
She could understand half the sentence, the start and the end but lacked understanding of the middle two. It was frustrating, as Jessica sat on the edge of the bed she chewed upon her lower lip, a habit for when she was concentrating. Fleur shot Ledger a nasty look when he gave a complaining tone seconds prior before the stallion clicked his tongue, moving to tug something out of one of his bags.
Holding something in his mouth he cautiously trotted over to Jessica, giving Ebony a wide birth while still looking rather nervous towards her. He held something out to her, her hand reaching with palm up to accept the item which was dropped carefully onto it. Retreating back, Ledger spoke to Fleur, the mare's eyes going wide as a smile came to her face at what she saw.
"What is... oh!" Jessica looked at what was in her hand, smiling when she identified the item. It was a small badge, attached to a lanyard with what she assumed to be a name etched onto it, a profile picture of Ledger also occupying space upon the rectangle. An identification badge she realised, Fleur smiling as she tapped it with a hoof and then pointed to herself, saying one word. 
Seeing Jessica still wasn't getting it, Fleur tapped the badge again repeating the previous sentence with 'my' and Jessica's non-equine name then pointed towards her. Suddenly it clicked, the answer so obvious she was almost angry at herself. She knew the anger was just born from frustration but it didn't make it any more palatable.
"~My name is 'Jessica'.~" Pointing to herself as she spoke she was met with a wide smile and excited confirmation from Fleur, Ledger's attitude also shifting into something more positive now he had seen progress. Ebony just smiled, the sensation passing from her into the mare showing her own happiness at learning a simple, but very welcome sentence.
Jessica was unsure how long the lesson went for, once she grasped how to introduce herself in the equine tongue she lost track of time. Only when Sunny returned did she notice the sun had travelled a fair distance along its arc, reflecting how long they had been at it. Fleur and a much more tolerant Ledger both spoke reassuringly towards her, some words she picked up, thankfully several more than what she knew yesterday. 
Both spoke towards Sunny who gave a smile, one eyebrow slightly raised at whatever was said. A wave was given to both of her language teachers as they departed, Fleur hesitating before asking Ebony something, the reply given in return making her look thoughtful, a smile upon her muzzle now. Farewells, or what Jessica had now learnt was a word for farewell were given and returned, Jessica proud of her own progress.
Now left alone with Dusk and Ebony, she sighed softly. Reaching to the clothing upon the bed she gently lifted the hairpin from the pile. Turning it over in her hand she found a smile coming to her lips, reaching up to fasten it into her hair on the left side. Making sure it was secure, she walked to the small mirror put at pony height, bending down to observe how it looked. Satisfied after a little alteration to its position she gave a small exhale, now feeling somewhat better.
She had made progress on expanding her vocabulary, understanding several new words and beginning to get a grasp on their written language. Standing upright she felt Ebony's wing brush to her side, reaching to rest her hand upon her friend's head in response. Dusk's voice made her turn her head, the guard addressing Ebony as the two mares conversed. Thankfully, Jessica noted the tone was cordial, Dusk giving a small feminine chuckle as she seemed to recount something.
Moving from the two, Jessica made her way to the window to look outside. She was still getting used to the new shoes, the added height throwing her balance off slightly. Thankfully they weren't high heels or anything, that would have been monstrous to walk in day to day. 
I do wonder where the others are...
Finding herself feeling... to be honest she wasn't exactly sure what she was feeling. She realised she missed the company of the others, Espa especially had become a constant. Rainbow, Sparkle and Spike had been missing so far, growing increasingly inquisitive as to their whereabouts. She knew they had their own lives before she came into it, a little pang of guilt hitting her with that fact. 
And yet they've done so much for me, been there for me, protected and provided.
Before her brain could drown in the growing angst, she instead focused on the rain. A long calming breath brought her focus back to where it should be, on the here and now. The voices in the room she realised had ceased, a warm brush of feathers to her side making her look down to see Ebony looking concerned upwards. 
"I'm fine, really." Her fingers gently stroked down the pegasus's mane, Dusk just clicking her tongue before a playful tone snuck into her voice. Jessica felt Ebony tense under her, a snappy retort given which did nothing to stifle the amused look on the guard's face. 
What is she teasing Ebony about now I wonder?
Jessica had to admit she was happy about the teasing, well not the activity of it so much as the fact the two got along enough for it to occur. She could tell it wasn't malicious, which she was thankful for. 
"Jessica." Turning her head to the source of her name, spying the speaker to be none other than Sunny having returned once again. Beside her stood Sparkle, Spike, Rainbow and several guard ponies. An icy grip slid into her gut, wondering if she was in trouble for something, or anything for that matter. Her expression must have reflected her thoughts as Sunny spoke calmly, smiling warmly as Sparkle mirrored the expression.
Rainbow flew into the room, talking to Ebony who flicked an ear, a curious expression taken onto her face. She seemed to be taken by surprise from what was said, Sunny's voice calm yet determined with a nod given to Ebony's questioning tone. Once more Jessica heard her name spoken several times, occasionally one or two more words picked up on, but nothing to give her the context of the conversation.
Ebony seemed worried, lowering her head before exhaling and looking up at Jessica, a small nod given. Puzzled as to why, the reason was given when Sunny gestured with a slight tilt of her head, leading the way down the hallway; Ebony had been indicating to Jessica it was okay to go with them. Sparkle spoke reassuringly towards Jessica as she followed, Dusk, Rainbow and Ebony walking behind and to her sides. Sparkle keeping pace beside the queen with Spike upon her back, Jessica now re-evaluating her earlier guess about the unicorn.
She could be a personal assistant to the queen, but how they act... is she Sunny's daughter? No... she's a unicorn, but then again Espa is clearly Bubbles' daughter... unless she's adopted? 
Her brain was back in flailing mode, almost able to feel smoke pour out of her ears as she found the equine race confusing. They were so similar to humans but also different in very profound ways, least of all being... well... ponies. Looking behind her as they walked she was a little apprehensive to the number of guards following. The bat-winged ones deferring to Dusk as she spoke, the ones in golden armor acting more like Stoic and staying silent. 
Why so many guards... what's going on?
Despite the reassurances given to her by the equines she knew, not least of all Ebony, she was still feeling a shiver travel down her spine. Something was happening, something quite possibly important for there to be so many guards let alone the queen. Finding herself now lost, unsure exactly where they were as they descended stairs, went down hallways and moved through several doors.
Eventually the windows ceased to be, the only light provided by the orbs and candles that lit up as they got close. Still they descended until finally the ground leveled out and they walked down a long corridor. Jessica was breathing a little faster now, fear starting to tug at her while Ebony also pressed closer to her side. Despite the still very impressive design of the corridors, it was feeling... oppressive now, the atmosphere very different. 
Perhaps it was the lack of fresh air, but it didn't feel inviting down here at all. Rainbow's tone of voice seemed to reflect her thoughts on this, Sunny's given tone of reply showing she also was not fond of this area. Spike, riding upon Sparkle's back gave a little whistle of awe when they filed into a large area lined with crystals. Sparkle specifically seemed a little apprehensive about this place, Sunny comforting her with a few kind words.
The beauty of the cavernous area was blended with new looking construction. Either the area down here was new, or it was barely used given its lack of scrapes, marks or chips in the masonry. The crystals having the appearance of being smoothed down to form a room, untouched jagged ones still lining the ceiling showing their original form. But it was one addition that marred the majestic nature of the room, that addition was the metal bars that showed the true purpose of this place.
In one large area a prison of sorts had been set up. Bars separated an area where within, which was admittedly rather well furnished, twenty or so bug-like equines resided. They all turned their heads to regard the arrival of the group with a mixture of anger, fear and, Jessica noted on a couple of faces, hope.
"They're prisoners? Why?" She knew the answer already but the words were blurted before she could stop herself. If the vision in her dream was correct, they had attacked the others... but it still didn't sit well with her given their similarity to Ebony. Her tone of voice seemed to make several of the insectile-equines look surprised, a well natured sigh escaping Sunny as she spoke towards the guards.
A quick word from Dusk and soon the armor clad equines were spread out to create a perimeter, Dusk herself standing near Ebony and Jessica at all times. The thought of whether it was to protect them, or prevent them doing anything considered an untoward action was a bitter one.
Sparkle spoke towards Ebony, looking rather apprehensive as Rainbow frowned at what was said. Ebony simply closed her eyes and returned to her normal form in a burst of green fire, stepping forward towards the cage. Jessica was about to grab for her friend before realising that she had stopped near the bars, seating herself to look inside with narrowed eyes. 
Several of the bug-like equines started to behave oddly, some looking downwards, others showing expressions of anger. Others flinched as if scolded or struck.
Wait... what's going on?
Sunny stood, watching with slight intrigue upon her face, Sparkle not quite so reserved with wide eyes. A question given by Spike, presumably repeating Jessica's inner thoughts caused Ebony to turn and address him, a look of understanding coming to his face. Rainbow just snorting and gestured with a hoof, the creatures in the cage wincing at whatever she had said.
Finally Ebony closed her eyes before opening them, the bug-like equines moving to the rear of the cage as Sunny turned to address a unicorn guard, the singled out pony moving to open the door with a key held in his magical grip. Ebony's eyes opened and she looked at Jessica, a small smile given as she indicated for her to enter the cage.
What... am I... why?
The icy grip was practically using her bowels as a punching bag now as she took an uncertain step backwards. Were they locking her up, what had she done wrong to deserve that? Ebony blinked and sighed softly, looking towards Sunny with a voice of irritation as the queen gave a small bow of her head to whatever point was given. Rainbow tsk'd and trotted forward, gently head butting Jessica in the backside before giving her a cocky grin as she trotted past. 
"W-What?" Thoroughly confused now she felt her skirt be gently bitten, Rainbow leading her into the cell before gesturing with a hoof that the door was still open. Jessica blinked and looked behind her, reassuring smiles given in her direction easing some of the fear.
Well if they're not locking me up, what do they want me to do?
It was then she noticed the two small creatures looking at her from in the corner. Their glowing blue eyes regarding her with fear, curiosity and... hunger? Jessica suddenly had an epiphany, these were the equine creatures who had stolen her away in the forest. Looking back at Ebony she found her friend glaring at several of them within, a tone of warning escaping her mouth which caused at least two to shy back a few steps. 
They're listening to her? Is she angry for what they did?
Unable to discern what exactly was going on she found herself nudged gently forward by Rainbow once more, the mare seating herself near the exit to the cell as two guards moved to sit inside beside her. A tone of confidence came from the pegasus, gesturing to the two guards and then a grinning nod given towards Jessica. The message was clear, they had her back.
"T-Thank you." Turning her attention forward she blinked in surprise seeing one of the bug-like equines moving cautiously forward, with curled upon its back being the two young ones. Jessica watched, taking a half step back before Sparkle and Ebony both gave reassuring tones, one after the other.
Slowly the pony creature approached, still not looking much better than in the cave. Jessica realising that was partially her fault, still torn on how she felt about that particular issue. Regardless, she watched the equine approach her before pausing a few feet away, one hole covered foreleg partially raised before looking towards Ebony. Jessica followed the line of sight, watching her friend give a small nod before she gasped as something cool pushed to her fingers.
Wait... what?
Two hopeful blue eyes gazed up at her, the equine's muzzle having gently and very hesitantly brushed to her fingers. Raising her hand she looked at her palm, the equine turning to display the two children more clearly, its head moving to gesture to them.
I... I don't understand?
Just when she was about to gesture or ask for a piece of paper, she heard one of the small creatures cry out, its tone a mixture of fear towards her and something else. Understanding dawned within as she hesitantly moved her hand, reaching to place her fingertips upon one of the young insectile-equine's head. The young one jerked away before blinking, sniffing her fingers as Ebony's soothing toned voice filtered into the cell.
"I won't hurt you." Jessica made sure her own tone matched that of her friend, gently stroking over the young one's head as warmth tugged from within her, flowing not only into that particular equine but the one beside it as well as the one which carried them both. All three blinked and relaxed slightly, the two foals settling more as one smacked its mouth as if savouring something, the other lowering itself down to relax.
Once the act was done, the equine-creature that carried them both smiled slightly, bumping its muzzle to Jessica's fingers in a gesture of appreciation before turning to take the two quietly sleeping foals to the corner once more, gently putting them on one of the beds. Blinking as her skirt was gently tugged from behind, she saw Sparkle call out her name and gesture her to come out. 
Taking Rainbow's less subtle cue, she left the cell as it was locked, realising now she had been brought down to feed the young ones. Unsure exactly why, she did notice a smiling face given in her direction from within the cell, a small one returned. She still couldn't forgive them for what they had done, but they had been desperate... that she could understand.
Some of the others in the cage were frowning towards Sunny, possibly due to whatever words she had just spoken. Ebony gave a small reluctant nod to what was said and reapplied her disguise, moving beside Jessica who gratefully stroked her friend's mane. Sparkle looked thoughtful, writing something down upon a piece of paper as they left the cell behind, several guards remaining behind in the chamber. 
As Jessica followed Rainbow and Dusk out she cast a look back, a small smile from one of the now sated foals given in her direction with a sleepy expression upon its face. She offered a smile back, a new warmth filling within her causing Ebony to blink with a look of curiosity before she too began to smile.
Jessica was unsure what was going on, but the small look of gratitude from at least three within the cage made her heart feel a little lighter. Sunny seemed to notice this, something kind spoken in her direction with her name attached. Her expression showed a lack of understanding as Sunny gave a small laugh and smiled more warmly, Sparkle just smiling at Jessica as well.
I guess they're... happy I'm happy? I don't know...
Truthfully she didn't care, while she was still confused, feeling the warmth flow into those two young equines had made her feel... well, useful. For whatever reason they needed her to feed the two young ones, or perhaps they were just testing to see if she could. In either case she now felt she could give something back, even if a little. As they walked down the corridor, hearing the others conversed she still felt a little uneasy about them being locked up.
Of course, one could hardly call that a dungeon...
She walked with her thoughts churning, drifting between ideas, wondering about several things in particular; chief among them why they were incriminated in the first place. They had been in a cave, but then had been transported the vast distance to this place. If they were in a cave not hurting anyone, why go to all the trouble to bring them here to the castle just to lock them up?
The theory they were paying for their crimes had pushed through first, then upon dwelling and considering that idea for a while she decided it didn't make much sense. The prison, which no matter how dressed up it was didn't change its designation, was built for comfort as much as security. The lack of bathrooms was a strange thing, but she had yet to see Ebony actually do anything of the sort herself.
Not that I am watching out for stuff like that...
A little disgusted by the last thought and accompanying mental image she was brought back to the present by Spike trying to get her attention. A claw was waving at her, voice accompanying as he looked a little concerned. Sparkle peeked back at her while they trotted, her voice adding to the concern pushed her way.
"I'm fine, really." Another lie passing her lips as the forced smile was applied. Clearly she had been around these equines too long and they had learned she was a horrible liar, even with the lack of verbal communication. Sparkle's expression said it all, they didn't buy it one bit.
Hearing them converse she tuned it out, aside from of course the occasional use of her name and a few other words she knew, it was pretty much just all noise at this point. Only when they made their way up several stairs did her mood lift. The cause coming from a loud scream of her name before a small bundle of energy expertly dodged around the queen, then Sparkle to impact gently to her legs. 
Looking down she saw Espa smiling up at her, looking excited for some reason. Curiously she regarded the filly, bending down to pick her up, delighted giggles emitting from the equine now in her arms, fore legs gently resting over her forearm. An appearance of Bubbles, Flitter, Jewel and Pinky also lightened her mood further, Sparkle and Sunny asking something curiously to which Pinky nodded in reply so fast Jessica was concerned there might be risk of injury. 
Fears unfounded as Pinky once more bounced about, moving about the group with limbs flailing before finally residing before Jessica. Her tone of voice was quick, excited as blue eyes shone with glee all adding to Jessica's intrigue.
What's... going on?
Sunny just gave a warm smile, nodding to the group, then to Jessica in particular with an almost knowing glint in her eyes. Now becoming very curious she looked about, the guards still accompanying them moving to follow Sunny down the hall as Dusk moved to lead them down a separate passage. 
As Jessica found herself passing her room, she found her inquisitiveness growing with each step, now walking the way the others had kept vanishing to earlier. A delighted tone of voice from Jewel made her regard the unicorn with a head tilt, noticing dark blue eyes focused on the side of her head. Reaching with fingernails in dire need of some clipping, she touched the hairpin and smiled, realising that was what had Jewel excited.
"T-Thank you very much for this, I know you can't understand me... but, thank you." She paused her walking to give a small bow towards Jewel, tone full of gratitude making the mare in question almost misstep. A foreleg held gently before her chest as her expression was slightly bashful at Jessica's action.
A wave of the fore hoof was given, Jewel's tone clearly appreciative of how much Jessica seemed to like the crafted items. Sparkle offering a smile to her friend while Pinky took it upon herself to bounce beside Jessica, trying to get a better look at the hair accessory. While nervously backing away, grateful for when Pinky was coaxed away, Ebony sighing in annoyance while Rainbow guided the pink mare to the front of the group.
That pony... I think she would tire a five-year-old on a sugar binge out...
Still, her antics were endearing and did make a giggle escape her, something she needed which Pinky seemed to calm down to give a warm smile, almost as if that was her intention all along. Once more resuming walking, Jessica found herself being led into a large two door room, within she heard something... nostalgic, the tuning of musical instruments. 
The sound reminded her of something, panic sliding up her spine as she reached into her sweater pocket. Relief was evident on her features when she felt the hard smooth surface of her phone, glad Jewel had slipped it back into the repaired sweater. One of her only items remaining from home, it was now surpassing its use as a phone and had transcended into something much more meaningful.
I used to complain about wanting a new phone, now this one is the only real link I have to remind me where I came from.
Several concerned looks were given her way, Jewel speaking to the others as she indicated to the pocket where Jessica had frantically pawed within. Sparkle looked thoughtful, tapping her muzzle as Spike piped up, the interest of Pinky rather evident as she gazed at the pocket thoughtfully.
Dusk gave a soft chuckle before regarding the other mares and Spike, gesturing with her head into the room. Affirmations were given as they led Jessica inside, allowing her to see the room had been cleared, seating set up before a small stage where possibly meetings were conducted. Or, given it was a castle this was probably where dignitaries or representatives met when staying.
Unsure the true purpose of the room, Jessica was very much aware of what its purpose currently was. Snooty and Fleur stood talking to her two missing guards, Scar giving a small nod in her direction as she entered. Snooty gave a small nod of his own head towards the group as well. Jewel smiled brightly as she trotted over to the stallion, admiration clear in her voice. 
What... what is this?
Looking around she saw several equines on the slightly raised stage, each checking their instruments. Upon her arrival a few looked in her direction with expressions of shock, one in particular having a rather perplexed expression upon her face. The lime green unicorn standing beside a large harp spoke in a questioning tone towards Snooty and Sparkle, both giving nods of their heads in answer.
The answer seemed to be enough for her, a small shrug given as the mare went back to sliding hooves along the harp strings to pluck each string individually, an impressive feat Jessica had to admit. Noticing the tattoo upon the pale green and white haired mare, she couldn't quite place the name of the instrument.
It's a harp, but there's another name for it... ugh, I can't remember it. I guess... Harpy? I always liked them, it'll have to do.
Harpy turned her yellow eyes to the mare standing near her, speaking in a questioning tone to which a shrug was given. The dark grey furred normal pony looked rather elegant, a small pink bow tie fastened around her neck along with a long well kept dark mane, looking far more like a normal hair style than most of the equines. Of course the most distinguishing factor was the fact she was somehow holding the bow for her instrument, in what Jessica guessed was the pony equivalent of a wrist, all while standing upright beside it. 
Her tattoo... I... have no idea. Well she has a cello... or is it a double bass?, I guess Celly? Cellist? Bassy? You know what... Posh. I give up on this one.
The mare now nicknamed Posh, looked with purple eyes towards Pinky, giving a small frown as if they shared some form of history. What that was she had no idea, but Pinky seemed unfazed by the attention. The mare instead gently moved to tug Jessica's skirt with her mouth, the owner of the skirt finding herself tugged along towards an empty bench at the front. Ebony followed, moving to lie beside Jessica while Espa claimed the other side, Bubbles quick to join her daughter. 
Eventually the others joined her in sitting, or lying in their cases. Jessica watching as the two other members of what she presumed to be a musical ensemble got ready. Posh and Harpy both talking to them, although the one on the piano was wearing... interesting eye wear. The white unicorn mare had reflective purple shades on, her two toned blue hair looking as if it had never seen a brush. 
I can't make out her tattoo either, and she's at a piano... and she had shades... Brain, seriously help me out here! You know what, Shades...
Feeling remarkably uncreative at the moment, Jessica observed Shades waving a fore hoof towards Posh with a flippant tone to her voice. Posh had one eyebrow lowered as if unconvinced of whatever Shades was talking about, or the mere fact she was at the piano itself. Without context to their conversation she only had their body language to go off. Ignoring their squabbling, as it was evident that was what was going on, Harpy and the other rolling their eyes at the situation proved the assessment.
The last one was a unicorn stallion, a flute held within an orange magical aura. Quelling her nervousness she watched as the purple furred stallion exhaled at Posh and Shades who by now were openly arguing, Shades gesturing to the piano empathetically before sticking her tongue out at the dark haired mare. The stallion sighed as he flicked the dark brown hair from his face, Harpy giving a small laugh at the other two and their antics.
I guess for him...I can't tell what his tattoo symbol is either. Um, I guess... Flutey? Um... Purpley? Flu? Flute... I give up, good bye originality.
Eventually Fleur spoke up, the four, now including the nicknamed Flute, realising they were now being waited upon causing a blush to cross both the arguing mares' cheeks. Unsure what to expect, Jessica was caught off guard as they started to play, the music filling the room. No, not just music but beautiful music.
Her eyes went wide, it was clearly classical but she couldn't place the piece. It had hints of Mozart, Beethoven and a little bit of perhaps even Strauss within. Closing her eyes she berated herself, there was no way she could place it given such composers didn't exist here. The music was beautiful however, her eyes opening as she rested one hand on Ebony's mane, the other resting upon Espa's head who had claimed her lap once the music begun.
Posh peeked open one eye while she was playing, watching Pinky closely before noticing that Jessica was watching spellbound at the beauty they were creating. A small look of smugness passed over the mare's face before she moved the bow in a way Jessica never thought possible, especially with no hands.
Blinking she realised Snooty, Fleur, Sparkle and Jewel were all looking at her further down the seats. Snooty had an eyebrow raised, his head indicating towards the musicians before looking back at her as if asking for her opinion. A wide smile was given in response, the expression mirrored upon the others, Jewel speaking quietly as Snooty gave a small shake of his head, a smile gracing his muzzle as he gestured towards Jessica with a hoof.
Wait... why...
Her eyes went wide again, blinking twice more as she listened to the music drift through the room. This was for her? From what she could deduce, the four who looked pleased with her reaction seemed to have organised this.
Sparkle... did this for me? After hearing what was on my phone? 
Feeling overwhelmed that anyone would do this for her, the costs involved to organise a private musical number, well if they had to be hired that is and they were not castle staff...
Sitting there she listened to the music, enjoying it all the more as she believed to know the reason behind it. Soon the number finished and she applauded accordingly, a little over zealous she realised as the others laughed politely. Flustering slightly along her cheeks, she was surprised when Rainbow flew up from where she was previously sitting next to Flitter. Placing hooves either side of her muzzle she shouted something out, Shades giving a whoop of delight before Posh gave a dramatic sigh.
Wait... what's going on now?
Harpy, Posh and Flute bowed to the applauding audience before moving aside, Shades looking positively exuberant as she pushed the piano out of the way. Pulling a sheet off what Jessica had presumed was a moved out of the way podium, she was... well she had no real words for how she felt upon seeing a turntable wheeled onto the stage.
"Uh..." Jessica was caught off guard as a record was slapped down, loud music blaring from each side speaker. She certainly was not expecting a microphone to be thrown in a light blue aura towards Sparkle, her own pink aura surrounding it. Cheers went up as Sparkle began to sing, Jessica blinking at the melody and tonality exhibited. It was... if she was completely honest, rather lovely.
Soon Sparkle finished her song, looking around the assembled audience until Pinky raised her hoof. The pink pony moved to the front as another song was played, the microphone held within Sparkle's magical grip for Pinky's benefit. Jessica watched as Spike was next, waving his claw frantically before he too sung a song.
Wait... is this karaoke?
Fleur followed after Spike, her voice like the others remarkably lovely to listen to. Next Espa sung, like Spike it was more adorable than anything else, even Posh joined in after some persuasion from Shades. Just as she was starting to enjoy listening to the others sing, the microphone was abruptly gestured in her direction, a hopeful look upon several of their faces.
... Okay, that was low. This is either a very elaborate scheme to get me to sing again, or they just want me to not feel left out.
Jessica sighed softly, she really had no option. If she declined it would look rude given the others had done so. Before she could steel herself, she notice the microphone move away, Pinky taking her spot for another song. Surprised she looked at Sparkle who gave her a small smile, the others nodding to show she didn't have to sing if she didn't want to. 
Relieved she smiled and sat back, enjoying listening to the others sing while stroking Espa and Ebony gently. Eventually the event wrapped up, the musicians thanked before Jessica realised her bladder was fit to burst. With a quick point and departure from the room, and guards in tow, she made her way to the bathroom and relieved herself. 
Leaving she found Ebony waiting for her in the hallway along with Scar, Stoic and Dusk where they had remained outside the door. Needing some fresh air after being in the room for so long, she made her way to the balcony again. The rain had stopped, the clouds clear and now able to see the stars within the sky. 
Wow were we in there that long?
Leaning upon the railing she looked back over the day she had, from the start with the language lessons with Fleur and Ledger, escorted down to the prison area with the bug-like equines and feeding the young ones to having a wonderful surprise given to her. 
And shoes, can't forget the wonderful outfit and shoes.
Closing her eyes she breathed in deep the cool air, taking in the moment. She had ups and downs, numerous ones in fact but this would be one of the first days that nothing had happened, nothing bad at least. The warmth of Ebony close by and the security provided by the three guards made her feel relaxed. 
Looking down she saw Ebony smiling slightly up towards her, returning the expression back down earnestly. A feeling swelled within her, closing her eyes as she felt the same way she had upon the train with her and Ebony alone. Before she realised it, she had already begun singing with her voice carrying along the night air. 
"When I'm lost in the rain, in your eyes I know I'll find the light..." The song sprung unbidden into her mind, perhaps it was just because of Ebony being close. The song was not one she normally would sing, actually to be fair it wasn't one she actually enjoyed. It was however her roommate's favourite song, thus she had heard it more often than she could count.
"And when I'm down you're there pushing me to the top, You're always there giving me all you've got..." Continuing through the song she barely overheard a strange sound behind her, although she clearly felt Ebony press closer to her side. 
"For everything that's true, I turn to you." Finishing she blinked and heard murmuring behind her, freezing up she slowly turned to look over her shoulder seeing the hallway behind packed with guilty looking faces.
...I wonder if I jump off this balcony, will it kill me.
She looked over the edge, giving it a half hearted amount of thought before sighing and pushing away. A small laugh came to her lips as she heard the group behind her talk amongst themselves, deciding just for once not to care that she was overheard. Leaning over the balcony she gripped the rail, looking out into the night sky with Ebony giving a small laugh at something mentioned, although the mare did try to hide her amusement at it. 
Looking down at her friend she was met with blue eyes gazing back up, a small smile shared between the two before Jessica took in the stars blanketing the sky. The stars may be different, the world may not be her own...
Reaching up she rubbed a thumb gently over the corner of one eye, collecting the tear that threatened to spill. Turning she smiled softly at the guards, equines and Spike as they led her back into the room. 
But with Ebony and the others with me, I will be able to endure until I can go home.

	
		Chapter seven: Compassion



Jessica exhaled softly, her gaze drawn to the dawn sun rising through the gap in the curtains. The warm light spilled over the floor, Jessica idly watching while it slowly crept towards her bed as the minutes ticked by. One thing she had noticed was the sun acted slightly erratically here, it was fast when rising and setting but slowed down to a normal pace through the sky.
Pulled from dwelling on such matters by a dark figure squirming on the sheets, she greeted the slowly opening blue eyes with a smile. 
"Morning Ebony." The insectile-equine gave a large yawn before resting her muzzle back down on the linen, now looking towards Jessica with a smile. Wriggling an arm out from under the blanket, she moved to gently stroke her friend's head feeling the cool smooth surface under her palm. How long they remained there she had no idea, Jessica giving the mare an early morning meal while the sun played over face. 
Moving a hand to brush the hair over one eye, Jessica blocked the sun from its valiant attempts at blinding her. The small snigger from Ebony caused Jessica to regard her friend with one green eye, eyebrow slightly lowered. 
"And what is so funny?" Despite the communication barrier she felt that Ebony and herself had some sort of, understanding as it were. The bug-like mare stuck out her tongue before Jessica gave a playful grunt, smiling however to take any sting out of her behaviour.  Both were however caught completely off guard by the muffled laughter from the other side of the room. 
The owner of the laughter had her forelegs over the edge of the bed, leaning forward to regard them with a smile that even the cat who had gotten the canary would be envious of. A look came between Jessica and Ebony, the understanding from prior was put into overdrive as they each reached a decision. Both equine and human shared a frown before Dusk realised the predicament she had put herself into.
To the bat-winged pegasus's credit, she did dodge the first green aura surrounded pillow launched in her direction. Her triumphant laughter however was cut short when Jessica's lobbed fluffy projectile stuck its mark, the female guard giving a strangled sound as she fell from the bed. Slit pupils looked up seeking mercy, all they found was a second barrage launched from Ebony's use of the second bed's pillows. 
Soon a problem became readily apparent to Jessica, they had fired all their ammunition and now found themselves defenseless against the returned onslaught. From that point forward the pillow war was officially on. Pillows were being launched across the room, two against one although Dusk held her own admirably considering the odds stacked against her. 
When the door opened after a brief knock which in turn caused an immediate cease fire, Jessica found herself blinking at the appearance of Rainbow, Pinky and Sparkle; who, in return were looking baffled at the sight that greeted them. Well, Jessica assumed that was the case but with Pinky's sound of delight it was hard to tell. Before she could stammer an apology for messing up the room, a lobbed pillow struck Ebony full in the face from the doorway. 
"W-Wha...?" Jessica couldn't help but be dumbfounded, how Pinky had suddenly gotten her hooves upon a pillow, let alone two, she could not figure out for the life of her. The stray thought that, just maybe she had dragged them with her to the room in the mere possibility of a pillow fight was a weak one. But it was a weak idea that helped ease her brain as it convulsed in a corner from the sheer absurdity of it all.
Sparkle gave a long suffering sigh, a hoof pushed to her muzzle while Rainbow on the other hand gained a feral like grin. The pegasus vanished in a contrail of colour before returning, another pillow held in her fore hooves. Jessica barely had time to blink again before she felt the down filled object impact to her head, Rainbow's aim rather commendable she had to grudgingly admit. 
Gripping the blanket with one hand to continuing hiding her modesty, her other grabbed the pillow tightly and hurled it back at the laughing pegasus. The projectile missed its mark despite her efforts, sailing out the door to impact the opposite wall. This seemed to only increase Rainbow's amusement until she was smacked from behind by Pinky; the second pillow was now held in the mare's mouth, a rapid shake of the pink mare's head battering the downed pegasus repeatedly.
Soon the pillow fight was resumed in earnest, sides were beginning to be created in the shifting dynamics. Even Sparkle joined in when Spike arrived, much to Jessica's amusement at his eager smile. The seven facing off against each other as teams were solidified, Ebony much to Jessica's relief remained faithfully by her side. Sparkle and Spike made a rather competent team especially with the unicorn's magic while Dusk remained solo, giving as well as she received. 
Most odd was the team of Pinky and Rainbow, they were devastating when working in tandem but had a very odd habit of occasionally turning on each other. Each time was made to look like an accident, yet each occurrence was less and less subtle about it. It was about when Pinky inadvertently became the target for everyone, the pink mare becoming buried under a small mountain of downy comfort that a new presence made itself known in the doorway.
Jessica blinked twice, watching Sparkle almost choke as Sunny raised an eyebrow at the scene presented before her. Dusk offered a bashful grin as she gave a salute, Rainbow, Spike, Sparkle and Pinky bowing quickly a split second after. Ebony however shrunk down a little on the bed as Jessica felt worry gnaw at her, wondering if they were going to get in trouble. She didn't wish for that to happen, least of all she didn't want the queen mad at her, or any of the others.
Fear started to grip within Jessica's chest as she watched Sparkle seem to tumble over an apology in her mouth. The mare looking mortified at what the queen had seen when she entered, that is until Jessica noticed out the corner of one eye, the pillow in the hallway being surrounded by an ethereal blue aura. Without warning it was propelled into the room, Sparkle's eyes going wide at the expected impact. What she didn't seem to expect was the pillow to stop before gently bapping her on the muzzle, Sunny's calm and serene voice sounding amused while laughter came from behind the queen.
Sparkle gained a bashful expression as the laughter broke the tension, Rainbow and Dusk sniggering at Sparkle, Pinky and Spike however a little more reserved with their amusement. Everyone however paused as laughter filled the room, eyes turning to regard Jessica as she tried, and failed to contain the giggles that built within.
She simply couldn't help herself, the entire morning so far had been so strange, so surreal. The last thing she had ever expected to do since arriving in this world was have a pillow fight, let alone one that would have put her old slumber parties to shame. Magic really did offer a very unique spin on an old game, that bizarre thought pushing into her mind only adding to the humor.
Eventually the laughter subsided as she gave a hiccup, reduced to soft giggles and regarding those watching her. Rubbing her eyes with palms of her hands, she blushed at the smiles she was receiving, Sunny herself looking mildly pleased at her mirth. Rainbow and Dusk were both having a similar grin while Pinky, Ebony, Sparkle and Spike were instead showing expressions of relief that Jessica was exhibiting some form of joy.
When she finally calmed down Sunny spoke in her gentle toned voice towards Sparkle who nodded afterwards. Pinky and Spike meanwhile talked among themselves until some form of decision was obtained, what that was exactly, Jessica didn't have a clue. Rainbow however after being queried by Sparkle stuck out her tongue in mock disgust, holding a hoof out with accompanying shake of the head. With that Pinky, Rainbow and Spike left with a wave or two given in Jessica's direction. 
As they exited the room they talked to someone out of her vision, only to have the mystery equine revealed to be Night as she trotted forward. 
Did she throw the pillow?
The playful smile directed towards Sparkle seemed to validate this suspicion, an appraising look given about the manchester scattered around the floor. Both queens spoke to one another, Sparkle interjecting now and again while Jessica gently rubbed Ebony's head to calm her friend. It seemed the bug-like mare was still nervous around the two rulers, but the gaze from Sunny and small smile seeing her and Ebony interacting relaxed her, even if just a little.
"Jessica." Night spoke, looking towards Sunny who gave a small nod as if deferring to the dark queen. The ethereal maned hybrid walked forward, a smile on her face as she made sure to avoid the covering of pillows upon the floor. Once near to the bed she spoke gently towards Ebony, the two conversing before the mare under Jessica's hand relaxed further, giving a small nod of what could have been consent. 
"What are you two talking about?" The confusion and slight annoyance tingeing Jessica's words, reflected rather accurately how she felt about being out of the loop. She knew it wasn't intentional but it was becoming more and more frustrating each day it continued, relying on pictures was becoming somewhat tiresome. Sunny, Sparkle and Night seemed unsure how to convey what they wished to Jessica, Dusk however got in before Ebony could with one simple action.
... Oh please... please tell me that is not going to spread further.
Sparkle put one ear askew while Night and Sunny seemed mildly bemused by the scrunching of the guard's nose. Even as Jessica glimpsed nods of understanding, not to mention her clothing being grasped in Night's aura and placed gently on her sheets, she frowned. One of her hands rested over her face, sighing softly into her palm in irritation. 
Oh joy... it is.
Her actions seemed to surprise the equines before Jessica realised what she had done, smiling quickly and gesturing with her hands to disregard her previous action. The other three, including Ebony and Dusk didn't seem overly convinced but dropped their concerns none the less. 
Understanding she was needed to shower and get dressed, she took the outfit into her arm, the other holding the blanket about her as she slipped off the bed. Ebony trotted behind after reapplying her disguise, the queens making way for her as they remained in the room to converse with Sparkle. Dusk however followed after a quick verbal exchange with Night, soon joining Jessica as the three walked down the hallway. 
Reaching the closest bathroom, she paused in the doorway to smile as Ebony and Dusk waited outside without prompting. A nod from both was given prior to Jessica noticing a maid approach her, a dry towel held within her mouth. Suspecting this was the same maid as yesterday, she had her suspicions partially confirmed when the equine was less hesitant in giving her the item. A nervous smile was exchanged, the light red mare following the expression with a small bow before turning to leave.
Jessica closed the door gently after the maid had left, noticing the clothing she held now in one arm was the longer skirt and armed sweater variety. Deducing that the other outfit was probably getting washed again, she found herself curious about another pair of items she was missing. She had them yesterday, but now they were gone, looking through the clothing for her bracelets she gave a small squeak as they fell onto the floor. 
Sighing at her own clumsiness she gently picked them up, balancing the towel and clothing in one arm to do so. The bracelets were precious to her, she wasn't about to let them go missing now. Crisis averted, she could now take one of the things she loved most about the equine race. Despite it all they could do one thing, very, very right.
I have to admit, they really do know how to make a wonderful shower.
With that she let the blanket drop, which after her juggling of the clothing was already mostly off anyway, before placing her clothing on the side of a basin. The lack of any kind of stool made sense given the equine anatomy, but it didn't make it easier for her to place her towel off the floor, a quirk she grew up with. Sighing she reluctantly placed the towel down before the shower within easy reach, closing the glass door behind her as she entered. 
Adjusting the handle, a rather curious thing she had grown accustomed towards now. It wasn't complex, but it made sense that it was able to be slid along horizontally to allow those without magic to operate. The fact it was waist high did make it a little awkward though she had to admit.
As she was fiddling with the water temperature she felt an unpleasant shiver up her spine, the sensation of being watched niggling into her mind.
Is someone in here?
Turning, expecting to see Ebony or Dusk invading her privacy she was instead met with the after image of an equine within the building steam. Before she could focus enough to make out defining features, the sensation ceased and she saw the room was empty. Shaking her head believing herself to be seeing things, Jessica returned to her shower.
All things considered however, she was enjoying her morning so far.
~~~~~~~

Upon returning to her room she found Ledger and Fleur waiting for her to arrive, the two queens having departed at some point although Sparkle still remained. Seating herself on the bed, Jessica felt Ebony crawl up next to her, the pegasus's warm fur welcome under one of her hands. Dusk meanwhile went about putting her armor back on, methodically tugging the straps tight while regarding the others with feline eyes.
"~Apple.~" Fleur's voice caught Jessica's attention, Sparkle watching curiously as Jessica repeated the word back, a nod of affirmation given by the lithe unicorn. Ledger tugged several scrolls out of his bag before looking up, a head tilt regarding Jessica with expectance clear on his features. Unsure what he was desiring, she looked between Fleur, Sparkle and Ledger for clarification.
Thankfully for her a consensus was reached among them, Fleur stepping forward to speak a short sentence. When Jessica failed to understand, Fleur and Sparkle exchanged confused expressions before Ledger offered a large sheet of paper full of writing. Sparkle gave a nod of thanks before levitating it and pinning it against the wall with her magic leaving Jessica to process the information presented to her.
T-That's a lot of symbols...
She blinked twice, a quick check followed by another showed there was far more than twenty six, twenty eight or even forty seven symbols. She did however see the one she had identified as 'a' within, along with a few others but...
"Is... that the alphabet?" She couldn't be sure, Jessica watching in a curious fashion as Fleur levitated a quill to act as a pointer. Tapping one symbol Jessica spoke before Fleur could.
"~Ah?~" The three equines teaching her looked at each other curiously, Fleur flicking an ear as she looked confounded. Jessica then noticed the symbol had a small dot above it, a sinking feeling building within. Ledger looked sceptical while Sparkle however took a hoof step forward, speaking the sound out which was familiar, yet clearly different from what Jessica had just said.
So... it's not the alphabet? I... really don't know anymore.
She frowned and looked up, noticing Fleur now writing the symbol for 'a' she had learnt yesterday. Tapping it once she pronounced it as Jessica remembered, then tapped the new symbol with the addition of a dot pronouncing the previous sound. Jessica frowned again in thought, next the capital version of the 'a' was put down. She started to feel in familiar territory until Fleur tapped the altered symbol then the 'A' only to pronounce an entirely different sound.
"W-What?" Jessica blinked twice, completely lost by this point. She went over what was said in her head, did the symbol's meaning change based on what was before and after each? Her fingers dug into her hair, emitting a frustrated groan as she came to realise a horrible fact. She had presumed it was a simple exchange of letters, one symbol meant one letter, or one symbol for a word. 
And yet you know more than one language... stupid Jessica, stupid!
She sighed in an almost defeatist fashion, how was she to understand this? She took a deep breath and looked ahead, Sparkle gaining a smile at her renewed concentration. While she focused she felt a reassuring wing brush to her side, Ebony offering a smile up towards as well.
Fleur looked on patiently, tilting her head up to the first letter once again. Jessica frowned and pronounced it herself, rolling the sound over her tongue. 
"~An...Ah-n..~" Ledger exhaled out softly as Jessica failed to comprehend the changing of the symbols, the assumed accents over them altering their sounds. She could tell he was getting annoyed, and it was starting to worry her. Fleur and Sparkle exchanged glances as they talked amongst themselves, noticing Jessica's declining mood. Ledger meanwhile was getting more animated, pointing in her direction with a hoof.
Did... did I assume too much last time? 
Fleur was attempting to calm Ledger down while he seemed to work himself up further, Sparkle laughing nervously before gesturing towards Jessica; who for her part was getting rather confused. It was when Ledger spat out a particular word that everyone tensed, Dusk shifting on the bed and Jessica felt Ebony's wing push harder to her side. 
Sparkle and Fleur looked at Ledger disbelievingly, but it seemed he was too incensed with Jessica's ignorance to be calmed down. Jessica was leaning back at the vitriol in his voice, but even she with her lack of understanding of their tongue knew what he had said previously. He had called her a name, the name she was termed earlier until recently they had taken up using her real name... or the more recent other name they had christened her.
W-What did I do? Why is he calling me that name... was it really as bad as I thought?
Whatever it meant Jessica could clearly tell it wasn't something she would be fond of, growing consistently more nervous at his attitude. Sparkle appeared to be trying to defuse the situation while Fleur shot a disapproving look at the stallion for how he was acting. Dusk however was starting to rise, a low growl of warning building within the pegasus's throat. 
Although it was whatever Ebony uttered next that caused Ledger to realise his mis-step and raise a hoof in surprise.
W-What's going on?
Jessica watched the scene play out before her, Ebony having slowly moved off the bed, her head lowered and wings flared wide. Sparkle and Fleur watched in surprise as the green fire erupted around the pegasus, tearing her disguise apart to reveal her black-chitin covered original body. Ledger gave a small child like whimper as he backed up, his bravado gone as Ebony hissed out a very clear warning.
"Ebony?" Jessica was growing alarmed by the display, Sparkle backing up along with Fleur, moving away from Ebony's intended target. Sparkle's horn began to glow slowly as she backed up, Jessica noticing and assumed the unicorn was ready to step in were this to continue. Ledger meanwhile was quivering, his voice growing higher as he backed up to the wall behind him, finally out of retreating space.
Dusk wasn't completely prone during this, her feline eyes were narrowed as she regarded Ebony closely. All humor gone from the guard's expression as metallic hoof covers pushed to the floor, the soft clinks were all the sound coming from the otherwise silent guard. 
Her body low, Ebony snarled towards her prey as she got within a few feet. Ledger, his voice full of apologetic pleading was met with a firm glare from the insectile-equine. 
Just as things were tipping towards breaking point, Sparkle and Dusk appearing about ready to intervene, Ebony gave an almost disgusted snort in Ledger's direction. With a tattered ear flick her disguise was reapplied, words spoken towards Sparkle and Fleur who nodded dumbly, both exhaling with relieved smiles. 
Jessica just gave her own exhalation of relief as Ebony trotted up towards the bed, tugging herself back up. Looking down at her friend she was surprised when Ebony leaned up to gently nuzzle Jessica's shoulder before flopping down, relaxing once more against her as if nothing had happened. Surprised by the more blatant show of affection she smiled and stroked over Ebony's dark mane, watching Dusk return to her own bed. She couldn't help but also notice the knowing grin spreading along the guard's muzzle as she regarded Ebony.
Did he... insult me? Ebony... acted that way because he insulted me? If so-
She felt a warm feeling grow in her chest, Ebony leaning closer to her side as she fed upon the sensation. Jessica thought on what was causing the reaction until she gave a tiny smile, it was obvious why. How could she not be happy with a friend like the one beside her?
She truly is my closest friend here...
Brought out of her thoughts by the sound of an agitated male voice, she looked up to witness Ledger's muzzle burning red under his fur. He was clearly flustered and spluttering in growing agitation as he pointed a hoof at Ebony, his voice raising in volume with each word. Eyes wide he glanced towards Dusk, a demanding tone of voice entering his speech as Sparkle and Fleur gasped.
Jessica was now lost, she could tell he was upset but by his mannerisms was he wanting Dusk to do something about what Ebony did? She grew alarmed as Dusk's amused grin faded away, replaced instead by a fang filled smile. Leaning forwards on the bed, she spoke in a disconcerting manner, her tone almost dribbling with malicious intent. Whatever her words were they seemed to drain the colour almost completely out of Ledger's face. An impressive accomplishment given the fur covering it.
Ebony much to Jessica's confusion seemed not at all worried about what was occurring, watching with an almost bored air to her. Fleur and Sparkle next gave a disapproving look to whatever Ledger had spoken of in reply to the guard, the stallion puffing his chest out as if to prove a point. 
Dusk failed to look impressed however, mentioning something in an offhanded comment with Jessica's name thrown into it, accompanied with a hoof vaguely directed at the owner of the name. Whatever was said made all other four equines look surprised, Sparkle looking approvingly towards Jessica afterwards while Fleur gave a small smile and nod.
"What... are you all talking about?" Jessica was lost once more, she had no clue to the context, unable to even pick up hints with the speed at which they were all speaking. Sparkle and Fleur questioning Dusk with excited tones while Ledger... well, he was starting to look physically ill. He released a small gurgled squeak as he digested whatever the night guard had spoken of, looking at Jessica with wide terrified eyes. 
Sparkle tapped her muzzle thoughtfully, repeating the more recent name that Jessica had heard them refer to her as. Ledger gave another slightly amusing squeak as he flinched upon hearing it. Ebony noticing this leaned forward to repeat it in a mischievous manner, stressing the word out with a soft accompanying tap to Jessica's longer skirt, the symbol appearing to be displayed in the same place as the shorter variant.
Wait, it has something to do with that?
Jessica regarded Ebony with a questioning look that was answered with a small reassuring smile. Ledger meanwhile was struggling to compose himself from the information he had been presented with. Unconcerned with anything else now, Dusk returned to her lax attitude upon the bed, unable to hide her cheshire like grin in Ledger's direction. 
With a clearing of his throat, Ledger's demeanor changed immensely, almost a complete turnaround as he spoke in a very accommodating manner towards Jessica. 
Wait... why is he sounding so nice to me now?
Jessica did notice the odd fact that he was now completely avoiding eye contact with Ebony and Dusk, along with a slight quivering in his legs when he looked at her directly. Completely baffled with his change of attitude, but not unappreciative, Jessica watched as Fleur tried to hide her amusement at Ledger's discomfort. Sparkle was either better at hiding it, or wasn't even noticing as she looked thoughtful.
Fleur seemed to pick up on this, speaking towards the other unicorn with a questioning tone. Sparkle nodded and smiled to what Fleur must have suggested, an idea looking to have hit her as she trotted towards Jessica. Levitating one of Ledger's pieces of paper, not that the stallion looked like he would even attempt a complaint, she moved the thin sheet before Jessica. Looking towards the pink aura surrounded stationery, Jessica blinked as Sparkle gestured to the paper, a smile on her face as she spoke one word.
Jessica's eyebrows lowered, mulling over in her head what Sparkle was trying to get her to understand. Her brain, taking a break from seemingly plotting against her sanity, decided to play nice and solved the conundrum for her. Her eyes went wide with understanding as she reached a hand to gently touch the hovering paper, a smile coming to her lips as Sparkle looked pleased as Jessica repeated the word.
"~Paper.~" Fleur and Sparkle both gave a nod, Fleur putting forth another word accompanying her head movement. Jessica found herself once more confused as she had her attention turned towards the white unicorn, that is until Ledger cleared his throat making all look in his direction instead. This resulted in the now sheepish looking stallion to cough again and look at Jessica, repeating whatever Fleur had said whilst nodding his head, then following with another word as he shook his head.
Wait... 
Jessica blinked as she tapped her cheek following the gesture with a smile. She nodded once, her mouth slowly moving around the word she had just grasped the meaning of.
"~Y-Yes.~" Slowly she shook her head after speaking, hair flicking over her face before her smile grew wider. "~No?~" 
Jessica followed the second word with an expectant look, earning a relieved smile from Ledger as he nodded, repeating the word for yes. Sparkle and Fleur gazed at each other, sharing a smile before Jessica looked at Dusk, the guard giving her a small nod of encouragement.
Come on Jess, take it slow. Learn the basics... the words that will... wait, that's it!
Ebony shifted against her as Jessica moved forward, pointing with a finger at the paper before making a gesture to have it. 
"~My paper, yes?~" Jessica's hope of getting the question across was met with Fleur giving a wide smile, Sparkle looking intrigued but delighted at Jessica using the words together, if probably horribly mangled syntax-wise. Receiving the paper Jessica then followed with a gesture to write something, Ledger speaking up to remove a quill and ink pot. Sparkle thanked him as she levitated it in her magical grip and gently offered it to Jessica. 
Before Jessica could grasp the items Sparkle tugged it back just out of reach and spoke, gesturing to what she held in her magical grip. This caused Jessica to blink, trying to figure out what the word meant exactly. Ultimately it was narrowed down to two options, Sparkle was either trying to teach her the word for the item, or perhaps teaching her manners. 
Deciding that Sparkle seemed the type to focus on one matter before introducing other variables she took a deep breath and made the gesture to write. Sparkle nodded and repeated the word as Jessica pointed to the paper on her lap, naming it and then hesitantly reaching to poke the quill and speaking the other word. 
Sparkle gave a patient smile and shook her head, the quill was tugged out to be held in a separate pink aura to eliminate confusion. The ink pot was bobbed before her, the word repeated before another word was given for the quill. 
"~Quill... Ink?~" Jessica pointed to each in turn, earning another nod from her teachers. Receiving the items, Jessica frowned and started to sketch upon the paper. Now it was the assembled equines turn to be curious, all waiting patiently until she completed her drawing. Fleur stepped closer as Jessica turned it around, pointing at the picture with a curious look. 
"~Is?~" Jessica made sure to give the word a questioning tone, unsure if there was some way in their language to indicate such without sounding unsure of everything she spoke. Thankfully it was understood, Ebony craning her neck to look in surprise at the rough image of her normal form upon the paper. Fleur and Sparkle upon seeing the image started emitting small laughs behind their hooves at Jessica's curiosity.
I guess it's any teachers' dream when their student shows the desire to learn...
Dusk was just looking bemused from where she was lying upon the bed, Ledger however just looked happy the attention was now completely off him. Jessica noted at least he was getting some colour back to his visage, no longer looking about ready to faint was a plus. Sparkle looked towards Fleur with a small bow of her head, allowing the other unicorn to field the question. 
Giving a small smile Fleur reached up with a hoof to tap the drawing, stressing one word out slowly as she spoke.  Repeating it back, she was corrected twice until Jessica finally came to speak it well enough to earn a nod. Now Jessica had a name to give towards her friend, although she was unsure whether it was Ebony's personal name or the name of her kind.
"~Changeling...~" Jessica rolled the sounds around in her mouth, tongue playing over the strange pronunciation. She had no idea what the word itself meant, but it felt good to know it regardless. With this success she drew another sketch, this time of a unicorn, then a pegasus, a normal pony and finally a rough image of one of the queens. Each of these gave her another small nugget of language to use, for which she was grateful.
This method continued for a while, Jessica drawing a picture or pointing to something around the room to learn the specific word. She knew she would have to practice what she learnt today to retain the knowledge, but...
But... she was enjoying herself. After the... altercation earlier on assuming things, she was now simply letting herself be taught in this simple way. Jessica wasn't sure who had thought of it, but she had a feeling Sparkle may have had some factor in its conception. The unicorn herself was seeming quite delighted at Jessica's thirst for learning new words, expanding further upon her vocabulary and understanding.
Eventually even Ledger became more relaxed, although he seemed more eager to please Jessica now for some unknown reason. This was found particularly hilarious by Dusk, the stallion giving her a wide berth along with Ebony until the lessons were over. 
Ledger excused himself as he left in a hurry, barely giving himself time to pack his things which resulted in the mares to share an amused look at his departure. Sparkle however looked curious afterwards, talking to Dusk while Jessica heard her name mentioned several times. Watching the guard she saw her appear amused by the question, mentioning things in a casual manner which in turn caused Sparkle to look further intrigued. 
I wonder what they're talking about... oh! I almost completely forgot!
Jessica gave a gasp causing others to look at her before she flustered slightly, gently pointing towards Sparkle. 
"~Name is?~" Her tone carefully kept curious, still unsure whether she was doing it in the phrase of a question properly. Sparkle seemed to realise what she wanted, or simply ignored the errors, much to Jessica's relief. The unicorn spoke what must have been her name, Jessica testing it in her mouth a few times before smiling and repeating the same action with Dusk and Fleur. 
Finally she pointed towards Ebony who looked up at her with inquisitive blue eyes. When nothing was spoken Fleur tried to prompt her to speak, this resulted in Ebony shrugging before tilting her head up as one ear went askew.
"Ebony." The mare spoke quietly, Jessica blinking before shaking her head.
"~No, name is?~" Jessica thought Ebony may have mis-understood, but even asking again got the same response. Dusk and Sparkle addressed Ebony, their tone of voices curious as Ebony shrugged again, offering a small smile up towards Jessica.
Whatever was said seemed to make Dusk grin while Sparkle gave a small exhale with accompanying smile.
She... is using the name I gave her?
Jessica wasn't sure what to think on that thought, returning Ebony's smile as they remained seated on the bed. Whatever the case, she enjoyed Ebony's company without a doubt. The fact that her friend had adopted the nickname she had dubbed her with was touching, even if she was now determined to learn her true name eventually.
Fleur took that as her cue to leave, speaking to Sparkle who gave a firm nod at whatever was mentioned. Jessica thought she heard several mentions of her name along with a few other words she learnt to say in their tongue today. Fleur paused before trotting over to the bed, a smile coming to her muzzle when she spoke towards Jessica with a hopeful look upon her face.
"Um... how do I say this right..." Jessica absently chewed upon her lower lip, her brows knitting in thought as she went over in her head before replying, "~Where... is... be?~" 
Fleur gave a pleasant laugh, her head shaking with a polite sounding rejection of what Jessica had said. This resulted in Jessica sighing but smiling slightly, she guessed Fleur was asking her to get food with them later but wasn't sure. The problem is she still didn't know how to structure sentences properly, the equine language seemed to have little, well... traps. Certain words had to go before others to make the sentence work she discovered, otherwise the tone and context shifted. 
That's my theory... or I am simply just not getting it at all.
Dismissing the lurking spectre of self pity looming within her mind she thought on the progress she had made today. Real progress, not just assumptions like yesterday which meant she was going to have to focus on oral communication long before written.
Although hopefully I will be home before that is required.
Brought from her thoughts by Fleur's curious sounding voice, Jessica blushed a little in embarrassment that she had been inadvertently ignoring the equine. The white unicorn took Jessica's expression in stride, a comforting smile coming to her face as the tone of her words were soothing. Ebony meanwhile squirmed and sat up, looking at Jessica who met her gaze. 
Pushing her mane to Jessica's fingers, Ebony encouraged the feeding process that Jessica was now well accustomed with. Pulling back she then made chewing motions with her mouth than pointed a hoof up at Jessica, an ear flick accompanying the action at the end. 
Let's see if I get this right from what I learnt today...
"~Food, yes?~" Jessica grasped the meaning and spoke accordingly, all four mares giving her a nod which caused a smile to tug at her lips. Looking towards Fleur she followed with a firm nod, grateful to have someone as patient as her aiding in learning their language. "~Yes!~"
Her enthusiasm was met with polite laughter, a nod from Fleur given towards Sparkle, Dusk and then with a little pause also towards Ebony. The last gesture seemed to surprise the pegasus, one hoof held up while balancing upon the remaining three on the edge of the bed. Jessica had to admit, despite everything else it was a rather impressive feat she didn't fall onto the tiles.
Soon afterwards Fleur left, Jessica once more unsure how much time had passed by. Looking out the window she noticed the sun's position as another stray thought came to her.
Is a day even 24 hours here? 
Her brain was having none of it though, now almost in open rebellion it resisted all attempts at pondering further on this issue. She had a sneaking suspicion when she returned home she would not be doing any puzzles or word games, lest her mind go fully on strike.
Absently stroking Ebony's mane she was glad however to be picking up more of their conversation. She had an inkling on some words previously, but it was nice to have them now confirmed. Making it almost into a game, she concentrated on what Ebony, Sparkle and Dusk were talking about. Every time she understood a sentence she gave herself a point.
The game was soon called due to growing depression when she only had about twenty points after several minutes.
Stupid game...
Hoof steps brought Jessica from her mental attempts to strangle her brain, the thought she was slowly losing her sanity was not a new one; that was for sure.
"Jessica." The sight of Sparkle bowing accompanied with Dusk giving a salute alerted her to the owner of the voice. As suspected, Sunny entered accompanied with a bleary eyed Night following behind, trying in vain to hide a yawn behind one hoof. From the look on the dark queen's face she surmised that she was more inclined to be nocturnal. 
That's right, she was outside in the courtyard last night.
Filing that information away for later, she was reminded on how lucky she was to have the queen's favor. It was however hard for her to understand why, was it simply due to her being an alien in their world? 
She... seems really interested in that book though in my dreams.
It did make sense to Jessica though, it was in their language not to mention it was what she surmised to be the reason she was sent here. Mentally admonishing herself, Jessica knew where those thoughts were leading and cut it off at the pass with another idea. It was entirely possible that Night was interested in the book, but it was also very obvious she was helping her for another reason entirely. That reason exactly why eluded her currently, but the way Night gave her a smile seemed to lend credence in a positive direction.
Smiling back at the queens she noticed Scar and Stoic were also with them, hopefully after having obtained some rest. Jessica mused on the fact that the other bat-winged guards were only really around at night time, yet Dusk was with her during the day and slept through the night. Adding to the growing pile of 'find out later', she instead favored the two male guards with a warm smile.
Scar returned the expression, albeit in a reduced fashion while Stoic gave a barely perceivable nod of his head. Noise echoing down the corridor alerted Jessica to someone else approaching, blinking twice as the sound got closer. Soon Spike ran in, pointing excitedly as he talked at a hurried pace to Sparkle. Raising an eyebrow curiously, the unicorn looked outside as the queens moved aside allowing Rainbow to fly in, grinning rather smugly. 
Completely lost as to why Rainbow was looking so positively pleased with herself, Jessica noticed Pinky, Flitter and Jewel following behind. Upon spying Ebony, Jewel's mood soured slightly while Flitter gave a soft squeak and retreated back into the hallway; Ebony for her part simply snorted and avoided eye contact with either of them. Jessica's attention was then tugged away, looking instead at Sunny and Night who were talking with Sparkle and Dusk. 
Curious as to what their conversation entailed, she was pulled from attempted eavesdropping by Rainbow giving into loud laughter. Whatever Sparkle had spoke of caused Night and Sunny to exchange glances, both giving soft sighs while Dusk exposed her fangs with a self satisfied smile. Jewel seemed to gasp loudly, followed with a soft mumble under her breath as she flicked curls of mane with a fore hoof. 
Sparkle tried to look cross at Rainbow for her outburst but seemed to concede with the funny side of whatever they were discussing. Spike having sniggered behind a claw, trying to hold his laughter in appeared to have helped Sparkle see the humor. Flitter's reaction was to direct a nervous glance at Ebony, the mare in question raising an eyebrow which earned another squeak from the timid pegasus. Ebony spoke next, sounding slightly frustrated as Flitter blinked, even Jewel stopped looking quite so put off by the mare.
Sunny and Night gazed at Sparkle, Sunny's voice prompting further explanation from the purple unicorn to which both queens frowned when Sparkle was done talking. Rainbow flicked an ear at what she heard, snorting from her nostrils before hovering with forelegs crossed over her chest. Jewel and Flitter however looked towards Jessica, the former looking positively incensed while the latter had a sympathetic look on her face.
Are... they talking about when Ebony got angry at Ledger?
Night turned her attention towards Dusk, her tone containing the barest hint of anger to which the guard gestured towards Ebony with her head. A few words followed and the situation seemed to be defused, the equines relaxing with Ebony's small addition to the conversation. Relieved that whatever was brewing had been nipped in the bud, Jessica blinked as Sunny looked in her direction.
The white queen seemed to base what she was saying on what Jessica had grasped today language wise, mentioning food, the name for Ebony's type of equine and to follow. Thankful for it being spoken in such a manner she nodded, somewhat surprised by her own, ever so slight desire to see them again. She was slightly confused as to why she felt that way, putting it down to guilt and the cute young ones.
I do... feel bad for them I guess. 
Bending forward she slipped her now beloved footwear on, securing the straps as her toes wriggled within. Almost as an afterthought the hair clip was added as well, fussing with her hair to get it situated correctly. A look at Jewel was given, a smile once more conveying her gratitude for the gifts, which the expression seemed to be gracefully accepted by the mare. Surprisingly Jewel then looked thoughtful, turning her head to speak to Night who in turn seemed to mull over the words. A nod was given making Jewel give a small squeal of delight before turning her head to speak towards Flitter within the hallway. 
With a few words spoken to the others, Jewel and Flitter trotted off, a parting loud exclamation from Jewel confusing Jessica. It was then she noticed that two mares were missing, and had been for several minutes. Thinking back she realised it was just after everyone had calmed down that they had slipped out of the room; this led her to wonder just where Rainbow and Pinky had gotten off to. 
As she started following the queens and Sparkle, she found she didn't have to wait long for the answer. Dusk tried to hide the snigger behind a hoof but failed abysmally, even Jessica had to try hard not to giggle. The mystery of why Rainbow was looking smug earlier along with the question of what the three of them had been up to for the afternoon, was thusly solved.
Spike didn't fare quite so well in containing his amusement, bursting into laughter from upon Sparkle's back, having been levitated there a few seconds prior. Somewhere down the line the two missing mares and possibly Spike must have decided to settle whatever debts they felt were owed from the morning's pillow fight. It seemed the three of them had been at it for most of the afternoon, although she was certain it couldn't have been this bad until just recently. 
And... I think Rainbow might have lost...
The reason for Jessica's conclusion was rather evident, given what was presented to her down the hallway. Rainbow was pinned under Pinky who, with great relish was shaking her head like a dog with a bone, the pillow clasped in her teeth battering the pegasus without mercy.
Tell tale signs of an epic battle were littered down the hallway as Rainbow alternated between screaming out something repetitively and laughing uncontrollably. Pillows from various bedrooms were strewn about the tiled floor, Jessica in awe of just how much of a mess the two had created in such a short time. Pinky paused in mid swing of her head, the pillow slowing to simply rest over Rainbow's mane as they noticed they were being watched.
Two sheepish grins were given before Pinky took the opportunity to give one last smack with the pillow, bouncing about upon all four hooves as Rainbow grudgingly seemed to admit defeat. Well, Jessica presumed that was what happened, given the pegasus was now zipping about in a contrail of colour and the pillows were vanishing from their resting places. With a tolerant sigh from Sunny, and amused look from Night they fell into step behind the group.
Just as Jessica looked back down the corridor, curious as to where Bubbles and Espa were she noticed a male unicorn with a flowing beard looking back at her, one she had not seen before in the castle. Strangely he seemed, somewhat out of focus as if he wasn't really there. His mouth was moving as if to speak but no sounds issued forth, although what was most disconcerting was how he was approaching her while flickering in and out of sight. 
A gasp escaped her lips as Ebony and Rainbow turned to look behind at the sound, their expressions seemed puzzled as the equine apparition continued to get closer. Jessica took a step backwards, bumping into Pinky who gave a little sound of surprise, giggling as if Jessica was simply playing around. Jessica's attention was torn away from behind her to see where she was going, but when her head snapped back there was no sign of the ghostly equine.
The most frightening thing for her however was how none of the others seemed to be reacting, or showing any signs of having noticed it. Concerned voices were put towards her, her breathing slowly calming down to an acceptable level after several seconds had passed.
"I-I'm fine..." She tried to gather her thoughts as the equines along with Spike easily saw through her lies. Scar and Stoic fell into step behind her as she continued forward, both guards looking concerned as she started to follow once more. But one truth was abundantly clear, she wasn't fine.
W-What was that... am I really losing my mind? Am I seeing things?
Taking a deep breath she felt Ebony's warmth push to her legs, blue eyes looking up with worry written on her features. Gently stroking over her friend's mane she kept pace with the others, now aware everyone was watching her a little more closely. 
~~~~~~~

Thankfully the trip down was without appearances of spectres, ghosts, or apparitions conjured up by Jessica's stressed mind. Their group made its way down to the crystal cavern without further incident, well at least none from Jessica's side of things. The others were regarding her as one might regard a bomb, although that might have just been her imagination putting a darker spin on things. Throwing the cynicism aside she knew they were just concerned for how she acted earlier. 
Occasionally she would catch glimpses of one of those in front giving an attentive look back in her direction. Their concern was nice, but she was more concerned on what had happened in the hallway. Jessica blinked as realisation struck her, was that what occurred in the bathroom as well?
Am I really going nuts? No... It must just be stress.
A shiver ran up her spine at the sudden connection of facts, Ebony reacting to push closer against her side. Comforted by the pegasus she buried her fingers deeper into the dark mane, seeking the reassuring sensation between them. Sparkle meanwhile was in a conversation with the two queens, Spike throwing his input in every so often to whatever they were discussing. Pinky and Rainbow on the other hand were looking at her closely now, taking it upon themselves to stay close. 
The guards, almost reacting to an unseen threat stuck closer, Dusk in front with Scar and Stoic in the rear. Jessica could tell they were unsure exactly why she was jittery, but she was thankful for their diligence; Dusk wasn't even grinning right now showing the guard's unease.
And now I've worried them all.
Finally however they approached the lengthy corridor leading into the cavern, a row of guards saluting Sunny and Night as they led the way down. A few seemed to give respectful nods towards Scar, with some of the bat-wing variety giving little salutes to Dusk as well.
I guess they're captains of the guard, or... just respected members?
Jessica tried to distract herself from letting her mind run on idle, flicking between thoughts on a whim as her shoes clacked on the tiles, imitating the hoof sound rather well. As they entered she was dazzled by the crystals, this time able to truly appreciate their beauty where as last time she was caught off guard by other things. Those so called 'other things' turned their heads to regard their arrival with mixed emotions.
Like yesterday there was a variety of expressions, although much to Jessica's surprise now a majority had a hopeful look on their faces. A couple even seemed relieved to see them, that is until Jessica realised it was in fact Ebony they were relieved to see. The pegasus dropped her disguise as she trotted towards the bars, seating herself down like she had the previous day.
Jessica watched as Spike started to take notes while Sparkle dictated, Sunny and Night appearing content to quietly observe. Pinky was more curious about the crystals, pulling faces into one of the reflective surfaces while the guard beside her raised an eyebrow. Amusingly he also shuffled a few steps away from the perceivably crazy mare.
Rainbow meanwhile flew down to land beside Ebony, one eyebrow raised as she gestured into the cage. Several of the '~changelings~' - Jessica still unsure on the meaning of the equine name - gave a glare at the cyan pegasus's proximity to Ebony. One stepped forward to hiss a warning, Rainbow in reply snorting and dragging a hoof along the bars in a taunting manner until Ebony spoke up, the mare having remained silent up to that point.
Instantly the outspoken bug-like equine recoiled, lowering its head as if mortified to what was said. The others in the cage shot the outspoken one a glance as Rainbow blinked, a sound of admiration in her voice as she looked at Ebony. Pinky now bounced over, peeking over Ebony's head as her tattered ears flattened at the pink mare's proximity. Jessica could tell the incessant questioning tones were beginning to either bewilder, or wear on Ebony's patience.
Sparkle seemed to notice this and called out to Pinky, the addressed mare perking her head up before trotting over as the unicorn talked to her. Whatever was said it seemed to calm her down, a look was given in Jessica's direction before Pinky nodded, smiling after.
Huh?
Unable to comprehend what they had decided upon, Jessica was caught off guard when Pinky came to stand beside her, a playful nudge of her hoof drawing her attention down. The mare just gave a warm smile up at, nodding towards the cage as Jessica watched. 
Pinky she had to admit, confused her greatly. On one hand she was almost as unpredictable and borderline crazy as someone could be while still being on the right side of sane... although Jessica felt a little hypocritical thinking such, especially with her current mental stability. On the other hand, such as at that very moment it seemed to be her self imposed duty to cheer her up, to make sure she smiled, or at the very least comforted. 
I... get the feeling, I might have judged her unfairly like I did Rainbow.... 
Looking ahead once more to ignore the pang of guilt, she watched Rainbow seated beside Ebony while observing the contents of the cage. Inside she noted that the insectile-equines were reacting as if they could hear something, all moving to the back as the cage door was opened by a guard. Rainbow gave Jessica a confident look, one that implied she would help if need be.
Ebony cast a glance her way, Night and Sunny watching with small encouraging smiles while Jessica's three guards remained nearby. A small nod from Ebony was all she needed to enter the cell, Pinky and Stoic following her in to stay near the entrance. Rainbow's voice caused Jessica to turn, seeing the pegasus give her a firm nod and grin, encouraging her onwards.
A smile was given in return before she took a deep breath. Looking ahead at the mass of bug-like equines she took in the various gazes given her way, hunger was the primary one but also, although it may have been her imagination...
They're... smiling?
Jessica realised she was correct, looking back at Ebony she noticed her friend give a small smile accompanied with a reassuring nod. Sunny and Night continued to silently encourage her while Sparkle was still having Spike write whatever she spoke of. Turning her attention forwards again, Jessica gave a small gasp as two pairs of luminescent eyes regarded her carefully. 
One of the older '~changelings~' looked down at the two small equine creatures, speaking in a reassuring way as they both looked up at it. Jessica couldn't be sure, but she had a hunch that it was the same one that was with them the previous two times. How she could tell, that was a mystery but the way it acted gave some credence to her suspicion.  
Soft little chirps came from the young ones, Jessica blinking as they looked up at the older equine creature standing above them. Both froze and turned to look at Ebony suddenly, their tattered ears perking as she smiled and gave a small nod. Looking next at each other they slowly, and ever so cautiously approached Jessica. Their minder followed, a fanged smile upon her smooth muzzle, watching their antics almost like a proud parent. 
Soon they were half way towards her, one sitting itself down to give a little chirp before sniffing the air. The other, its brother or sister, Jessica had no way of knowing was a little more brave and looked up at her with a mixture of fear and hunger on its face. Most startling however was a third emotion she never expected to see, delight starting to become evident as it closed the distance.
The other, not to be outdone and only with a little gentle coaxing from the minder, followed behind. Jessica's heart melted upon seeing them, her worries pushed aside as she bent down and smiled warmly. Upon seeing her reaction the other bug-like equines relaxed, the minder giving a long sigh of relief as she approached with the two, never straying far.
They are adorable...
Holding her hand out, the braver one crept forward and sniffed at her fingers before looking up at the adult accompanying it. A small nod was given which led to its small head pushing to Jessica's fingers, letting her stroke over its smooth chitin. Her second hand was offered which was met with the same reaction from the other until Jessica had the two equine children being fed. When they were sated she moved her hand to the minder, a look of surprise given as it recoiled slightly to her offered fingers.
Ebony's voice caused the bug-like equine to relax and allow her head to be stroked, Jessica mindful of the small tattered fin which acted as its mane. The minder gave a small grateful smile before Jessica found herself giggling as the two small young ones were, for reasons unknown, competing to get onto her lap while she fed their minder. 
Slightly bemused as to why younger equines seemed to desire occupying her lap, she helped them up and stroked both with her free hand. Her reward was to have them both curl and fall asleep almost immediately, their... well she wasn't quite sure if they had bellies as such but if they did, they were full. Pinky gave a small affectionate noise from where she sat, Jessica flustering and sticking her tongue out at the pink mare in response.
Within seconds however she found herself surrounded, a small spike of fear rising before she noticed their body language. The insectile-equines were looking... hungry, yes... but at the same time they were giving her space, waiting for her permission. 
Exhaling softly she continued to use her other hand to stroke down the minder's muzzle, Jessica feeling the tugging sensation now pull in multiple directions as she felt compassion for them all. Several of the equine creatures made smacking noises, savouring the meal she was providing. Others simply bowed their heads gratefully.
After a few moments she gave a soft sigh, feeling slightly light headed before the malady passed, then providing a small smile as she offered the two young ones up to the minder. With a nod it turned, spreading its glossy wings as Jessica gently placed them upon its back. After they were safely situated, it moved to trot over to the bed and lay them down with a gentleness that Jessica felt was rather sweet.
Slowly getting to her feet she smoothed out the longer skirt, tugging the sleeves back down from where they had crumpled up her arms slightly. The insectile-equines slowly stepped back, Jessica noting with a glance behind her that Ebony was looking pleased. Her attitude seemed to make those within the cage relax further, now all looking far healthier with a meal.
I guess I have a use, I get to be the meal wagon... yay me.
Despite her sarcastic thoughts, Jessica had to admit it felt nice to be able to do something like this. She wasn't sure why they were getting her to do it, or if it was in fact an ability unique to her. Given from what Night had showed her in her dreams, Jessica was positive there were very few good feelings going about the other equines for feeding purposes. 
Looking back she saw the others ready to escort her out, what she did next however seemed to surprise everyone.
Walking forward rather than to the exit she heard a few concerned sounds from behind, Rainbow in particular sounded rather confused as to what she was doing. Making her way to the bed she offered a smile, the insectile-equines looking up at her with concern before their eyes flicked past her, gazing at the equally confused looking Ebony. A nod was given from her friend which seemed to make them blink, nodding in reply before shifting back to give Jessica room.
Reaching down she gently stroked over the two sleeping foals, unsure if that term even applied to them. One flicked its small tattered ear and raised its head, making small smacking noises with it's mouth before blinking and gazing up at Jessica. With only a slight hesitation it raised its head to rub a short muzzle to her fingers, chirping softly before speaking in a young voice. 
Whatever it was attempting to say, their minder gave a small smile and appeared to correct it in the equine tongue. Jessica giggled as the young one tried again, chirping in frustration before giving a small sulk. 
"I guess we're both learning how to talk, aren't we?" Her words were met with confused glances until she smiled, addressing her next words to the young foal-ish one gazing up at her. "~My name is 'Jessica'.~" 
"J-Jeeee...Jeeeeesss...." She couldn't help but giggle as it struggled around her name, it looked to be trying to learn the equine language and now she had given it a word in an entirely alien language. The others looked amongst themselves, appearing somewhat amused before the minder moved closer, giving a bow of its head.
"Juh-see-ka..." The words struggled around its mouth before it switched to the equine tongue next. "~Thank you.~"
Jessica smiled and gave a small nod, certainly grateful for the language lesson this morning despite the low point near the start. She had gotten several useful terms, words and phrases out of it. Simple, basic things but... they helped, every little bit helped.
Reaching to stroke the minder's head, she decided its nickname to be such... that is if she could figure out how to define it from its peers. Minder moved its head to receive the stroking, getting one last little snack and piece of affection. Standing up straight once more Jessica waved to those she had just fed before turning, blinking at the expressions she was now on the receiving end of.
Smiles dominated most of the faces directed at her, although Spike was pointing a claw at his mouth and making gagging noises; well, until Sparkle clipped him over the head with a scroll that is. Night seemed to be nodding, a glance shared with the other ruler as if something was validated within their minds. 
The one she was most surprised by was Ebony, her friend looking proud and smiling towards her. She had not seen her looking so, well... open with her emotions before. Unsure why, she exited the cell hearing the door sliding closed with a clank behind her as Stoic and Pinky followed her out. 
Walking to Ebony she smiled and slid to her knees, Rainbow having politely moved aside to give them room... although the pegasus couldn't give up the opportunity to give a teasing toned few words towards the chitin covered mare. Ebony for her part looked curious before relaxing as Jessica slipped arms around her, holding her friend tight as she smiled. Ebony reached up with a hole covered foreleg to rest it upon one of her arms, the moment continuing until Rainbow rolled her eyes, throwing in one more comment for good measure.
Ebony stiffened immediately, glaring at the cyan pegasus while Dusk burst into amused laughter, Rainbow following shortly after. Pinky looked excited, bouncing around as firm denial escaped Ebony's muzzle, Jessica standing upright with a confused expression as to what was occurring. Whatever it was it seemed both queens were amused by it, Sparkle giving a long good natured sigh at Pinky and Rainbow's antics.
After everyone had calmed down, with only small sniggers emitting from the two trouble making pegasi, they turned to make their way upwards. As Jessica was about to leave she heard her name being called out, looking down to see Ebony smiling and gesturing for her to look back. Turning she saw Minder by the edge of the cage, the two young ones on its back, waving at her. Waving back she smiled, her heart feeling several times lighter due to the encounter as she also noted the guard nearest to the bars was trying to hide a smile.
With that they made their way back up to the main floors, leaving the cell behind. But the smile didn't leave Jessica's face until many hours later.
~~~~~~

The next few days seemed to follow an almost set pattern, she would get up, find one of her sets of clothing was clean, and then after a shower have language lessons before feeding the prisoners. She was thankful that Ledger was now treating her with far more patience, but then again she was also trying harder to learn, so it was a two way effort she felt. He was however still very wary of Ebony and Dusk, a fact that amused the latter to no end.
Sparkle had aided in at least two more of the language lessons, and it was nice when she did but Jessica was still infinitely appreciative of Fleur as a teacher. The unicorn was patient, kind but also stubborn where she needed to be to get Jessica to focus. That isn't to say Sparkle wasn't, but Fleur did so in a way that made you wish to learn. Well, that's how Jessica felt on it anyhow.
Strangely enough Posh had also begun attending the lessons as well, helping the others with teaching Jessica. The musicial inclined pony seemed to have a knack for getting an idea across, helping Jessica with pronounciations much to her gratitude. Shades would usually also accompany her, and like clockwork would get bored at some point and get kicked out by the dark haired mare once she started becoming a nuisance. 
Of course after getting kicked out she would often get up to mischief with Rainbow and Pinky. While that wasn't a fair assessment to make, there had been some intriguing pillow fights occurring within the halls of the castle, that was for sure. Jessica had never seen anyone use a speaker system to launch pillows before.
The castle itself had become her... sanctuary so it were. Jessica could see the crowds waiting outside diminish each day, only a few of the most steadfast remained now, snapping pictures whenever they got a peek of her. Most noticeably though, Jessica noticed the reduction in guards flying around above Ebony when they went outside. Whether they were better at hiding, or had been cut down in numbers, she was unsure.
This fact didn't seem to bother her friend at all, she seemed impassive about it as she seemed to be about most things. Thankfully, the queens no longer made her quite as nervous, which was a definite plus given how often Sunny and Night would talk to her now. What they talked about Jessica only had a mild grasp of it, from what she could gather they were discussing about a home and the equine term for Ebony's kind. 
Jessica had also spent more time with the musicians, although they did have the annoying habit of encouraging her to sing. However, it was nice that they and the others she knew were getting along rather well, even including Snooty. She had quickly come to realise that Snooty and Fleur were together, but she could tell they complemented each other well in their personalities. Although she was confused as to why Jewel was always so eager to speak with him, but she assumed it had something to do with the unicorn's ability to make beautiful clothing.
On that note, Jewel had crafted more clothing items for her. Jessica's continued efforts to stop Jewel from doing so was met with polite refusal, the unicorn almost seeming to take it up as a challenge. She would constantly leave into the city, sometimes taking Flitter with her, only to return with various materials which she would remain late up at night crafting with. Now, Jessica had several more items to wear, mostly under garments after she relented and through diagrams and her limited vocabulary explained what they were for.
To her credit, she had only almost died of embarrassment once. Along with more bras and panties, she had a long night shirt, something she could wear to bed finally. Another few tops and skirts had given her quite the wardrobe, the mare's generosity was simply staggering to her. Still, she vowed to repay Jewel before she returned home, whenever that would be.
That fact always seemed to bring her mood down. Which is where it led to the current moment, Jessica once more being given an update from Sunny and Sparkle about how their research was going. Through drawings and her meagre, but growing understanding of their language they would detail to her their progress.
As Jessica sat on one of the benches outside, watching the others play, she was not for the first time told bad news. 
"~Home, when?~" Jessica curiously asked, Sunny's expression becoming slightly less optimistic as she replied back. Jessica couldn't understand most of what the queen said, despite trying to phrase it in a way she could... but she got the idea. They didn't know.
It was becoming... frustrating not knowing when she could get home. She wondered about her friends, did they even miss her? Shaking that thought away she frowned at her mind and it's dark turning thoughts. This wasn't her world, it was at times delightful, even wonderful, but it was also strange, surreal and frightening on occasion. All her possessions, all her photos and mementos of her mother remained there too, all except for the bracelets she had upon her wrists.
And... dwelling on it won't help Jess... they're trying.
With a soft sigh she rested her chin on hands, watching the game she still didn't have the faintest clue about being played before her instead of wallowing on, 'what if's. Ebony rested to her side, watching the equines with her looking just as lost as she did as to the rules. Glad for her friend's company she gently stroked over her mane, rewarded with the warm sensation flowing between the two of them. Sparkle gave a small smile, speaking something encouragingly to Jessica before excusing herself to join in the game, her name being called constantly by Rainbow and Spike.
Looking up Jessica saw Sunny was about to say something else before a loud crash was heard, the hybrid giving a long tolerant sigh. Behind her Jessica saw another of the vases had been destroyed, surprisingly not by Bubbles this time but by Shades. Posh was trying to look like she didn't know the mare while Shades attempted, and failed to put the bits back together. Whistling casually she then tried to kick the pieces under a nearby hedge, a fact that made Posh give a slack jaw expression in response to.
"~Vase... smash.~" Jessica offered helpfully, Sunny exhaling once more before the smile returned to her face. Much to Jessica's amusement, the queen seemed to be operating on the assumption if she didn't turn around, she didn't have to deal with it. So far, it seemed to be working well.
"~Yes, vase- ...smash.~" Sunny responded, Jessica attempting to hide her amusement. It was nice to be able to have a conversation, well, a conversation that a two year old would possibly have on a bad day but it was something at least. Dusk nearby gave a little snigger, trying to stop when Sunny gave her a long suffering look. Biting her lower lip didn't really help Dusk much in that regard, still somehow managing to look amused.
Jessica watched the game as it resumed, although she was slightly bewildered as another vase replaced the other for a goal marker, even at Sparkle's protests. Espa meanwhile seemed to be enjoying herself immensely, the small filly noticing she was being watched to wave at Jessica with a fore leg. The wave was returned, smiling at Bubbles's daughter's antics. She hoped someday to have a daughter even half as wonderful as Espa, of course that depended on her getting home.
Exhaling to dismiss the depressive thought she instead winced a little, the feeling of being watched returning. She looked around rapidly, Sunny and Dusk immediately picking up on her manner, sharing a concerned look before Ebony tried to calm her down. Jessica meanwhile continued to look around, waiting for the apparition to show itself yet again.
Where is he now?
Ignoring the reactions she was getting while gazing about, she finally saw him. He was standing in the middle of the field as the others played through him, rather literally in fact. Not even Rainbow who flew directly through his form, only to be then pounced on by Harpy, seemed to notice the male equine now on the field. It was if he simply wasn't there. Yet... yet, she could see him, the long beard dangling from his face, his grey coat of fur, he was definitely there for her. Like every other time, the unicorn stallion started to approach her before once more fizzling out of existence.
Jessica relaxed, this was becoming all to common to her now, she had him appear before her several times over the last few days. Putting it together it must have started when she left the town, figuring it must have been him watching her. Well, that was her theory, along with the other occurrences. She... truthfully, was terrified of it, of him. 
But what terrified Jessica even more than the apparition, was the fact it seemed her sanity was slipping, she was seeing something no-one else could. Yet... each time he appeared he seemed to be looking more desperate, more earnestly trying to get her to do... something?
Why must my insanity be so confusing.
The bitter thought bounced around her mind, her brain looked to be betraying her from within. She found herself wondering when she had snapped, or at least when her sanity had started to circle the drain. Perhaps this was all an elaborate illusion, perhaps she never survived the fall in the first place and was in purgatory somewhere. Or in a coma, kept alive by drips as her mental state deteriorated and-
Wow... that, that is a special kind of depressing, Jess.
Ebony spoke up towards her, concern in her voice as Jessica looked down, stroking her friend's mane softly to reassure her. No, this was real she reminded herself. Her mind just seemed... a little broken, probably due to the stress from everything that had occurred. She noticed Sunny had been talking to Dusk, the guard nodding while looking towards her with worry etched on her face.
The queen seemed to excuse herself, a well dressed stallion and mare approaching her with a scroll levitated before the former. Sunny gave a small sigh, one the two equines couldn't see before putting the smile back on her face, allowing herself to be led back towards the castle. Watching her go Jessica then turned to watch the game once more. Aside from Jewel who had gone out of the castle again, everyone apart from Ebony and her own guards was having fun on the field.
Truth be told she wasn't even sure who was on what team anymore. Even Flitter was involved, although she was not exactly getting into the thick of it. Occasionally she would shrink away from the ball or give it a small kick, Rainbow flailing her forelegs while shouting encouragement each time; and each time the cyan pegasus would exhale but give reassurance to Flitter afterwards. Eventually the timid pegasus withdrew to instead sit near Jessica, a small smile given and returned. 
It was nice how the mare wasn't shy towards her anymore, although the incident of how it occurred would never be brought up again. Just remembering the mess she had to clean up... no, she wouldn't let her brain bring back up that image. She did feel sorry for that squirrel though...
No! Bad brain! Purge that image...
Exhaling she let her attention return to watching, the others being mindful of Espa's small size. Flute moved to kick the ball, but pausing as Espa got in the way. Through an elaborate amount of acting he made a convincing spectacle of her tackling him, allowing her to run with the ball once more in her magical grasp. 
Rainbow seemed to be dominating, well... when Pinky wasn't in her way, or Sparkle grasped her with her magic, or Bubbles met her in the air, or... Well, actually Jessica had no idea. She formally dubbed the game 'Anything goes because I have no clue what is going on anymore', she was pretty certain it wouldn't catch on. Regardless of her lost nature on the teams, if there were teams that is, who was in the lead, how the score was kept... 
Well it's entertaining to watch at least.
Tilting her head back she observed the sky, watching the light begin to take on orange tones as the sun began setting. Pegasus guards flew over head, their armor gleaming in the twilight before the sound of pottery smashing once more caused her to sigh. A soft spoken word or two from Flitter summed up what must have happened.
The sound of Posh's agitated voice seemed to sum up the culprit, a smile coming to Jessica's lips. Thankfully it didn't take long for Shades to be removed from the hedge where she had been lodged, Jessica's confusion as to how Posh may have gotten her in there a mystery for another day.
Watching the game with Spike and the equines participating, also those around her including the two guards behind the bench she sat on... Jessica felt, accepted. Her eyes closed as she enjoyed the sounds of laughter before her, content with Ebony by her side. She stayed this way until the game was eventually called due to ailing light, the group heading inside for dinner. 
~~~~~~

With a full belly and tiredness nagging at her, Jessica tugged on her new night shirt. She adored it, the same symbol that seemed to be on everything Jewel made was adorned upon the back, along with a small one situated on the front. Part of her was curious if it was the equivalent of a designer tag, how Jewel left her signature upon her creations. It might go to explain why Ledger got so scared that day when the symbol was tapped, if Jewel made such beautiful clothes, she had to be a famous designer.
The thought the equines who were so nice to her could be famous was... an interesting idea. Sparkle seemed to get on very well with the queens, guards and staff, and then there was Snooty and Fleur who were clearly upper class with both getting on very well with Jewel. The thought was soon sidelined as Jessica found a giggle building within.
I really... really can't imagine Pinky or Rainbow being upper class...
Dusk gave her a confused expression from where she lay on the bed, her armor already removed as the guard raised an eyebrow. A smile was given back, a hand waved dismissively to soothe Dusk's concerns. Ebony was already waiting upon Jessica's bed in her true form, a loud yawn exposing glistening fangs. Like a virus the yawn spread around the room, a half-hearted glare from Jessica only making Ebony attempt to look innocent.
"Fine, I'll get into bed already..." Grumbling as she made her way to the downy comfort, Ebony moving to allow the blankets to be pulled back. Slipping inside she got comfortable, enjoying the warmth provided by the bed. By the fresh smell she could tell the sheets had just been changed today which made her snuggle into them all the more.
Ebony wriggled a little on the blankets, resting against Jessica's form before she to got comfortable. Dusk however seemed to find it rather amusing for some reason, sniggering from her side of the room. The chitin covered mare narrowed her glowing blue eyes, Dusk mentioning something with both Jessica and Ebony's name within, all said in a teasing tone Rainbow would have been proud of.
Jessica was unsure what the context was, but by the fact two pillows from the spare bed were launched into the laughing guard it must not have been overly innocent. Soon however they were all settled, well, after Jessica removed her bracelets and hair pin to place them on the bedside table, almost forgetting. 
With a wide yawn she felt herself begin to drift off to sleep, safe and secure with her friend and one of her guards in the room with her. Or so she thought.
It was just as she was feeling her conciousness fade that a male voice sounded from right beside her, the speaker's words tinged with urgency. 
"Jessica, there's no more time. We need to talk... now."

	
		Chapter eight: Homecoming



"Jessica, there's no more time. We need to talk... now." 
Jessica's eyes immediately opened to find herself staring into the face of the apparition. Amber eyes looked imploringly towards her, a sense of urgency tinging each of his words. Jerking back in shock she found herself falling off the edge of the bed, only to land in an undignified heap on the floor. It was even more impressive given the fact there should have been a wall there to stop such a thing occurring.
"W-What... who?" Jessica's intelligent stuttering poured from her mouth while attempting to sit upright. Immediately she noticed the fact both Dusk and Ebony were missing, an observance that caused her chest to tighten along with quickened breathing in response. Panic setting in, she pushed from the bed and ran to the door, opening it only to find a void beyond. Stepping back quickly lest she fall in, Jessica gave a whimper and fell onto the floor. 
The male unicorn gave a rather exasperated sigh, trotting forward to close the distance. It was at that point Jessica realised he wasn't flickering, however her mind was currently being occupied by other distractions to delve too much on that detail. Looking out the now open window all she could see were images twisting into one another, surreal sights that made her head hurt. 
As the equine approached her she turned and ran, pushing the door open once more and bursting out into the thankfully restored hallway with his voice following behind. Terrified beyond all reason she couldn't comprehend his words, just the fact he was now giving chase. The castle being deserted allowed the fear to gnaw deeper within, it felt wrong, so very wrong.
Hearing whatever, or whoever he was following behind only fueled her desire to get away. Whether the equine was her mind snapping or a real apparition, she felt... fear, raw primal fear towards him. Like nightmares when she was little, it was something only she could see, something only she could be terrified of. She didn't know what he or it wanted, but she wasn't going to remain around to find out. 
The stray thought passed through her head, what had he done to remove everyone but them from the castle? It was clear he wanted her, and her alone; Jessica however was not about to make it easy for him. 
Bare feet pounded on the tiles as she pushed herself further forward, desperate to distance herself from the apparition. His shouts were growing desperate, her name being called out as he ran behind at a constant pace. Her confused and jumbled brain questioning why he didn't use magic, she was an easy target down the corridor with no-one else around. After such a thought she promptly told her brain where it could shove its logic, even if it was anatomically impossible.
"Get away from me!" Fear clung to her scream as she pushed faster, harder. There was one place she could go. If the equines were missing then, perhaps...
"Child, wait!" The stallion's voice carried from behind as Jessica turned, pushing off from a wall and almost throwing herself down the stairs. Despite her frantic fleeing she felt her lungs pull in oxygen without complaint, her muscles refusing to get tired. Glad for small mercies she heard a stream of profanity originating from behind. Her relief was short lived as the sound of impacting hooves once more caught her ears.
"No, get away from me!" Jessica's scream bounced through the stairwell, her heart racing with each step. Reaching the bottom of the long flight of stairs, she took off towards the large doors near the end of the corridor, barging through them with a meaty thud to her shoulder illicting a cry of alarm. Once inside she let out an anguished whimper, falling to her knees within the large crystal chamber. "T-They're gone too."
The cell was empty just as she had feared, in stark contrast to the hope that had spurred her in this direction. Slowly the hooves approached from behind, slowly, cautiously as the equine's voice was directed towards her back.
"They mean a lot to you, don't they child?" Jessica blinked the tears of frustration from her eyes, turning to look over her shoulder as the unicorn spoke. He had kept a respectful distance from her after approaching, his amber eyes seeming to appraise her while a smile crept under his beard. "I can see why Luna took such interest in you."
"Luna?" Confusion tore through Jessica's fear, rubbing an arm over her eyes as the stallion flinched as if regretting what he had done. Slowly pushing hands to the tiles she got to her feet, turning to regard the stallion with fear, but now with curiosity also thrown into the mix. Seeing him flick an ear at her question she pressed on, "Who is Luna and what do you mean they 'mean a lot to me'?"
Jessica was not expecting a hearty laugh to escape the stallion, her fear growing before diminishing yet again. He was still keeping a fair distance from her, his body language and tone of voice showing he knew he made her nervous. 
"Princess Luna? Ah... you may think of her as another name do you not?" His amused visage regarded her, a smile spreading beneath his beard. Jessica frowned at this, curiosity having taken a firm hold upon her now. Thinking slowly she wondered who could fit the name, it was then that the stallion spoke up giving her a firm clue. "She is a dark mare, both with wings and horn?"
"Night? Wait... her real name is Luna?" Jessica's voice was incredulous as she watched the stallion give a firm nod. 
"Yes, that is her proper name. Although I find your name for her aptly suited." The stallion could not contain his amusement at that point, Jessica in turn feeling herself relax given he still had not done anything untoward to her yet. There was however something she needed to ask, something she needed to know.
"W-What do you want from me, why have you been... appearing around me?" Her voice was starting to become tinged with nervousness as he took a step forward. Seeing her reaction he paused and held his ground, his demeanor changing with a slight sag of his upper body. Jessica blinked, his eyes suddenly looked so sad when he looked at her directly.
"From you child? Nothing. There is nothing more I could ask from you..." Taking a long breath afterwards, guilt flashed over his face before continuing. "Well, there is one thing but I am not brazen enough to ask for such." 
Digesting his words, Jessica blinked. He sounded so... somber, so defeated at that moment. Before she could ask another question or clarify what that something was, he spoke again.
"However, what I wish is to talk to you along with one other. Luna." He looked upwards much to Jessica's confusion, Night... no, Luna came to her dreams every night so far which meant...
"This is a dream?" Jessica's brain slowly caught up as she mouthed the question, the surreal images, the empty castle, not to mention the lack of the two who never left her side. Her shoulders sagged as relief fell upon her, "This is all a dream..."
The stallion raised an eyebrow before seeming to realise something. Catching Jessica's attention he gave a small bow, his ears flattened before he raised his head to look at her. 
"My apologies Jessica, I know your name but you know not mine. I am Starswirl, the Bearded... or, I was." His tone lowered near the end, regret slipping in before he offered a smile towards her, Jessica in turn blinking and tilting her head.
"How do you know my name?" Her query was met with another guilty look on his face, now unable to meet her gaze as he exhaled softly. What he said next took the strength out of Jessica's legs, falling to her knees as he spoke.
"Because child, I am the reason you are here... I... it is my fault you are now in Equestria." His voice broke slightly, taking a deep breath as his legs seemed to shake. "I am sorry... I am truly, greatly sorry."
Jessica just stared at him, her mind struggling over the information. It was as if he had just dumped a tangled net upon her mind, each attempt to dislodge it only made it snare her thoughts tighter. Her mouth opened and closed but no sound came out, simply lost at how to respond. It was difficult to comprehend, he was the reason she was in this strange world?
The stallion averted his gaze, unable to look her in the face as she continued to stare. For some reason her thoughts wouldn't internalize within her head, it was if she was trying to look through a pool of mud... murky, unclear. Eventually her mouth moved, pushing one simple word out, "why?"
Flinching as if she had struck him physically, Starswirl turned to regard her with eyes full of sorrow, full of regret. Before he could answer the room they were in started to shake, fissures erupting along the ceiling. Two teal eyes glared through the holes, dark ethereal tendrils piercing the walls next, tearing them apart with ease. Crystals shattered, mortar crumbled and soon Jessica found herself looking up into eyes full of anger. 
Night looked furious as she shrunk in size, Starswirl however seemed rather unfazed by the theatrics as he gazed up at her. Jessica meanwhile was completely lost, her ability to feel fear at Night... no, Luna's entrance hampered by her muddled thoughts.
Luna's voice bellowed out, her tone stern as she regarded Starswirl with contempt, moving her body so a spread wing sheltered Jessica from the stallion. Jessica was surprised as the feathery appendage moved before her, the act itself making her thoughts race. Regardless of everything that was happening a small smile tugged at her lips. She at least had the answer to the question that had plagued her earlier.
Luna did not merely see her as an oddity, or a way to access the book; the simple protective gesture meaning more to her at that moment than anything else. 
The stallion for his part cleared his throat, bowed low and spoke in what Jessica assumed was the equine tongue. Whatever he said Jessica couldn't pick up on the meaning however, this confused her greatly as she could only barely recognise the word the others used when referring to Luna, nothing more past that.
The queen, or princess if Starswirl was to be believed, reacted instantly. One foreleg was half raised as the anger melted from her face, a look of puzzlement slowly replacing the previous expression. The mare's voice was cautious as she replied back, Jessica once more having no clue as to the context of the conversation. 
Frustration started to build within her as Starswirl and Luna conversed, Starswirl alternating between relief and regret to Luna's emotional responses shifting across a broader spectrum.
"Hey!" Finally Jessica had endured enough, despite the surreal nature this was after all her dream. Anger cut through her remaining confusion like a knife, her outburst startling the two equines into silence. Starswirl was the first to speak as he looked up at Luna, the hybrid stepping aside with a nod to allow him to talk towards Jessica.
"I apologize, I... you just have no idea how long I have waited to-..." Starswirl stopped as his tail drooped, a short head shake following after. "No that is no excuse for what I have done, to achieve this moment."
Jessica blinked at his actions, her eyes seeking Luna who gave a short soft sigh. Her expression was a mixed one, the mare showing anger, relief and sadness all fighting over her features. It was... a very strange thing to witness as if the princess was attempting to sort her own thoughts out.
"You said you brought me here... why, how?" Jessica's attention slipped back to the stallion, his reaction to flinch slightly indicating it was not something he was proud of. Seconds ticked by before Starswirl gave a small defeated nod, his horn beginning to glow. 
"Very well child, you deserve to know. I have little time left anyhow, giving you answers with it is the least I can do." A tired smile spread along his face before Luna put a question towards him. Whatever the stallion replied back with caused the mare to look away, his answer clearly upsetting her. Turning his head back to Jessica he gestured with a hoof towards the ruined wall beside them, into the swirling madness that lay beyond. "Look, and learn why I did what I did."
Jessica watched, the colours shifting to become a clear image. Eventually the room faded away, Jessica finding herself standing upon a cobbled stone floor. In fact, as she looked around, they all were. Eerily familiar to when she witnessed what brought her into this world, she could see a copy of Starswirl at a desk, flicking through the pages of his book. 
"H-How... this is my dream isn't it?" Jessica was clearly confused over how he had taken control of it, the unicorn giving a wry smile in response. She noticed he was breathing a little heavier now, but that might have just been her imagination.
"One does not get to be called one of the greatest magic users without learning a few tricks." His reply was surprisingly lacking the smugness she would have expected in such a claim. Luna in particular was looking intrigued by her new surroundings, her words once more in the unfamiliar equine dialect which Starswirl responded to. However upon seeing Jessica's confused expression he took it upon himself to translate. "The princess was mentioning she remembered this tower, for reference sake this was well over a thousand years ago."
Jessica blinked twice, her expression showing disbelief as she looked at the hybrid equine then at Starswirl. As if sensing her confusion he gave a laugh, a nod following. "Yes, she is... well let us just say even I do not think anyone truly knows how old the princesses are." His voice was tinged with amusement as Luna queried him after, presumably leading him to explain as the princess gave a little laugh in reply.
Luna was the next to speak towards Jessica in the equine language she was familiar with, careful to try and use terms and words she understood. Jessica managed to grasp the basics of it thanks to this, the mare hinting she aged well with a joking tone. It did pull a small smile to Jessica's lips before she noticed something happening before them. 
"And thus, it begins." Starswirl sounded wistful, watching as whatever his other self was doing seemed to be causing a strong reaction. Just like in the library a wind started to pick up, but something else was also happening... something far more violent. 
The walls shaked, stones dislodged as Starswirl's other self looked about frantically. Before he could make for the large wooden door the room was filled with a brilliant light, encompassing everything in a flash. Jessica held her arm up to shield her eyes, when she lowered her arm she found a sight that made her heart miss a beat.
"T-This is Earth?" Her voice quivered, unable to believe it was true. Luna meanwhile was looking about wide eyed as Starswirl nodded in a sad fashion. Jessica looked around the lush forest, bits of the room scattered around, along with books, furniture and a battered looking stallion. Then there was what had led Jessica to her previous question, the appearance of humans, several in fact nearby harvesting fruit from the trees.
"Yes... this is your world. This is where I found myself after casting that spell." Starswirl's eyebrows knitted as his tone took on one of self-anger when he continued. "I have spent centuries going over, and over in my head what I did... how it happened. The spell should not have done this..."
Starswirl begun to delve into barely coherent mumbling as Jessica tried to take all this new information in. Shouting alerted her to the addled looking copy-unicorn getting up from the ground, now spotted by the inhabitants. Eyes wide in shock he barely had time to grasp a few things within his magical aura before stones were thrown his way, several of the people grabbing tools to frighten him off. 
"W-Why... why are they attacking him... I mean attacking you?" Jessica mouthed out, eyes wide in shock as Starswirl watched his other self weave between trees to avoid the onslaught. Luna frowned as she too witnessed the spectacle, exhaling loudly before talking once more in the strange variation of their equine tongue.
Starswirl responded to the mare as the image faded, now replaced with a tired and starving looking unicorn dragging himself along. Noticing that Jessica was looking baffled, he turned to address her next. 
"I ran for hours, days... they sent parties after me, to hunt me I later discovered." A wry chuckle escaped him as he watched his other self drag a very familiar book behind him. He seemed unable to continue on, the loud beating of hooves heralding the appearance of armored warriors before they closed in on him. Seeing Jessica's amazed expression he nodded. "Yes, that is the book you found... I like to think I kept it in good order."
Nodding dumbly Jessica could only watch as the knights surrounded the exhausted equine, as knights are what they surely must be she decided. The battered unicorn could now barely move, falling onto his side as one of the knights lifted his helmet's visor, revealing a young bearded man. Speaking in a strange dialect that Jessica had not heard before, the man dismounted and approached the stallion, sheathing his sword in the process.
"I did not know what to expect from these strange creatures. I was exhausted, I could not focus to cast a spell and I was on my last bit of energy." Starswirl turned wistful with those words, looking at the knight who approach his other self. "Then Arthur came."
Jessica squeaked a little, tilting her head at what she was watching. Luna meanwhile was examining one of the knights horses, walking around with a curious expression upon her face. Jessica watched as the knight walked back to his horse, flipping open a satchel and removed an apple. Conversing with the other knights he laughed prior to tossing the apple, catching it in a firm grasp. Staring at the fruit, the man, Arthur, seemed to make a decision.
Turning, the knight strode towards the unicorn and bent down, offering the apple to the clearly surprised looking equine. With a firm nod and warm smile the apple was pried from his fingers in a flickering amber aura, tugged to the unicorn's mouth to be slowly consumed. This caused several of those mounted to give muffled laughs behind their visors, Arthur himself raising a fist in victory.
"He... saved you?" Jessica eventually spoke, Starswirl nodded as Luna watched on thoughtfully, the image now shifting rapidly to show different points of his memory. His recovery, his accompanying the knights, his researching and not to mention his learning their language. Soon it showed him teaching a man with a full grey beard magic from within the tome, something that piqued Jessica's curiosity.
"He did, they all did... they saved me and took me in. Perhaps I was a lucky omen for them, but they went on to great things and then faded into legend." Starswirl watched wistfully, seeing them charge into battle until after a brutal fight they emerged triumphant. Eventually though they started to age, the man and his knights grew slower. Starswirl's voice took on a somber tone as he continued. "And then they grew old... I... grew old. My magic was weak in your world, I could not sustain myself for too long."
Luna raised an eyebrow, unable to understand which Jessica found slightly ironic. She then found her brain considering if that was the right way to use such a term; to which she told it to kindly piss off in response. Shaking her head as the stallion and mare conversed, she watched as the past copy of Starswirl stood before several graves. Beside him stood an old bearded man in a flowing robe, one hand clasping the book and the other a long oaken staff. 
She watched as they conversed before the man nodded, almost reluctant as he placed the book down. The unicorn gave a firm nod and stepped towards the tome, opening it before chanting in the strange variant of the equine tongue. At this point Luna's eyes went wide, her tone becoming agitated as she looked towards Starswirl, his face somber as he nodded to her question. 
"W-What's going-..." Jessica never got to finish her question, a bright flash exploded from the book and the unicorn was torn apart. Slowly the light pulled back into the tome, pulsing softly before vanishing entirely as the man bent down. A sad look on his face he spoke something, pressing his palm to the cover before moving off away from the graves. Jessica turned to look at the stallion beside her as their surroundings turned black. 
"I cast a spell, one that is forbidden... well, Luna tells me it is now forbidden. Back then it had never been tested before, it was all theory." Seeing the confused expression on Jessica's face Starswirl continued to clarify. "I killed myself, well my physical body at least. I became simply... an echo of myself, bound to the book and those who accessed it."
Jessica frowned on this new information, her mouth opening and closing several times. Eventually she pushed sound out to verbalize her confused state. 
"You... why would you do that?" Jessica's voice was a soft squeak, overwhelmed by what she had just witnessed. She then watched curiously as the images opened back up, now playing in fast forward. Civilisations fell, and with them the book changed hands multiple times as new cultures rose. Some caused great harm with its power, some, like Arthur and his men had done, caused great good. 
Soon however, people didn't seem to know how to use it, the knowledge of the language lost. It shuffled between collectors, between stores and holdings until eventually it ended up in a library; a very well known library to Jessica. Seeing the look on her face, not to mention that of Luna, the stallion nodded his confirmation.
"Yes... that is your library." After a long sigh he laughed bitterly, tears building within his eyes before the unicorn continued speaking. "I missed my home you see, I longed to return to Equestria. I knew that my physical body would fail long before I could work out a solution, so I found one to remove the threat of time. But then another problem presented itself, I could not access the book or its spells within my new state, so for that..."
Jessica looked on in shock as she held a hand before her mouth, realisation catching up to her. "You... you used me." The horror flowed over her face as she took a step back from the unicorn, Luna moving behind to press a wing reassuringly against her back. Comforted slightly she glared at the male equine who recoiled in response. "You... you used me to get back home didn't you? That's what you meant when you said you brought me here!"
Shying slightly away from Jessica, Starswirl exhaled softly. Talking to Luna once more in the language Jessica couldn't pick up on, she was surprised when Luna gave a loud gasp. Starswirl gave a soft laugh to her response and nodded, Jessica now noticing that he was looking more exhausted by the minute. Looking behind her she saw Luna had tears starting to bead in her eyes, her voice carrying disbelief before shouting at the stallion, her tone one of desperation. 
Starswirl just smiled sadly, shaking his head while replying to the dark mare's pleading tone. He turned to look at Jessica, who was feeling a strong mixture of emotions within her at this point. "Yes... Yes I did child and you have every right to be angry with me."
Feeling Luna's wing gently rest to her back she relaxed slightly. It was a kind gesture, one she appreciated as it was comforting, reassuring and warm all in one simple act. Regardless of the mare's attempts to support her, she felt anger rise up within her again. Remembering how she arrived and the injuries she received, she directed those feelings at the stallion, screaming at him when she couldn't contain the emotion anymore. "I almost died! I have had nothing but hell since I arrived in this horrible place!"
Jessica was caught off guard at Starswirl's anger filled words, his reply quick and forceful. "Do not dare to insult my world!" He took a step forward despite his waning strength, his words losing their anger but not their conviction. "I not once thought ill of your world child, think ill of me, hate me if you must but do not hate my world... I beg you, despite what those two heinous miscreants did to you... what I have done to you."
Jessica exhaled softly, his words striking through her anger as tears began to cloud her vision. Images opened up around her, finding herself now looking at what the two equines were doing. Luna and Starswirl talked between each other, their horns glowing in unison as figures pulled out of the inky blackness, the images becoming three dimensional. 
Those she knew, those she trusted came into existence to surround her, to smile reassuringly. Ebony, Espa, Scar, Stoic and Dusk at the forefront. Red, Apple, Bubbles, Rainbow and the others, even including the musicians, Sunny, and the '~changelings~'; they all surrounded her.
"Friends." Luna spoke, her mouth working awkwardly around the word before smiling. The mare switching to her native tongue next, now in a dialect Jessica could understand. "~Your heart.~"
"Let home be where your heart is." Starswirl spoke with conviction, his words tugging Jessica's head up to look at him directly. A sad smile came to his muzzle before he tilted his head, continuing on even as his voice started to weaken. "Words from my apprentice actually, she was a wonderful big hearted mare that Clover. It is why I got you to translate it specifically, it was a hint to Luna as much as they were words of advice for you." 
Digesting this new nugget of information, Jessica blinked before her brain slowly pushed the separate thoughts in her head together. Her voice cracked slightly as she spoke, she knew where he was heading but she wanted for him to prove her wrong, desperately wished it. "What I wrote down, it was that... wasn't it, but why? This isn't my home..." 
A soft shake of his head made the icy pit within Jessica yawn wider, threatening to swallow her whole. 
"I am... sorry, I was careless. No, the truth is I was simply over-confident. I believed I could use you as a conduit to take me back to Equestria. With the book I could have studied how to send you back home, and then I would have gotten my wish..." A soft laugh passed his muzzle before he breathed heavier, his health seeming to decline with each word. "But I never expected to have my link cut from the book, I never expected the painfully obvious outcome you could let go of it. I never expected to have to expend almost all of my energy to save you from the resulting fall either. So many mistakes, so many errors all because I wished to see my home one last time and acted rashly."
Luna turned her head away, unwilling to watch for some reason as the male unicorn coughed. Jessica noticed out the corner of her eye water sliding down Luna's cheeks. No, her mind corrected her, tears. 
"It was you that saved me? But... you brought me here! Send me back home now!" Jessica's voice was becoming desperate as she clenched her hands into fists, she needed him to say the words, to say what she wanted. "Send me back home now to my friends, back to my life that you took from me you bastard!"
He seemed to expect the anger, his eyes closing as he smiled tiredly up towards her. "I saved you, because it was my fault, even if it left me unable to contact you afterwards. I would love nothing better than to see you go home Jessica, to correct my mistake." He gestured to a flickering image, the book she knew all too well hovering before him. "But without the book, without my notes I cannot send you home. All my research is there, with that they could figure something out within a few months. Without the book, I do not know. I am sorry." 
Taking a soft breath he laughed again, Jessica feeling her anger rise with each word that flowed from his mouth. Her voice reflected her hostile emotion as she almost spat out the next sentence. "Don't give me that crap, you managed to get yourself back here using me!" 
Seeming to realise he must explain further, Starswirl weathered Jessica's anger before responding.
"Yes, that is true. I went over that spell in my head every day for hundreds of years upon figuring it out. I then used you as a conduit, anyone who opened the book would have done the trick, but I chose you. You were naturally curious so all I needed was to cast a small compulsion spell to make you write down the incantation, and... well, you know the rest child." Starswirl said, his head lowering as he realised his folly, that he was in a way repeating himself. "I could not access the book myself, I lack physical presence as you saw; Thus the notes are forgotten to me. I am sorry child, I wish I could do more."
Jessica pulled back her hand, ready to strike the unicorn across his face if only to satisfy her rage. Starswirl closed his eyes, ready to accept her anger before the limb dropped loosely to her side, tears now rolling down her cheeks. "So... this is it. I'm stuck here is that it? I'm stuck with you stalking me, haunting me?"
"No I can assure you, I was only doing so because I was afraid of expending my remaining magic by being direct. Without the book, my anchor, I only have a finite source to draw upon... most of which was used to slow your descent initially." Starswirl looked aside as he spoke, nodding softly to Luna before speaking in the other language, the mare's own words tinged with sadness as she nodded back. "Jessica, I used the last of it just before to force you into this meeting, this very conversation so I could explain things to you."
Swallowing the lump in her throat, Jessica held a hand before her mouth. Her unvoiced question was met with a nod of his head before he staggered and started to flicker, his tail starting to break into small fragments of light that drifted away from his form. 
"I ruined your life, for that I can never pay you back. That is why I wished to at least give you some answers." He looked wistfully at his slowly disappearing tail, watching his own flank start to dissipate. "You allowed me see my world again, to at least let me speak to my teacher once more. I apologize that my debt to you can never be repaid. This is finally my time to die, to truly die, but I do so in my own world."
Jessica felt anger return at his words before seeing the tears start to spill from the unicorn's eyes. She suddenly put the facts together, figuring out why Luna was also crying. "Luna... Luna was your teacher wasn't she? That's why you wanted her attention..."
A nod met Jessica's words, the bearded equine struggling to stay upright now as he smiled up at the mare. After the look was returned he turned his attention fully on Jessica, exhaling as he summoned the last of his strength.
"Jessica, you are a kind hearted girl. I can never apologize enough for what I have done to you in my selfish desire to return home, I have doomed you to the same fate I escaped." Starswirl spoke with a shudder, his body now struggling to remain together. As he winced it appeared he was holding on through sheer force of will to deliver his last words.
"Let home be where your heart lies, you have strong bonds here. You have those who care about you, do not turn your back on them because of what I did." He closed his eyes before slowly opening them, by the strain speaking was having on him, his time was almost at an end. "You child, if there is one thing I do not regret, it is that you were the one I pulled into my world. I see you accomplishing great things, keep your heart open and let those close to you help mend it after what I have done."
Jessica felt confused, she was angry, upset and her emotions were running like a maelstrom within her. Despite it all she felt she had to ask one question, one nagging thought that wouldn't leave her. "W-What else is it you wanted from me, you mentioned earlier?"
Starswirl looked surprised before a soft chuckle escaped his muzzle, tears starting to roll down his furry cheeks. "The only thing I wanted more from you dear child is the one thing I know I do not deserve... that is, your forgiveness." 
Luna gave a loud gasp as the stallion's form finally gave way after his last words, peeling into small motes of light as she cried out loudly. Jessica felt numb within, falling to her knees as everything sunk into her all at once. The information she had just been given like a hammer blow to her mind, not to mention she had just watched someone cease to exist right before her eyes.
Slowly the dreamscape sundered, pulling apart as she felt her mind return to consciousness as if to escape reality. 
~~~~~~

Jessica awoke within her bed, the sensation of Ebony's body upon the blankets a source of relief, as was Dusk's sleeping form sighted across the room. Her vision swum as she reached up, touching her cheeks to feel dampness, tears having spilled unbidden down her face while sleeping. She looked to the side, seeing moonlight spilling past the curtains indicating it was still night at least.
Suddenly her emotions caught up to her, the tears beginning to spill faster down each cheek.
I...
Voices outside in the hallway caught her attention until the door swung open, Luna standing in the entranceway with eyes staring straight at Jessica. The mare's expression softened as she gave a small nod towards her, wings spreading wide in a gesture there was only one conclusion for.
Pulling from the bed oblivious to the startled sounds of Ebony and Dusk, Jessica launched herself against the hybrid equine, pulling herself close to bury her face into the fur. Slowly the wings closed around her, Jessica remembering everything that had played out within her dream, the information sinking down as truth.
I'm stuck here... 
Her body quivered as she heard Luna speak soothingly down towards her, barely able to see through the fur and her tears as Scar and Stoic peeked into the bedroom, concern upon their faces. Slowly everything she had just learnt slammed into her, what Starswirl had done, what he had been through and what he had done to her to get back home. 
His situation had been much like her own, stuck in a strange world and having to learn the customs, and the language of those who inhabited it. It was a bizarre parallel, but in this case he had gotten to return to his home, and she was stuck with no way to return. She felt her body shake as she pushed closer to Luna, fingers grasping into the mare's ethereal mane for comfort as thoughts pounded into her mind.
No-one from home will ever know what happened to me...
She would never have a husband, she would never see her friends again, she would never... she would never even have the chance to be a mother.
And... eventually... I will die in a strange world.
Her body shook as the emotions pulled within, tugging and building until there was only one thing left for her to do. Soon the room was filled with a single sound, tearing through the silence of the night.
The wailing sorrow of a girl who had lost everything.
~~~~~~

The morning sun appeared reluctant to pour its rays of warmth into the room, light sliding over the tiled floors slowly as Jessica squirmed. She felt feathers against her back and soft fur to her face as the blissfully dreamless sleep faded away. Moving slightly she opened her eyes to take note of her surroundings, finding teal eyes looking back down at her full of concern. The events of the night pierced through her tired mind, the memory still raw.
I'm... stuck here...
Luna's muzzle gently pushed to her hair, her tone soothing as Jessica realised the princess must have stayed by her side all night. The gesture was touching as she also realised there was someone else beside her, looking to her right she saw Ebony's familiar form against her side. Both she and Jessica encompassed by Luna's wings, the two mares obviously keeping her company when she had finally cried herself to sleep.
She felt, numb. Not only had she found out the reason for her being in this world, this... 'Equestria', but she also now knew the only way to get back was still presumably in the library.
Out of my reach, out of anyone's reach...
Tears started to build within her eyes yet again, an attempt to stem their flow futile. A wet sniffle alerted Ebony that Jessica was awake, the pegasus looking up with anxiety filled blue eyes. Jessica presumed that Ebony was worried about her current state, or that Luna had filled them in on what had happened. Either way her friend moved to press a little closer, showing she was not going anywhere.
Feeling the dark wings close a little tighter about her body, she heard the princess speak softly down towards her, the tone one of comfort. Leaning in closer Jessica felt cool metal press to her front, but given how used she was to Ebony's normal form it was of little concern. 
That's right, Luna is probably hurting now as well, yet she is...
As she heard Ebony and Luna converse quietly, she found herself leaning closer into the hybrid. Her mind numb, unable to process anything leading her to just sit. Finally the neurons fired and she gave a soft sobbing laugh to Luna's fur, the mare reacting with another worried nuzzle to her hair.
Yet she's looking after me as I act like a baby...
Finding herself amazed at the princess's actions, she took a deep breath to try and relax. She was broken, completely and utterly shattered by what Starswirl had confessed. It was tempting, oh so tempting to just dismiss it all as a dream, a fanciful concoction churned up by her rebellious brain. 
But she couldn't delude herself as easily as she wished, it was all horrifyingly true. The fact Luna had appeared in her doorway once she woke was evidence of that. How long she sat there with the two equines beside her she couldn't tell, but eventually she had no more tears left to cry. 
Reaching up she rubbed her damp cheeks with the palm of her hand, finding too much moisture for her to deal with in such a manner. In an action she sure Jewel would have been aghast at, she tugged the bottom of her nightshirt up to rub the tears away.
Sorry Jewel...
Feeling drained, tired but not wishing to sleep anymore least she be alone, Jessica instead offered a small clearly forced smile upwards. Luna in return exhaled softly, clearly not buying it for a second before looking over her shoulder to speak to someone. Jessica couldn't see past the mare for who it was, but she could hear Dusk's voice reply before the door was opened, then shut gently signalling her departure.
Feeling the urge to cry once more building she instead tried to distract her mind, one hand reaching down to stroke over Ebony's soft mane. The sensation of feeding was weak, feeling strained before, much to Jessica's surprise her hand was pushed away by the pegasus. Looking down she saw her friend shake her head with a smile, moving instead to nuzzle at Jessica's side reassuringly.
The message was crystal clear even in her current mental state; this was not the time for her to comfort the mare, this was Ebony's time to comfort her. 
Ebony...
Her eyes misted up again proving she did still have tears left to cry, but this time the reason was mixed. A small laugh escaped with a sob as she realised just how dear her friend was to her. Reaching down she hugged tightly about the pegasus's neck, burying her face into the mare's mane as she held onto her for dear life. Ebony tensed for the briefest of seconds before allowing herself to be held, her voice was soft as she spoke in a way Jessica would clearly understand.
"~Jessica, Ebony be here.~" Ebony's words did not fall on deaf ears, Jessica holding Ebony tighter. Eventually she let go, rubbing her eyes with a forearm as she remembered what Starswirl had said. 
Let home be where your heart is... if only it were so easy.
"~Thank you, 'Ebony'... Loo-na.~" Jessica taking a guess at saying Luna's equine name, having had learnt it earlier in one of the dream lessons, but only now attempting to use it. Looking up at the princess with tear-obscured vision, she was met with a surprised look before a tender smile crossed the equine's muzzle. A small nod was given to show she had gotten it right, or perhaps the pronunciation; it was still difficult to tell.
Jessica thought back to the stallion that had caused this, and found herself feeling surprisingly numb about the whole thing. She couldn't find it in herself to get angry at him, there was no point as he was now gone. Nor could she find herself sad at his passing, due to what he had done to her. She felt... horrible for this fact, unable to bring herself to give an emotional response before she released a tiny sigh.
She realised the cause of her numbness, most likely was due to shock, fatigue and probably immense depression just hiding around the corner. However she wanted to rage, to scream, to shout at the unfairness of it all, to blame all of the horrible world she was now stuck on for her fate; a fate she should never have been condemned to.
But I can't...
Whenever her mind wandered towards the things that she hated about this world, the things that filled her with fear or anger there were... other things. For every memory of her initial week, there was the memory of her care in the hospital. For the horrible incident in the town there was the wonderful experience of camping with Rainbow, Apple, Espa, Ebony and her guards. 
When she thought to the cave and how angry she got, she now thought to the same ~changelings~ within the crystal caverns far below her; especially Minder and the two young ones.
Even now, after her hopes and dreams had been cruelly torn away, her life now a shattered mess with no idea where to go from this point, she couldn't get angry.
Why can't I just rage? Why can't I just scream and yell? Why can't I just go and end it all?
The last thought was utterly depressing, but this was no place for a human girl such as herself. But, even such thoughts were overshadowed by the warmth around her right now. The princess, Ebony and the knowledge of the others she knew. Frustration crept into her mind now, she wanted to vent, she wanted to hate this world for what it had done.
But I can't, I really... really can't.
She thought back to what Starswirl had said, to hate him but not his world. To hate the world would mean she would also be lashing out at the likes of Espa, Red, Bubbles and the others as well. She was confused, unable to think straight and a small part of her, the rational part of her mind which had been neglected thus far knew why.
Because I want to hate this place with all my heart... but I know I can't. I can't hate those who have been kind to me, I can't use them like that.
A stray thought, an idea that would have otherwise faded away in an instant was grasped upon. The bug-like equines had acted on desperation, as had Starswirl. The thought grew in her mind, desperation to use someone else, to treat them as a tool. Jessica could do that, she could use the princesses to find her a way home, keep pushing them until they found it. Make them repeat Starswirl's experiment with other equines until success was granted!
No.
Her mind steeled itself, Jessica narrowed her eyes as warm tears rolled down her cheeks, concern crossing the faces of both mares now. She barely noticed she was worrying them, her mind focused on a purpose now, an idea. She made a vow right then to never do such a thing, she wouldn't follow the same path as he had.
She would never use desperation as an excuse to act as Starswirl had done to her. She could not even begin to imagine the centuries of longing to get home, the sheer resolve to give up his physical form to have a chance to return to Equestria, but it was no excuse. As tears rolled down her cheeks and the wings closed around her again, Jessica pulled herself closer to Luna.
I will never stoop to his level. I will never use someone else like he did to me, that is my vow. 
With her mind clear the other emotions were allowed to pour back in, with the knowledge she was effectively giving up any chance of returning home. But she couldn't, she would not allow herself to act so selfishly. That was how she would prove herself better than him, to show they were not alike. To show she was human.
Feeling Ebony push to her side, the mare determined to keep her comforted, Jessica felt a smile tug at her lips slightly despite her tears.
No, not just to be human. To be a good person, regardless of species.
As she sat there, mulling over her thoughts she heard the door open. Unable to see past Luna she instead found out the newcomer's identity when her name was screamed out.
"~Jessica-... no-...be sad!~" The owner of the voice galloped into the room, Luna offering a warm smile as one of her wings spread wide allowing entrance. Jessica raised her head, blinking to clear her eyes of the tears before a small bundle of energy pounced against her, pushing onto her lap. Having been unable to pick up the entirety of Espa's sentence she managed to at least grasp the context.
Espa...
A soft hiccup escaped her as she was experiencing a strange feeling of happiness that the small filly cared so much about her, and the all encompassing despair she was still feeling. A sobbing laugh was her emotional compromise as she hugged the precious little unicorn to her chest, Ebony offering some words towards Espa as the two conversed. 
Bubbles entered not far behind, her golden eyes watching Jessica with clear empathy upon her face. It was then Luna turned her head, addressing someone else who followed the cross-eyed mare. Slowly Sunny came into view, behind her several equines and Spike peeking into the room from the doorway. 
The white hybrid gave a concerned look down towards Jessica, who was still resting within Luna's wings. Gently using one arm to hold Espa to her, the other sought out Ebony's mane, burying her fingers into the dark curls. Meeting Sunny's gaze she was surprised when the mare gave a warm smile down at her, speaking in an encouraging manner, even if Jessica couldn't understand most of the words.
A small part of her thought back to her conversation with Starswirl, absently wondering how long it took him to become proficient in her language like that. How long had he been in that library, listening and learning?
And now I will have to learn as well, given I can't go home now.
The rogue thought brought fresh tears to her eyes, her traitorous brain dwelling on dark thoughts. Seeming to realise that Jessica had not understood her, Sunny lowered herself down to Jessica's eye level from where she sat.
"~Jessica, your home-... here.~" Sunny's tone was soft, gentle and reassuring as Jessica blinked. Tears started to spill down her cheeks yet again, launching herself towards the white queen this time. Holding Espa to her chest she used her other arm to slide around Sunny's neck, the hybrid looking stunned for a second. The surprise didn't last long, soon a white feathered wing moved to encompass Jessica, holding her gently.
"~T-Thank you.~" Jessica felt her emotions be released again, unaware she had still been holding so much back. It was at this point Jessica lost herself to tears for the second time in the day, Espa and Ebony close beside as she sobbed into Sunny's white fur. That is where she stayed for most of the day, equines coming and going to keep her company.
Later on she exhausted the battery of her cell phone, playing music to help ease the pain. Through it all Ebony, Espa and Luna never left her side.
~~~~~~

Over the next couple of days Jessica fell further into depression. She knew she was acting despondent; once the rush of emotions had left her, she had felt numb, listless. The equines were trying to cheer her up but she felt... useless. 
The only things I have to my name now are my bracelets and the clothes that Jewel made me, and I have no-way to pay her back, any of them back.
Jessica tugged her knees closer to her chest, currently seated on her bed with eyes closed. She had yet to do anything constructive, or even make any real efforts to do so. Fleur, Ledger and Sparkle had attempted to continue her language lessons, yet each time her heart just wasn't in it. Soon they would be in again to once more attempt to continue, she was sure eventually they would give up on her though.
Not that I don't deserve it...
She knew she would have to do something at some point, but to do so would be the same as giving in to her situation. Beside her she felt the rise and fall of smooth chitin, Ebony had yet to leave her presence, not that she doubted her friend ever would. Opening one eye she peered aside, Dusk watching her from the other bed and offering a small smile upon being noticed.
There was also a new addition to the room, Bubbles and Espa had moved in to occupy the second bed. Jessica presumed it was to keep Espa nearby, knowing what effect the small filly had upon her. Currently the small unicorn was asleep, having worn herself out fussing over Jessica throughout the day. That fact made Jessica feel the now all too known stab of guilt.
Despite it all they're still trying to cheer me up, and yet I... I just can't help it.
Tears glistened in her eyes; the last two days had been a mixture of crying and depression, with a sprinkle of melancholy thrown in for added flavour. She knew the facts, plus given her foray into psychology for half a year, she also knew this was one of the four stages of grief. Technically it was five, but she had made a firm decision there would be no bargaining.
Of course she would not be aware if she had been, but it felt nice to at least pretend she was in control. All up that just left her current stage, depression.
Exhaling softly through her nose she opened both eyes, her gaze fixed straight ahead at the door. Any minute now the three would enter, and then she would disappoint them yet again. She hadn't even gone down to the dungeon below in two days, a fact she was not pleased with herself over. 
But given my current emotions, I doubt I could even feed them...
Ebony spoke gently beside her sliding more guilt into Jessica's heart. She hadn't been feeding her friend well either, neglecting everyone despite how wonderful they treated her. Closing her eyes she reached down to stroke over the smooth muzzle, feeling it push to her hand, snuffling warm air gently against her fingers.
"~Sorry.~" Jessica's spoken word created a ripple through the room. She had barely said anything the last two days, let alone in the equine tongue. Dusk perked both ears, the guard raising her head while two male guards poked their heads into the room curiously. It was almost amusing how much of a stir her saying one simple apology could cause. 
A soft tsk was made beneath her hand, Ebony frowning up at her before exhaling. Jessica knew the mare was worried about those in the dungeon, especially the young ones. If she was honest with herself, so was she. 
Jess... what are you doing?
Lowering her head she pressed her forehead to her knees, sitting there for several long minutes. She felt useless, how could she help or repay these equines for what they had done, what they were doing? Luna herself would spend most of the day and all of the night with her despite her own loss, the mare starting to look tired but refusing to budge. At the moment was one of the few times the hybrid had been away from her, Sunny having to forcefully remove her from the room so she could get rest.
They act like sisters, I wonder if they are...
Distracted by the random thought Jessica instead dwelled on herself, what she would do. Peeking out the corner of her eye she watched Bubbles gently nuzzle Espa's mane, as always attentive and loving to her daughter. The sight tugged at a raw nerve within Jessica, the fact she herself would never experience that, it was agonising.
Continuing to distract herself she focused instead on what she could possibly do here, in this world. Her only real talents were singing, and that was only in one of the languages she knew. She would have to learn everything again to begin singing in their language, something that was monumentally daunting. Other than that she could draw reasonably well, and that... that was about it. 
There is nothing I can do, I want to go home...
The thought didn't help matters any, tears beading at the corners of her eyes. Giving a small sniffle she heard hooves approach the door, a soft knock soon following. Expecting her language teachers to arrive she spoke, trying to fake enthusiasm but it just left her lips in a listless, "come in."
She was not expecting Luna to enter, nor several guards to be accompanying her. Instantly she was worried she had worn out her welcome, the dark thought creeping in uninvited. The rational part of her brain pointed out that idea was downright nonsense, Jessica most surprised that her mind was assisting her for once. 
And... now I'm beginning to think of my brain as a separate entity... good going Jess.
Taken out of her self deprecating humor, she was stunned to see who was escorted by the guards. Fleur, Ledger or Sparkle she would have expected, but not the bug-like equine who was looking about in a clearly nervous fashion. Ebony spoke softly towards the nervous one who, Jessica assumed was Minder, given that the two young ones were curled on its back was a pretty decent hint. 
Her depression was pushed aside by this strange occurrence, Bubbles looking just as surprised, the pegasus moving a wing to protect the waking Espa. By the way the mother didn't launch herself out the window with the filly, Jessica could only guess she knew this was going to happen. Dusk gave a knowing grin, moving off the bed to take her place with the guards as Luna nodded reassuringly to the now fidgeting Minder. 
It... no, she looks so nervous. Why are they up here?
Jessica's eyes went wide, she remembered one of the first things Starswirl had offhandedly mentioned in her dream, had he passed that info onto Luna? The more important question however was, was it true?
The guards consisted of unicorns and pegasi alike, although Jessica saw a few normal ponies amongst them, spread out around the room. Ebony spoke towards Luna, the two sharing a conversation which, any other time Jessica would have been happy to see. Now however it only served to puzzle her further, Minder meanwhile was acting as if she were listening to something else entirely. 
"What's going on?" Jessica watched on curiously as Minder relaxed, Ebony giving a small nod in her direction before the bug-like mare lowered herself. Her glossy wings spread wide apart allowing the two small ~changelings~ to slip off her back. They both chirped, looking weak and tired as they looked up at Ebony, almost as if seeking something.
What are they...?
Ebony however moved slightly backwards, the two young insectile-foals giving distressed chirps as they tried to follow, looking confused by her actions. Jessica was just as baffled as they were, that is until her friend spoke softly, a tilt of Ebony's head given in her direction. Minder spoke up as well, her tone kind and reassuring as the two children gave quiet whimpers.
What are they saying? I can make out my name and food, but other than that they're talking too fast...
All of Jessica's own concerns were pushed aside, they were hungry she could tell. They were also growing increasingly more confused as to why Ebony was not letting them get near her, as was Jessica at this stage. She could tell it wasn't maliciousness on the part of the mare, but it was almost like she wanted them to do something else.
A soft chirp was directed her way, two pairs of small glowing eyes looking up at her now. One attempted to take a few steps towards her, only to give a little whimper and tumble, falling over its hole covered legs. The other fared little better, both seeming too weak to make it far under their own power. 
Oh god...
Minder moved immediately in their direction only to freeze as Ebony gave her a stern look. Reluctantly she moved back a few steps, seeming to be holding herself back with every fibre of her being. Even Bubbles was looking shocked, the mare twitching as if she would help the small ~changelings~ soon as well. Luna and Dusk watched on with the guards, the former looking a little guilty but continuing to observe, sharing a look with Ebony. 
It was when one of the young bug-like foals tried to get upright and take another step, attempting to make its way towards Jessica before falling once more, that she couldn't take it anymore. She slipped off the bed and moved her hands to support each gently as she scooped both up and held them to her belly.
"I'm sorry, I'm so... so, sorry little ones." Tears rolled down her cheeks as she felt her compassion for them flow, giving each much needed nourishment. They nuzzled gently to her arms, curling against her as their chirping grew less distressed, her heart melting at their actions. 
I was so concerned about myself, I never thought about anyone else...
Glowing eyes peered up at her, one giving small smacking sounds with its mouth before leaning up to nuzzle gently at her shoulder. A smile grew along Jessica's face and for the first time the idea of remaining in this world wasn't quite as bleak. She had purpose, she was needed to feed these young ones, why that was she didn't know.
But because of me they suffered again.
Espa was watching wide eyed from where she sat on the bed, a glance up at her mother calmed the small foal who instead now watched with interest. Minder had stopped looking about ready to have a seizure at this point, now visibly relaxed seeing the foals were being fed. Seating herself down on the sheets, Jessica let both young insectile-equines get cozy. 
She was so pre-occupied that she never noticed Espa until the filly had tugged herself up onto the bed with some effort. Bubbles watched on, her eyes never straying an inch from her daughter while Luna spoke reassuringly towards the pegasus. The mother relaxed slightly, but still kept a wary eye on the light-purple unicorn. 
I wonder what she wants?
Jessica was slightly bemused, watching Espa lean forward to regard one of the young bug-foals curiously. Luminescent blue eyes finally noticed the unicorn, one of the two wriggling within Jessica's arm to slip instead down onto her lap. Hesitantly it chirped before sniffing, leaning closer to the filly before its muzzle bumped to her own. 
Whatever was expected to happen by those observing, it was not Espa giving a large enough sneeze to almost throw herself off the bed. A loud startled chirp was given, the insectile-foals wriggling against Jessica to hide from the loud noise. One even made it clean off her lap, hiding behind the relative safety of Ebony who regarded it with a raised brow, looking over her shoulder at its new hiding place.
Jessica simply smiled at the display, her own issues forgotten as the filly gave what she assumed was an apology, wriggling her nose with a little sniff. Bubbles gave a small laugh from where she lay on the bed, fully relaxing now as her daughter was clearly in no harm. Ebony however was having a new issue, no matter how much she coaxed, the young one would not stop hiding in her tattered tail. 
Minder moved over, resting her head on the sheets to speak softly, two small blue eyes peering out at her voice. The one upon Jessica's lap was a little braver, moving towards Espa before reaching with a hole covered hoof to gently, ever so hesitantly, poke the unicorn. 
This... this is far... far too cute.
Espa let the small bug-foal poke her with its hoof. Deeming her safe it chirped up towards her while seated on Jessica's lap, looking quite proud of itself. Seeing this, the owner of the lap began to suspect why Espa had made her way over. Suspicions were confirmed when the young filly gave a pout, looking up at Jessica as if someone had claimed her favourite seat, which in a way the young foal had.
"Oh Espa..." Jessica couldn't help herself, her issues forgotten she gently picked up the young insectile-equine, much to its evident surprise and allowed Espa onto her lap. The filly sat proudly, sticking her tongue out upwards at her rival, who in turn didn't seem to care so much anymore as Jessica leaned back to the wall. Supporting one in her arms, and with Espa on her lap she felt... happy. 
Ebony and Minder were still having issues with the other, until the one in her arms chirped at its sibling. Encouraged it slowly crawled out from under the relative safety of the tail and made its way to Jessica once more. Eyeing Espa warily, it tried to speak in the equine language only for Minder to correct whatever it had tried to say. 
Chirping in frustration it instead rested hole covered forelegs upon Jessica's lap, leaning up to sniff at the young unicorn curiously. Espa for her part was quite content now she knew the lap was hers again. Curling her tail about herself as she sat, she spoke kindly to the young one, getting a head tilt in return. The inquisitive bug-foal smacked its lips a few times, looking further confused. 
Luna raised a question to which Ebony replied, Espa giving a small yawn before lying down looking ever so slightly tired. Bubbles looked alarmed before Ebony spoke up again, her words calming her down, if not removing the wary expression. Jessica was unsure what had been conversed about, her attention on the three foals primarily. 
One hand gently pet over the young unicorn's mane, getting a happy smile for her efforts. One of the insectile-foals seeing this raised its head, getting similar treatment next. Minder, watching this suddenly turned her head towards Ebony, one tattered ear flicking as the more distinctive insectile-equine gave a small nod after a moments pause. Hesitantly Minder pulled herself up onto the sheets, moving to lie down on the blanket. 
Curious, but in no way against the extra company, Jessica gave a smile to Minder, earning a shy but earnest smile in return. Meanwhile the young bug-like equine in Jessica's arms was taking advantage of its height elevation, leaning down to gently nip at Espa's ears with its small fangs.
Thankfully its fangs were too small to do much more than annoy the young unicorn, although the ear flicking was encouraging its behaviour further now it had a moving target. With a small cute huff, Espa gave in, letting her ear be gently gnawed upon. The whole scene was too adorable, Jessica finding herself unable to resist giggling. 
It was to this scene that Rainbow, Sparkle, Fleur, and Ledger walked in. To the guards' credit for those stationed around the room, very few sniggered at Ledger's almost nervous breakdown as he processed what he saw. Minder for her part was looking thoroughly confused as he stammered something out, then gave a strangled squeal and screamed in a demanding fashion at one of the guards.
Oh... 
Luna, apparently out of his immediate sight on the other side of the room quirked a brow, a questioning tone in her voice. From what Jessica could make out he had demanded the changelings be thrown out, or have them thrown into the princesses. It was rather difficult to remember how the equine language had its sentences structured. Although the amusing thought of Ebony being thrown at Sunny as an improvised weapon only increased Jessica's giggles.
From Luna's reply however she seemed rather curious as if that was the right course of action. Ledger for his part paled significantly, Dusk giving a disconcerting fang-filled smile obviously didn't help. Looking to her side, Jessica noticed much to her non-surprise that Ebony had adopted the look as well, except her fangs were of course larger.
Rainbow found the whole thing hilarious and she didn't care who knew it, as Ledger suddenly realised he had put his foot, or more accurately, hoof in his mouth. As he backed up, apologizing profusely, he backed into the now present Sunny, her tone curious as she looked down at him. Jessica was actually starting to feel sorry for the stallion as he gave a minuscule squeak and bowed. Promptly excusing himself he ran off down the hallway, a few crashing noises following with a wince on Sunny's face accompanying each one.
It was on the third such smash that Rainbow completely lost any semblance of subtlety and fell onto the floor, forelegs clasped to her chest as she laughed. Bubbles and Minder remained looking perplexed as the three foals on Jessica's lap played amongst each other. Well, if having Espa have an ear playfully gnawed while the other tried to poke her off the lap was considered playing.
Sparkle and Fleur both gave a long sigh, smiles clear upon their muzzles as they witnessed what was going on. Everyone however was equally caught off guard when Rainbow's loud laughter came to a screeching halt, a squeal of surprise coming from the cyan pegasus.
What the?!
Everyone looked into the hallway, even the two princesses, only to bare witness to Pinky standing over Rainbow, a pillow held tightly in the mare's mouth. She was once more vigorously shaking her soft weapon of choice to batter the pegasus, Rainbow having been completely caught off guard. 
...I have a feeling this isn't separate pillow fights, but one long epic pillow war.
To her credit, Jessica didn't laugh at Rainbow's expense. It was only when there was a resounding deep rumble of bass, followed by a pillow travelling at speeds manchester was not designed to go at, that she stifled a giggle. The downy projectile struck Pinky perfectly and sent the mare tumbling down the hallway, freeing Rainbow from the pink mare's frenzied attack.
I'm guessing Shades is involved too.
A loud scream got noticeably louder as it got closer, Spike running for dear life with his arms held above his head, easily identifiable as the owner of said scream. Behind him ran Harpy, several pillows levitated above her which she launched one after another to bury the little draconic boy under a pile of downy comfort. Seeing the looks she was receiving after done with her assault, Harpy blinked, finally noticing the inhabitants of the room. 
Her eyes darted from one princess to another, then to the insectile-equines and then finally to Jessica and the guards. A sheepish smile slowly crawled along her muzzle as Sunny gave a soft exhale, her smile never leaving her face. Luna however took the opportunity presented to her, an ethereal aura clad pillow catching the aqua coloured unicorn clear in her face, Harpy never knowing what hit her.
Jessica at this point couldn't stop laughing. She wasn't sure if the pillow fight was the result of a day long feud, or a happy coincidence, but it was almost as if the whole thing was planned. 
Anything with Pinky involved, I am beginning to suspect you can never be sure.
With the foals on her lap she watched the pillow fight spread to now encompass more unsuspecting equines, that is if Sparkle could be considered unsuspecting. Especially considering that she took a cheeky shot at Fleur with a pillow, it was probably more apt to call it karma.
Jessica burst into fits of laughter yet again, watching the pink mare leap at Rainbow once more, pillow held at the ready as a battle cry issued from her mouth; the battle cry probably would have sounded more threatening if she wasn't speaking around her weapon of choice. This time Rainbow was ready, meeting the fluff-filled blow with one of her own leading to both mares not giving an inch.
The only ones who seemed free from the mayhem were those in the room, excluding Sparkle and Luna, the latter of which seeming to have diplomatic immunity from retaliation. Jessica's mood improving, she simply enjoyed the spectacle before her. Sunny seemed pleased this was the case, giving her a look with a warm smile tugging at the edge of her mouth. 
And then another shuddering blast of bass happened, a mattress finding itself flung down the hallway clearing out all combatants too slow to avoid it.
That was when Jessica truly lost it to laughter.
~~~~~~

Night time brought a new change as Jessica got ready for bed, the most noticeable was the fact there were three more equines sharing the room. Jessica felt, well she still wasn't happy about the situation she was in but she was feeling less depressed, that alone was a bonus. Bubbles was in her bed, Espa nuzzled under her mother's wing while Dusk was sprawled out upon her own. 
This... is going to be interesting.
Outside she saw guards patrolling her room more often, a number she had not seen since Ebony had first revealed herself. Then there were the two other guards which joined Scar and Stoic outside, a female pegasus along with a large built normal stallion, both clad in gleaming golden armor. Both seemed nice enough, but she still only really trusted Scar and Stoic, the other two she was not too sure of.
The reason for all the extra security was due to what was lying upon her bed, or more precisely, who. Ebony in her normal form relaxed contentedly upon the sheets as always, but near the end of the bed was a more shy looking Minder. Finally were the two small chitin-covered foals chirping near her pillow, seeming quite excited to be in another room, and especially excited to be near Ebony.
They really seem to like her for some reason, then again she does look different to the others.
The mare in question was looking quite bemused at the nipping at one of her ears by one, the other was instead nosing under her long tattered tail, peeking out from under it. Jessica couldn't help but giggle at her friend's predicament. Slipping into bed herself she watched as Ebony got quiet, a sure sign Jessica had discovered that she was somehow communicating with the other bug-like equines.
What is she... oh.
Her question and suspicions were answered when as soon as she got comfortable her ears became the new target of tickling nibbles, giggling as she tried to protect them from their small fangs. Giving a glare towards Ebony she was met with as innocent an expression as the mare could manage. Giving a good natured sigh, she was glad when one of the foals nuzzled instead into her hair, the other finding comfort under an arm. 
Somewhat content as she felt their small bodies against her, the one in her hair relaxing quickly followed by the one tucked under her arm. She smiled feeling the feeding sensation now split four ways into those upon her bed, finding it much easier than when she fed those in the cell an hour or two earlier. 
Not to mention it feels, warm... nice when it's these four instead of all of them.
Minder looked surprised, regarding Jessica with curiosity before a smile given back relaxed the equine. Ebony for her part stretched and then got comfortable, a large fanged yawn given before she got ready to sleep.
I guess it is that time.
As she lay her head upon the pillow, Jessica felt the strange, but not unpleasant soft rising and falling of four bodies. The presence of Bubbles and Espa also helped in lifting her mood. Somehow she couldn't feel that this too was all planned, to hammer in exactly what she had in this world, this 'Equestria'. 
I also get the feeling Ebony had a hand in this...
One blue eye regarded her, a slit pupil briefly revealed within Ebony's eye before she smiled, the expression returned earnestly. She would never forget her home, or stop trying to find a way to return... but for now, at this moment as she had been reminded...
She had things worth caring for.

	
		Chapter nine: Preparations



Warmth teased over Jessica's skin, the sun's rays moving along her face as she squirmed. Slowly getting used to this form of alarm clock she felt consciousness return to her, if only a tiny fraction. Reluctant to get up, feeling rather comfortable within her warm blankets, she turned over and faced away from the morning light. There were many ways one could wake up in the morning; Jessica however now got to add one she was pretty sure no other human had ever encountered.
A small chirp sounded near her ear, the warning given but Jessica's sleep addled brain was slow in putting the facts together. Just as she was wondering what could possibly be making such a sound within her room she remembered the events of last night, along with a small kernel of information that was suddenly very, very important.
Oh no...
In her defense she almost moved her head in time, but the little insect-foal was quicker. 
"Okay! Okay, I'm up! I'm up!" Her words were mixed with giggles while her ear was being quite happily nibbled upon. Squirming more she heard amusement from the others in the room, her ear being let go as she tilted her head to regard the young insectile-equine with a small smile. 
"Morning to you-..." Her words were cut off by a light weight being added to her chest; small hard hooves pushed through the sheets and against her breasts. While certainly uncomfortable that wasn't her primary concern. She was now facing the second of the presumed siblings, its inquisitive blue eyes regarding her, a questioning chirp given. 
"Don't... you... dare." Her tone was hesitant, yet she knew no matter what she said the outcome would not be any different. Fangs glistened as it opened its mouth wide and gently chomped upon her nose, proving her unfortunately correct in her assumption. Squealing Jessica giggled as the bite was merely playful, its fangs doing little more than tickling her skin. Regardless she was now being assaulted on two fronts, her only defense clear to her.
Tugging herself under the blankets she hid her head from view, hearing confused chirps through the sheeting, that was soon followed with another distinctive sound. Amongst the sound of laughter she heard several small hooves impact upon the floor, clopping away from the bed.
Well I am certainly glad Dusk finds this hilarious...
Waiting patiently with her sarcastic thoughts, her ire sated with the knowledge she was pretty certain what would happen next. Suspicions were proven correct when after roughly half a minute the laughter gave way to a yelp of surprise. Hearing the chirps now from the other side of the room she tugged the blanket back to look, the sight that greeted her certainly rather amusing.
Dusk was currently rolling around on her bed, one of the young ~changelings~ pouncing onto her playfully, the other trying to nip at her ear. Somewhere along the line Espa had joined in, the unicorn being slightly larger than the two bug-like foals used this to her advantage; specifically in assisting them by keeping Dusk pinned as they went for her ears. Although it did seem from Jessica's perspective Dusk was simply allowing all this to happen, it was a sweet gesture on the guard's part none the less.
Ebony was observing all this with a wide grin upon her muzzle, her tattered mane falling over one eye as she encouraged the two small ones, and quite possibly Espa. Minder however was more reserved, then begun to look very ill at ease, almost as if she were worried they might be perceived to be attacking one of the guards. One stray thought did come to her mind though as she regarded her friend, noticing a slight difference.
Was Ebony's mane always that long?
As Jessica dismissed that thought the door opened, four equines clad in golden armor looking in to see what the commotion was about. Scar seemed to find Dusk's predicament hilarious albeit in a somewhat subdued fashion. This sentiment was shared by the female pegasus and the normal stallion if their laughter was any indication. Stoic, well Stoic might have cracked the barest hint of a smile, but Jessica wasn't quite sure.
Minder at their appearance spoke urgently to the little bug-like foals, her tone implying she was trying to coax them away. Jessica sat up on her bed, the insectile-mare's voice becoming pleading as if fearful of retribution. Something within that tone broke the humor, Dusk stopping her laughter to gaze over at Minder, the other guards looking perplexed.
What is she so scared of?
Ebony flicked one of her ears, looking at the other insect-mare curiously. Minder however was looking frantic now, trying to coax the two very confused looking foals from the dark pegasus. Slowly Ebony spoke, Minder tensing before looking around her, one ear kept askew. Bubbles was now looking rather confused herself, Espa who was currently flopped over Dusk's chest armor mirroring her mother's expression.
"What's wrong?" Jessica's question only earned several more ear flicks before she slipped the sheets back, moving to place her feet upon the cold floor. Minder flinched a little, still wanting the young ones away from Dusk for whatever reason. Ebony had pressed on, speaking calmly, trying to reassure the other mare until Jessica frowned in thought. 
Is she scared they may be put back into the cell?
The idea didn't sit well with Jessica, whether it was the correct idea or not she wasn't about to let that happen. Despite how she had been woken, she enjoyed their company immensely; without them she feared her depression would come down upon her once more, especially with the three children keeping it at bay with their antics. 
"~No, home be here.~" Jessica's words caused Minder to act startled; although it seemed to make all of the adults turn their attention towards her. Jessica's arms slid gently around Minder's neck, the mare flinching before the warmth built within, flowing into the equine she held. Thankfully Jessica felt her relax, now noticing another at the doorway who had witnessed it all; Sunny.
"~Jessica, your heart happy?~" The white queen spoke in a way Jessica could clearly understand, a small smile coming to her lips. She wasn't sure if the new living arrangement was organized by Luna alone, but she had a very strong suspicion Sunny had a hand, or hoof in it. 
A small nod was given, followed by a soft affirmation which seemed to please the hybrid. With the guards parting to allow access, Sunny entered and lowered her head to speak softly towards Minder. The mare cringed before blinking, looking up as her glowing eyes shyly observed the tall white equine. Jessica could only pick up the words home, and her name which led to some confusion, but the tone was kind so she didn't feel the need to worry.
Thankfully Minder finally relaxed, Ebony posing a question towards Sunny which quickly developed from there into a conversation. Bubbles interjected a few times, Sunny nodding warmly towards the cross-eyed mare while Dusk slowly stood to attention. All five guards listened intently, Jessica losing most of the conversation at the speed it was going back and forth.
I... got that they're talking about... a home? Homes? My name was mentioned as was ~changelings~... I guess they're setting up somewhere for us to live? 
Unsure and also unwilling to dwell on it, as that would bring up memories of why she required a home here, Jessica found her attention drawn elsewhere. Namely, to the three foals who were making their way towards her. The two small bug-like foals briefly rubbed their heads against Minder's forelegs, an affectionate nuzzle given back in reply. Next they made their way to Ebony, chirping up at her as she paused in her conversation with Sunny to look down.
A stern word was given towards them, their heads tilting as if they didn't understand. Jessica watched as her friend gave a soft sigh and lowered her head, gently nuzzling one then the other before tsking. With a gesture from the mare towards Jessica, the two set off towards her. Sunny giving a patient but clearly amused smile at what had just happened.
Espa however was quicker, leaning up to give her mother a fond nuzzle which was lovingly returned by Bubbles. Spying the other two nearby she quickly cantered over to Jessica's bed and scrambled up, hind legs pushing to the mattress for purchase. Getting onto the sheets she pulled herself onto Jessica's lap to lie down, claiming the spot just as the two others made their way to the bed. 
Ah... I see.
A giggle escaped as she looked down, the two chitin-covered foals now looking up at her, either unable to get up or unwilling to make the effort. Soft chirps were given upwards which easily melted through her resolve. Leaning down, careful not to disrupt the occupant upon her lap she picked up one, then the other and deposited them on the blankets beside her.
Soon the two little ones were looking up at her with inquisitive eyes, one moving closer to her lap to gently sniff up at Espa, a hoof prod following. The unicorn filly gave a curious glance to the hole covered hoof before speaking gently towards its owner.  A chirp was her answer before Espa giggled and was gently poked yet again, the little one seeking the lap now it was occupied. 
They need nicknames, but...
Jessica gently picked up the more shy of the two, hugging it to her chest as it peeked up towards her. Warmth built within her, tugging towards the two small bug-like foals as she used her other hand to gently stroke Espa's soft mane. Thinking on how to differentiate the two she blinked and mulled on this.
I will need to ask Jewel if she could possibly make something for them.
That thought led to guilt, the knowledge that she still owed the unicorn for so much plaguing her conscience. Exhaling she pushed that aside, adding to the pile of things she would have to think about later.
Determined not to ruin the mood after she had finally had the depression lifted, Jessica found herself watching the three young equines play on and around her lap. Well, one was in her arms but was doing its best to poke at Espa regardless, so in Jessica's mind that still counted. It was around the time that Espa was playfully pinning the closer foal with one hoof much to its displeasure that she was aware the conversation had ceased.
Blinking she looked up, eyes now all upon her as Sunny seemed to have a knowing smile upon her muzzle. While Minder seemed to be shifting on her hooves nervously, Ebony simply smiled. Jessica noticing friend's tattered mane was definitely longer than Jessica remembered, now that she actually took the time to visually study it.
Come to think of it, when I first met her she looked very similar to Minder...
The memory played back in her head, it was hazy and hard to distinguish details but she was almost certain that was the case. Shrugging it off, she put it down to her friend just trying different styles; after all she could change her form completely, a few cosmetic changes shouldn't be too difficult. The conversation soon resumed as Jessica tried to listen, working to figure out what it was they were discussing. 
A loud chirp made Jessica look down; the pinned foal was wriggling, pushing its small hooves to Espa's forelegs in trying to get free. Jessica wasn't sure what caused it, perhaps it was too much force or something pinned wrong, but a small pained yelp issued from the bug-like foal brought the room to silence yet again. Surprisingly it was Bubbles who spoke up first, Espa's ears flattening instantly in response. The filly lifted her hooves quickly from the other foal and hid on Jessica's lap, tail curling around herself almost shamefully.
Minder had moved forward immediately only for Ebony to shake her head, a small smile tugging at her fanged mouth. Shifting nervously upon her hooves, Minder watched as Bubbles slipped off her bed, trotting over to stand before where Jessica sat. The pegasus leaned forward, her voice stern as she nuzzled the cowering ball of filly which caused an ear to flick up through blonde hair. 
"~Sorry!~" Espa's voice was accompanied with a small sniffle, her golden eyes wet with unshed tears causing Jessica's heart to ache at her distress. Bubbles' tone became softer, nuzzling the filly gently who hesitantly rubbed her muzzle back. A gesture from the mother was given to the little chitin-covered foal as it was now curled up against Jessica, shivering to her side.
Espa... Bubbles...
Jessica could tell Bubbles wanted her daughter to apologize to the foal, the fact the pegasus was being so kind hearted to the creatures she was so nervous about earlier...
Now I see where Espa gets it from.
With one hand resting on the cowering ~changeling~, the other holding its sibling to her chest, Jessica watched as Espa moved off her lap. The injured, or more likely frightened infant gave a wavering chirp as Espa got closer to it before she lowered her head down and spoke softly. Her tone of voice was apologetic, moving her head slowly to get closer, inching it along the sheets. 
The small bug-foal, Tala, which Jessica had finally decided on a nickname for the more timid of the two, pushed against her side. The act spurred two mindsets to Jessica, on one hand she was happy she was seen as a sense of comfort, on the other she hoped Espa's apology would be accepted. Slowly however Tala hesitantly moved forward, Espa's muzzle just outside her personal zone. 
Tala moved a hoof forward and gently pushed to Espa's nose, not enough to force her back but enough to make it scrunch. The unicorn wriggled her nose before Tala chirped softly, leaning forward and rubbing her muzzle to Espa's own. Soon Espa moved her head, gently bumping Tala towards Jessica's lap and helping the insect-foal up. This resulted in a happy chirp from the smaller equine, sitting up proudly on her acquired lap.
I... I could never hate a world with these... these beautiful children in it.
Tala's sibling, who Jessica carried her nickname tradition over to dub her Mayari, was not to be outdone. Wriggling free from Jessica's arm she pounced on Espa, gnawing playfully upon one ear. Tala, spying this made for the other until the filly was on the defensive, trying to hide under her mother's wing for protection. Bubbles for her part spread her wing over the blankets to offer sanctuary, her daughter sticking her head out to give a playful gesture at the two others, both now looking confused at this development.
Before Espa could relish her victory, Bubbles folded her wing in and nuzzled her daughter forward, a squealing giggle given as she was pounced once more. The three fell into a heap, amongst which Jessica completely lost track of which was Tala and which Mayari. Whoever was which didn't matter due to Espa clearly coming out the winner, flopping over both of them as she used her slightly larger size to her advantage.
Finding her attention diverted, Jessica gazed up to see Ebony looking proud, Minder finally appearing more relaxed as she too crawled onto the bed. Gently moving past Jessica she positioned herself to lie beside her and nuzzle at the pinned children, Bubbles watching it all with a wary eye. When nothing malicious happened she too relaxed, but stayed close by, Espa looking a little tired once again but content in her victory.
So occupied with what currently was happening on the bed, Jessica only realized she was being spoken to when Sunny repeated herself. Looking at the queen, or again if Starswirl was to be believed, princess, she noticed another key fact.
When did they arrive?
Standing in the room behind Sunny, watching with a mix of expressions were several more equines. Some were observing with a smile on their faces, although Flitter was keeping firmly behind Sunny and Sparkle it seemed. Posh and Jewel were looking a little more reserved, although even they couldn't hide the fact how adorable they found the three foals. Harpy was more evident in her delight, a wide smile on the aqua unicorn's face.
There was also Spike, Shades, Flute, Rainbow and Pinky, the latter of which was bouncing excitedly on the spot. Bubbles gave a wary glance at the pony, this expression strangely enough mirrored by Minder. 
I wonder what's going on. 
Fleur was absent which meant it wasn't a language lesson, and Ledger... well she wasn't entirely sure where Ledger had gotten off to after yesterday. Thoroughly lost as to what this could be leading into, she was rather confused when a unicorn she was unfamiliar with cleared his throat, regarding Sunny with a formal tone of voice. 
Who is he?
The stallion had a clear air of nobility around him, but like Ledger he seemed rather uneasy around the sight of the four ~changelings~ within the room. Unlike Ledger however, he would not let his professionalism be compromised. Jessica was most surprised when he gave her a small curt nod, levitating a bag that jingled as if coins were within.
Sunny seemed a little startled when she looked out the window at the sun's position, almost as if she had just noticed the time. A nod was given as she addressed everyone in the room, several replies given all at once. Jessica lost any ability to listen or understand as voices overlapped each other, several excited, primarily Jewel, Pinky, Shades and Sparkle... however all seemed to be so for different reasons.
Pinky bounced over towards the foals that were now looking up at all the attention, her large smile and bright blue eyes doing little to hide her enthusiasm. Minder and Bubbles seemed to share a look at whatever she was saying, an unspoken agreement formed between the two. Bubbles got the pink mare's attention, speaking in soft tones which caused Pinky's mood to deflate rapidly at whatever had been said. Minder cleared her throat, very cautiously speaking up which finally allowed Jessica to grasp what was going on.
She heard several words and jumbled them into her head to try and make something cohesive out of it. What she got was that Pinky, Spike, Shades and Flute were going to help look after the young ones while the rest went with Jessica somewhere. Either that or the foals were going somewhere, and the others were going to look after Jessica; it was fifty-fifty either way.
I... I don't know which option scares me more.
Minder looked at Ebony imploringly, the tattered maned equine sighing and adding to the conversation. Whatever was said seemed to appease Bubbles, Flute however turned a little green all of a sudden although Jessica had failed to understand the context of what was said. Shades noticing this gave him a playful nudge while Bubbles spoke gently to Espa, the little filly looking up at her mother curiously. 
Okay, now I am absolutely confused.
Rainbow, apparently fed up of waiting gave a loud cry of annoyance and flew over to Jessica's clean pile of clothing. Scooping up an outfit she pushed it into Jessica's arms, offering a grin and gesturing for her to follow. Confused, but figuring the pegasus knew what she was doing, Jessica got to her feet and dutifully followed. Two small chirps stopped her, looking behind as two pairs of glowing eyes looked up at her, clear they didn't understand why she was leaving.
Well given Rainbow gave me my clothing it's clear she wants me to shower... but...
Chewing on her lower lip she looked at Ebony, gesturing with one hand to Tala and Mayari. She thought hard and tried to put her words into a proper structured sentence, knowing it would probably fall horribly flat. 
"~Changeling come shower?~" She made sure to add the questioning tone in, still unsure if there was a specific term to use for such a thing. Ebony gave a tilt of her head, looking at the two small foals before giving the equine equivalent of a shrug. Jessica waited as her friend looked towards Minder and the two foals, her silence showing they were conversing... somehow. All the other equines were waiting for the outcome, Rainbow however pushed a hoof to her forehead giving a groan of impatience.
Eventually a nod was given from Ebony, which led to Jessica using one arm to pick up the chirping two foals. Espa however was distracted by Pinky, the mare excitedly telling her all the things they might get up to in the day, Shades occasionally interjecting with her own ideas. Well, that's what Jessica picked up by the conversation, by the looks on Bubbles, Minder and Sunny's faces... she wasn't so sure the three others were sold on what the two would-be babysitters thought.
Jessica gave a nod to those in the room, rather glad for how large it was and made her way out, the guards parting to allow access. A momentary pause was given before Ebony was allowed out, Scar and Stoic moving but the other two a little slower in their permission. A small smile and nod of the head from Sunny reassured them and they too moved aside. Dusk just gave a snort, rolling her eyes while the golden armored female flustered a little.
Those two will need names too...
Looking at the male stallion and female pegasus, she watched as they hesitated before returning to their posts by the door. They seemed to be watching over Minder, Jessica decided as Rainbow, clearly not appreciative of Jessica's pace gently bumped her head to Jessica's backside to move her along.
"Okay Rainbow! I'm moving!" She couldn't help but giggle, having grown used to the pegasus's antics over their little adventure together. Rainbow just gave a sigh seeing her point had gotten across before flying over to the bathroom, stretching before jerking with her head for Jessica to go in. Dusk was finding this whole thing remarkably amusing, the dark guard having taken up the rear position. 
Scar and Stoic wasted no time, taking up positions while Ebony eyed one of the maids curiously as she approached. The maid, the one Jessica was becoming acquainted with looked a little worried at the sight of the ~changelings~, Jessica realizing that until now Ebony had always been disguised when leaving the room.
Rainbow however quickly spoke up, putting the maid at ease while the insectile-mare looked rather embarrassed at the teasing tone. A soft snort escaped Ebony's nose, the maid looking more relaxed now as she offered the towel up to Jessica. Taking it, exchanging a smile and word of gratitude, she entered the bathroom, setting the two small foals down as she closed the door.
I...
Her back gently pressed to the door behind her, eyes closing as she felt the warm tingling sensation behind her eyelids. Soon tears rolled down her cheeks as she exhaled, pushing from the oaken surface to make her way to the middle of the room. Small chirps were directed her way, Jessica setting her clothing and towel ready for after she was clean while she tried hard to push down the sadness building within.
I don't want to be alone.
She had an ulterior motive to bringing Tala and Mayari along, on one hand they looked so cute when they saw she was leaving them behind, she couldn't bear to see that. Secondly however was a far more selfish reason, ever since the fateful encounter with Starswirl, she felt a darkness tugging within her. Being with the others helped calm it, helped keep it suppressed but she knew were she to be left alone...
The depression would consume me.
Jessica knew in time the pain would dull, she knew it wasn't quite as melodramatic as her mind was making it out to be. That realization didn't stop it hurting, to know she would never get home... at least, in the foreseeable future. She would never stop trying to find a way, and she knew the princesses would continue researching but she wasn't an idiot, she knew the book had been her best bet, and that was stuck in-
Okay Jess, stop dwelling on it. Focus on the positives.
As she tugged her nightshirt up slowly, she knew things weren't as bleak as her depression would lead her to believe. Remembering something, she looked down to see two of those positive reasons were currently looking up at her curiously. Suddenly feeling very bashful Jessica pushed her nervousness aside; while she disliked sharing a bathroom normally, this was different.
Slipping her panties off next, then her beloved bracelets, she blinked as a voice cried out from the other side of the door. Jessica didn't need a fluent understanding of the equine language to know what Rainbow had just said. 'I don't hear showering' would have been about as close as Jessica could have translated it into, a small smile tugging at her lips.
"~Yes, yes! Shower!~" Jessica shouted back, absolutely positive she heard three lots of sniggering from the other side of the door; two were easy enough to guess but the owner of the third she wasn't one hundred percent sure on. Regardless she moved to the shower, sliding the handle along to get the water going. Waiting for the water to heat up she blinked as Tala, or perhaps it was Mayari moved to the edge of the shower.
A soft inquisitive chirp was given before she moved a hoof inside. Observing her creep in, Jessica could only watch bemused as the foal got close to the sprinkles of water. The still chilly droplets splashed upon her back, a cry of distress coming from the young equine before she tried to run out, slipping and falling onto her face. A soft little wail came from the small equine as the water warmed, Jessica bending down to gently stroke over Mayari's head, deciding who it must be due to the inquisitive nature shown.
"Mayari, shh... it's okay." She gently picked up the sniffling ~changeling~, smiling as the sorrow gave way to a small whimper. Jessica couldn't help but smile warmly, Tala chirping up at her having followed in with the water now a relaxing warm temperature. Gently setting Mayari down once the sniffles had ceased she worked on cleaning herself, getting ready for whatever the day had planned.
I wonder just where it is we're going?
A strange squeaking noise startled Jessica, rinsing the last of the shampoo from her hair she heard the sound again, now rather curious. Brushing the damp hair from her eyes she looked to the side to spy the two foals having found a rubber ducky, each seeming to take turns biting on it. Seeing they were being watched, one of them held it up proudly and bit down again, eliciting another rubbery squeak. 
Okay, there is no doubt about it... these two and Espa are definitely positives to me being here.
Dwelling on that thought instead of the negatives she sighed softly, working on getting clean before focusing her attention on the little insectile-foals. Whatever the day brought, she would be ready and face it head on.
And be clean, that was important too.
~~~~~~

With great trepidation, Jessica later found herself being escorted into the main courtyard. The knowledge of what possibly lay beyond the large gates quickly diminished her fragile good mood. It seemed she had assumed right, she was being taken somewhere, but for what reason she was unaware. 
I... I'm scared, I am honestly terrified of what is outside that gate.
Thoughts of mobs, being suffocated in bodies, pounced on by griffons and ponies alike, they were all horrifying images playing through Jessica's head. Looking behind her she wistfully watched the relative safety of the castle get further behind with each step. Of course, as scared as she was of heading into the city, she was under no delusions she had picked the better option.
A shuddering sound of bass followed by a cushion flying out one window confirmed her fears. To be honest, she was rather amazed when it sailed over a wall and continued, quite possibly heading over the side of the mountain. 
It could be worse, I could be back inside. I hope Sunny doesn't lock Shades and Pinky up...
Jessica's mind drifted back to when she returned from the shower. The two clean foalings, her new term for Tala and Mayari, were to be babysat by Pinky, Spike, Shades, Minder, Flute and Harpy. The new term she had decided for the two was a combination of 'foal', and 'things' which admittedly Jessica felt bad about, but when putting the word together it did sound slightly cute. A last minute addition of Fleur arriving with Snooty had the female unicorn offer to help out, Snooty somewhat wisely choosing to find something else to do. 
Jessica had no doubt Fleur would probably regret her kind-hearted gesture at a later date. She was however thankful that Bubbles had opted for Espa to come along with them at the last second, Tala and Mayari unfortunately still had to remain behind with their sitters. 
I feel bad leaving the foalings, but Minder is there and it's not like I'm anything special to them...
Slightly depressed by her thoughts she sighed gently, Jessica really did enjoy time with them. They were adorable and they seemed to have attached themselves to her in a very wonderful fashion, contrary to how she felt about herself. Regardless she knew she was just an alien in this world, but even then... she was glad she could feed them at least.
Taking her mind off the sad tinged thoughts lest she drag her mood right back down, Jessica looked around her little honor guard; more specifically, Espa walking before her with chest puffed out and the three guards who had become very much a part of her life. Bubbles walked on one side of Jessica, Ebony the other as Espa was favored with several amused looks from the others accompanying the group.
Sparkle along with the two male guards led the way with the unknown male unicorn beside her, the two unicorns conversing along with Jewel. Flitter was just behind, looking up and talking to the hovering Rainbow who was at that moment casting a look back at Espa, in the midst of giving words of encouragement to the little filly. Lastly, and most surprisingly Posh had come along as well, the mare walking near the rear with Dusk, currently in conversation with the dark guard.
With her apprehension rising they arrived at the large gates, a deep breath taken in by Jessica as she waited for the guards stationed there to open them up. The mobs, the mass of hysterical bodies, the accusations... she was expecting it all and to be swept away in the crowd.
But there was nothing.
Jessica was almost disappointed. While understandably thrilled her worst fears weren't translated into reality, she had been steeling herself for the inevitable mob once the gates opened. A brown feathered wing brushed to her side noticing her shifting mood, Ebony giving a smile up towards her reassuringly which was returned in a grateful fashion. Slowly moving onwards Jessica did notice they were drawing some stares, a few hushed whispers passed between equines who noticed them.
And... here we go again.
Her mood quickly soured as griffons and equines alike gasped and stared, conversations building amongst themselves as their little procession moved past. Rainbow began to show hints of annoyance, eventually flying over to a couple with a raised voice and hooves indicating in Jessica's direction. The two ponies looked aghast, whether at Rainbow's attitude or at Jessica she wasn't entirely certain, but at least they walked off in a huff.
Slightly concerned by the attitudes exhibited by the ponies native to the city, Jessica exhaled and followed the group. Reassurances were given her way as they continued past shops and residences, despite it all she still felt... alien.
And why not? I don't belong here anyhow.
Her mood darkened as the mumbles and whispering continued, Jessica unsure what the point of this excursion was. She highly doubted it was to make her feel miserable but for the life of her she couldn't really decide on another reason. As she wallowed in self-pity, Posh was observing in a curious fashion the reactions Jessica was receiving despite her obvious distaste for how they acted. Scar however seemed to bristle more openly along with Rainbow, their emotions more forthcoming. 
A question to the two posed by Posh was answered, Jessica now on the receiving end of several gazes and concerned looks. A second question was put Jessica's way from Sparkle as they suddenly stopped, the mare looking with clear empathy upon her features; an expression that was also shared upon most, even the new stallion. Quietly Jessica comtemplated the query, thinking it over in her head.
Is this how I was treated in the other town?
"~Yes,~" Jessica replied in the most simple fashion, answering the question as Jewel frowned, her teeth gritting. Bubbles looked aghast while Jessica recalled this story had been told on the train, well as far as she was aware it had been. Mulling it over she then realized there was a difference to hearing something and witnessing it first hand, at least there weren't any stones being thrown at her. 
Yet.
The mood had sobered significantly, Flitter scuffing a front hoof before gazing up at Jessica. The pegasus looked as if she wished to say something to lighten her mood, but no words seemed to come. Instead she trotted forward, still a little hesitant near Ebony before pushing her muzzle ever so gently to Jessica's fingers. 
A smile came to the owner of the hand, her eyes looking down as she moved fingers gently over Flitter's mane in return. The act caused the pegasus to flinch slightly before blushing, accepting the gesture for what it simply was, a gesture of thanks.
"~Thank you.~" Jessica's words seemed to break the tension around their group, Jewel releasing a long exhale before mumbling darkly under her breath, the building ire directed at a couple looking at them oddly. Sparkle just frowned thoughtfully, talking to the unicorn stallion as Posh joined in. Soon the mood was lifting, that is until a loud voice rolled down the street, Flitter's wings spreading wide in shock before she looked about frantically.
What...?
Jessica noticed Rainbow's expression turn agitated, her eyes looking down a side street while Sparkle and Jewel both gained a disapproving frown. The rest looked rather confused, Jessica admittedly the primary one amongst them. It was then she followed their line of sight to spy a creature that struck her dumb; she knew she should be terrified but the absurdity of it was too much.
Is... is that a...?
A large bipedal creature wearing a tiny black tie made his way down the narrow street, his large muscular bulk barely squeezing through the passage. Behind him followed two goats, each with a red tie and, oddly enough name badges. By the reactions of the others she wasn't sure whether to be scared or not, so erring on the side of caution she went with what her brain was telling her.
Oh god, oh god... that's a minotaur!
The clearly male minotaur, although she didn't wish to dwell on how she knew that, was making his way closer, recognition flashing over his yellow eyes upon spying the group. The creature's loud voice filled Jessica's ears when he seemed to fixate on Flitter, Rainbow however flying before her friend to glower at the approaching bovine-creature.
The expression on the beast changed rather dramatically, a look of uncertain guilt creeping over his features as he noticed the animosity directed towards him. One of the goats gave a bleat, the minotaur rubbing under his chin with a contemplative tone of voice as if understanding; given Jessica's experience so far though, she wasn't about to discount such an idea. A snap of his large fingers was followed by a clearing of the throat, an apology rumbling out of his mouth immediately after.
This seemed to have a mixed reaction on Jessica's companions. Rainbow quirked a brow continuing to look dubiously at the large bull-man, while in contrast Flitter seemed to give a timid smile in his direction. Jewel and Sparkle exchanged glances prior to regarding the minotaur with less hostility, their expressions now shifting to be more baffled upon each mare's face. The rest including Jessica were just looking completely out of the loop, there seemed to be history here but she was unaware of what it was.
It was around that point that he seemed to actually notice Jessica. The question on how he didn't take note of her prior was something she couldn't figure out, perhaps he was focused on the ponies or perhaps Rainbow was in the way of his vision. Whatever the reason he suddenly became immobile, his yellow bestial eyes regarding her while everything save his breathing came to a halt.
Looks were exchanged between the group, Jessica expecting a terrified or angry shout to issue from him follow while Ebony settled for looking increasingly perplexed. Posh quirked a brow, conversing with Rainbow who gave a halfhearted shrug and flew before his face, waving a hoof to no avail.
Did... I break him?
While the minotaur continued to remain unresponsive despite Rainbow now prodding the side of his face, Sparkle instead cast a look at the three guards. Scar and Dusk shrugged, Dusk adding a rather unflattering comment towards the bull while Stoic merely snorted ever so slightly. Deciding that hanging around the broken man-bull-thing was a waste of time, they turned to head into the shop. 
Espa cast a look back, conversing with her mother who looked thoughtful before the cross-eyed mare spoke kindly. From what Jessica could make out the filly was concerned he had been looked at by some form of creature, what that particular creature was Jessica was unsure but Bubbles had disregarded the suspicion. Looking aside as she too entered, Jessica noticed one of the goats standing on the back of the other before the minotaur, poking him in the face repeatedly with a hoof but garnering no response.
Strange...
Flitter gave a soft spoken comment in the bull-man's direction before she entered in along with the two guards, escorting Jessica into a large store full of... well, as far as Jessica could make out, stuff. There was furniture, pictures, works of art, and that was just within the first area. The male unicorn who accompanied them, or Rebate as she had decided to term him, was talking to the shop keeper when she saw him, Sparkle and Jewel waiting nearby. 
Confused as to what they were doing in here, she felt Ebony push gently to her side as the pegasus looked more than a little out of her depths within the store. Feeling a bump to her shin Jessica looked down to see Espa gazing up at her, holding forelegs upwards in a clear gesture of what the unicorn desired. Smiling Jessica bent down to pick up the small filly, holding her into her arms as she noticed just why Espa had spontaneously desired to be carried.
Nearby were two fillies accompanying a brown normal stallion, or ~earth pony~ as the equine tongue termed them. The way the two young ponies were acting about the stallion, he was either an older brother or their father from what she could deduce. One of the fillies who strangely enough was wearing glasses while the other sported a tiara, seemed to notice Espa and gasp followed by nudging the other and pointing. Soon enough all three were looking in her direction, Espa sticking her tongue out at the two. 
"Be nice Espa." Jessica's tone was kept softly reprimanding causing the filly in her arms to wilt ever so slightly, giving a pout up towards her in response. A small smile came to Jessica's lips as she realized the young unicorn just wanted to show off to the other two children. Truthfully, she didn't mind as it allowed her to give a free cuddle to Espa, Bubbles on the other hand sighed but smiled none the less at her daughter's antics.
I guess I am kind of a unique attraction...
The brown stallion made his way over eyeing Jessica warily before talking to Sparkle, Rebate, and Jewel while making gestures towards her every so often. She could pick up enough of what was being said, 'what was she', 'and was she safe to be around' his primary questions. She didn't need to be fluent in their language to work it out, Ebony looking slightly irritated helped fill in the blanks. 
Rainbow seemed to take offense to his words until Flitter quickly spoke up, her tone meant to placate and calm everyone which admittedly worked rather effectively. Rainbow landed on her hooves giving a large eye roll before moving to observe a large picture of four flying pegasi instead. Through it all Dusk, Scar and Stoic remained around Jessica, but kept a respectful distance, not wishing to pen her in. 
It was just as Jessica noticed Posh talking to Bubbles that a small voice spoke up near her feet. Looking down she noticed one of the two fillies currently gazing up, talking to Espa within her arms. The little pink filly's tone was in slight awe as Jessica blinked, tilting her head curiously. The nickname she had heard used by Ledger having passed one of their lips, this led to Ebony immediately tensing. Before anything could escalate their father, Jessica having come to this conclusion due to his body language, approached to give several firm toned words towards the two fillies, both apologizing shortly after.
I... really don't want to know what that name means do I?
A sigh of relief came from Jewel, one of her blue eyes watching Ebony closely as the pegasus gave a dismissive snort and looked away. The soft touch of a wing to her side did prove that Ebony was still concerned about Jessica, that simple fact making her smile ever so slightly. Watching the three young equines converse, she blinked as she heard her name be mentioned by Espa, one of the other two trying to sound it out in her mouth.
Soon however the father deemed it time to go, a small nod given in Jessica's direction while the two foals produced a small whine before following the stallion out. Jessica watched them leave while noticing two things as she peeked over her shoulder. One, the fillies both had 'tattoos', which meant it must be a coming of age thing to get one, and secondly she could have sworn the one with the tiara gave Espa a small glare before exiting. 
Must have been my imagination...
Dismissing the possibility, as who could possibly hate such an adorable filly such as Espa, she instead found her attention pulled away by Rainbow. The pegasus was pointing with a hoof at the picture she was admiring earlier, her tone excited and by her body actions she seemed to be implying Jessica should get it. Confused by this she heard Sparkle calling her name, looking to see Rebate holding the earlier shown pouch within a magic aura.
What are they...?
Noticing she was not understanding, Jewel and Posh took it upon themselves to explain. That is after they spoke to Sparkle, a nod giving them permission before the bag was gently grasped within Jewel's aura. Thankfully not as squeamish around magic as she once was, Jessica felt her hand gently encompassed within the same glow. The feeling was warm, much like Sparkle's magic as her hand was gently twisted palm up for the bag to be placed within.
"Um...?" Tilting her head she felt the full weight rest upon her hand, a nod given to her by Posh as she reached with her nails to tug the string, opening the pouch. Within were what seemed to be gold coins, each with the profile of Sunny upon one side, and Luna on the other side when she turned a coin over.
Are these... wait is this currency?
Her eyes went wide as her brain started to connect the dots, pulling her towards the conclusion kicking and screaming. This really was a bag full of currency although she wasn't sure what the value was, now rather perplexed as she had yet to see any money exchanged to try and figure out worth. Then again, by the way the clerk behind the counter was eyeing it up, Jessica could make an educated guess that it was... a substantial amount.
Okay, he is literally drooling... oh... gross he's actually drooling onto the counter.
Wincing a little at the shopkeepers’ reaction, she looked at the bag curiously then turned her attention towards Jewel and Posh for clarification. Sparkle looked thoughtful while the other two mares appeared to be considering how to get their point across, surprisingly it was Flitter who helped Jessica figure it out.
Leaning up she poked the bag with a hoof, a gesture following as if asking for access to it. When Jessica lowered her hand the pegasus moved her muzzle in and with surprising deftness, plucked two coins out. Watching curiously, she saw Flitter look around the room before spying what she sought and making her way over to it. The cream colored pegasus gently placed both coins before a small wooden table, one hoof pointing at what must have been its price tag.
"~Two.~" Flitter spoke clearly before wilting as her wings tucked firmly to her side, bashfully mumbling something else afterwards. Regardless of how timid the pegasus sometimes acted, Jessica felt the rush of understanding drive through her mind, only to hit a road block and burst into flame.
So... why did they give this to me?
Showing as much patience as she was perhaps capable of up until this point, Rainbow gave a groan before gesturing with her front hooves at the picture she had been admiring, words accompanying her agitated flailing. Flitter however stomped a front hoof in a rare display of assertion, gesturing to the table again which, once Jessica got a proper look at it was etched with images of flora and fauna upon its surface.
Now completely baffled, she noticed that the rest of the mares were trying to direct her attention to other items around the shop. That is all except Dusk and Ebony, both watching with a sense of bemusement clear on their faces. The whole idea seemed equally incomprehensible to Ebony, one ear askew as the mare mumbled something out of Jessica's earshot, Dusk giving an amused chuckle at whatever was said.
"~N-No... Understand?~" Finally deciding this had gone on long enough, Jessica spoke up with clear confusion in her tone. Espa looked up within her arms, speaking kindly as Jessica managed to grasp a bit of understanding. Soon Jewel and Sparkle, both looking rather bashful further clarified. It took a minute or two for the idea to get across, along with one drawing to accompany the apparently complex idea but eventually success was achieved. 
The concept was something she simply had not considered happening, at least until she had earned some money of her own, thus it was entirely understandable she didn't grasp their meaning sooner; at least that's what Jessica told herself.
They... want me to buy... furniture... and things?
A polite refusal was met with stubbornness, Rebate shaking his head before his voice took on a formal tone. Whatever was said sounded official, the names of the princesses and her own quoted several times, along with... well, a lot of stuff Jessica wasn't sure she would understand even if she was fluent in their language. Ultimately however she got the idea that this was non-negotiable, but owing others more than she already did, didn't sit well with her.
Jewel however seemed right in her element, moving with confidence around the store before taking note of Jessica's apprehension. The kindly spoken words caught Jessica's ear, looking down but failing to understand more than a few words due to her lapse of attention. Trying again, this time with the mare's words spaced out, any misunderstanding was quickly eliminated before her intent was clear. Well, mostly eliminated any issues, it only took three attempts to completely understand what was being asked, which Jessica had to concede was not bad at all.
"What do I like...?" The thought was not something she had really any incentive to dwell on since arriving. She loved the clothing that the unicorn had made for her, that much was certain. But as for furniture, decorations and the like, that was something she really didn't pay much attention to, even before being thrown into this world. When her entire life up until her arrival in this world was study, practicing singing or hanging out with her friends, well it seemed home decoration wasn't really a concern.
The small surge of roiling blackness that pulled at her gut upon remembering what she had lost was pushed down with significant mental effort, instead focusing on Posh and Sparkle looking in her direction. A glance to the side made Jessica aware that Flitter and Rainbow were having a vibrant discussion over which item was better, the picture or the table. Deciding to leave them to it least she get dragged in by proxy, Jessica instead let the two female unicorns lead her further into the store, Posh, Ebony and Bubbles accompanying. 
What... do I like?
The question danced around her mind as she thought about this. She liked foxes, she enjoyed classical music, she loved children... none of which really translated well into furniture or interior design, well not as far as she could tell. Truth be told, having her mind distracted like this was actually something Jessica found herself thankful for, even if she felt more of a hindrance.
The fact she was here having to play interior design in the first place was not something she expected when she woke. Of course, being nibbled at by two enthusiastic bug-like foals was also not high on the 'how do you like to wake up' list. That thought made her smile slightly as she picked up a decorated shell. Offering the item for Ebony to glance at for her opinion, the resulting nose scrunch portrayed her friend's thoughts on the item clearly.
"Yes, I guess it is... tacky." Placing the shell back down, she instead looked at a lamp, poking the wooden pole before looking under the shade. A smooth crystal sphere was positioned where a light bulb would be, a gentle tap to the surface causing light to emit before another tap turned it off. Amused by this, far more than she really had any right to be, Jessica played with this function much to Bubbles and Ebony's mild amusement.
"Jessica." The sound of her name made her face in the direction of Posh, the pony was rubbing a hoof under her muzzle thoughtfully before looking up at Jessica with a raised brow. Before the mare was a small statue of a pegasus presumably singing, one hoof held to her chest as she lost herself to the song. Jessica felt the item looked, well if she was to be honest it wasn't exactly something she would use to decorate her room but...
I see... Posh thought I would like it due to the fact it's singing...
Her thoughts slightly disjointed, Jessica simply smiled and gave a nod. The gesture led to a smile from Posh, Sparkle calling out to the shopkeeper who snapped out of his daze to tally up the item. Noticing the look Posh had of finding something that Jessica... acted like she liked a little more than she truly did, she found herself coming to an idea.
Frowning as she tried to put into words what she wished to say, she found herself being patiently being looked upon, again glad for the company she now had the pleasure of being with. Espa peeked out from under her mother's wing, having been put upon her hooves when Jessica decided to play with the lamp, the filly getting bored after the first minute or so.
"~P-Please pick?~" After a few unsuccessful tries she eventually got the words out, unsure if they were pronounced correctly but was rewarded with looks of comprehension. Jessica had to admit she was thankful for the manners lesson Fleur had snuck in one morning. Being able to show gratitude, to say she was sorry or to ask nicely were all things she was certainly grateful to know. Her request however had caused indecision among the equines, Sparkle seeming adamant it must be her choice.
A head shake was given as Jessica smiled softly, she now knew what she wanted. She didn't wish to choose, not because she was indecisive but if her suspicions were correct, she wanted items to be reflected by those she had gotten to know. Three words passed her lips to sum it up, "~want friends pick.~"
Looks were shared among the equines until a few small smiles tugged at their muzzles, a conceding nod given by Sparkle as Jewel offered a small laugh, rather amused by Jessica's earnest desire. Despite her wishes, they still looked for her approval on any item they picked, although only one was denied. She was pretty sure Dusk was teasing when she tried to persuade her to get a picture of two mares kissing, the reaction alone from Ebony appeared to be worth it from the guard.
And... Rainbow finds it amusing too I see.
Eventually they left the shop with a noticeably lighter coin bag in hand before crossing the street into another store, then another. Unsure just how much she had bought, or where all of it was going to be put, she let Jewel handle most of the colors and schemes; the unicorn obviously knew what was going on after all. One item Jessica did pick herself though, a bed sheet of forest green flowing into black, the colors reminding her of Ebony's natural form. Jewel picked up on this with a small sly smile as the unicorn, despite her slight animosity towards the currently disguised pegasus, added a few more of the same color scheme to the mix.
Finally however, Sparkle and Jewel seemed satisfied, a checklist the lavender unicorn had tugged from one of her saddlebags receiving a final tick down one of its columns. Surprisingly, every shop so far had seemed initially hesitant of Jessica until spying the currency she was in possession of after which point they acted as if they had been childhood friends.
I guess no matter the world, money talks...
Just as they were leaving the last shop something caught Jessica's eye. Pausing much to the confusion of the equines with her she moved over to a far wall, drawn to a particular item. The object of her attention hung on the wall, moving a hand forward so her fingers pressed gently to the dark silky fabric, eyes roaming over the silver trim. It was a banner, but it wasn't particularly what it was that had intrigued her, rather it was the symbol that swum within the darkness on its surface.
I know that...
Reaching up she removed her hair pin, holding it up against the banner to compare. Part of the design consisting of sapphires very strongly resembled the symbol upon the fabric, the very same symbol that was the tattoo upon Luna's hind quarters. How she had not noticed until this point she was not sure, but it seemed the symbol Jewel had added to everything crafted for her was, at least a portion of it a least very close to Luna's mark.
A small part of Jessica considered it was perhaps instead a tattoo they had created for her. That idea itself was... interesting but she still strongly suspected it was merely Jewel's designer tag. Fastening the pin back into her hair she heard a voice to her side, the white unicorn looking up at the design, her blue eyes sparkling with mirth.
"~Luna.~" Jewel gestured to the banner with a hoof, then pointed to the symbol upon her skirt, the new nickname Jessica was now accustomed to when they didn't use her real one accompanying the gesture. 
So... the symbol relates to this does it? They don't sound anything alike though...
Lost in her thoughts, Jessica was a little stunned when the banner was gently rolled up and levitated over to the pile of other goods. Noticing the color of the aura which had moved it, she looked at Jewel only to receive a small knowing smile in reply, a dismissive wave of the hoof silencing any complaint before it could be voiced. Now knowing better than to argue with the unicorn she instead offered a small smile, she could at least show she was grateful if unable to dissuade Jewel.
As they left, Rainbow seemed to remember something, moving to nudge Espa gently with a wing. With a loud gasp the young unicorn quickly moved to stand before Jessica, puffing her chest out and leading the way with Scar and Stoic, smiles being given at the filly. Upon entering the street Jessica found herself amazed by a couple of things.
There was of course the addition of a large cart which now had a significant number of purchased items within, each one just compounding on Jessica's guilt of how much she owed people now, or... more accurately, what she owed ponies now. She knew from their reassurances that they had not expected anything back but, that was not how she liked to live her life. Were her mother still alive she would have been horrified had Jessica thought any other way. No, Jessica would find a way to repay them, before she found a way back to her world... somehow.
Once more finding herself grasping at seemingly hopeless straws she instead came to the second rather impressive observation. The minotaur was still standing where they had initially left him, but this time holding something in his fist. A check at the sun indicated they had been gone at least a few hours, but Jessica was finding that method of time keeping unreliable at best. Celestial bodies in this world appeared to move under their own rules of physics. 
A challenging tone and lowered eyebrow from Rainbow caused the bull-man to look a little startled, his eyes roaming over their group before they focused on Jessica once more. Suddenly rather nervous she took a step back, Ebony moving before her while the guards took up defensive positions around her. A crowd had also begun to gather, almost anticipating whatever would occur with such a large minotaur waiting for the group, and of course... herself being an oddity as it was.
The minotaur, or Mino as Jessica's addled brain tossed out a nickname haphazardly, spoke up then cleared his throat before trying again. Whatever he said caused Rainbow's jaw to drop, an expression followed quite rapidly throughout the group. Even Stoic's mouth was partially agape although he recovered significantly faster than the others.
Unsure what the fuss was about, although she was pretty certain she heard heart... and some other confusing words thrown in, Jessica blinked as Sparkle carefully repeated what he said, a hoof gesture given in Jessica's direction. One of the goats accompanying Mino looked like he wished to be anywhere but this current location, almost as if he was embarrassed by the context.
Just... what are they talking about?
Espa, one of the only equines not to look completely taken back by Mino's words trotted slightly forward, her inquisitive young voice sounding out in a questioning tone. Jessica picked up enough to get the meaning, the Filly asking if the minotaur was sure, and a repeating of the word Jessica assumed was 'really?'
Contrary to what his size, physique and loud tone of voice would indicate, Mino bend down and talked rather tenderly to Espa, giving her a thumbs up. Whatever he had just clarified caused various reactions among not only the group, but also the crowd starting to gather around. Several flashes from cameras were produced, and several notepads being scribbled upon as what Jessica presumed were journalists had finally found her.
She knew she would normally be scared, but right now her brain was struggling with the minotaur before her and his... rather bizarre actions. That wasn't even getting started on the context of his words that Jessica could pick up on.
Rainbow for her part was suddenly laughing uproariously, rolling around on the ground as her back legs kicked sporadically into the air. Flitter on the other hand was burning red along her muzzle, casting a look between Jessica and Mino with soft utterances from her voice. Dusk, unsurprisingly was joining Rainbow in her amusement while Posh remained with jaw hanging, a reaction Jewel still had not recovered from.
Scar and Stoic exchanged glances, a raised eyebrow shared between while Bubbles was looking to have to explain what was said to Espa, the mare's cheeks turning red under grey fur. 
... I don't... I don't think I want to know.
Sparkle took the initiative while Rebate had an uneasy expression, talking to the journalists as they continued scribbling down notes. Whatever the unicorn mare discussed towards Mino led to a perplexed look to develop upon the bull-man's face, Jessica now noticing what was held in his left hand was in fact... a bouquet for flowers. 
Slowly the facts became entwined as she listened in on not only Mino and Sparkle conversing, but the scattered comments amidst the laughter from Rainbow. Putting together her small knowledge of their language, plus her experience of listening in and implied meanings of words led to some understanding. There was also the experience she had with males of her own species to base the body language off. All in all the answer was clear.
He fancied her. 
It was about that point that her mind, which at the best of times was rebellious decided it wasn't going to have any part of this and clocked out. The sheer idea was ludicrous, something in her wildest dreams she never thought would occur was now happening in real life. A creature from mythology was trying to give her flowers. Her thoughts grew muddied as she stood there, her depression, her anger at her predicament, her helplessness all pushed aside as one thought slowly dominated the inside of her head.
...Bwah?
It was not the most intelligent thing that had ever crossed her mind, but right now the reality of what was occurring was just, too outlandish. Jessica was confused how he even found her attractive or if it was some strange minotaur custom to throw yourself at the first bipedal vaguely minotaur like female you saw. For one, she lacked horns, hooves, fur, pretty much anything that would define her as a cow, or-
You know what, not dwelling on it. I am not comparing myself to a cow.
Jessica dismissed the train of thought before she was a drooling mess on the pavement, now watching as Mino looked thoroughly put out at Sparkle's words. Jessica's attention was next drawn down to Ebony before her, the pegasus looking equal parts baffled and protective. Wings were spread and her posture was lowered, body language leaning into the protective category. The fact her face was a mixture of complete and utter confusion with disgust leaned more into the baffled part.
Eventually however things simmered down. Mino rubbed the back of his head, having a chuckle while finally noticing the scene he had created as Sparkle issued a small sigh of relief. Rainbow and Dusk eventually stopped their laughter, although a look at the flowers Mino held only set them off again immediately after. Sighing, and realizing this was going to go no-where otherwise, Jessica offer a small smile. 
"~No understand.~" Jessica's tone was one of uncertainty which led to several murmurs from within the crowd and a confused look from the minotaur. Suddenly his left arm shot out at almost comical speeds, the bouquet being held tightly in his fist as he spoke clearly, his booming voice confident despite his body language. Feeling a little sorry for him, despite the complete absurdity of what at that very moment was happening she continued, "~my name is Jessica, thank you.~
Receiving the flowers from his shaking hand, she offered a small uncertain smile hoping she had done the right thing. She didn't want him to think she was interested, but at the same time the prospect of a spurned minotaur on a rampage was something she was keen to avoid. He seemed placated by the acceptance of his flowery gift, Ebony on the other hand was bristling much to her confusion.
Jewel for her part seemed to notice this, one eyebrow raised and Jessica was almost certain there would be teasing involved like Dusk and Rainbow; she was most surprised when instead the unicorn gave a small smile and looked away, her attitude towards Ebony thawing somewhat. Jessica didn't get long to think over what she had just witnessed or try to understand her friend's actions, instead she watched the Minotaur wander over to the cart. 
What is he...?
A questioning tone was given, Jessica picking up surprisingly well what he intended to do before he even did it. Sparkle gave a mute nod while Bubbles lowered herself, allowing Espa to ride upon her back between spread wings as she watched Mino. With a design looking to be pulled by two equines, the minotaur instead pushed it with ease, uttering some random comment about no pain and no something else, Jessica unable to pick up the last part.
Flitter now relaxed if only ever so slightly, cautiously conversing with the minotaur as he pulled the cart, the group making their way back towards the castle. The crowd parted quickly, most likely out of fear for Mino rather than herself, something Jessica was very un-used to. Thankful for the diversion of attention, she tried to make small talk with Bubbles and Posh, her limited vocabulary at least allowing some form of communication.
Posh seemed quite pleased at her progress, Sparkle joining in as they made their way back into the gates and relative safety from the persistent journalists. Somewhere along the line however the flowers went missing from her loose grip, Ebony on the other hand maintained an aura of innocence much to Jessica's suspicions.
~~~~~~

Mino had left after depositing the cart, his eyes lingering on Jessica a little longer than she liked although he gave a full bow upon realizing his error. Giving a sheepish and clearly nervous smile in return, she wondered just how much of an issue this infatuation with her would cause. Had she somehow done something to earn his attention, and how could she possibly reverse whatever damage had been done?
Any attempt to find out from Jewel, or Sparkle was met with a wistful sigh from one and a clearly equally baffled reaction from the other. Figuring she might ask Luna in her dreams later instead, she followed the group inside and upstairs, Rebate headed off to another section once up the first flight, mumbling under his breath as he handled the left over coins in his magical grasp.
Slightly confused as to his mannerisms, Jessica peeked back outside a window seeing various equines working on moving the cart, prepping the items for something. Rather confused as to what was currently happening, she found her attention drawn down the hallway once they neared the bedrooms. Various pillows, cushions, food items, confetti and something’s that Jessica didn't even know what, were currently being cleaned up by the castle staff. More of concern to everyone in the group was that the two guards were not situated outside her door. 
Did... did Sunny actually lock them up?
Growing alarm for Tala and Mayari built, the emotion perplexing her but was added to the already large pile of 'think about later'. The three guards seemed to mirror her concern as they approached her room. Opening the door they found nothing, no Minder, no children, and no foal-sitters. Just as the group was growing unsettled the assembled equines' ears began to flick, drawing them further down the hallway leaving Jessica no option but to follow.
The large room situated at the end had its doors closed, but as she approached she could start to pick up what the others must have heard when they were further back, music. The harmonious sound of a harp with flute accompaniment, beautiful and yet slow and calming in the notes being played.
Scar moved first, opening the door with his teeth before peeking his head inside. A small smile was directed back at the group before he held a hoof before his muzzle, indicating quiet. Slowly everyone moved in, the sight that greeted them making Sparkle in particular look shocked before a smile pulled along her mouth.
That...
Jessica smiled as she took in what her eyes were telling her, Harpy and Flute were playing their instruments while in the center of the room amidst a pile of pillows and various other items were two clearly exhausted mares. Pinky and Shades were flopped over the impressive mound, and by the sounds coming from their mouths clearly asleep. 
... Is adorable.
Fleur was seated off to the side, quietly reading a book, a smile given at the arrival of the others with the gesture also given by the two playing musicians. A glance behind her gave Jessica an idea where the pegasus and stallion guards were located, beside the doorway giving a salute and possible debriefing to Scar. A search for Minder found the bug-like mare already near Ebony both now 'talking' in their silent fashion.
Yet the cutest sight of all was Sunny, lying down with a picture book and more importantly, resting between her forelegs were the sleeping forms of Tala and Mayari. The princess looked up, offering a smile to Sparkle who trotted over to talk with the royal hybrid, careful to keep her voice down. Ebony seemed hesitant upon seeing where the insectile-foals were resting before exhaling and offering a small fanged smile, relaxing as Sunny slowly got to her hooves. 
As pleasantries were exchanged, Posh wandered over to the pillow pile only to endearingly push Shades off, thus causing the mare to tumble onto the floor in an undignified heap. Waking up in agitation, now sans her eyewear, Shades was greeted with an embroidered pillow being shoved into her face, Posh looking rather annoyed for some reason.
A sheepish grin was the gesture given by Shades before Posh emitted a sound of restrained irritation and walked out of the room, the pillow held tightly within her mouth. Awkward silence filled the room right up to a loud angry scream filtering from further down the hallway, Shades' loud gulp made the owner of the fury quite obvious. Placing her eyewear back on, she slowly made her way out of the room, Rainbow giving a salute and kind words as if seeing a person off to a death sentence.
Although, by how angry Posh sounded... poor Shades.
Waken by the commotion and the cessation of the soothing melody, the two foalings awoke with soft chirps. Noticing the legs where they were hunkered down had migrated from their position they instead sleepily looked about, taking in everything they had missed while slumbering. Upon spying Jessica, Ebony and Espa had returned they perked up immediately, scrambling quickly along the floor to chirp excitedly as they bounced around Jessica and Ebony's legs. 
Jewel couldn't hide her adoration of their activities, Sunny taking a moment to speak quietly to Sparkle, a checklist or three tugged from one of the unicorn's bags to give to the princess. Satisfied, Sunny left giving a few fond words towards the group and Jessica in particular. 
"~Thank you," was what Jessica gave in reply, a bashful smile on her face as Sunny regarded the chirping bundles bouncing around her feet with an amused expression. The princess commented with her soft voice towards Ebony and Minder before heading down the hallway, several upper-class looking equines moving to intercept her. As Sunny disappeared around a corner with her entourage, Jessica couldn't help but feel sorry for the hybrid.
It was almost as if she was in here to hide from those equines... but, she's a princess so that can't be right.
Insistent chirping made Jessica look down, two pairs of glowing blue eyes regarding her expectantly. Ebony had taken the chance to sneak away and talk with Sparkle, Jewel and Minder, and with cheeky smile given back in Jessica's direction it made her very aware her friend knew exactly what she was doing by distancing herself. Pinky at that point slowly stirred among the pillow pile, a loud yawn and crick of the back followed by excitement as she saw everyone had returned.
Before Jessica could realize what was going on, Espa had been poked on the nose with a pink hoof as the once more rejuvenated mare bounced around the room until making her way past Jessica. For just the slightest of seconds, she saw Pinky give her a reassuring smile before the manic grin returned, bouncing down the hallway with Espa now in close pursuit. Tala and Mayari both emitted loud chirps, chasing after the other filly as what Jessica assumed was a game of tag was initiated. 
Harpy soon followed, Bubbles accompanying her while Minder suddenly realized her charges had left and took off in hot pursuit. Surprisingly Rainbow had not gone with them, instead spying the pile of downy comfort with a desiring glance. Swooping up to hover above her target, the pegasus landed with a muffled thump sending several pillows across the floor before getting comfortable.
Not even two seconds later a purple scaled dragon dragged himself out from under the pile, answering the random thought of where Spike had gotten off to. Looking at Rainbow as if expecting an apology he was bitterly disappointed as the pegasus was already snoring, sprawled upon her back with nary a care in the world.
Grumbling to himself Spike made his way over to Sparkle, joining in their conversation. Upon seeing the small dragon the mare smiled and started dictating, Spike commencing to happily take down her words with his always impressive speed at writing and a handily provided quill pen and sheet of paper. 
Well... at least he isn't hurt.
Several sheets of paper later and Sparkle appeared satisfied with how many notes had been created, Spike shaking his left claw rapidly indicating just how he felt about the whole venture. Given only a handful of equines remained in the room, and of course Spike, Fleur then decided it would be a perfect chance to continue Jessica's lessons. Unsurprisingly, Sparkle was delighted with this idea although Flute chose to instead go and get Posh, which given how she had left, Jessica decided was clearly the more dangerous of the options.
Eventually Posh made her way back in, appearing at least to be more externally calm than when she had left. Jessica found herself somewhat concerned for Shades, however looking down the hallway eased her fears if only slightly. Flute seemed to be dealing with the mare, although Jessica did find herself somewhat concerned that even an equine probably shouldn't fit that much of a cushion in its mouth.
Don't get Posh angry... check.
Flitter and Jewel excused themselves, and from what Jessica could gather from what was said, they were off to sort out what had been purchased today. Still curious as for the need for the items, she instead moved some furniture around the room to make some space. Sparkle and Fleur assisted and soon Jessica let them take over, given their use of magic they were far better suited to rearranging. Ebony after a moment’s pause decided to aid them after returning to her true form, green magic moving benches and items around causing both other unicorns to look confused before a smile was shared between.
Soon, despite the lack of Ledger, things were going well. Even the snoring sounds of Rainbow from where she slumbered failed to disrupt the lesson. Jessica was now resolved to learn the language, more than ever before. She could put it down to the fact Starswirl managed to do it on her world, and wishing to prove herself better than him. She could have even put it down to now she had no way of knowing to get back, thus she would need to be at least partially fluent.
Even just saying she wished to have a conversation with those she had gotten to know, and perhaps surprise Red and Apple by being able to talk to them would have sufficed.
The real reason however was something she found herself slightly bewildered by, not expecting it to be the driving force towards her new dedication. The reason, or reasons were preceded by their loud chirps, both running on tiny legs back into the large room. Tala and Mayari bounced about, the lesson coming to an abrupt pause as the three teachers were evidently struck by the young bug-like foals' antics. Scar and Stoic by the door just watched on, Scar hiding a small grin as Dusk flattened her ears, almost in reflex on their appearance.
Jessica was certainly not immune to their charm, watching as they approached Ebony and the three of them communicated in their silent way. Soon however Tala was fidgeting before moving over to Jessica, the foal's more timid side giving her away before she was chirping up towards Jessica where she sat upon a bench. Slipping from her seat she moved to the floor, instantly finding her lap claimed while Mayari seeing where her sibling had gone bounced over as well to nuzzle against Jessica's hand until she was picked up.
Jessica couldn't lie to herself anymore, she had grown attached to these two foalings. Feeling the warmth flow from within feeding their bellies emptied from the day’s activities, she found a heartfelt smile touch her lips. She wanted to learn the equine language to be able to tell them how happy they made her. Even if it was selfish, even if they could do without her and she was simply an alien in their world.
They make me feel wanted, make me feel needed.
She wanted to say how special they were to her. Jessica found it a little amusing in an odd way, she had only met them initially after being stolen by the older ones and from what she could gather, it was their desperation to feed these two that made them do it. That thought had led to her forgiving the others, seeing them on her lap gazing up at her with their happy chirps, she could see what had driven them to such extremes. Granted she still wasn't happy about it, but she could not fault them.
It had been only a few days, even less that she had truly spent time with them. In the remarkably well furnished dungeon was one thing, but with them alone, or with Minder and Ebony it was... their little faces and reactions made something inside of her almost ache, but in no way negatively. 
She was being selfish she decided, they seemed to require her to be fed but it was more than that. She realized as one of them gave a large fang filled yawn how much they had wriggled into her heart. 
I... Have I really fallen for these two? They're not even my species, they're probably Minder's babies or even perhaps Ebony's and here I am... wanting...
Depression nibbled at her senses before banished with a concerned chirp directed upwards. With the two so close they, like Ebony could sense her emotions. 
"I'm okay, really..." A smile was added to her words as Ebony sat against her side, cool chitin pushing to her bare shoulder as the mare leaned over to nuzzle the one in her arms affectionately. Jessica cast a glance at her friend, still somewhat curious if these were her children or not, on one hand Minder would be the more likely candidate due to how often she fret, but they seemed to defer to Ebony and almost idolize her. 
"~'Jessica' be okay.~" Jessica switched to the equine tongue, knowing she should do so at every opportunity to help learn, the words causing Ebony to give a small smile.
"~'Ebony'-... no... -leave... 'Jessica'~" Ebony's words were beyond Jessica's comprehension to understand the sentence, but she found herself able to grasp at least the basic context of what was being communicated. A smile came easily to Jessica's lips, leaning her shoulder gently to the equine as she booped Tala softly on the nose with a finger, a chirp and attempted playful nip at the digit the foaling's response.
She felt warmth pull from inside, noticing now everyone watching the two of them with varying expressions. Sparkle, Posh and Fleur were watching on, a soft sound escaping their lips as they seemed to find the scene adorable. Dusk for her part was offering a satisfied smile, a glance over at Scar making the other guard exhale, his wing bending at impossible angles to flick out three coins from a slip in the armor. Jessica was understandably confused by this as Dusk walked over to the other guard, grinning all the while and slipping the currency into her own dark chest plate. 
While baffled by this interaction, Jessica smiled as Stoic gave her a small nod. Movement behind the guards alerted her to two new additions, Luna and Minder also observing. The princess had a knowing smile upon her muzzle, Minder however looked on stunned before she seemed to come to a realization, the more shy bug-like mare watching the scene before her with a hopeful expression
A small gagging noise brought her attention to Spike who currently had a claw pointed at his mouth. That was until Sparkle bapped him with one of the several completed scrolls, the dragon huffing before giving a small grin instead. Rainbow meanwhile, well she snored but that was probably for the best Jessica decided, otherwise Ebony would have probably been teased for whatever reason the pegasus found delight in doing so for.
With the two foalings enjoying Jessica's and Ebony's attention, not to mention claiming the former's lap and arms as their own, they seemed blissfully unaware of everyone watching them, nor the impact they were having on several equines' heartstrings.
For now however she was content, right up until a playful shout was heard from where the others had left in their game of tag. Ledger in his haste flew past the princess and Minder, his hooves in a blur, probably not even noticing how close he came to taking out the royal hybrid. The reason for his speed was Pinky with Espa riding on her back in a rather awkward position, the small filly holding a large cardboard tube like a lance in her magical grip. 
Pinky was snorting and rearing up like a warhorse, if... warhorses were pink, hyperactive and admittedly slightly adorable in their mannerisms. Luna for her part looked slightly sheepish, and Jessica had a sinking suspicion exactly what had occurred to bring this about. Pinky and her diminutive rider moved past Minder and Luna, searching for their prey as the bookish stallion had managed to find what could generously be considered a hiding place, although one that was a little wanting in its effectiveness.
I... think they might find him there.
It was even more evident exactly what Luna had done when a more amusing sight presented itself. There was not a single straight face in the room when Flute staggered in, Luna biting her lower lip to stop from laughing although going off the strain on the mare's face it was a rather tough battle. Upon Flute's back was Harpy, a longer cardboard tube acting as her lance held within her aura. 
She just had to tell them about what she saw didn't she...
Flute was clearly not having much luck being Harpy's warhorse, possibly due to the fact he was only ever so slightly larger than her. The female unicorn's positioning was also rather awkward as it was pretty evident that while Espa looked adorable doing it, Flute and Harpy just looked...
Hilarious.
Laughter broke out much to Flute's dismay, clearly not a willing participant in whatever scheme had brought this situation to fruition. Harpy had the good grace to look suitably bashful, even as Dusk fell onto her side unable to keep her laughter in check. The three teachers were trying just as hard as Luna to keep their amusement in place, but it was clearly a losing battle.
Scar however was having a hearty chuckle, and even Ebony was laughing as she took in the sight. So preoccupied with the appearance of the two adults trying to play knight and warhorse, Jessica was only alerted to the other event that had brought them in when a loud yelp was given. Turning her head she noticed Ledger being poked repeatedly with Espa's cardboard lance while Pinky made her best attempts at acting like a warhorse. 
I guess hiding behind a bench is not the best hiding place all things considered, poor Ledger.
Bubbles arrived, flying into the room only to blink at the scene presented to her. By the look on the mare's face she had only just gotten over the amusement of Harpy and Flute, Shades however trailing behind still found it suitably laughter inducing, especially with the addition of Ledger's plight. Spike meanwhile was having a completely different reaction, his eyes had gone as big as saucers as he took in the sight, the young dragon looking excited as he pleaded up towards Sparkle.
The mare, removed from her giggles for the moment seemed to consider before relenting, smiling and a consenting nod following. Jessica watched with bemusement as Spike ran over to Scar, his voice unable to contain his excitement as the guard looked thoughtful before lowering himself, allowing the giddy dragon to climb on board. A levitated cardboard tube was presented to Spike in a pink aura, Sparkle smiling with another small nod as he gripped it in his claws with relish. 
Rearing up and kicking at the air with his front hooves Scar made a rather convincing steed. Although his actions were clearly for theatrics as Dusk spoke in a teasing tone, Jessica almost positive she also heard the word for brother being used in his direction which she would mull over later. Stoic however just gave the barest hint of a grin watching as Scar took to the air, the guard taking mischievous pleasure as Ledger gave a strangled scream at the new airborne threat.
His pleading voice was directed towards Luna who looked thoughtful before replying, and from what Jessica could make out the mare was implying that he had better run or he would get caught rather easily. Getting no help from the princess, and seeing the ~changelings~ in the room seemed to be the cincher for the stallion. He clambered over the bench and made a break for it, Scar moving in hot pursuit as Spike gave a small battle cry trying to poke Ledger whenever given the chance.
Pinky, not to be outdone reared up again and took off after her quarry, Espa giggling all the while. Flute, well despite Harpy's insistence that he give chase immediately, turned and plodded off at a pace Jessica's old pet turtle would have overtaken with ease. Rainbow, finally waking despite the fiasco that had just occurred opened her eyes to take in the sight presented to her. Which just so happened to be when Flute's body finally gave into the laws of physics and he collapsed, the two equines unceremoniously tumbling in a heap down the hallway.
To the surprise of no-one, Rainbow didn't stop laughing for quite a while.
~~~~~~

After the events of the day, Jessica found herself exhausted. Yet she didn't wish to sleep, to try and sleep would allow time to think, time to think would lead to questions, and the questions...
Am I stuck here forever, will I ever get home... 
The others were already asleep, Jessica having woken in the night and slipped out of her room as was almost becoming a reoccurring ritual for her now. Minder seemed to notice her leaving, although Jessica was positive Dusk and Ebony were well aware of her absence whenever it occurred. A reassuring smile was given to the bug-like mare as the two foalings curled up on her pillow, moving against each other for comfort in their slumber.
Making her way down the hallway she was as usual accompanied with Scar and Stoic, the other two guards seeming to have vanished earlier in the day. Jessica's attempts at questioning their location was met with shared looks and hesitant replies only added to the mystery. Hoping they had not done anything wrong or been punished, but for now she had dropped the matter for the time being.
Tonight however Jessica had many things on her mind. Glad for Scar and Stoic's company she desperately didn't wish to be alone, to be allowed to mull over matters without anyone present. Walking through two doors to access the balcony she moved to lean against the railing. Her gaze turned skyward, watching the starlit heavens as teams of pegasi worked to move clouds into position, the idea of rain making her smile. 
Am I really stuck here?
The thought pulled up from her thoughts unbidden, unwelcome as she exhaled. Starswirl had certainly not offered any alternatives, and she found herself growing angry at him once more. Fingers tightened on the cold stone before she released the railing, the anger bleeding away at the futility of such a gesture. He was dead, gone, but what he had done, what his actions had brought about remained. Her... her in this world that was not her own.
Watching the stars slowly be obscured by the cloud cover she heard metallic hooves clop beside her, Stoic moving to also rest his front hooves on the railing. A small smile was offered her way as the two of them observed the waterfall cascading down the mountain, the lights twinkling down in the city below.
A slight wince crossed Jessica's features as she realized somewhere down there was a crazed bull-man who seemed to find her attractive, or at least that was what she presumed by his actions and words. She was sure he was a nice enough guy, but she wasn't really... interested in him that way, let alone having just met him. Her brain, for whatever sadistic reason it concocted this time took delight in pointing out the old saying, sometimes you have to take the bull by the horns.
And... thank you for that mental image. And there goes any chance of me attempting to sleep tonight.
Trying to purge the picture that was stubbornly refusing to dissipate, she instead noticed Luna trot into the courtyard accompanied by a male white unicorn with a blonde mane and tail. By the way he carried himself he was clearly nobility, his tone full of agitation as he addressed the dark princess in a casual fashion, lacking any reverence usually given to Sunny or Luna. Scar seemed to make his thoughts clear on what he thought of the stallion, a snort coming from his nostrils before he gave a sheepish grin towards Jessica, embarrassed for letting his emotions show.
Somewhat curious now, Jessica leaned further over the railing to observe, watching as Luna took a resolute stance against the stallion, this action only leading to agitate him further. Not wishing to interrupt she was about to move from the balcony when she was noticed, the unicorn gesturing with a hoof up at her and raising his voice accordingly. 
What... what did I do?
Confused she was comforted by Scar and Stoic, the two shaking their heads to ease her concerns. However it was when a certain nickname was used that Scar's jaw set, not to mention Stoic's eyes narrowed as the word filtered through the air like a dirty curse. Scar looked ready to leap over the balcony and let his hooves do the talking before Luna's voice cut through the night.
The volume of her voice had not raised any, but her tone was ice cold and directed at the stallion who realized he had crossed a line. Backing up a step he seemed slightly caught off guard as Luna's eyes narrowed to slits, her frost lined words steeped in wrath the likes of which made Jessica uneasy, even if it was not directed at her. 
What else did he say to make Luna so angry? That name... it can't be bad enough to cause her to act this way... can it?
The unicorn tried feebly to offer some form of counter but that was almost dead in his throat before he managed to speak the words, little more than a squeak at the anger displayed by the princess. With a wing pointing in Jessica's direction, Luna's voice became demanding, the male unicorn swallowing before looking up in her direction as well.
He spoke, if a little hesitantly but it was clearly apologetic even if the tone never quite reached his eyes. Luna seemed to notice this and spoke once more, her voice almost acidic as the stallion tucked his tail between hind legs, backing up a few steps. Jessica had never seen this side of Luna before and she was, admittedly rather intimidated even when the hostility wasn't even remotely directed in her direction.
A soft squeak of compliance was given by the unicorn before Luna's mood changed as if a switch was flipped, her tone cordial as the unicorn seemed to realize he had other places to be. Cantering off at a brisk pace he vanished into another side of the castle, Luna looking up to smile at Jessica and her two guards, a gesture offering them to come join her. 
Eventually making her way down through the flights of stairs and hallways, she found Luna waiting patiently under a tree, one wing spread for Jessica to sit under if she so desired. Somewhat unwilling to not take the offer after what she had just seen, she sat down promptly, Scar and Stoic hovering nearby as Jessica fiddled with her bracelets nervously. She had put them back on for a very special reason, plus they had belonged to her mother and offered some form of comfort, but the primary reason would have to wait for now.
The princess looked tired before she gave a long sigh, favoring Jessica with a smile as the wing tugged her closer. It was then she realized that the two of them, despite her own thoughts on Starswirl were the ones to witness his last moments, to carry his legacy. She felt a sense of selfishness pass over her, realizing she had been focusing on her own problems, as significant as they were and had not put much thought into how much Luna might be suffering.
He was her student wasn't he... even if it was a thousand or more years ago, how she reacted...
One of her arms moved about the mare, she could not offer much but the gesture was appreciated by Luna. It was then she spoke, the princess had become more fluent in Jessica's primary language over the past few days even more than Jessica had become in their language. Whether this was due to her ability to enter her dreams, or the princess studying somehow, it was evident that Luna was trying. Jessica figured a small part of it was due to her world being where Starswirl had been trapped, the hybrid wishing to learn more about it, not just for his sake though, but for Jessica as well.
"Starswirl student... sorry what did to Jessica... miss him." Luna seemed unwilling to talk in the equine tongue, almost as if afraid the others would hear. Part of Jessica realized that the princess was aware of how some of the others had reacted, Sparkle had taken the news the hardest other than Sunny and Luna, but the others... some had acted with anger towards Starswirl. Right or wrong, it was not what Luna needed right now and Jessica understood.
Her own feelings aside, she watched tears roll down the princess's cheek fur, Scar and Stoic respectfully turning around as they pretended not to notice. 
"I... he seemed to like you a great deal, enough to do anything to see you again." Jessica offered, smiling slightly up at when Luna didn't quite grasp what she had said. While the mare was more proficient than herself at each other's language, neither could carry out a full conversation with ease. Offering another hug she felt Luna close her wing tighter about her, the mare offering a soft nuzzle into her hair. Jessica clarified in a way Luna could understand, "Jessica understand, he miss you too." 
Putting her own hurt aside for the princess who had done so much for her, she felt liquid fall onto her cheek. Looking up she noticed Luna crying openly now, the mare trying to hide it but failing before the rain finally started to fall. Jessica leaned closer into her, continuing to offer what comfort she could as Luna tilted her head skywards, letting the water trickle through the trees and onto her face. 
Jessica had done the same trick many times, the gesture either one Luna had picked up from her dreams or another small tidbit similar between the worlds. Tears mixed with rainwater, Luna's grief now partially hidden despite the small sobs she tried to contain. Jessica felt more guilt at realizing how much pain the mare had hidden inside to remain strong for her. The two of them the only ones who had seen it all, knew it all... the only one Luna could really share it with, the only one to experience it.
And yet, I am the one he hurt the most with his actions so she wouldn't feel right talking about it, ...but I'm not the only one hurting, she stuck by me, came to me even after learning what happened and comforted me despite... despite how much she must have been torn inside.
The rain itself was always bittersweet to Jessica, it always had been. She loved it despite the sad memory it held within, or possibly because of it.  Now, here she was trying to comfort equine royalty within the raindrops, the creature responsible for teaching the one who did this to her, the one who's race had both treated her horribly and acted in ways of kindness she was still staggered at. The one who had helped her every step of the way, who had been there for her when she needed it, and despite everything was still aiding her.
As the smell of wet foliage and stone filled Jessica's nose she stayed beside Luna, keeping her company for as long as she was needed. They talked as best they could sporadically, Luna recounting several incidents with a mare called Clover that she recalled Starswirl mentioning, and Starswirl himself. 
Despite the language barrier and several times having to switch between equine and Jessica's language to get a point or story across, there were a few laughs shared among the tears. 
They did have some wonderful history together...
The two remained there until Luna composed herself, gesturing for Jessica to head back upstairs after she had explained to the mare what she intended to do. Luna had thought it a wonderful idea, touched by what Jessica was willing to sacrifice. The princess had also hinted at big news for Jessica in a couple of days’ time, along with the possibility of the others heading back around the same point. 
Big news... I wonder what it could be, as for the others leaving...
The second bit of news hit Jessica hard, but at the same time it piqued her curiosity as the two bits of information given to her from Luna seemed to be intertwined. When pressed Luna was not forthcoming with any more information however, now back to her normal if slightly mischievous self, much to Jessica's relief despite her frustration at not knowing more. A hug was shared between the two before she made her way back inside.
Scar and Stoic followed behind, a quick flick of their wings and a shake removing most of the water from their coats and armor. Jessica felt a little bit of guilt for their current drenched situation while she was relatively dry, thanks to the tree and Luna's wing. Her offers of apologies were dismissed with a grin from Scar, Stoic however just being his usual self not seeming to mind at all.
Sighing, and relenting in her apologies, Jessica made her way to where she intended to go originally. Seeing the light on under one door she gently knocked, hoping she would not be a bother to the occupant. The door opened revealing Sparkle looking surprised as she sat upon her haunches in front of a desk, looking over a book while Spike slept upon one of the beds, a pair of earmuffs where his ear-spine-things were situated.
Jewel was also thankfully present, a sheet of paper on the desk quickly rolled up and hidden while a pleasant smile was given in her direction before Jessica could see what was upon it. Asking for permission to enter she found it granted with both mares giving no hesitation, Jessica walking inside as Scar and Stoic took up positions outside the door. 
Good, they're both here.
Removing her bracelets she also removed a piece of paper she had hidden under her nightshirt, unfolding it to give her idea to Jewel, glad the mare was here preferring to ask her over Sparkle given her talents displayed so far. Placing the precious silver jewelry upon the paper she looked at the white unicorn with a bit lower lip. She knew she had no right to request what she had put forth, the mare having done so much for her already.
That is why she was surprised when Jewel and Sparkle shared a warm smile, the unicorn looking at her and asking if she was sure. Well, two attempts were given to ask this which is why Jessica had made sure to draw out what she had desired very clearly with several images. She didn't wish to try and communicate verbally and risk it being misinterpreted after all. A moment’s consideration was given as she trailed fingers over one of the bracelets, her mother's name etched into the inside of one, her own on the other.
"~Yes... please.~" She had made up her mind, it was something she desired to do, something she could do to start repaying her debt. While what she wanted would not actually repay anyone she actually owed, she felt who she was doing this for were deserving for how they had provided her something special that not even Espa could provide, or Ebony.
As Jewel nodded, taking the bracelets with reverent care within her aura, she nodded to Sparkle, both mares mentioning they would continue with whatever they were planning tomorrow before the white unicorn trotted off, the diagram being rolled up and carried along with. Surprised that Jewel was going to do as she desired immediately, she touched her wrists where the bracelets were, a sense of loss filling her but something else burning within her heart.
She knew it was the right choice to make even as she noticed the book Sparkle had open before her, the mare looking bashful as she noticed where Jessica was looking. Strange scribblings were beside symbols in the equine tongue, apparently pages upon pages of them in fact. A scant few however Jessica instantly recognised, they were written very poorly and spelt incorrectly, but they were words in Jessica's primary tongue.
"Want... learn... Jessica... talk." Sparkle's voice caught Jessica completely off guard as she felt her legs grow weak. First Luna was making extra-ordinary efforts to communicate with her, and now Sparkle seemed to have been studying in secret. It would explain why her light was on so late every night, a hollow feeling filling Jessica within. 
It would explain why she seems to understand what I mean when I talk in my language more often than not... how did I not notice that?
How she had come about this information she didn't know, was it perhaps all the things Spike had been writing down, or perhaps Luna had been sharing information from within her dreams. Regardless of how, Jessica felt a little guilty of not putting even half as much effort into her own attempts to learn their language until today. 
I have only been caring about my own issues... yet they are trying to make things easier for me, to help me every step. 
Frowning, Jessica renewed her resolve from earlier that she would try her best from now on. The reality of the situation hitting her finally, if she could learn their language, she could research ways to get herself home and not rely on everyone as she had been. Sparkle seemed to note the change in her expression, offering a smile as she gestured to the place where Jewel had been previously, inviting her to remain.
"Help... learn?" Sparkle's mouth worked around the words in an awkward fashion, shaping the sounds about her tongue. Yet, Jessica could see the thirst for knowledge within the unicorn's  eyes, she wanted to learn for her own benefit it seemed as much as to help Jessica. The thought made her smile as she gave a nod, tugging a small stool to sit upon the strangely shaped piece of furniture, obviously designed for equine anatomy and not a human.
After offering the guards outside a towel, that is where they both spent the next few hours, the unicorn and the human girl going over the book and trying to teach each other their languages. All the while Spike slumbered blissfully unaware behind them despite the occasional giggle emitted from the two females.

	
		Chapter ten: Scars



Eventually Jessica had returned to her bedroom after a few hours studying with Sparkle. Despite her inner pain, despite her depression and despite her desire to return home, she wasn't a fool. Regardless of everything, the laughter and just sheer fun she had with the unicorn couldn't be denied. 
With Scar and Stoic escorting her down the hallway she thought back to the hospital, way back to the first encounter with Sparkle and Spike. At that time she had no way to communicate with them, her fear of Sparkle being a unicorn, misunderstanding of magic and otherwise had all led to a pretty intriguing first impression. Yet, Sparkle had been mindful of her fears and Spike, well Spike was just adorable in his own way; although she wasn't exactly sure on his thoughts on being adorable.
A giggle passed her lips, a small grin also tugging at Scar's mouth when Jessica recounted their study session. She was completely amazed at how much Sparkle had grasped her language, sure she couldn't say a fluent sentence and a large amount of terms eluded her...
But she puts my efforts to shame.
A smile came to her face while recalling the mare's thirst for knowledge. Every new word, every new term that Sparkle had gotten correct was met with equal parts enthusiasm and frantic scribbling into her book. That is not to say the learning was all one sided, as Sparkle begun to grasp more of Jessica's native tongue, it allowed easier translations between the two.
In a sense they were teaching each other in a very convoluted manner. Another giggle escaped her lips as she remembered their conversations; the mare seemed patient and happy to help Jessica with her pronunciations and structuring of her sentences, yet she seemed appalled when the gesture was returned in kind.
When Jessica had apologized and stopped, the mare had been adamant she continue. It became clear that even though Sparkle was upset at her own mis-steps, she devoured each mistake and very rarely repeated them. By the end of their little session the unicorn could at least speak a little more proficiently, as compared to Jessica's slight improvement.
My English teacher would love her.
Mentally she chastised herself for thinking about something from home in such a way, but at the same time it brought a little comfort. The idea of a talking, sapient, purple furred and intelligent female unicorn sitting in at one of her tutoring lessons, well it was rather hilarious.
Taking a soft sigh she found herself now outside her room, one hand resting near the door handle before she stopped herself. Scar and Stoic both regarded her with a curious expression, yet Jessica felt something, something tugging at her attention. Moving from the door she felt the cold tiles under her feet with each step, once more making her way to the balcony. A question from Scar prompted her to pause, smiling down at the guard.
"~Hear... no... feel...~" She frowned at her inability to voice her thoughts, considering for a moment she eventually tried another approach, even using Sunny's equine name to try and get them to understand. "~Feel... Princess... Celestia, up?~" 
Oh...god, I hope I didn't say what I think I did...
Awkward glances were exchanged between Scar and Stoic before they both looked upwards, understanding and a little relief passing over their features. Over on a spire nearby the white hybrid resided on a much larger balcony, wistfully gazing up into a sky now clear of clouds. Unfamiliar stars once again lined the sky with the moon lazily drifting towards the horizon. 
"~Princess Celestia...~" Scar's voice paused, his expression thoughtful as if considering how to communicate with Jessica on just what the princess was doing. Twice he tried explaining and both times Jessica gave a look of confusion back. Looking to his fellow guard for help he was met with Stoic gesturing upwards, both now realizing they were being watched.
Uh oh.
A sheepish grin slowly came to Jessica's lips as she realized that she had the attention of not one, but two princesses with one not looking entirely pleased. Luna flew down to land upon the balcony beside them, the small space now positively cramped as a disapproving look was given her way. Given when she had last seen the dark princess she had been instructed to go sleep, she knew what the mare might think right now.
"No sleep Jessica?" Luna spoke, one eye narrowed as she raised a hoof, gently poking the girl in the chest. Jessica for her part blushed, knowing she had been caught out as she shifted nervously, toying with her nightshirt.
"I'm sorry! I went to go see Jewel and Sparkle, but then Sparkle asked me to help study and..." A raised eyebrow was given in response, Jessica having taken for granted that Luna could understand her. Sighing softly she repeated, but in the equine tongue, "~Saw Twilight Sparkle... study lots.~
A long exhale escaped the mare's mouth before she looked to the guards for clarification. Scar seemed to second Jessica's version but thankfully with a more robust view on what transpired. The explanation seemed to appease the princess who noticed Jessica had begun to look increasingly nervous. Luna moved to nuzzle into her hair, settling her before speaking kindly; now Jessica understood exactly what was said, but the context of it made no sense to her.
She... wants me to watch... the moon and sun be moved?
Confused she looked over at Sunny who was now regarding them with a warm smile, a slight look of amusement clear upon her features. A little bit bashful at the attention of both royal sisters, Jessica was surprised when Scar and Stoic stepped back giving the dark princess room. Watching in fascination, she observed Luna's long horn slowly be encased in an ethereal glow, the mare pausing before she tilted her head skywards with a focused expression. 
Slowly the moon started to descend, Jessica only now aware the celestial object had almost been paused until this point in its movement. One teal eye moved to look at her, mirth now upon the princess's face as the moon continued to sink out of view. Strangely enough the stars seemed to act as if they were laid upon an invisible cloth, pulled with the moon as it sunk away. 
Jessica however was unsure what Luna was doing, a fact the mare picked up on before a large grin split along her muzzle. 
"Watch..." Luna spoke with a mischievous tone in her voice, Jessica looking skyward only for her jaw to instantaneously feel very, very heavy. Abruptly the moon and stars slinked backwards across the sky, a raised eyebrow from the princess accompanying the action. Seeing Jessica's expression seemed to egg Luna on further, the moon moving back and forth several times until finally pausing.
"W-What... you... are... bwah?" Jessica blinked as Luna issued amused laughter at Jessica's confusion, the moon slowly setting once more until the ethereal glow vanished from her horn. Before a question could be asked, a head tilt was given across the expanse to where Sunny sat. The white princess was in the midst of giving a good natured sigh at her sister's theatrics, although Jessica's brain wasn't really ready to make any conclusions yet to what she had just witnessed; once it stopped flailing its metaphorical arms she might think more on what she had seen.
When Sunny's horn was encased in a warm golden glow and the sun slowly tugged over the horizon before stopping a third of the way, Jessica could only blink in response. 
They...They move the god-damn sun and moon and stars and... I... I think I need to sleep. 
Jessica moved her mouth, trying to make words come out but by this point her brain had figuratively dumped a bucket of gasoline on itself, and now was threatening to light a match should she so much as dare think something, anything else. Taking the message that thinking would probably not be in the best interest of her mental state, she instead found Luna giving an amused little chuckle. 
Oh... she knew I would have no idea... Luna has seen how our sun and stuff works from my mind...
Strangely she couldn't get mad at the mare, most likely because there was nothing to be angry with. Of course now knowing that the two princesses could move the sun and moon, or alternatively control the rotation of the planet she was a little more humbled by their presence, not to mention what they had done for her. Deciding that sleep was a very good option she gave Luna a hug, the gesture returned with one wing before setting off down the hallway receiving a fond goodnight.
Scar seemed rather puzzled by Jessica's reaction, but then he would have had no way of knowing that what she had just been shown would have made a physicist cry. The mere idea that there was anyone powerful enough to do such a thing, it was staggering. 
I don't even want to consider how that works.
Making her way back to her bedroom she opened the door this time, very mindful to remain quiet. Closing the door gently behind her, she moved to her bed trying all the while to ignore the fact three pairs of eyes were gazing at her. Slipping back under the blankets she gently shifted Tala and Mayari, both wriggling before moving against her as she placed her head upon the soft pillow. The comforting sensation of one foaling curling against the back of her neck, the other moving sleepily to wriggle under her arm could only make her smile.
Peeking one eye down the blankets she saw Ebony regarding her with a raised brow, surprisingly the glow from her eyes was now lacking, having faded completely to clearly reveal two slit pupils much akin to Dusk's. Giving a sheepish smile she tried to explain herself to her friend, aware of the look that demanded at least some answers.
"~Watch ... watch Princess Celestia... Luna move sun... moon.~" It may have been the tiredness or her mind still smoldering in a corner, but Jessica was pretty sure what she said made little to no sense.
Thankfully a voice of understanding came from Dusk before the guard flopped back onto the bed, unperturbed by the sunlight drifting in as she went back to sleep. Ebony however just gave a soft tsk and moved her muzzle a little closer, gazing at Jessica with a small fanged smile. Jessica in response wriggled slightly, careful not to disturb the foaling under her arm as she moved her hand to stroke over Ebony's mane and smooth chitin-covered head softly.
"Goodnight Ebony." With that she let her frazzled mind finally get much needed rest, dreams of Luna and Sunny playing marbles with the solar system accompanying her throughout the slumber.
~~~~~~

Given her late night excursion there was no lesson in the morning, or if there was they had not woken Jessica for it. Instead she woke somewhere approximately around lunch time, the food brought to her aiding significantly in coming to this conclusion. 
Sitting up in bed she blinked, prior to looking down at the tray that was in the process of being slid upon her lap. Noticing the green glow, she turned to spy Ebony in her natural form with Espa entering into the room, the bug-like equine's now slightly crooked horn giving off a similar aura. Bubbles was watching with a little apprehension until her daughter was once more nearby, although if Ebony noticed this she chose not to show a reaction.
Foooood.
Looking down at the tray Jessica smiled, eyes fixated upon a particular dish sitting innoculously with the rest of her brunch. Thankfully there was one thing Jessica had reacquired a taste for, her fingers gently taking a bit of fish to place into her mouth as she thought back. Coming into the dining room one night after feeding the ~changelings~ downstairs, they had discovered the staff were in the midst of cleaning up a previous meal. For whatever reason scattered among the platters were several plates of fish cooked in a variety of ways, fried, steamed, raw, there was definitely no lack of choice.
Jessica's curiosity who had been eating there earlier had quickly given way to the smells invading her nose. Even despite the less than wholesome memories of the slop given to her while caged, the various fish dishes had smelt divine, a fact to which her stomach tended to agree with demanding she put some in it at that very moment.
After asking permission from one of the maids and a confused nod given, she had sampled a piece only to find it tasted every bit as good as it had smelt. After a couple of confused glances in her direction accompanied with a shrug or two, they had continued cleaning the table. A giggle came to Jessica's lips as she remembered the occupants of the room looking at her oddly as she sampled another piece of baked fish, savoring the taste. 
Sparkle had looked absolutely horrified at the time... until she ran off to get the food checklist she did at the hospital from out of the kitchen, just so she could tick the fish box. 
The memory still made her slightly amused, but she remained confused as to why that particular food dish had been served in the first place. None of the equines or even Spike seemed to ever consume meat products, so it remained a mystery why it was even there. Letting the train of thought derail she instead savored her lunch, Ebony tugging herself up onto the bed to get a meal of her own as she bumped her head under one of Jessica's hands. 
Sipping some water next she heard two distinctive chirps, the sound causing Jessica to glance over the rim of the glass identifying the culprits. Mayari, being always the more curious of the two was leaning forward, sniffing at the food while her sister hung back, moving against Ebony instead. A word of warning was given to Mayari, the small foaling giving a curious chirp back towards Ebony before sniffing a little closer at a slice of apple pie. 
Ebony spoke again, this time Minder adding in her own voice to the tone of caution from where she stood near the other equines. A question was given Ebony's way from Bubbles, Dusk watching on curiously as Mayari disregarded the warnings only to open her mouth wide and take a bite out of the pastry. 
I don't see what the... oh... 
"Oh, Mayari!" Jessica watched with equal parts concern and disgust as the small foaling turned several shades of green before regurgitating the food stuff back from whence it came. Ebony's tone of voice was clear as she spoke, Jessica able to understand it clearly with the evidence of what occurred upon the bed sheet: 'I warned you.'
Stumbling on her small hooves, the ill looking foaling issued a petulant whine before whimpering in a more sympathy inducing fashion. Unable to resist Jessica sighed as she moved to gently cuddle the sick Mayari to her chest, feeding the young one in a way it could stomach.
Is that why Ebony doesn't eat? 
Thinking this over while using a napkin to clean up the mess as best she could, Jessica decided that a shower was probably very much needed. Wiping Mayari's muzzle clean she moved out of the sheets, Tala now chirping up at her, clearly not wanting to be left behind.
"~Jessica shower... changeling cleanup.~" Jessica's words were met with a small snigger from Ebony, her friend obviously deciding it was better Jessica than her having to do the task. Espa, watching from the second bed curiously put forth a question, Jessica half listening as she scooped up her clothes for the day along with Tala.
Peeking back over her shoulder as Ebony answered, Bubbles repeated her own question from before as Dusk watched on curiously, Minder giving the smallest of laughs. 
"~Changelings eat emotions, no food.~" Ebony seemed to have chosen her words primarily so Jessica could understand. The notion that a creature could survive without any physical sustenance was, bizarre to say the least. Jessica thought it over as she walked down the hallway, the guards and Ebony moving to follow her. As she walked towards the bathroom she could hear Bubbles and Espa questioning Minder about this further.
I guess I was just assuming Ebony was getting food when I wasn't looking, but I guess that didn't make much sense...
Jessica mulled it over further, turning the information around in her head. It was a strange thing to eat emotions as they did but where did they get their energy from? Even with her not being a biologist she still found it difficult to believe, but then again she had just earlier witnessed two equines move solar bodies around at their leisure. Part of her still wished to dismiss that as mere illusion but Luna and Sunny had no reason to lie to her.
And Scar and Stoic treated it as normal!
Feeling a little light headed trying to comprehend everything she had learnt thus far, Jessica allowed her thoughts to wander lest she set her brain figuratively alight yet again. Reaching the shower she noticed the maid waiting for her with a towel, a question forming in her mind. 
"~You... You no wait?~" Jessica watched as the maid looked confused, tilting her head until Scar took it upon himself to clarify. Finally understanding the female equine gave a nod of her head along with a smile as Jessica gingerly accepted the linen. The stab of guilt slid into her back as she realized her late rising caused the poor maid to have to stand around waiting for her. A smile was given back as she entered the shower, vowing to get up in the morning from now on.
Setting the foals down she closed the door behind her, wondering where everyone else was. Normally Rainbow would have barged into her room by this point in the day, or Fleur, Ledger and Sparkle would have woken her. Figuring they must have known she went to bed late, Jessica put it down to them letting her sleep in. Placing the towel and clothing into position she removed her nightshirt and panties, her fingers gently trailing over her wrists where the bracelets would normally reside.
That's right, I need to check with Jewel later.
The feeling of loss filled her, but she didn't for a second regret what she had chosen to do. A smile came easily to her lips as Mayari and Tala chirped up at her and bounced towards the shower with boundless energy. Reaching in she turned the water on, this time Mayari backed up a safe distance until steam rose, following Jessica in with her sister. 
Much to the foalings' displeasure there was a lack of any bath toys to play with this time, instead amusing themselves with a loofa. Jessica couldn't help but suspect the rubber ducky had been left there previously by Pinky, but she couldn't be certain, nor why the mare would have done so. Pulling her mind back onto the task at hand she snatched up Mayari as the foaling tried to get away, her little legs kicking at the air as she found herself captured.
"Nu uh, you're going to get clean after what you did." Gently retrieving the loofa from Tala she used it to clean Mayari, who in turn evidently took it upon herself as a challenge to try and wrestle it from Jessica's hand. Soon however both foalings had been cleaned and set back down, Jessica finishing up with her hair before she realized the chirping sounds had now retreated out into the bathroom.
I know what has happened, but as long as I don't open my eyes... It hasn't occurred yet.
Figuring that her logic wasn't really fool proof, Jessica exhaled before looking over her shoulder. Much to her complete lack of surprise, her towel was now being tugged about by Mayari with Tala in chase. The sound of the water being turned off alerted them both to the fact they were being watched, pausing to look up at Jessica as she lowered one eyebrow, hands upon brown hips. 
A questioning chirp was given her way before Tala wriggled under the towel, trying to avoid the look being given, Mayari instead adopting the defense of acting as innocent as she could manage. 
"Yes, you're both adorable... towel now please?" Holding her hand out towards them they looked confused before an understanding was reached. Realizing what it is she wanted, they dragged the towel back over to her before seating themselves, both casting an apologetic gaze upwards. One of Jessica's hands grabbed the towel before the other stroked over each of their heads, a warm smile coming to her face.
One thought ran through her mind as she watched both foalings chirp happily, each trying to nuzzle her hand affectionately one after the other.
I made the right decision giving the bracelets to Jewel.
Drying each of them off after, she went about getting dressed before heading off to see what the day would bring with a smile on her face; a hand straying over her abdomen as she ignored a building cramp within.
~~~~~~

So far, Jessica could have summed the day up as reasonably horrible. It had been for the most part average, a language lesson followed her shower and then afterwards she had fed those downstairs. So overall it wasn't as if the day itself was bad, it was pretty normal so far, well as normal as her life here could be all things considered.
No, it was more the uncomfortable cramping that she tried to ignore which had a negative impact on her mood. Of course the situation was only being aggravated by a certain pegasus, the cyan furred mare shouting out encouraging words as Jessica tried to catch her breath. 
How the hell did I let her talk me into this, wait... a better question is why the hell am I so angry about this?
Jessica couldn't deny the fact that being able to be talked into anything at all was a definite bonus, it meant her understanding of their language had progressed enough to allow such a thing. Of course the fact in this case that it was to get her jogging, did knock a few points off the self-satisfaction scale. Wearing a pair of tailored shorts and a t-shirt she moved around the castle, a ribbon tying her hair back to keep most out of her face, now getting far longer than she normally kept it.
"~Come on Jessica!~" Rainbow's voice was equal parts irritating and inspiring. The fact Dusk was trotting behind her at a leisurely fashion was not helping much at all, not that she had any right to be angry at the guard. For once Dusk looked genuinely confused for the ire given in her direction, Jessica exhaling and smiling to apologize for any sting her gaze may of given. It wasn't Dusk's fault that Jessica was... uncomfortable, nor was it the mare's fault that she made it look easy to keep up with her, despite the armor being worn.
I know this should... help with my mood but why the hell am I doing this again?
Irritation buzzed around her head like an annoying insect, nipping at her patience as she struggled to keep pace with the pegasus before her. So caught up with the task of maintaining her speed, she failed to notice a rather important and blaringly obvious fact when they once more approached the front courtyard. Only a deep confident voice made her realize that the front gate was open, that observation having escaped her attention even though in hindsight it wasn't anything new around this time of day. That small fact caused her teeth to grit as she remembered that presently was normally around the time equines and others entered the castle to meet with one of the princesses.
Finding fresh inspiration she pushed her legs faster, pretending to not have heard the voice as she moved through the courtyard and around the castle for another lap. An irritated voice from above made her look up through sweat damp hair, noticing Ebony flying in her pegasus disguise, the mare's head looking back the way they had come. 
Yes, I know Mino is there Ebony... I'm trying to ignore him.
Surprised by her own mental thoughts she found her teeth gritting, pushing more drive into her legs to keep her pace up. Dusk was talking to her, her tone questioning as Jessica frowned and pushed further, demanding more out of her body than she had any right to do. A grin came from Rainbow's face as she saw Jessica exert herself, increasing her own pace to stay ahead. 
Why is he here? Why the hell is Dusk asking me why? How should I know?
Anger bubbled beneath her, fueled by the depression she had tried to keep a lid on as it feasted, gorged. Demanding more out of her body, Jessica increased her pace further. Her shoes pushing to the grass as she followed Rainbow around the side of the castle, taking her mind from the painful cramps assaulting her body while she felt her breathing come out in ragged gasps.
Why... why am I acting so angry? They haven't done anything wrong... this has never... I've never felt this way during it before...
Trying to run from her problems only led to pushing her limits further, stretching them much like a rubber band being pulled past its threshold. Eyes stung as sweat dripped past her lashes, barely able to make out Rainbow's expression shift from a confident grin to that of concern. The pegasus started to slow her pace, Jessica however was having none of it. Her anger was frothing now, like a kettle boiling on a stove there was only one way to release the pressure and that was to... to...
I can't get home, I won’t get home, and I’m stuck here, stuck here like a god damn-
Her thoughts were swirling like a cyclone within her head, battering against common sense that told her to stop pushing herself. Her anger was spiking, feeding upon itself as she barely acknowledged Rainbow's cry for her to stop. With legs burning with exertion she continued on regardless, Dusk growing alarmed as Ebony swooped down from the sky to try talking to her, all were ignored.
I can't... I can't think about it... I can't let myself think about it!
The cramps got worse, her running only increasing the symptoms as her jaw clenched, understanding exactly what was feeding her anger, driving her to ignore the pain. Tears ran down her cheeks to mix with the sweat as she staggered and fell to both knees, her legs finally betraying the desire to outrun the problem, the underlying reason filling inside her mind.
She heard three female voices close in on her, struggling to catch her breath as she dragged fingers along the grass. One hand curled into a fist before she slammed it down with enough force to cause her arm to ache, yet the tears didn't stop. She knew why she was acting this way, she knew why she was cramping... she knew why she was feeling irritated. Jessica also knew why her depression was curling around her like a feral beast, the anger providing a way in to her fragile defenses.
Tear-mixed sweat rolled down her nose and lips as she tried to reign in her emotions, dimly her distressed mind picked up the sound of Rainbow's voice calling out as she flew off in a blur. Not long after a deep voice replied with heavy hoof fall accompaniment, each step getting closer along with the sounds of angered guards telling the owner to stop. Jessica's already fragile concentration wavered as she grit her teeth, she could tell who it was and in her current mental state... it would not end well.
Why now... why the hell now?!
Thinking how wonderful the day had begun she hit the grass again, tears rolling unbidden down her cheeks as her gasping need to refill her lungs of oxygen at least muffled her sobs. She felt the cramps aching, a cruel reminder again of earlier; after the shower she had suspected, no... she had known what it was. Hiding the pain all day, hiding the... other symptoms had not been easy, especially with the foalings, Ebony and Minder nearby. They had noticed something but could not place what, her biology as alien to them as theirs was to her.
Faintly she heard Ebony growl a warning out to someone, the deep voice answering back with concern held in the male's tone. Her eyes tightly squeezed shut as her burning lungs fought to fill themselves between her tearful inhales, she knew trying to push the problem down wasn't helping, that it couldn't help.
Her body was betraying her, a small part of her had partially hoped it wouldn't occur, to spare her being reminded...
Just when I was... when I had tried to forget... I didn't want to be reminded...
A large hand gently pushed to her back, she could feel the hesitant nature of the touch, the attempted tenderness. Her body reacted before she could even think and then it was all over in a flash. She had felt her hand curl into a fist before issuing a scream of rage and launched upwards twisting as she went, feeling her hand impact against something hard before she found herself standing shakily upright, awareness returned to her.
The depression fueled rage faded from her consciousness as she felt her focus return, gazing in shock and surprise at what she had just done, the act she had committed. The guards that had presumably pursued the owner of the hand looked on with wariness, their eyes wide as they kept their distance but remained close enough to restrain her if need be. Dusk and Ebony both were watching on with wide eyes, slit pupils shrinking showing that Ebony had even been startled enough to partially drop her disguise. 
Jessica only then noticed her hand was throbbing, looking down she saw who had been struck in her frustration, her sadness... her anger. Mino sat there, rubbing his jaw with one hand while looking wide eyed at her and yet no-one spoke, everyone seemingly too afraid that they might set her off again. Looking at the worry, the fear in the equines' eyes she felt mixed emotions rage within her. Most notably however was the worry and concern upon Ebony and Dusk's faces, both unsure how to react although she knew Ebony could feel the confusing flux of emotions rolling off her.
I... I hit him...
She felt, empty all of a sudden as Rainbow returned leading Sparkle, Spike, Jewel, and even Sunny who was following close behind while Jessica's two male guards flew in from above. A sound of surprise was given by Rainbow as she noticed the large minotaur on his backside and Jessica's standing above him. Her curious question of whether Jessica had punched him earned a hush from Ebony and Dusk, the pegasus clearly realizing that this wasn't a time to joke and bit her lower lip.
The guards slowly parted as another approached, the same stallion that she had seen last night talking to Luna, his eyes were narrowed along with self-satisfaction passing over his muzzle. With voice raised he gestured towards her with a hoof, a certain name passing his lips which caused most to bristle at its use. 
Some of the guards mumbled amongst themselves, a few hushed repeats of the nickname passing between them before Jessica felt her already punished legs start to wobble. Part of her knew Mino must have lost his balance more than her injuring him, but that didn't excuse what she had done.
I hit someone... I hit someone who was trying to comfort me...
Tears built within her eyes as the cramps returned to her attention, reminding once more just why she had been so angry, why her depression had returned, and why she felt so hollow. The cramps made her place a hand to her stomach, her emotions fluctuating wildly confusing the issue within her mind.
The day... started off so good... why, why did it have to happen now?!
Fresh tears travelled down her cheeks as she looked through swimming vision to see the noble stallion giving a small speech. He seemed to be trying to gain support from those around him as he pointed with a hoof at her, his voice saturated with venom. Several of the guards were beginning to look convinced while Scar, Stoic and Dusk moved to support Jessica. Then abruptly Sunny's voice cut through the din and everyone froze. 
Everyone watched as she moved with poise, her voice firm as she gazed at Jessica ordering the guards to get back. Scar and Stoic looked at each other before hesitantly backing up, yet they remained close by while Dusk stood her ground, lowering herself defensively. A small frown passed over Sunny's features while Jessica wilted under the stern expression, Dusk issuing a disgruntled 'tsk' before slowly moving aside, but like the other two she didn't stray far. Ebony however refused to budge, her eyes narrowed as green fire erupted about her to expose her true form.
She looked... taller, her horn longer as she frowned at Sunny and growled out a warning, Jessica numbly watched her friend defend her. The other mares and Spike looked torn on how to act as the stallion laughed, pointing a hoof at Ebony with glee in his voice. Mino however had his eyes go wide as he stopped rubbing his jaw to regard the bug-like equine with an unreadable expression.
"~Step away 'Ebony'.~" Sunny spoke firmly, her eyes narrowing before a golden glow encompassed her horn, Jessica found herself wondering how her life had just taken such a horrible turn so fast. Yet... yet the cramps wouldn't leave her, reminding her constantly, incessantly of what had caused all this, had caused everyone to seem to turn on her, to call her the name... to...
Shut up brain! I'm not a Monster... I'm... I'm not...
She wasn't sure if that was the nickname, but it was the best she could come up with, and at that moment it fit... she had punched someone who was only trying to help her after all. Her behavior at the moment was erratic, her depression goading the anger on, her fear rooting her to the spot... confusion, confusion struggling to understand how this had all happened from the wonderful start to the day. 
Sparkle and Rainbow tried to talk to Sunny yet she seem undeterred, her voice becoming firm as wings spread majestically wide. Ebony growled once more, the guards starting to advance while the stallion looked proud of himself as if his claims were validated, Jessica's confused mind throughout it all struggling to pick up their words, everyone talking so fast. Sentences fell over each other, only bits and pieces filtered through her struggling brain to give some semblance of reason. 
Finally Sunny's voice seemed to reach Ebony, her friend's body twitching before she looked over her shoulder at Jessica, mane falling over one eye as the other shone with concern. Ebony's eyes then went wide as she spotted Jessica's hand on her belly, something she had obviously not noticed before, the expression of unease and worry only intensifying.
"~Jessica... no worry.~" Ebony's words passed Jessica's ears as the mare moved out of the way, something she had not expected would ever happen. 
E-Ebony, why? H-Have I been betrayed?
With the horrible thought bouncing around her head, Jessica felt nausea start to rise. It felt like her world was crumbling around her, nothing was making sense. 
Why?
The stallion was looking as if he had just won the lottery when Sunny slowly approached, everyone watching on causing another log to be stoked into the furnace fueling her fear. Was everything she had before this point merely a dream, a fleeting glimpse of what she could have lived with before everything came crashing down? Something however wasn't right, her body was acting strange, her emotions flying out of synch as she found herself recalling a memory.
-"Let home be where your heart lies, you have strong bonds here. You have those who care about you, do not turn your back on them because of what I did." Starswirl closed his eyes before slowly opening them, by the strain speaking was having on him; his time was almost at an end. "You child, if there is one thing I do not regret, it is that you were the one I pulled into my world. I see you accomplishing great things, keep your heart open and let those close to you help mend it after what I have done."-
The memory of Starswirl's words tore through the swirling emotions as she gave a little start, clasping onto them as she found herself looking into the eyes of the white princess. 
Keep... keep my heart open. Right...
A shuddering sniffle tore through her before she closed her eyes, taking a long calming breath before unclasping her throbbing hand. Slowly she parted her eyelids, peering through the tears to see what was truly before her and not what her fear had driven her to believe. Where once stern glances were now were those of worry, the guards looking hesitant now even as the stallion bore a self-satisfied smirk. 
Jessica's eyes glanced to the side, Rainbow, Jewel, Sparkle and Spike all watching with concern upon each of their faces. Not looking at her as a monster, but looking at her with anxiety for her wellbeing. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she looked directly at Sunny, the tall mare's gaze not one of stern reprimand but of worried focus. Mino was looking at something as well, ceasing his rubbing to instead mouth something in a worried tone.
"Jessica...safe." Sunny's voice was soft, kind as the stallion's expression began to falter, unsure of what was happening now; it was almost as if the princess had purposely chosen to speak in Jessica's tongue for that reason. A sobbing sniffle erupted from Jessica as she rested a hand gently to her abdomen when the cramps were felt again, aching within her body, within her heart. Sunny seemed to notice Jessica's growing distress as she leaned closer, one wing moving to envelope the girl. "Jessica heart among friends." 
Jessica shuddered as the floodgates within finally burst, reaching to grip Celestia's mane with one hand as she tried hard to not break down. Yet her body was cruelly betraying her, the mood swings, the anger, the cramps, it all led to one single thing. It all reminded her of one thing she never could have, one thing she had promised her mother, the last thing in fact she had ever promised her mother.
Even as the stallion gave a questioning tone, demanding to know what was happening she felt the wing fold tighter about her form. Concerned voices filled the air until she felt Sunny about to turn and address the noble, Jewel however acted faster. Jessica heard the mare's voice, the tone acidic as she peeked through the wing feathers to observe the stallion blink several times. One step was taken back only for one of the guards to shift a hind leg, coincidentally moving at the exact same time. This resulted in the blond unicorn tripping, giving an undignified shout as he fell upon his plot. 
Jewel advanced upon the stallion, each word issued sounding as if it had been held within, stored for just such an occasion. ~Blueblood~, if she had picked up his name correctly among the verbal ordinance looked bewildered as he blinked at the mare. Jewel, having exhausted about every insult Jessica could understand and a vast majority she could not, flicked her mane with one hoof before moving back to the other mares, a relieved sigh passing the unicorn's mouth. 
Jessica turned her attention from the chastised stallion, noticing a few guards trying to hide smirks upon their faces, until suddenly she felt a cold muzzle push to her back. However after a few words from Sunny, Jessica felt a rush of warmth before the smooth chitin against her spine was replaced with soft fur. She knew Ebony was trying to comfort her, but she could still hear the worried sounds from the others.
I-I get why they were worried before... but... why are-
Jessica came to the realisation why they were so concerned, so worried. It was due to how she was acting so strange, emotions flaring wildly not to mention how she was clearly in discomfort from the pain in her abdomen. Her body pulled no punches to remind her exactly what her current situation would never allow her to have, almost tauntingly with how her biology was functioning. For them she must have looked to be suffering immensely, possibly in some form of biological shock.
Before she could follow that line of thought further Mino slowly stood, brushing himself off before offering a softer toned voice towards Jessica; concern was clearly evident even as she understood his words. He was apologizing, apologizing for seemingly injuring her. She squeezed tears from her eyes, part of her filled with warmth that built within that so many were concerned about her, the other part angry that she had ever doubted them. 
W-Why is he apologizing, I hit him!
Only now could she understand why Sunny's horn was glowing, it was insultingly obvious the princess was trying to heal her as she felt the warmth flow over her skin. Rubbing her eyes with one arm she pushed down her raging emotions and offered a small smile to the concerned sovereign.
"I-I'm not hurt... I'm..." Jessica swallowed the bile rising in her throat as she spoke, looking aside. After a slight pause she continued, switching to the equine language, "~No injure... Jessica need Luna... s-show.~"
Her words were met with the horn ceasing in its glow as pink eyes instead moved to gaze at her with concern. A soft nod was given as the wing drew back, Ebony quickly moving to rest against Jessica's side. In her disguised form she was once again smaller, although Jessica was unsure about Ebony's growth spurts or changes, her frazzled mind was simply glad for her to be close by. A tired smile came to her lips as Sparkle joined them, allowing Jessica to support herself upon the unicorn as well. 
"Jessica, Sparkle here too." The unicorn offered a smile upwards, a tired expression given in return as she allowed them to help her limp forward, her tired legs and how she had pushed herself coming back to haunt her with vengeance. Ebony cast a look at Sparkle, the unicorn giving a bashful smile in return before the chocolate pegasus snorted dismissively and offered a small smile instead. 
'You have those who care about you'... I guess... I guess I do.
As the others moved forward Jessica's guards formed around her, Sunny leading the way back inside while a stern word from her lips caused ~Blueblood~ to scamper backwards with a terrified squeak. Only glares met his eyes, all aside from Sunny who simply cast a disappointed gaze in his direction. Slowly but surely they made their way towards the castle entrance leaving the stallion behind as Jessica let her thoughts turn inwards.
She knew what her body was telling her but given how long it had taken for it to do so, she had begun to suspect her arrival here had removed such... biological functions. Despite herself she felt fresh tears roll down her cheeks as she watched Spike's concern evident all over his little face. It was clear all of them were worried she had injured herself badly, the way she was wincing and pressing a hand to her belly doing little to lessen their concerns.
It's never been this bad though... I've... never had anything like this. I've gotten a little angry... but never... never how I felt earlier.
The facts had confused her though, the cramps, her fluctuating emotions, they never coincided with... with what was currently happening. Perhaps being torn into this world had altered her chemistry, or perhaps all the stress had messed up her biological clock. Yet ultimately she knew the only thing hurt was her heart, as Jessica understood even if her body was showing she was a normal reproductive capable woman... Even if she made a promise to her mother...
She could never have children in a world where she was the only one of her kind.
~~~~~~

After being aided back into the castle Jessica had been gently lowered onto the staircase, the equines not wishing to get her to travel up the stairs and if she was being honest with herself, in the state she was in right now she didn't really wish to attempt them. With hands pressed to her face, she released a groan softly into her palms.
How did I let it get so bad?
What had started as a jog had quickly descended into something so surreal it could have been mistaken for a nightmare. Her raging emotions, her irrationality, the noble equine that seemed to accuse her of horrible things, it all seemed so... not real. That wasn't even beginning to get into the fact that she had doubted the equines yet again, thinking Sunny and the others were going to do something horrible.
Because it's never been this bad... I've never had mood swings before; I have never even had cramps since I was fourteen...
Sighing softly she felt a reassuring nuzzle to her shoulder and with a tilt of her head she smiled seeing Ebony as the owner. Once more inside the castle walls her disguise had been dropped, Jessica so engrossed trying to reflect on what happened she had not even noticed the tell-tale flash of green fire. Now she could clearly appreciate her friend's new look, unsure what had brought on her change of appearance, but it did seem to suit her.
Ebony had definitely gained some height and become more slender in shape, not to mention her dark green mane was now longer, now mid neck length upon closer inspection. Jessica couldn't help but admire how it curled under her muzzle and fell in rich curls, much like when disguised as a pegasus. Her horn was also significantly more developed, longer and slightly jagged. 
Truth be told, it didn't look much like her friend that she remembered from a few weeks ago, but even with the soft blue eyes, even with long slit pupils gazing at her... even with...
No...
Jessica offered a small smile, she could see in the mare's expression it was still Ebony despite her change of appearance. Admittedly however, she felt the little protrusion upon her head was a little much, perhaps even a little silly looking but she wasn't about to tell her friend that. Distracted from her thoughts as the bug-like mare spoke with concern in her voice, Jessica sighed softly in response but couldn't fault the equine given how she herself had been acting just previously.
I acted like an idiot... I let my depression creep up on me and then... well...
A soft laugh passed Jessica's lips startling the equines, even Spike's expression edged towards nervousness. The sound was a bitter one, lacking in jovial tone as she rested a palm against her forehead to sigh after. 
I am such an idiot, the warning signs were there this morning, throughout the day and I ignored them... 
"~'Jessica', no sad?~" Ebony tilted her head, looking carefully into her face as a smile was returned. Pushing down her wild emotions, Jessica gave a small nod. 
"~'Jessica'... hurt... talk Luna... explain?~" She tried to word how she felt before sighing, resting fingertips to her forehead as anger budded within. Quelling her irritation down she looked up to eye those around her, Dusk having gone to retrieve Luna it seemed while the rest remained to watch over her. Scar and Stoic stood either side of the entrance while Jewel, Sparkle and Rainbow stood nearby all holding a look of apprehension on their faces. 
Mino was also close by, rubbing the back of his head looking otherwise unharmed from her fist having struck him earlier; to be fair though, Jessica expected she had injured her hand more than his chin. Finally she noticed Sunny standing on the other side of her, her mane and tail swaying as if caught on a perpetual breeze that teased the colours within. The princess was watching her with clear worry, quite possibly due to how Jessica grimaced occasionally, one hand resting to her belly.
Jogging... good idea, pushing myself to the limits... horrible, horrible idea.
A voice caught her attention, Spike nudging Sparkle gently as the unicorn blinked and blushed. With a roll of the dragon's eyes he gestured with his claws, their voices hushed prohibiting Jessica from listening in. Eventually Sparkle gave in to whatever Spike was demanding, trotting forward before clearing her throat.
"Hurt... where?" The mare was getting better already Jessica noticed, possibly having been practising more even after they had decided to sleep. Bashfully looking aside, she tried to figure out how to explain even as warmth built within her eyes. 
"I'm... I am not really hurt Sparkle, but... it's a human girl thing." She tried to explain as Sparkle frowned a little before picking up meaning within the words. Jessica was growing increasingly impressed as the unicorn chewed upon her lower lip, responding shortly after.
"Human girl hurt? Why?" Sparkle had gotten a hook into something and wasn't about to let go. Jessica felt a little jealousy at how quickly the mare was picking up her language, but also grateful. Another week, another month and she might actually get someone to have a conversation with.
"I... well... you see it's when a-" 
Pausing in her explanation she heard Luna's worried voice as she and Dusk flew into the room. Immediately the dark princess spoke with Sunny, Jessica able to pick up on them describing events, a part in particular making Luna's teeth grit before she visibly calmed herself. 
"Luna can we talk, in my sleep... now, please?" Jessica's tone was begging, Luna looking confused before Sparkle clarified what Luna had not picked up on. A small sound of understanding was produced from the mare's mouth before she gave a nod, her horn glowing gently. As Jessica felt her head grow heavy, two wings moved to support her. Dimly aware one was soft white feathers and the other insectile, then the last thing she heard was Sparkle starting to explain what Jessica just asked to the others...
Then darkness.
~~~~~~

Jessica found herself within her bedroom, not the one at the castle, not the one where she went to university but her bedroom. Granted she had not stayed in it for several years, but it still felt safest. Looking out the window she watched raindrops splash against the pane of glass, smiling a little as she put the weather down to Luna trying to make her feel relaxed.
"You can come in." 
Her voice was directed at the door which slowly opened, the mare walking in as she gently closed the door behind her. Seating herself she looked expectantly at Jessica yet the concern remained within her eyes, nothing could hide that. Realising that Luna was not going to initiate this conversation for whatever reason, Jessica sighed and rested fingers to her abdomen.
"Um... well... when a girl reaches a certain age... they...go through some changes." A look at Luna had the mare seeming to understand so she continued, "and well... look, when a girl gets to a certain age her body lets her know she is ready to have children, okay?" 
Luna blinked twice and tilted her head, clearly not following as Jessica sighed. She didn't want to have this talk, but the equines needed to know. Strangely though, in her dreams she didn't feel the fluctuating emotions, the anger and depression fighting to over-ride her common sense like she did when awake. Making the best of the situation she gave a soft sigh and moved a hand to the window beside her. 
"~Look.~" Jessica switched to the equine tongue and an image was created, within was a rough representation of a girl. Slowly Jessica played back the video she had seen in her health class when she was a teenager, granted her memory wasn't perfect but she had attempted to fill in the blanks herself. 
Luna's face went from intrigued, to confused, to mildly disgusted and finally to both ears being flattened with an unreadable expression upon her face.
"Human girl... bleed?" Luna slowly spoke as if the very idea was strange, Jessica nodding and then went about showing why. Luna blinked several times as she observed the image before her eyes went wide and she stuck her tongue out, a very similar reaction to how Jessica had reacted to the film 'how babies are made' when she was younger.
"When that happens we are healthy and can have children, if it does not happen we cannot have children." Jessica carefully avoided using contractions, Luna nodding slowly as she picked up the meaning. Looking at the window as the image ceased, Jessica bit her lower lip as the next part was painful for her. "We have... different reactions... anger, pain... to name a few, like I had today, but I have never had them like that before."
The equine frowned at this, one ear flicking as her horn glowed. Slowly however she drew the meaning out of the words and a nod was given. 
"Jessica normal ...no worry?" The mare's concern was clear as Jessica smiled a little, dispelling Luna's concerns. Slowly she slipped off the bed and sighed, looking about her room, even her stuffed red panda was where she had left it. Smiling she gently picked up the plush wondering if when she had named it if she knew the nickname would eventually be given to a small unicorn filly. 
Probably not.
"Why Jessica sad?" The question put towards her pierced through Jessica's feeble defences, she didn't really wish to get why she had reacted so poorly in the courtyard. Admitting it to the princess wouldn't change anything, and yet...
"I... well..." She felt tears spill from her cheeks as Luna stepped forward, one wing slipping around her easily in a warm embrace. Steeling herself she focused and changed her bedroom, the environment slowly being replaced with one she knew all too well. A scene she knew Luna had already seen once before... one she held tightly within her own heart.
She was outside their family home, sitting on the patio under the awning with her mother. Rain struck the aluminium above them with the delightful sound Jessica had always enjoyed, nursing the drink within her hand. Well, she wasn't but her copy was as Jessica and Luna sat in the rain yet not a drop touched them as they simply observed.
Her mother was finishing a new song, one she was going to unveil at her next appearance, one that Jessica had fallen in love with immediately. She had always been a little envious of her mother's singing abilities, even when reassured she held the same gift it was never really believed by her. Yet that wasn't what Jessica wished to show Luna, what happened next was.
"Jess dear, how are your studies going?" Her mother spoke to the copy with maternal warmth, the bracelets upon her wrists gently clinking as they brushed to the table. Jessica knew what her copy had spoken of, that she wanted to focus on teaching and continue practicing music on the side.
"That's wonderful honey... now you're going back tomorrow aren't you?" Her mother had sounded as caring as ever, yet Jessica knew she was lonely when she went back to her studies but never voiced it... never asked for Jessica to remain longer. Regret built within as she watched her dream-copy speak, confirming her mother's suspicions and then making the offer to visit the next weekend.
"Hmm... well I know it's not your birthday for another month dear but... I wanted to give you your present before you went back." Jessica almost mouthed the words as her mother spoke them, this memory replayed within her head for almost a year until the pain had lessened. Luna however was listening intently, now able to at least pick up most of the context as opposed to her first viewing.
Slowly her mother had removed the bracelets from her wrists and taken one of Jessica's dream-copy's hands. Placing them within she had folded her fingers over them, letting her see the writing within... the names put inside each. Tears rolled down both herself and her copy's cheeks as she remembered trying to decline the gift, only to be waved off with a small laugh.
"No dear, these are now yours. My mother gave them to me, and now I give them to you. I got both our names engraved in each, then when you have children of your own you can add their names inside as well." Her mother smiled, she had always desired grandchildren and Jessica had made no secret of her desire to have a family. 
Lost in the feelings rekindled within she was reminded Luna was still present by a soft gasp, the mare slowly coming to understand what the bracelets meant to her. Jessica closed her eyes, she didn't need to watch to know what came next, her lips moving to match the words as her copy spoke them.
"I promise mom... I promise you'll get a wonderful grandchild to spoil rotten."
The rain beat down in a heavy curtain around them, the images starting to fade as Jessica looked away. She didn't wish for the memory to progress further, and yet she knew with certainty it would. Opening her eyes reluctantly she saw herself at the airport, her mother waving her off before heading outside. Jessica tried pleading with the image, one arm held out from within Luna's wing to beg her mother not to leave, yet she knew it was a fruitless gesture.
She winced at what she knew followed. The squealing of brakes and the screams of alarm muffled from within the terminal, yet she heard them... whether she had actually done so on the day or it was her memory adding in the sounds she couldn't say. Her copy acted in curiosity, then panic as security and medical personal ran past the door, worry playing over her memory's face. 
Jessica didn't want to see what happened next, how she had run outside to see the sight of a woman looking horrified as she stood beside a car. The sight of the vehicle, the dent in the front...
She especially didn't wish to see the sight of her mother on the cold unforgiving ground, motionless with an increasing pool of her life essence spilling around her. Instead she turned and buried her face into Luna's side, she didn't want to hear the words as they were spoken, the solemn shake of their heads. She didn't want to see how they finally had noticed her standing there. Nothing she could do though could block out the memory of her scream of anguish, her cries of disbelief. 
She felt Luna's wing tighten around her, the mare's voice soothing. She had seen this all before, but now she could at least understand, hear the words that went with and put meaning to them. Jessica tried hard not to cry, she had been plagued by this memory for months after the event yet it always hurt almost as deeply as the first; even two years later and it still hurt as much as the first day. Mercifully the memory faded, the sounds of sirens giving way as the rain eased to a light drizzle.
Soon only the soft sound of rain remained, and as she simply sat against the equine royalty she felt the not unwelcome sensation of her hair being nuzzled. Looking up she saw Luna smiling warmly down towards her, tears marring the mare's cheek fur. 
"Jessica sad, no keep promise?" Luna's words were warm, gentle as Jessica gave a small nod. As long as she was trapped in Equestria she had no way to honor her last promise to her mother, nor to have what she herself desired. That is why she had chosen to make the choice, her fingers trailing over her wrists as she tried to stop the tears from flowing.
"I understand." Luna's words eased into Jessica's ears as she held her tightly within a wing, the rain bittersweet to her skin as she finally felt its cool touch. Thus the subject of her happiest memory, and her saddest having once more been brought to the forefront of her mind. Curling tighter against Luna she felt like a child, but right at that moment she didn't care. The princess now knew the story, she knew why she had acted as she had in the courtyard and didn't judge her for it. 
They remained there for several minutes until consciousness tugged her from the dream, bringing her back into the cruel reality she didn't wish to face.
~~~~~~

Jessica found herself once again in the room allocated to her within the castle upon awakening. How she got there she had no idea, although there were numerous theories on how it could have happened, none of which she wished to think too much on. Thankfully Mino was no longer present, she felt bad but in her current state she really didn't wish to deal with a minotaur that had a crush upon her. 
And... I think that without the slightest bit of disbelief...
Blinking away the sleep from her eyes, she slowly sat up only to hear voices talking. Looking to the side she noticed Luna occupying Bubbles and Espa's bed, already conversing with the others. From what Jessica could make out she was describing what she had seen in the dream along with her... biology lesson. That bit did make her hope she had remembered enough to convey it properly, her cheeks beginning to burn. Rainbow in particular was turning a little green about the cheeks she noted.
Strangely enough her symptoms had vanished, well the cramping was still there but her emotional turmoil had lessened significantly. Confused by this she decided not to push too much on the issue just in case she stirred the beast again; she didn't want to try punching out one of the princesses next after all.
And then I remembered that day again.
A cold muzzle pushed to her hand, Ebony seated beside her bed with a fanged smile given. The gesture tugged Jessica's own lips into a warm expression as she gently stroked over her friend's head and mane, mindful of the mare's larger horn as a content feeling built within. Ebony reacted to this with a relieved sigh, evidently glad to feel Jessica acting more normal, and at least somewhat comforted.
"~Thank you 'Ebony'.~ Jessica's tone was sincere as the equines noticed she was awake, their worried expressions turning into smiles. The room was yet again full, with a few notable absences. Posh and Harpy were present, Sparkle and her friends as well while Bubbles and Espa watched on with the guards. Sunny not being around made her realise the princess had been called away from her meetings to see her, more guilt bubbling within.
And yet she came almost immediately...
Two small chirps made her blink out of her self-imposed guilt, a smile coming to her lips as Ebony moved to help the small foalings up. Both bounced over the sheets before nuzzling to her hands, their current thoughts on her wellbeing delightfully transparent. Sparkle watched on with a small smile before a warning glance was given at Spike, who for his part just looked innocent. 
"Tala... Mayari." She hugged the foalings to her chest while gasps and slight sounds of disgust filled the room; she knew now what part Luna was up to. Whatever words she couldn't understand were easily filled in by how a few voices reacted when Luna explained why Jessica had reacted as she had. Eventually several comments of encouragement and condolences were given her way afterwards, yet Jewel remained silent. 
Looking at the unicorn she saw Jewel frown thoughtfully, her eyes hardened with resolve as she gave a firm nod and quickly excused herself. The others blinked as they watched her go before a knowing smile came to Sparkle and Flitter, whatever knowledge they were enlightened with was not shared with the rest. Pinky bounced about trying to coax the information from them while Rainbow tried the more direct route with gestures and an annoyed tone of voice.
A fore hoof pointed in Jessica's direction caused their voices to hush, this making the clear target of their conversation blink curiously. This was not a reaction she had expected after what had occurred. No anger for her loss of emotions, just calm acceptance and a little sympathy. She knew she should have handled it better, but it had all been so overwhelming, submerging her within... and then there was the stallion and Minos and-
No excuses Jess, you have a lot of apologies to make.
Sighing at her inner logic, Jessica instead trailed nails gently over each foaling's head. Both chirped happily and settled against her, Minder and Ebony sharing a look as they discussed something within the silent manner that still eluded Jessica. Whatever the outcome was surprised Minder, although slowly a smile came to the mare's face and she nodded. A growing grin crept along Ebony's muzzle before she politely asked Luna, and after a pause, Sparkle also to accompany her out of the room.
Confused by her friend's sudden change of character, used to Ebony being more stand offish or at the least neutral with the other equines she watched the three depart into the hallway. An attempt to listen in was met with Pinky bouncing nearby, the mare's excited voice making the foalings chirp enthusiastically as they bounced on the sheets, the mare seeming to egg them on. 
If I didn't know better, I would think she's doing it on purpose so I can't hear what they're saying.
Jessica exhaled as she watched the antics, a small part of her torn on how to feel in this situation. The fact they now had to hide their talking from her was a big step up, especially if they felt she could understand them enough to eavesdrop. Of course that line of reasoning led to the other problem, they were now clearly talking about her. Looking about she came to notice Rainbow was still trying to press for information, yet Flitter was not budging, although it appeared the cream pegasus was more deflecting questions with her timidness than steadfastness.
Soon however Jessica watched as the foalings slipped off the bed, tumbling over themselves before chirping as they tried to chase Pinky around the room, Espa quickly joining in followed by Harpy not long after. Watching them play made a heartfelt smile touch her lips, until without realising it she felt moisture roll down her cheeks. Tsking gently at herself she rubbed her cheeks with a finger. Tala, Mayari and Espa... even if they were not her children she adored all three.
Until she made it home, that would have to be enough. 
If only my heart would understand that.
Her morose thoughts were interrupted by a loud commotion, blinking as she heard Ebony sounding irritated closely followed by Luna's more cautious tone. The next voice made a shiver run down her spine, a little terrified squeak escaping her mouth as Posh, Bubbles and Flitter each shared a knowing gaze. It was Rainbow and Dusk's reaction however that confirmed her horrified suspicions, their sniggering led to Pinky stopping her bouncing to look excited, her head flicking back and forth trying to get answers.
...I can't be this unlucky can I?
As the door slowly opened Jessica found that yes, lady luck had indeed abandoned her this wonderful day. It was, quite frankly, amazing he could even fit through the doorway, his broad shoulders and large horns impossibly fitting into the room. Pinky watched with a dropped jaw as the large minotaur entered, the sight outside the door momentarily distracting Jessica from her current crisis.
Is... Is Sparkle holding Ebony back from trying to maul him?
Dismissing it as just misinterpreting what she was seeing, she instead noticed exactly what Mino was holding. It looked for all accounts and purposes like he had managed to rip up one of the flower bushes from outside, a ribbon haphazardly tied around the base as he cleared his throat. The minotaur looked rather bashful as he rubbed the back of his head with one hand, ignoring the muted laughter from two certain pegasi.
Scar and Stoic eyed him warily until Luna's voice filtered in allowing permission, upon which both stallions hesitantly stood at ease. Mino passed by the guards while approaching Jessica where she sat on the bed, his eyes looking warily at Minder and the two foalings before he forced a grin upon his face. 
"~Flowers...?~" His arm stuck out in her direction, several small bits of dirt falling from the roots of the abused topiary. Stuck between confusion at his actions, not wishing to anger him and the guilt that she had struck him earlier, Jessica instead opted to smile gently.
"~T-Thank you?~" As Mino puffed his chest up slightly, he placed the plant at the foot of her bed, spending a few seconds to try and fluff the leaves up some... a final indignity performed to the bush that's only fault in life was to be in the wrong place, at the wrong time.
Jessica gave a desperate silent plea for help over towards the equines within her room, Posh and Harpy sharing a look before sheepishly grinning back. Bubbles for her part had Espa now sitting beside her, looking apologetic she couldn't do anything to save Jessica from his affections. Flitter, well Flitter looked like she was going to try speaking to Mino that is until another mare in the room came to her aid.
Pinky in a blur of pink and energy, bounced around the minotaur, her words flowing as if someone had blown a hole into a dam and let nature take its course. Mino for his part was trying to follow her as she spoke excitedly, Jessica herself barely able to pick up on anything said. Tala and Mayari slipped away from Minder at this point, scrambling up the side of the bed before pushing to her side; they were either seeking food or trying to protect her from the minotaur, although Jessica leaned towards a more obvious third option, they were scared.
And now Minder looks about ready to have an aneurysm...
The poor bush suffered further insult as Pinky leaned over, smelling a flower before sampling the produce, chewing thoughtfully on the mouthful. The room became silent as everyone watched her, Rainbow pushing a fore hoof to her head with a barely audible mumble.
Is... Pinky purposely distracting him?
Unable to comprehend Pinky's actions at the best of times, she watched as Mino coughed into his hand trying to collect his thoughts. With a pause he spoke, gently moving Pinky aside as he took a step towards Jessica's bed. What he had said made no sense though as he rubbed the back of his head, adjusting his tie in a nervous gesture with the other. 
D-Did he just...
Mino had apologized to her and by his body language he was looking guilty, almost as if he was the one at fault. Jessica's conscience couldn't stand by and take that, shovelling guilt upon the already substantial pile until her resolve crumbled which admittedly, did not take considerable effort.
"~N-No, Jessica fault... not Mino.~" Her words were met with a baffled expression on the bull-man's face and in any other circumstance it would have been quite comical. Being within touching distance quelled her humor at the situation, especially when she had struck him earlier, her hand still aching slightly from that particular action. Before the confusion could continue, Dusk took it upon herself to translate.
Understanding came across Mino's face as he snorted from both nostrils, a firm shake of his head given. He spoke clearly and confidently, stating something about a man would never dare, and something about a mare. Really, if she didn't know better she would think he was just spouting out catch phrases. 
Taking a deep breath Jessica chose to smile, his face starting to burn red upon seeing her expression; not for the first time Jessica was thoroughly intrigued how such a thing worked with fur. What Mino did next surprised her though, the large minotaur bent down and moved one of his hands, easily able to crush one of the foalings or even one of the equines within its grasp and...
Is he?
His fingertips gently ran over one of the foalings' head, a soft chirp given up to him as he gave a little chuckle. A look of stunned expressions lined the room as Mino blinked and stood up, noticing how he was being looked upon. Pinky raised an eyebrow, mentioning something about Mino being a mean-pants... thing, Jessica couldn't quite follow the flow of words but regardless they seemed to make the minotaur look taken aback.
His voice rose slightly as he held a hand to his chest, speaking with great resolve about how he would never think to hurt a child. The words made Jessica smile a little more, maybe she had misjudged Mino. Maybe he wasn't such a bad guy, well not that she had ever thought that but she saw him in a whole new light. Maybe... maybe he was really a sweet and-
... He saw me smiling at him and now he is trying to pet the bush...
A long sigh passed Jessica's lips as Mino fostered affection upon the plant, which to be honest probably did deserve a little love after all that happened... but it definitely wasn't a 'cute little foal' as Mino kept proclaiming. Rainbow and Dusk's expressions started to lean towards amused once more at the current events, although even Jessica couldn't blame them.
"~T-Thank you Mino, Jessica... happy?~" She ventured talking to try and at least direct this in some way that did not resolve in, well she wasn't quite sure but goring was a vague possibility. Trying to stay kind to him was about the only thing Jessica could think of, especially trapped in the small room.
His reaction was somewhat unexpected, given his head turned an interesting shade of scarlet accompanied with a small snort from the nose. A look of concern passed over those in the room before he took a step back while excusing himself. Turning he abruptly introduced his face into the wall, apologized to the structural integrity of the room and then walked out the door almost mechanically.
...I think... I think I may have just created a monster....
Sighing Jessica rested her head onto her knees, trying to block out the laughter from Rainbow before a hoof gently pushed to her shoulder. Raising her head she saw Pinky smiling encouragingly, the mare's expression contagious as Jessica offered a small one in return.
Despite how the day had gone, they still stayed with her, still worked to cheer her up... still cared about her. Espa scrambled onto her bed next, all three foals blinking at Pinky who talked excitedly. One by one all three gained small smiles before the energetic mare bounced out of the room, the three young ones following as Bubbles gave a small sigh, Minder mirroring the action before realisation dawned over her face and she took off after the group with admirable speed. Spike however looked indecisive before running out, speaking to Sparkle and waving prior to chasing after the other five down the hallway and out of sight.
Harpy had a look of considering following before instead opting to remain, engaging in conversation with Bubbles and Posh as Dusk and Rainbow conversed. A look over at her two guards by the door got a small smile in return from Scar, Stoic instead just giving a small head nod. As Jessica sat upon her bed she was surprised when she felt the sheets move, turning her head to watch Flitter cast a forlorn look at the tortured bush before slipping onto the sheets. 
A shy smile was given her way by the mare, Flitter speaking in her quiet fashion as she asked for permission to join Jessica, if it was okay with her. A smile was given and she nodded, the pegasus moving to sit beside her, clearly seeking to comfort Jessica as one of her blue eyes peeked in her direction, the smile growing on the mare's face.
'Keep your heart open and let those close to you help mend it after what I have done' ... I guess he was right in a way.
When Luna, Sparkle, and Ebony returned they were instantly questioned by Rainbow, the mare looking a little aggrieved at being left out of the conversation which to be fair Ebony sticking her tongue out in reply didn't exactly help any. Luna gave a good natured sigh while Jessica giggled, her friend moving to the side of the bed to nuzzle her shoulder in a fond gesture, which in return earned her a hug. 
Despite Rainbow's continued desire to find out what the talk had entailed the others weren't budging. Eventually Sparkle had placated the pegasus by promising to tell her and her friends later, Rainbow accepting that for the time being despite Ebony rolling her eyes.
Jessica for her part simply enjoyed the time with the equines, listening to them talk until the night rolled around and Luna raised the moon in front of an audience. All the while she knew she was among friends...
Until Pinky ambushed Rainbow with a pillow, then all hell broke loose.
~~~~~~

The moonlight spilled into the hallway as Jessica made her way to Sparkle's room, Scar and Stoic as always following dutifully in her footsteps. The day had passed after... an interesting turn of events but at the moment her mind was clear, even if she still felt slight cramping. 
And now they all know what's wrong with me, super.
Sarcastic thoughts aside, Jessica gently knocked on the oaken door and permission for admittance was given. Slowly opening the entrance she spied Jewel was once more conversing with Sparkle, the white unicorn giving a brief flash of guilt upon her face before rolls of paper were hidden from Jessica's view. Deciding they were discussing something she wasn't privy to, and despite it all she couldn't get annoyed at them for it, Jessica just offered a smile pretending not to have seen.
A soft exhale from Jewel was given, aware of Jessica's knowledge that things were being kept from her but grateful she did not kick up a fuss. Well, that's how Jessica interpreted it, the mare instead smiling brightly as she tugged something out of a saddlebag, offering it to Jessica in a soft azure aura. Blinking, Jessica touched the silken cloth; within she heard the distinctive jingle of metal which brought a smile to her face.
"~Rarity finish quick?~" Despite Jessica's horrible syntax, grammar and other assorted issues the point was thankfully reached. Jewel gave a small smile and giggle behind a hoof before nodding, her smile earnest. Whatever she said Jessica only grasped some of, Sparkle taking it upon herself to translate.
I hope I said her name right in their tongue...
"~Rarity~ worked late night... finish... for... Jessica?" Sparkle struggled over some words but again Jessica found herself amazed at the unicorn's progress. She was already ahead of her in comprehending language but she couldn't find it in herself to be envious, only extremely proud of the effort the mare was putting in. 
"~T-Thank you!~" Jessica gave a small bow, grasping the cloth tightly between her hands, Jewel in reply gesturing with a hoof absently as she gained a small blush. Mentioning how it was nothing, the mare gave a nod to Sparkle and then to Spike who was watching them with a... longing glint in his eyes that he quickly changed when looked upon. 
I am actually starting to get worried he wants to eat Jewel...
The two mares just smiled at Spike's antics along with Jessica's heart felt gratitude. Jewel however excused herself, mentioning something that could have been beauty or looks, but Jessica wasn't completely certain. Whatever it was Spike and Sparkle waved and said their goodnights before the studious mare looked up with her own type of hunger; the hunger for knowledge.
"Okay, okay... I guess we should get started then huh?" Jessica's words were met with a firm nod from Sparkle while Spike gestured with his hand, waving the two of them off and rolled over, donning ear-muffs. With a mighty yawn the small dragon slumbered, Sparkle moving to gently tug a blanket over him before nuzzling his sleeping head tenderly. Jessica was intrigued by this; she also couldn't hide her smile as she watched how the two interacted.
"~Spike~... is he your... um... you act like a mother to him..." Jessica flustered as she looked aside, her next words blurted out to get all the awkward from her throat. "If you don't mind me asking!"
Sparkle tilted her head, frowning as she tried to interpret the words. Before Jessica could try simplifying the mare held up a fore hoof, silencing her as pages flicked over in the notebook, the pink aura tugging each page over quickly. Finally she hunted down several notes, running the sound over her tongue before repeating this action several times. 
After roughly a minute Sparkle blinked and gave a small laugh, her eyes looking up at Jessica. "~Spike~ like...“ Her words were slow, thoughtful before a small blush came across the mares face, gazing fondly back at the slumbering dragon who now sucked upon a thumb. 
"~Spike~ family, Sparkle...I-I...” The unicorn played the sound over her lips like a child with a new toy, "I... mother ~Spike?~" 
Jessica looked as the mare gazed hopefully up at, trying to get the term across before a smile came to her own lips. A nod was given before Jessica corrected how to say it, more furious scribbles jotted into the notebook before Sparkle repeated what was spoken.
"I aaaam li-like a mother t-to ~Spike~." The words sounded odd out of the unicorn's mouth but as she spoke them her eyes lit up, realising what she had just said and accomplished. A nod was given before she spoke in the equine tongue, Jessica getting her own lesson next. 
From there the two girls taught each other, Jessica having smuggled her own notebook in, a pen that had been tucked behind her ear used as she took down notes. This only led to Sparkle becoming more curious to the way Jessica was writing, correcting several of her own notations as Jessica did the same. Eventually however, Jessica felt the tugging of sleep, not wishing to have the maid wait for her again today she excused herself, a smile offered back to her. She knew Sparkle would continue on, a little part of her concerned but at the same time excited that soon she would have proper conversation. 
Waving to the mare she left, closing the door gently behind so as not to wake Spike. An apologetic expression was given to the two patient guards as she made her way back towards her room... yet, something seemed off. She couldn't quite place it, yet Scar and Stoic reacted, their ears perking as Scar grit his teeth. 
"~W-What?~" Jessica made sure to use their language yet Scar didn't answer, he instead jerked his head in a clear gesture for her to follow, the guards taking off at a canter down the hallway. Jessica followed; worry eating into her before she picked up the sound of distressed chirps, ice punching into her gut as she increased her pace.
W-Why are they sounding scared? Why are they not in the room?!
Each step increased her anxiety, the way the guards were reacting was not normal and that only worked to increase her fear. Soon she started to hear voices, a snide male voice that sounded familiar, disturbingly so. Rounding the corner she followed the guards, the sound coming from the balcony as their approach was noticed; which, to be fair was pretty much a given due to metallic covered hooves pounding on the tiles.
"W-What?!" Jessica paused at what she saw. The stallion ~Blueblood~ was standing in the doorway, one unicorn guard either side of him blocking the entrance. Standing on the balcony, pushed against the vertical railing was a sight that ignited the anger she had earlier been so glad to be rid of, this time however she wasn't trying very hard to repress it.
D-Did they come looking for me, is that why the foalings are out here?
Tala and Mayari were backed against the concrete poles, their glowing eyes wide with fear as they chirped up at the blond equine. In turn he sounded agitated, his words demanding to know what they were planning and also where Jessica was. While curious how he still had not looked back despite obviously hearing their approach, she decided she wasn't going to wait for the event to happen.
"Get... the... hell... away... from... them... you... bastard." The words were spat out from clenched teeth as she felt the anger flare, one hand clasping the cloth package tightly in her hand while she glared daggers at him. The pure malice in her vision seemed to surprise not only him but his two guards, although it might have had something to do with Scar and Stoic matching her gesture. 
"~Changelings no sad!~" Jessica didn't care if she made no sense, she was angry at how he had frightened the two foalings. The one whom she presumed to be Tala was in particular trembling, her tattered tail curled around herself as she gave a wail of distress; that sound alone was enough to burn into Jessica's resolve. ~Blueblood~ however tried to regain his composure, pointing a hoof angrily at Jessica now instead as he spat out accusations, the term she had come to believe was monster once more levelled in her direction.
To say her guards took kindly to that would have been a mild understatement. Scar snapped something back, Jessica unable to catch the content but picked up the meaning well enough as the two guards either side of the antagonistic unicorn suddenly looked unsure of their decisions in life. She thought she heard Sunny's equine name thrown around, along with changelings and possibly evil... but she wasn't sure. What she was sure of was that the two foalings were now absolutely petrified.
"~Blueblood scare changelings!~" Jessica's voice tried to reason with him, despite her anger she was caught off guard when he looked genuinely confused at her words, not at misunderstanding, but the actual message within.
It was when ~Blueblood~ turned to regard Jessica fully that one of the foalings reacted. Whether it was to seek comfort at Jessica's side, whether she saw a chance to run, or simply the desire to flee what upset her that had nudged her to action... the little bug-like foal pushed herself forward, galloping on her small legs towards perceived comfort and safety. 
It was almost like what happened next all played out in slow motion to Jessica.
~Blueblood~ had most likely caught the foaling moving out the corner of his eye, thinking it a threat, or just moving instinctively, one of his rear legs lashed out and caught the foaling in the side. The small equine's body was thrown with the impact, spiralling as physics plunged its cruel talons into her only for momentum to do the rest. ~Blueblood~'s eyes went wide, realising what he had done as the young ~changeling~'s head impacted against one of the railings and she flipped over the edge into oblivion.
"No!" Jessica's scream tore from her throat as she ran forward, the startled unicorn's guards already stepping back, although who they were meant to be guarding was not so lucky as she half punched, half shoved him out of her way. Disregarding her own safety Jessica leapt to try and catch the tiny limp form as she impacted against the railing. Almost falling over the edge herself she felt the tips of her fingers slide along the smooth chitin before she lost contact, her scream following the small foaling down as tears rolled down her cheeks.
Jessica was helpless to watch as the foaling tumbled end over end, knowing she was too late, unable to save the innocent little one, knowing she would never feel her little body cuddling against her, the cute chirps...
No no no no no no no no!
Scar had been weighed down by armor, he was outside the entrance when she had run forward, and in Jessica's mind there was no perceivable way he could have intervened; and yet he was also the one who flew over Jessica's head with barely an inch to spare just as she watched the young equine fall outside her grasp. In a blur he directed himself down, the sound of wind rushing past Jessica's ears doing little to stifle her frantic pleading. Moving with speed Rainbow might have even been impressed with; Scar caught the foaling in his mouth prior to bleeding his momentum off around the courtyard. 
Jessica watched while relief soared within until her legs almost buckled beneath her. Falling to her knees she felt the other foaling hide against her side, wailing softly in fear and concern for her sibling. Unable to tell if it was Tala or Mayari, she didn't care and scooped up the foaling, cradling her close. All the while she heard a pitiful mumbling behind her, the blonde unicorn repeating like a mantra that he hadn't meant to.
Jessica felt rage take hold of her, begging her to punch and kick the stallion until he couldn't stand anymore, yet she knew she couldn't, she wouldn't. Scar flew back over the balcony before casting a somber look at Jessica and cantering down the hallway, the precious cargo now upon his back while no-one moved to impede him. 
No...
The limp form that had been between his wings had not been moving, she had been so still, silent... like her mother on that da-
"~Not my fault.~" The stallion kept repeating to himself, alternating between that and he didn't mean for it to happen. His words were making Jessica feel physically ill as she wanted to rush after Scar while he took the foaling to Ebony and Minder, yet she knew right now she had to comfort the other being held protectively. The foaling was crying, so she simply ignored the stallion and his guards before whispering soothingly to the quivering bundle within her arms.
Stoic however had no such distractions. The two unicorn guards paled, which given they were already gray it didn't make terribly much of a difference to their complexion. The reason for their growing horror was the stallion moving slowly towards them, his face a look of tranquil fury. Jessica had only seen a similar expression once and that was in the town with Stache and Non-Stache towards the crowd. This one, the look he had at that particular moment made the previous seem tame in comparison. 
~Blueblood~ gave a soft squawk from his mouth with pupils retreating into pinpricks when Stoic got closer, his guards having abandoned him hoping to distance themselves from any associated blame. Jessica couldn't make out what Stoic was saying, his voice kept low but from the sheer malice in his eyes and the quivering in the stallion's legs, the message was rather clear. 
The other two guards didn't escape blame despite their best efforts, Stoic raising his voice as they gave a little shared whimper, pushing against each other in obvious fear. Jessica felt a little nervous herself, he was always so quiet and... well, Stoic so when he acted like this...
He is furious, disgusted...
With a grunt Stoic returned mostly to his normal self, gesturing for Jessica to follow as she cradled the whimpering foaling in her arms. Walking down the passage she blinked as Ebony approached them. Her friend was moving with purpose, her eyes narrowed as every movement she took radiated malice, anger. 
She knows...
"E-Ebony?" Jessica hesitantly got the mare's attention, eyes blinking twice before slit pupils focused upon her with a look of relief spreading upon Ebony's face. Leaning forward she nuzzled the bundle in Jessica's arms, the sniffling reduced by the action before her own shoulder was gently nosed. A concerned look from the mare made her smile gently in response.
"~'Jessica' hurt?~" Ebony's worried tone clear as she looked over a bruise forming where Jessica had crashed against the railing to try and catch the foaling. A shake of her head eased the bug-like mare's concern before her gaze hardened again. "~Go room, Ebony talk Blueblood.~" 
Jessica blinked as her friend spoke in a way the message was crystal clear before moving past her with determination. Not wishing to delay any longer she followed Stoic to her bedroom, becoming ever so slightly disconcerted when she heard a fearful scream from behind. Lights were turning on under doors from the commotion, yet Jessica increased her pace, entering her room to look about fretfully. 
Distantly she heard the sounds of tired questions being raised, hooves impacting on the tiles within the hallway accompanied with a fresh scream of terror from the balcony's direction. It might have been her imagination, but the moon almost flared brighter for a second. 
"~C-Changeling hurt?~" Her tone was hesitant when she saw the concerned looks upon Dusk, Bubbles and Espa, all looking at the bed where Minder sat beside a curled up foaling. Much to her relief the young one was awake and not visibly harmed, but easily identifiable as scared, terrified even and very confused. It was obvious upon her young face, even Jessica could understand it and it tore deeply into her heart seeing such a thing.
Fear of why she had been treated as she had, confusion why... why she had been hurt, kicked... 
The small foaling gave a long wail as she squirmed on the bed, Minder looking frantic before she gained an expression of understanding upon her face. Jessica stood with the one in her arms curling closer to her body, whimpering heavily as her mind raced.
She doesn't look injured, well not badly... I guess her shell protected her... but is she okay, why couldn't I have done something? I don't kn-
"~Jessica!~" The abrupt and stern voice from the usually quiet insectile-equine caught her off guard, Minder gesturing for Jessica to approach. Confusion gave way as she blinked, seeing how the little foaling was quivering on the bed but... how her small forehooves pawed towards Jessica, needful, wanting.
Seeing it tugged her body forward before she consciously realised. Seating herself on the sheets she felt the foaling's head push to her hip, sniffling and giving chirping mixed sobs from her young mouth. Gently moving her hand down she held both Mayari and Tala gently to her body, wanting nothing more than to protect them from all the horrible things the world may offer.
No words passed her lips; they weren't needed as heads poked inside taking in the scene on the bed. Two sniffling foalings curled into her arms as she held them protectively, barely noticing as the crowd outside parted to allow Ebony and Luna to enter the room. Side by side Jessica could see how tall her friend now was, only slightly smaller than the dark princess. Not even bothering to focus further on the issue she heard Minder give an apology towards Ebony, the taller mare dismissing it with a tsk. 
Almost as an afterthought, Ebony's horn glowed and she levitated a cloth bundle carefully from off her back. Spying the retrieved item Jessica couldn't even remember dropping it, but offered a smile of thanks towards the mare before holding Mayari and Tala closer. A soft muffled voice caught her off guard, Jewel and Sparkle sharing a look as Jessica gazed down. One of the foalings nuzzled to her arm, having settled now before a soft word issued from her young mouth, the equine word for mother.
W-What?
Slowly the siblings settled into sleep, Jessica using one arm to cradle them both as she was observed by everyone, her mind in a state of shock. Shaking vision found Luna who gave a small smile and nod, the anger she had seen upon the princess's face when entering having vanished into the ether. Slowly Jessica's hand rested over the silk cloth beside her, fingers pressing to the metal objects held within.
Mother?
Thoughts crawled through her mind, eating away at her confusion, her anger as something else blossomed within. Jessica's heart felt, strangely heavy and yet wonderfully light at the same time, a paradox that she couldn't understand. She initially thought they were thinking she was Minder or Ebony, but how those two were smiling with small nods seemed to indicate they were in support of what the little foaling had mumbled. Clearing her mind she focused on the two young ones soft breathing, closing her eyes as tears started to bead within the corners.
Me? They think of me as their mother?
A smile crept across her lips as she heard another mumbled repeat of the word within her arms, having returned to using both to hold the foalings against her. She couldn't remove the pain they had felt tonight, but she was going to protect them from anything else. As the events of what had occurred caused a variety of angered and outraged reactions amongst those she considered her friends, she looked down at the now peacefully slumbering forms pushing aside her own confusion for the moment.
She would protect them from everything, no matter the threat. She was concentrating onto that one singular thought when Espa crawled onto the bed, the small filly gazing up to nuzzle at one of the sleeping foalings affectionately. The action caused a smile upon Jessica's face as she watched the affection given, seeing how the children had grown a little closer. 
Leaning back to the head board of the bed she felt her anger about the night, her anxiety slip away with watching those around her. Seeing those who showed worry for Mayari and Tala made her heart grow a little lighter, especially when Pinky trotted up, depositing a small rubber ducky beside Jessica's lap. A nod and knowing smile came to the mare's mouth before she slipped out of the room, slowly everyone left when they were assured the foalings and Jessica were both alright.
Enjoying the odd serenity, Jessica gazed over at Bubbles, the mare watching as Espa curled upon her lap, falling asleep to remain near Mayari and Tala. A soft sigh escaped her lips as she gazed at Bubbles, patting the sheets next to her, thankful her bed was made larger than most.
Bubbles moved over after a second’s hesitation to lie beside her, nuzzling her sleeping daughter gently before closing her own eyes. Ebony, now a little too large for the crowded bed disguised herself once more and curled against Jessica's legs, Minder to her other side. Surrounded by equines, Jessica just giggled softly, closing her eyes as she felt herself begin to nod off.
To be a mother...
One eye slowly opened to give a glance over at Dusk who smiled in return, the guard remaining open eyed to watch over her for a while, a gesture that was greatly appreciated. With this knowledge Jessica let sleep continue to claim her remaining consciousness, the moonlight that spilled reassuringly into the room making her think of Luna for some peculiar reason. As she felt her vision fade she watched the light gently slide over the two small equines in her arms before she finally joined the others in peaceful slumber.
Despite all the day had wrought upon her and the foalings, when Jessica was with them or her new friends, there was still peace within this strange, confusing world.
And that was enough for her.
~~~~~~

Two days had since gone by after the eventful evening and things had thankfully resumed in a normal fashion, well, other than the fact Mayari and Tala had been adamant in their refusal to leave Jessica's side. No matter where she went they were her two little shadows and any attempt by her to be separated would be met with the two quivering foalings whimpering for her return. Her first trip to the toilet had found this fun little fact out, yet... yet she found herself not minding. 
Her late night excursions to Sparkle's room now had the two foalings sleep beside Spike as she and the mare worked on their language skills, but otherwise the routine was all the same. That is aside from Shades and Posh on the second day having a minor disagreement that resulted in an hour extricating the unicorn from one of her own speakers. Despite her best efforts, Jessica could only assume it had something to do with how the bow for Posh's cello was being used as a backscratcher by Shades.
That or a certain embroidered pillow having once more found its way into another fight... or perhaps-
Actually... I think Shades deserved it this time.
Sighing wistfully, Jessica found herself in her room with a small sense of excitement building at what was planned. Mayari and Tala remained close by, watching her curiously as she packed her clothing into a suitcase, inquisitive chirps given with each article being added. Bubbles and Espa were also in the midst of packing, Minder sitting nearby with Dusk while Ebony had gone to speak with the princesses, or so Jessica had been told.
As Luna had mentioned earlier in the week, the others were heading back home which Jessica honestly couldn't blame them for doing so. Even if they had all said otherwise she knew they had put their lives on hold to help with her integration, and while in some cases they actually enjoyed it here she could tell others like Flitter were eager to get back to their own normalcy.
That was why it was a surprise when Luna and Sunny had suggested she go with them to visit their town and see her other friends. 
Friends... it's strange that now I think of them as such, but nice. It will be great to see Red and Apple again...
It was no secret to Jessica that there was a little unrest beginning to spread amongst certain nobles in the castle, yet she had not seen ~Blueblood~ since the... incident that almost claimed Tala's life if not for Scar's quick reactions. Pushing the memory aside she instead smiled down as Mayari chirped up at her, trying to help by dragging a skirt over. Taking the offered item, she folded and added it to the suitcase, remembering the other event from the night.
Mother...
The two foalings had seemed to adopt her as a mother figure, a situation she was conflicted about. On the one hand it made her heart feel warm and she was flattered and a little misty eyed that they had done so, but then there was the other fact that kept nibbling at her happiness. She would find a way home one day, that was for certain... but then what would happen? Would she be able to simply leave them, let alone Ebony, the ~changelings~ and all the others she had met?
Zipping the suitcase closed she found her mind once more warring within on the two issues. She adored the foalings, and they clearly returned the affection despite their short time together but would it be fair to actually accept them with her being their mother figure? As an afterthought she slipped the cloth bundle Jewel had given her into a side pocket, securing it shut leaving her fingers lingering upon the clasp.
Why does one word make everything so complicated?
Smiling ruefully at her inner conflict she instead stroked over Mayari's head as she pushed closer to her hand, Minder smiling warmly as she observed. With the unrest around the nobles, the decision for Jessica to leave for a few days had been put forward, a chance to avoid any other confrontations while Sunny and Luna finalized something, what that was she had not a clue. 
All she could figure out was it had something to do with her, something about diplomatic relationships and a home. Ledger had lost her when he tried to explain; also the fidgeting as Ebony eyed him warily obviously was counterintuitive to the whole attempt at understanding part. Hefting her bag she made for the exit, Scar and Stoic waiting as the others fell into step behind her. In the hallway the others were talking, all waiting for the last few to finish packing although at this rate it seemed the only one left was Jewel, who at that point had amassed up to five suitcases and counting.
H-How much does she actually have?
Rainbow summed it up with a roll of her eyes and annoyed grunt, Harpy shifting her saddle bags and own luggage as she too provided commentary on the mountain slowly growing by the door. An irritated voice issued from Jewel's room mentioning something about patience and a lady before Spike waddled out, his arms improbably full of various bags. Finally Jewel followed, pushing at her curly mane with a hoof before the group finally got to set off.
Down the bottom of the stairs waited the two princesses, Ebony waiting by their side as she gave a small amused grin at the mobile mountain of luggage sporting two tiny legs approaching them. Pausing before the two royal mares, the group bowed, thanking them for their hospitality although it was quickly dismissed as nothing of concern. A tender nuzzle was shared between Sunny and Sparkle, a whispered word given to the unicorn's ear as a nod was returned.
To the side stood Ledger, Snooty and Fleur along with several maids and butlers she had gotten to know. Smiles and pleasantries were exchanged between everyone, a thankful smile given from Jessica to the three noble equines who had helped her so much.
"~Thank you... Jessica... w-will seeeee y-you soooooon?~" The words stressed out her mouth, glad for the late night tutoring from Sparkle to get the sentence right. A small giggle was given by Fleur before she nodded, Snooty and Ledger both following with a nod of their own.
"Jessica, princess want speak with you." Jessica turned her head at Sparkle's voice, not for the first time a little envious. Knowing however was not the time to correct the mare, she walked before Sunny and Luna, Ebony moving to her side while her two little shadows stayed close to her feet.
"Jessica, see friends, enjoy... see three day?" Luna's words were accompanied with a smile, leaning to nuzzle her hair affectionately before Jessica giggled. 
"~Yes...~" Her enthusiastic reply was met with giggles from those watching, even Ledger unable to hide his mirth. Switching to her own language she then continued to speak. "I will see you in my dreams I guess Luna, and I will be back in three days... I will need to feed the others again by then after all." 
A look of confusion crossed several faces, Jessica unable to hide the giggle behind her mouth at the novel concept of the others not understanding the conversation. The mirth she felt was shared by Luna and Sparkle, Sunny watching on with a warm smile upon her muzzle. 
"~'Jessica', let home be where your heart lies. Your friends, your heart.~" Sunny's tone was warm, welcoming as Jessica offered a smile back with a nod given. Ebony sat beside her, a smile coming to the mare before her disguise was reapplied, shrinking down into her pegasus form. 
"~'Ebony' be with Jessica, keep safe.~" The words from her friend making Jessica smile, looking back at all the equines giving small nods or in Rainbow, Scar and Dusk's case a grin offered instead. A muffled voice spoke from within Jewel's luggage which Jessica assumed was Spike also throwing in his two cents, another giggle passing her lips. She was also trying to ignore Pinky who was cheering happily, bouncing about as she proudly proclaimed something about a party of some sort.
I... don't think I will ever understand her.
The royal sisters spoke to the others after Pinky had calmed down, a few kind words exchanged before the group left. Several guards moved to escort them through the city, various expressions given to the procession from the assembled equines, griffons and other inhabitants. Surprisingly she noticed more than a few smiles, although she did have to pick up Mayari and Tala when they began to get nervous. The reason that even if there were some smiles, there were far more looking less than thrilled at her appearance, let alone the two foalings.
Minder however was also disguised, now a unicorn with a lopsided blue bob for a mane that complemented her grey coat nicely. The tattoo or '~cutie mark~' as the equine's called it was a shield with a heart laid within, Jessica couldn't help but find it appropriate for the mare. Eventually however they made it to the train station, a collective gasp followed by angry mumbling given by who was waiting there. 
~Blueblood~ stood alone on the platform, scuffing the ground before him with a front hoof. His eyes were bloodshot, and if it were possible through fur it looked like he had bags under each as well. Ebony regarded him with no small amount of hostility, the stallion flinching as she growled a warning his way.
What the hell does he want?
Anger spiked within her as Bubbles spread a wing protectively against Espa, Jessica's guards advancing which only made the noble unicorn look even jitterier. It was what he said next that stopped everyone, a look of disbelief passing from one face to the next as they processed what had been spoken. Jessica blinked twice, the unicorn stallion gritting his teeth as if he was speaking something that cost him, yet he slowly worked the words out again.
"~Sorry...~" More followed but Jessica was lost from that point on, the two foals in her arms hiding from him as they quivered yet... her anger was dampened. He looked like he had been through hell the last few days and given how Luna and Ebony had reacted on the night it might not have been an off assumption.
Rainbow stepped forward, her voice cynical as ~Blueblood~ flinched, with all the talking going around her she failed to pick up the context but she clearly saw the reaction. Like a passing breeze an expression flew over his face of uprighteous indignation before it passed as soon as it appeared. Instead, surprising Rainbow he lowered his head showing the comment had struck true, his eyes going downcast.
Agreeing with the comment she had spoken, he looked towards Jessica and the two foalings she held. An apology crept out of his throat before he gave a wary smile, trotting past the group while Jewel in particular stood stunned, her eyes quivering as if she couldn't comprehend what had just taken place before her.
Soon he was gone; a sea of conversation passing over the group... or herd, as it technically was before a reassuring nuzzle surprised Jessica. Looking to her side she expected Ebony but instead saw Bubbles, the cross-eyed mare smiling up at her before she leaned upwards to reassuringly nuzzle the small siblings in Jessica's arms. A smile easily came to her lips until a loud confident voice disrupted the fragile harmony.
Oh... no...
Turning around to see the owner of the voice she blinked upon taking in what she saw. Standing with a suitcase in each large fist was Mino, flanked by a goat on each side as everyone else turned to regard the minotaur. Jessica felt her head go light while Ebony bristled beside in a rather strange fashion at the sight of him.
Yet it was Rainbow who broke the stunned silence holding the group hostage, a snigger passing her lips before she fell onto her back, kicking in the air with uproarious laughter. Soon Dusk was joining her and even Shades followed suit, currently sniggering behind a hoof. Mino continuing to simply look perplexed at the reaction he was receiving.
Jessica felt the corners of her lips tug upwards despite her conflicting emotions, soon she too was giggling as the minotaur now held up one of his suitcases, thrusting it towards one of the goats to ask their opinion. Jessica was unsure how goat expressions went, but they both seemed pretty impartial to the whole thing. Mino snorted softly, folding his arms almost petulantly as the laughter filtered through the air; even Stoic had a slight smile threatening his expression. His protests of it being the only luggage he could find only sent Rainbow into more hysterics, Flitter and Jewel more politely trying to hide their smiles behind one hoof.
Through it all, whenever Jessica glanced in his direction she felt the giggles build back up. It might have had something to do with the way he was standing; it might have been how he had a tiny little hat on his head he had decided to wear.
Most likely it had to do with the two suitcases with a kitten wearing a tutu dancing amidst a sea of hearts. The group laughing until Mino started to see the funny side of it himself, rubbing the back of his head bashfully until the train arrived, ready to take Jessica back to where her arrival in the world started to turn around.
Back to where she had begun to heal.

	
		Chapter eleven: Reunion



"Jessica!" 
At the mention of her name Jessica blinked and looked down to spy Espa as the owner of the voice, who at the present moment was resting her front hooves on the edge of the window to gaze out. A smile easily came to Jessica's lips as she noticed the delighted expression on the young filly, her front hoof tapping the glass in a clear indication for where to look. 
Tilting her head to see what had caused such excitement, she blinked yet again at the distant sight of a town. Although it was barely visible upon the horizon Espa was now bouncing upon her hind hooves, her mother moving a wing to steady her lest she fall. Gently reminding her daughter she could be injured if she kept that up, Bubbles smiled and leaned over Jessica's lap to nuzzle at its contents.
Curled against her belly were the two foalings Mayari and Tala, who each had their heads buried under her sweater to sleep. With their cold muzzles resting on her skin, not that Jessica minded, Bubbles moved to bump her muzzle to one affectionately then the other. A muffled chirp emitted from under her clothing, one of the foals pulling her head out to peek around in a drowsy fashion, seeking the source that had woken her. 
Gazing upwards she questioned with a soft chirp, Jessica giggling behind a hand before shaking her head. 
"It wasn't me." When one tattered ear flicked Jessica repeated herself within the equine tongue, "~Not Jessica.~" 
Bubbles apologized softly, the foaling looking at the pegasus before offering a happier chirp, moving to lean over Jessica's lap to return back the affectionate gesture. Smiling down at the scene playing out before her, Jessica reached down to gently stroke over the little bug-foal's head and back, simply enjoying the moment as it happened.
So far they had been travelling on the train for three hours give or take, although without a working time piece it was infuriatingly difficult to keep track of minutes, let alone hours. There had been some clocks around the castle that she had noticed, but they seemed sparse and few between. Then again, having the sun and moon moved on the whims of two hybrid equines, it kind of made time keeping something of a difficult proposition in the first place.
Upon entering the train the group had claimed two cabins, with their current numbers it wasn't feasible for them all to comfortably fit within a single room. Jessica had sat herself down at a bench with the two foalings upon choosing a room, Ebony quickly claiming the spot beside her in her natural guise which in turn left a smaller amount of room than normal for others. Bubbles and Espa had taken the spot to the other side of Jessica, almost seeming like old times with the four of them, not that she minded in the slightest. 
Is it too soon for this to be nostalgic?
Across the room Flitter, Harpy and Jewel had occupied the other bench; the three seated while situated much further down was Rainbow. The pegasus had decided to follow the foalings example and nap soon after getting herself comfortable, although the resulting snoring was thankfully muted due to the strategically placed cushion or three that were piled around Rainbow's head. 
I still think Harpy took too much pleasure in that...
As always Jessica's three guards had quickly stationed themselves at the two doors, Scar and Stoic on one side with Dusk at the other. That only left one more occupant within this cabin, and that was the other ~changeling~.
Minder had sat herself down in a corner remaining in her unicorn-guise as she kept silent vigil upon Mayari and Tala; although, now much to Jessica's surprise she also had come to fall under the mare's protection somehow. An attempt to query this was met with a simple explanation, Sparkle having helped to translate. 
What was it again...? As a mother figure for the two foalings, any protection they receive shall also be included upon me? Why do I think Ebony is behind this?
A gaze down at the one most likely responsible was met with a smug little grin, the now much taller bug-like mare almost seeming to read her thoughts. Given that Jessica was very well aware of Ebony's ability to sense her emotions, not to mention able to feed off them she realized the assumption may not be too far off the mark.
Returning inwardly to her thoughts, she looked down at the two little foalings upon her lap both having returned to their peaceful slumber. Jessica still felt conflicted about them calling her mother, but wasn't about to let it weigh on her good mood. Deciding to distract herself, she looked around the cabin spotting Jewel, Harpy, and Flitter now gazing in her direction, all three smiling as they watched Espa and the two foalings.
Jewel seemed to give a questioning look, Jessica easily surmising it was in reference to the cloth wrapped item currently stored in her luggage. Giving a small shrug towards the unicorn she received a sigh and patient smile in return, Jewel thankfully seeming to understand her reservations.
I'm just not sure yet...
Turning her attention out the window yet again she watched the landscape slide by, always so picturesque and yet un-natural. Despite this, it was still undeniably beautiful as she rested one hand to support her chin, the other stroking Ebony's mane to give her friend a small snack at the same time. Gazing wistfully towards their destination, she noted far to the side an area near some hills having been cleared. Squinting she could almost make out signs of construction, but given the distance it was impossible to tell if she was seeing things or not.
Instead of straining her eyes any further in a futile gesture, Jessica instead turned her attention skywards wondering how Luna and Sunny were doing. A small smile came to her lips as she found herself already missing the two princesses, Luna having become something of a comfort to her and Sunny was always so... welcoming and lovely to be around. 
I'll be back in three days... got to feed the ~changelings~ after all.
Despite it all Jessica found a sense of excitement bustling within as she thought of their destination. She would get to see Apple again shortly, not to mention Red. Yet the best part of it all was she would actually finally get to thank them both for what they had done for her. Unable to restrain herself a mischievous smile crept along her lips, a slight hint of her past self before Starswirl had ripped her from Earth into this chaotic, sometimes cruel and yet wondrous world. Neither of them knew she could speak their language, albeit in a reduced capability of course, a little part of her amused at how they would react.
Let home be where your heart lies... 
Looking down she watched the rise and fall of Mayari and Tala's bodies as they had both slumbered, feeling emotions surge within before she slowly trailed fingers over their backs. Mindful not to wake them she leant backwards into the bench, remembering the promise to her mother and how in a way it was coming true, just not quite in any way she could have possibly imagined.
Slowly Jessica's eyes closed, enjoying the serenity of the moment while listening to the train roll along the tracks, now only partially paying attention to the conversation circling amongst the others. A cabin door sliding open disrupted the peace enough to cause one eye to half open spying Sparkle walking in with an exasperated look, Spike trailing close behind. 
Why is she-
The unasked question drifted away as the answer was made abundantly clear. Through the door could be seen Posh gritting her teeth and looking fit to explode while Shades and Flute cautiously backed away from the mare. Bemused, Jessica also noted Mino slowly moving from the volatile looking normal pony as Posh's left eye twitched sporadically. The mare's ire was for once not directed at Shades, not that the unicorn seemed relieved by this fact by any stretch of the imagination. Everyone in the second cabin was moving away from the target, who, obliviously continued to slowly chew upon a certain embroidered pillow.
...Even I can see this won’t end well.
Mino tried talking to the goat with the other bleating a warning at its brethren who either didn't hear or was too engrossed in his meal to care. Finally raising his head with pillow in mid chew he blinked once before Posh was upon him, a cry of distress filling the cabin while Sparkle quickly slid the door shut resulting in a few raised brows. What horrors the door now hid from mortal eyes would never be known to Jessica, yet the sounds piercing through from the other cabin were enough to make several wince.
Spike however had glimpsed the scenario and by his reaction it had amused him in some way, laughing behind his claws. Yet the sound of Pinky calling out while the goat was possibly being horribly mangled an-
Okay that's enough with the mental images brain.
With a drawn out exhale, Sparkle smiled as she chose to situate herself with the other four, entering in their conversation as Jessica turned her attention back out the pane of glass. 
"Jessica!" 
Blinking down she watched as Espa tapped the window with a front hoof to try and direct Jessica's gaze again. Trying to see the exact location she found herself looking skyward at a mind boggling large cloud formation sitting stationary in the sky. Appreciative of the amount of effort the pegasi must have gone through to shape such a structure, she was somewhat unsure of its purpose other than for some grand scale artistic design. Regardless, it was breath taking to look upon and she found herself spotting intricate details even from so far below. 
"~Cloudsdale.~" Bubbles offered helpfully, however the word's meaning was lost to Jessica. Considering it could be the name of the city-sized cloud structure she nodded and once more went to observing, watching the birds fly by along with pegasi. Soon her attention moved to ground level to see there were also ponies working on farms, sowing seeds and doing other labor to ensure good crops. Jessica however was startled when one of the farmers jerked his head up reacting almost as if stung while the train went past. It may have only been for the briefest of seconds, a passing glimpse but she was sure the equine's eyes glowed blue. 
Ebony however seemed to notice this as well, a slight eye twitch occurring before she gave a theatrical sigh. Espa must have seen it too as she then innocently voiced a question, everyone becoming silent as the cabin's occupants turned their attention towards the tall insectile-equine. Looking down Jessica noticed Ebony seemed to have a somewhat irritated expression upon her face while Minder offered a timid smile in contrast. Sparkle on catching the reaction questioned the tall bug-mare, the answer given ending up rather confusing to Jessica.
Did she say she heard them?
She picked up enough to understand that ~changelings~ were talking to Ebony, but lost the rest in the back and forth nature of the discussion. Flitter's demeanor shifted towards apprehensive as the conversation continued until Minder spoke up, Ebony waving a fore hoof dismissively over the edge of the bench at the words. Whatever it was that had the timid pegasus concerned didn't seem to bother the two ~changelings~ to a significant degree.
"Other... shape... shape change?" Sparkle's attempt to communicate their thoughts caught Jessica's notice, turning to look as the unicorn was struggling over a concept. Pausing she removed a notebook from her saddlebag, intently studying as she flicked through the pages. The others watched on in interest as Spike foraged around in the other saddlebag, retrieving another well-worn book which Jessica knew from experience was only one of several from their sessions.
"~Changelings~ ... shape... change?" Sparkle looked for confirmation, Jessica mulling over that for a while before tapping her chin. Using it that way did make a certain amount of sense, and at least gave her some comparable idea on what the equine term meant now, it was strangely appropriate with their ability to change shape. Pulled from her inner musing, Jessica tilted her head after offering a new term instead that Sparkle adopted before continuing, "S-Shape shifter... will follow Ebony." 
The other equines watched on while Spike flicked through the notes, settling on a page as Sparkle smiled in gratitude levitating several of them before her as she tried to translate. 
"They... want... be with... queen? Will notice Ebony... will come ~Ponyville~." Jessica nodded dumbly at the words, more of the ~changelings~ or shape shifters will follow Ebony, and will meet her a-
Wait a minute...
"Ebony is a queen?!" Jessica's outburst woke the two foalings upon her lap as they stirred, meanwhile Ebony upon hearing her name in a raised voice blinked in confusion, a reaction supported by all in the room; well all except Rainbow who somehow managed to sleep through it, the cushion insulation helping with that endeavor. Sparkle however looked taken back by Jessica's volume before the mare gave an apologetic smile.
"Jessica not know?" To her credit, the unicorn seemed genuinely confused that Jessica wasn't privy to this knowledge. Shaking her head quickly Jessica looked down at Ebony who in turn looked rather baffled, slit pupils gazing up in attempted comprehension. The fact her friend was a queen had blindsided her, until her brain pointed out several small things she had dismissed recently. All those little tid-bits she had filed away from before now all of a sudden held a decidedly different purpose.
How the others would defer to her, how she acted when I was captured by the other ~changelings~, why Sunny and Luna would have talks with her, why Luna was so interested in her, why that... protrusion looked vaguely like a crown. Okay, I still admit that looks silly.
Jessica's eyes went wide as facts started to fall into her lap, the influx of information suddenly having connections to others, pulling her one way and the next. Answers, the concept that was so elusive until recently had suddenly rushed in on her with one simple title. The odd behavior surrounding the other ~changelings~ all of a sudden made perfect sense, but it also opened up more questions, ones she didn't have answers to.
The extra guards, were they to protect her to watch her... if she is part of the invasion force was she the one behind it? Why was she in a cage with the brothers, and is that why everyone was initially hostile with her?
Resting a palm to her forehead she realized voices had been trying to obtain her attention, peeking between fingers she saw Sparkle looking concerned while two soft chirps filtered through the maelstrom of thoughts within her head. Ebony also had raised herself up into an awkward seated position listening to Sparkle speak quickly in the equine tongue trying to explain what she had said to get such a reaction, yet Jessica was more focused on one detail.
Ebony is a queen, and I have told her off and pet her and... I... I kicked her back at the hospital!
"~'Jessica', 'Ebony' is 'Ebony'.~" The voice caught her off guard causing her head to turn to regard the queen, her wide eyes slowly focusing. With a long sigh Ebony rubbed her cold muzzle gently to Jessica's shoulder, clearly in an attempt to reassure her. With a slight grimace the mare then spoke towards Sparkle, obviously wishing the unicorn to translate despite reluctance to make such a request. With a nod Sparkle flicked through multiple pages of notes before clearing her throat, speaking with an earnest voice.
"Ebony want you not to treat different. Jessica is dear friend, want Jessica think Ebony as friend not queen." Eventually after many stops and starts the message was communicated, Jessica blinking before looking down at the two foalings chirping upwards at her previous distress. Slowly she let her hand drop down stroking over each as they cuddled in closer. 
My... friend. Jess you're an idiot... over-reacting like that... 
A soft laugh trickled past her lips as she raised her head to gaze at Sparkle, who along with the other equines and Spike were looking with a sense of worry in her direction. 
"~Thank you.~" Her smile grew as she tilted her head, reaching with one hand to gently stroke over Ebony's mane. "~'Jessica' stupid... know 'Ebony' friend.~" 
Several utterances that she wasn't stupid were offered her way although Ebony gave a small grin followed with a nod to agree with her words. Leaning forward she gently nosed Jessica's shoulder again, the cold touch of her chitin welcome to the flushed skin burning from embarrassment for how the girl had reacted. 
I need to stop over-reacting...
Slowly the queen spoke once more, her blue eyes half closed as her words were laced with mirth and not a minor amount of teasing also mixed within. Dusk sniggered behind a hoof while Jewel looked aghast at the initial few words before smiling once Ebony had finished saying what she felt needed to be said. 
Jessica smiled and took the words as they were, proof that Ebony was her friend first, and a queen distant second. She hadn't grasped the entirety of the message, but complete understanding wasn't really required. Her friend had indeed agreed she was stupid, that by itself wasn't exactly the best to reinforce her self-esteem but what words had followed more than made up for it. Tears of happiness built within Jessica's eyes as she surprised the mare, throwing arms around Ebony's neck as she twitched only to relax a few seconds later. 
Two soft delighted chirps escaped from her lap as she nosed into Ebony's mane, a laugh escaping from her mouth.  She felt a little silly for crying over such a minor matter even with the valid excuse of her emotions still being in flux, but nothing could deny how relieving it was to hear what had been said. A small teasing tone from Dusk's direction caused Ebony to stiffen slightly, a soft strangled croak escaping her muzzle before she shot a glare at the pegasus. A firm denial was issued before the cabin erupted into amusement and teasing banter, even Jewel offering a few morsels here and there showing she had relaxed around Ebony.
Flitter and Minder kept mainly to themselves through it all, sharing a gaze before both started giggling at the commotion. Once the noise died down Jessica leaned back into her seat and gently stroked over both Mayari and Tala, the foalings now looking out the window with her help to gaze outside with Espa. Excited chirps escaping whenever the unicorn filly pointed something out to them, luminescent eyes wide with childlike wonder.
At some point the cabin door was opened, the contents of each room constantly in flux as occupants came and went between. Eventually Pinky was looking out the window with the three foals and Bubbles, a game being played that Jessica could barely fathom of 'guess what that object is'. Through it all as the train made its way to its destination, Jessica found herself thinking back to Ebony's words.
You're right Ebony, I am an idiot... I let my emotions get the best of me and for a second I thought of you as a Queen instead of my friend. 
A warm smile flowed over her lips as she moved her arms, helping Mayari and Tala look out the window as they gazed about in excitement as the town got closer.
But...
Looking at those around her Jessica gave a small giggle as the memory flowed through her mind. How she had met Ebony, how they had spent time together, at the hospital where she had kicked her out of the curtains, how she had been taken on the wrong train. The adventures, the journey and even the initial meeting with the princesses where she had moved to defend her all flashed across her mindscape.
But... no matter what happens, even when I get back home... as you said... you are, and always will be my dearest, closest friend.
~~~~~~~

With a piercing whistle and hiss of steam the train came to a lurching stop. A sense of anticipation had begun to build within the cabin, although Jessica had to admit she felt equally nervous even if she desired to see her friends again. Given last time she was in this locale she had found herself restrained to the ground, stabbed with needles and then woke up in a hospital, it was understandable to say she had mixed emotions. Although, on that note she also realized without those events, she never would have met all those currently around her either. 
Who knows what might have happened to me...
Knowing she could not delay the inevitable any longer she stood up when Scar and Stoic gave the nod as they moved in front to escort the group out. Mino left the train first with his goat assistants, giving a large stretch once outside before peeking back in one of the windows towards Jessica. The large bull-man turned red along his cheeks before coughing into a fist, quickly looking around before spying two equines wandering along. Making his way quickly over he started flexing, making strange motions before speaking loudly in a confident manner.
Unable to make out his words from inside the train she blinked as the two ponies looked at one another before nodding in agreement. Gesturing down the road Mino led them away, looking for the entire world like a salesman with the world’s greatest pitch from Jessica's perspective. Of course she then had to bite her lower lip to refrain from laughing as his two goat assistants followed, one still unable to walk straight and for some odd reason it was now lacking a tie. 
A flash of sympathy went across Scar's face as he briefly moved his hind legs closer together before continuing towards the exit, confusing Jessica with his actions but she shrugged it off. More surprisingly Ebony had chosen to remain in her natural form, the tall insectile-mare staying close beside Jessica while she in turn held the foalings to her chest. It had been a brief discussion on the train to determine what form her friend entered the town in. After much back and forth bantering and a quiet suggestion from Flitter, it had been decided she not hide who she truly was.
From what Sparkle was saying, it's to show she has nothing to hide I guess...
Her attention was brought down to the two intrigued foalings within her arms when a questioning chirp was emitted. Both were looking about in wonder at all the new sights with front legs dangling over her forearms, both clearly content and safe in her embrace. As Jessica made her way outside she heard Ebony reassure her that she would soon follow, her friend remaining behind for some unknown reason.
Confused but urged onwards she moved to stand near the two guards who had taken station at the exit of the train, only for Pinky to bounce past with a cheerful cry. It was when Jessica peeked outside that she found herself surprised by the lack of a crowd. Other than several equines near the front which had obviously been expecting the train's arrival and hidden from her perspective earlier, there were a distinct lack of horrified faces she had been dreading.
I can't decide if this is a good thing, or a bad thing.
Eventually everyone else exited the train aside from Jessica, Ebony, Dusk and Minder. The four of them having been asked to wait inside while Sparkle tried to explain the situation, although from what Jessica understood the town had been made aware of the visit well in advance.  There was of course also Rainbow remaining but she was still asleep under the cushions somewhere, that is if the sounds of muffled snoring were any indication.
Okay... I guess there's no point in procrastinating further.
Taking a deep breath Jessica made her way outside once Scar had looked back in, giving a nod as the go-ahead for her to proceed. A few surprised looks were thrown her way from the assembled equines, but compared to the last time she was here the reaction was remarkably tame. More focus was on the two foalings she held than upon her, a fact Tala was not coping well with as she tried to nuzzle back into Jessica's arm to hide. 
"It's okay Tala." Her voice made several of those assembled flick their ears at the use of her own language. Yet the soothing tone Jessica had accompany her words seemed to be easily picked up by those around as the foaling settled, looking upwards with a little whimper. Offering a kind smile downwards she was surprised as Jewel and Flitter approached her, both speaking upwards to reassure the two foals within her arms. 
While the two mares talked to the young ones in her arms, Jessica looked around to take stock of where the others were. Sparkle was currently talking to a tan furred mare with grey hair, the glasses and collar giving her away as the '~Mayor~' as the unicorn had explained on the way here, or in ways Jessica could understand, the one in charge of the town. The ~earth pony~ seemed nervous, primarily of the two foalings in her arms but upon seeing how Tala had reacted most of the fear had vanished now instead replaced with a concerned expression. 
There was also a dark brown furred unicorn beside ~Mayor~, levitating a collection of papers as Sparkle and she went through them, seeming to compare notes. Spike for his part held up a scroll with Sunny's seal upon it, the glasses wearing pony looking stunned before having it unraveled to read. 
"Jess-e-ka!" 
Blinking at the sound of her voice she found her attention directed to the side, a smile quickly coming to her face at the sight of someone very familiar.
"Apple!" Jessica's tone was happy as the Stetson wearing equine gave a wide grin, trotting up before blinking at the sight of the two foalings. A questioning tone issued from the mare's lips led to Flitter and Jewel explaining, yet despite it all there was no fear or judgment within Apple's voice. Green eyes gazed up under the brim of the hat before she clicked her tongue, an amused tone of voice sounding out once the two others had filled her in. 
The comment of Jessica becoming a mother to the foalings was something that seemed to surprise Apple, which is until Pinky suddenly decided to join them and bounce haphazardly. Without pause for breath a stream of one sided exposition erupted from the eternally energetic equine's mouth, and for her part Apple did seem to try and follow what was being said. One word caught her attention though as she pushed a hoof into Pinky's mouth, the mare pausing in mid hop to look cross eyed at the forelimb while the orange mare put forth her own question. 
I can't understand much, they're talking too fast...
After a slight pause and innocent blue eyes blinking twice, Pinky nodded quickly after Apple clarified for her to either nod or shake her head. Pulling her hoof from her friend's muzzle, the blonde equine blinked twice and looked at Jewel and Flitter for clarification.
Something to do with Ebony and... oh... oh I know what she is confused about... same thing I was, the queen thing... I think.
Flitter scuffed at the ground with a hoof, quietly offering an affirmative while Jewel gave a soft tsk, but followed with a smile to take the sting out of her replied comment. With Apple's question confirmed, Pinky then bouncing towards the train led to her blinking again and giving a soft chuckle, repeating Ebony's name with the word that Jessica had come to assume was queen in the equine language. 
It was then Harpy made her way over, having added her luggage to the pile that Shades and Flute were loading into a wagon. Posh, lacking the unicorn's finesse was instead talking to Bubbles and Espa, a head gesture occasionally given over in Jessica's direction making her look baffled. Before she could muse further on what they were discussing she found Harpy now standing before her, a nervous looking mare having followed behind. 
Hmm?
Her cream fur coat, mane and tail consisting of dark purple curls and the pink streak within each were definitely eye-catching. Two aqua eyes were looking nervously up at Jessica along with the two foalings who had settled, now instead watching curiously from within her embrace back down at the mare. Doing something she hadn't done in a while, Jessica found her eyes straying to the mare's rump to spy its ~cutie mark~ seeing three rolled up sweets. Before she could come up with a nickname or enquire as to the equine's real name the equine was introduced by Harpy, as ~Bon-Bon.~
Or Candy... but I really should start using their real names. They have done the same for me after all.
~Bon-Bon~ hesitantly offered a greeting afterwards, Jessica finding herself slightly amused that for once she wasn't the most nervous one present. Despite her emotional stability being... less than perfect, she was starting to feel a little more at ease now among the equines, especially with those around her such as Sparkle, Bubbles and her guards. Pulling her attention back to the mare before her, Jessica gave a small bow and smiled warmly, then did something neither Apple, nor ~Bon-Bon~ was expecting. 
"~Hello, my name is 'Jessica'. Is... good... very to meet you?~" She was sure she had bungled the last bit from what Sparkle had taught her on the night before, but from how the tan mare reacted with a shy smile it must have been at least partially correct. Apple however was having a different reaction to Jessica's massacring of the equine language.
I hope I didn't butcher that sentence too much...
A pair of sniggering female voices made her peek over her shoulder to see Dusk and Rainbow had exited the train, Rainbow at that moment biting her lower lip trying hard not to laugh. Jewel and Flitter seemed to catch on quickly, looking at Apple then Jessica before realization dawned on both their faces.
I don't think I spoke it that badly did I?
Harpy and Jewel both saw the look of dismay passing over Jessica's features, each assuring her it wasn't what she said that had seemed to break Apple; it was the language she had used that now had the mare's lower jaw hanging disturbingly low. Behind them Jessica heard Rainbow finally lose the battle to withhold her laughter, which thankfully snapped Apple out of her daze.
The following question of how Jessica could speak their language was answered as best she could.
"~Twilight Sparkle help learn, Octavia, Fleur, Perfect-Folio help too. Still... bad talk...?~" Smiling softly she was a little surprised when Apple gave a loud snort and gazed up with her stern green eyes. 
Apple's words complimented the focused look given, but remained caring in tone even though Jessica couldn't grasp the entirety of the context put towards her. Yet... she did understand enough to know that the mare thought she was doing rather well at learning their language and was proud of her. A grin was offered up after adjusting her hat, Jessica smiling back down shyly at the praise which was also repeated by the others, although ~Bon-Bon~ was saying something slightly different until Harpy nudged her in the side whilst grinning forcefully.
Thanks Harpy, but I know I am mangling your language... it's still sweet though.
The foalings by this stage were growing inquisitive within her arms, knowing they were safe as one reached down to try and paw at Apple's hat. The mare blinked and gave a soft chuckle, nosing one of them gently which got a fanged smile in reply. It was noticing the blonde equine interacting with them that Jessica realized how much she had missed the mare's presence. 
She was there for me, along with Rainbow during the whole thing. She never judged me and was there to help when I needed it most.
Green eyes looked up at her, a curious smile on the mare's face before she blinked as a loud gasp sounded from the direction Sparkle and ~Mayor~ were. Spike looked about frantically before glancing back at the train, jerking his thumb in the direction with a questioning tone to his voice. ~Bon-Bon~ tensed, as did two unicorn guards, however the other two golden clad equines just blinked and looked confused as if expecting someone else.
What's going on?
Jessica then noticed why they looked so familiar, the female pegasus and the male ~earth pony~ were the two guards who had briefly guarded Minder and the two foalings. Resisting the urge to wave to them, she instead followed the gaze of where everyone was looking to see what the commotion was. 
It's just Ebony and Minder...
Her eyes went wide as she recalled what Luna had shown her with the ~changelings~, and while Minder was in her disguise still Ebony was filling the doorway with her natural form. With light reflecting off her black carapace the bug-like mare rolled her eyes at the reactions she was getting, moving forward while bending down to step out of the train mindful of her long crooked horn. A word, presumably a name was thrown out by one of the two other unicorn guards which strangely caused Ebony to pause, her mood darkening instantly. 
~Chrysalis?~
Jessica had never heard it before, but seeing Minder flinch and Ebony growl softly it was seemingly on par with the nickname that she herself had been called several times. As one of the unicorn guards started to stammer and get into a defensive position Scar barked out an order which made the unicorn instead stand down instantly, if not remaining nervous. Ebony looked mildly surprised at this turn of events, her anger lost as the armor clad pegasus reaffirmed that her name was Ebony, not whatever this ~Chrysalis~ was. 
Surprisingly her friend offered a little nod of thanks to Scar who just shrugged with a small grin in reply. A soft sigh of relief came from Sparkle before she nudged the still shocked mare, ~Mayor Mare~ who blinked her shock away before clearly forcing a smile upon her muzzle. Her assistant wasn't coping quite as well through all this, his legs shaking which prompted Sparkle to talk towards Scar and Dusk, each gazing at each other before nodding formally. A brief look was given Jessica's way before they gave a head bow and moved to escort Ebony, the tall insectile-mare looking confused before exhaling in annoyance at the current situation. 
I... guess they're there to show she's no threat, or that she won’t be any threat? 
Suddenly feeling keenly aware of the absence of two of her guards as they left her side to go with Ebony, she watched as Sparkle trotted closer. Rainbow's voice from near the train showed she couldn't resist calling out one last remark which resulted in Ebony glaring over her shoulder at the pegasus. Realizing she must have stepped on a raw nerve Rainbow instead gave a grin and waved a hoof, mentioning something about catching up with them later instead.
Wait... where is Ebony and the others going?
Confusion warred within Jessica, she wanted to follow them but Ebony gave a small shake of her head when she made a step to do so. With ~Mayor-Mare~ following behind the bug-mares and guards, they walked towards a large tiered building near what Jessica assumed was the town centre, six guards in total going with while several equines peeked out of their windows and doors at the strange procession.
"Ebony go talk with ~Mayor Mare~... sort... will sort living and home?" Sparkle's voice grasped Jessica's attention, pulling it back down to the unicorn who was smiling. Curiously she noticed an absense of Spike until observing he was instead following the others, conversing with Dusk while proudly puffing up his chest.
"So why-..." Jessica's question was cut off by Pinky bouncing around her once more, her excited tone of voice making Sparkle and Apple exhale softly. From what little tidbits she could actually decipher from the stream of language flowing past the pony's lips, she got that she was to go meet up with Red while they talked and then meet up with Ebony later. It was either that or she was going to go and eat meat while riding on Ebony and Red. 
Thankfully Sparkle took the time to clarify what could of been an embarrassing mix-up before the other musicians called out, Harpy giving a sound of realization before smiling up at Jessica. A wave was given before she nudged ~Bon-Bon~ who was still watching where Ebony went with clear nervousness on her face. Startled, the cream pony quickly offered a friendly good bye as they moved off to catch up with the others, waves shared and a promise to meet up later also given.
I guess everyone is getting back to their own life now, that's good... I guess... I still feel like a burden.
Shaking the depressing thoughts from her head she found herself gazing at the bouncing Pinky, or more accurately would be to say she was almost nose to nose with the mare. Blue eyes were looking into her own before a smile split along the pony's face, Mayari and Tala chirping inquisitively only to get a friendly nuzzle each. Thoroughly confused at this point, Jewel gently moved Pinky away before excusing herself and Flitter, all three heading off in the opposite direction for some 'preparations'. Any attempt to have it clarified by Sparkle was met with a sheepish smile and polite refusal which only compounded the mystery.
Regardless, the prospect of meeting Red again was a happy one, Bubbles and Espa also coming to join them as they walked with Stoic. A question on their luggage had Sparkle informing them that the guards would take care of it once they returned, Jessica now curious where her own belongings would be going. A chirp made her look down into her arms as Apple was speaking tenderly to the two foalings, their fear diminished as once more curiosity took over. Gently lowering them onto the ground Jessica giggled as Tala pushed back to her legs while Mayari leaned up to sniff at the blonde pony.
"~Applejack friend, no scare 'Mayari', 'Tala'.~" Her words made Apple offer a small grin, looking bashful at the poorly worded praise although it had the desired effect on the two foals. Mayari leaned up, chirping softly before Apple grinned and lowered her head, nosing gently over one, then the other causing both to realize she meant no harm. Less timid now they moved up, curious about her hat as she blinked only for Sparkle to give an amused warning, Jessica very much aware of what that warning was.
Apple quickly got the gist as well, her ears flattening under her hat as a cute pout was given by Mayari. 
Apple learns quick...
With an amused chuckle Rainbow flew over, stretching in the air to work the kinks out from the train-ride nap. Apple upon noticing this gave a teasing comment upwards implying the pegasus was getting lazy. Taking the obvious bait Rainbow placed fore hooves to her hips and soon the two were bantering just as Jessica remembered, a fond smile coming to her lips. Bubbles and Sparkle exchanged a look before both sighed gently, yet neither could hide the amusement creeping over their faces.
With a tsk from Rainbow alerting them the teasing had ceased, the pegasus landed before Espa prior to speaking in a commanding fashion. Gazing about frantically the young unicorn gasped and puffed out her chest, standing at attention as Stoic gave the faintest of grins at her posture. All watched on as Espa moved with purpose down the road, her actions trying to mimic that of the guards while Stoic followed close behind. 
With the little filly and guard leading them, Jessica and the four other adult equines were taken through the town slowly but with purpose. Mayari and Tala hung closely around her feet given that the townsfolk, now with Ebony gone were starting to exit their houses. Looks of trepidation were given in their direction, primarily focused upon Jessica and the two bug-like foals. After several minutes of this Jessica could see that this reaction was starting to irritate Apple and Rainbow, both gritting their teeth and body language clearly displaying their displeasure at how some of their group was being regarded.
I guess no matter where I go, I will be looked upon like a-
Before her brain could even begin its usual cycle of self-loathing she was snapped out of it by a loud cry from Apple. The mare had stomped her hooves on the ground startling the others, Mayari and Tala leaning closer to Jessica's legs before the blonde equine snorted. Her voice was full of irritation, Sparkle blinking and offering a small smile at her friend's words even as Rainbow added her input, if a little less eloquently given the language used.
I... think I heard some of the things Jewel said to ~Blueblood~... oh... and that one isn't too nice...
Wincing she found Sparkle admonishing Rainbow who snorted prior to having the grace to look slightly sheepish. Despite it she still seemed unrepentant for her choice of words while Bubbles frowned slightly, tending to agree with the two other mares... if not the language used. Outnumbered Sparkle conceded to the point and offered an apologetic smile up towards Jessica.
"Sorry... equine treat you bad, they scared... not mean." The unicorn seemed very apologetic for how the townsfolk were acting, Apple however was having none of it by this point. The foalings chirped in surprise as she stomped a front hoof again and regarded several town-ponies with an expression that brooked no argument. 
She seems really annoyed by how they're treating us...
Slowly one of the equines standing near the houses rubbed the back of his head with a bashful grin, only to walk over and introduce himself shortly after. Espa and Bubbles smiled as he did so, a relieved word of gratitude given from the pegasus to the brown stallion. Jessica couldn't help but noticed the hour glass tattoo upon his backside as he met the stern gaze of Apple and Rainbow directly. 
Eventually the mares relented and apologized for their actions, even if Rainbow snorted and added under her breath she didn't which everyone tactfully ignored. ~Time Turner~ as he introduced himself rubbed the back of his head after this and admitted he deserved at least some of their animosity. Thoroughly confused by this point, Jessica blinked as several other equines slowly made their way over, each of the equines acting somewhat repentant for their actions. 
What?
Soon Jessica found herself amidst several equines, each introducing themselves to which she tried to reply to each in turn yet found herself becoming quickly overwhelmed. Small masses pushing to her legs made her aware of the foalings discomfort of so many strange ponies nearby, bending down to pick them up and comfort them gently. Sparkle noticing this called everyone's attention, thanking them for acting more open but insisting they just act natural and not fearful.
Thankfully this strategy worked and Jessica could breathe a sigh of relief, ~Time Turner~ the last to leave as he trotted off left the group alone now. 
At least most of the equines are acting normal now.
Looking about the town it was once more alive with ponies moving to their destinations or just talking amongst themselves. The tension in the air she had noticed since arriving had diminished somewhat, Apple snorting before giving a little laugh as Rainbow smirked.
"~Thank you.~" Knowing what the two had done she smiled, Rainbow waving it off while Apple mentioning that it was nothing. Strangely with more understanding of the language Jessica had noticed that Apple's use of the equine tongue was slightly different, some words sounded very similar but were ever so slightly off; not wishing for her brain to rebel further, she dropped the matter; she could almost sense her brain playing with the figurative match in the corner. With a clearing of the throat from Rainbow, Espa gave a small jump and continued escorting with Stoic, the guard giving an ever so slight chuckle at the filly's mannerisms. 
With the foalings relaxed within her arms she found there was one more thing she was thankful for. A small grin came to her lips as she realized she had defeated one of her mortal enemies, every step was a triumph, a harsh blow against the tyranny of an old foe. 
Hah! Take that inanimate object!
The others looked a little puzzled at the mirth on her face as she felt the stones underfoot, their attempts to get at her tender soles were thwarted by the new footwear. Getting far more satisfaction out of the event than she really should have, she noticed the perplexed looks given her way and offered a sheepish smile. Upon trying to explain she was met with an amused sigh from Apple, Rainbow sniggering and Espa asking her mother why the stones were evil, peeking down under her own hooves.
At that point Rainbow burst into laughter while Bubbles tried to explain right up until they reached the hospital. Yet along the walk Jessica couldn't help but get the impression they were being followed much like when Starswirl was appearing nearby. Looking behind her she thought she caught a glimpse of three small fillies but thought nothing of it, once more listening to Rainbow snerk as Bubbles struggled to explain to her daughter how stones on a path could be considered a nemesis.
~~~~~~

With a pink glow the hospital doors slid open and their group walked inside, the light spilling in over the tiles before the doors slid shut once they were in. The first thing Jessica noticed was that the waiting room went silent, aside from the occasional cough or sneeze there was a complete lack of talking or ambient sound.
Mayari and Tala chirped softly, a few equines inhaling deeply at the sight of the two before a deep voice broke the developing stalemate. Jessica blinked at the sight of a male unicorn who admonished the other staff causing them to go back to what they were doing, now somewhat chastised. 
I... I remember him...
The white coat wearing doctor regarded Jessica not with fear, not even with horror but with a critical gaze. The two foalings squirmed a little before he even seemed to notice them, blinking before Sparkle spoke up to get his attention. The two talked for a second before he once more regarded the two bug-foals who at this point were now gazing at the other side of the room. Confused as to what had captured their attention so tightly she looked only to give a small giggle.
Ah...
Where they were looking were a line of foals, all shifting nervously upon their hooves in front of a kind looking nurse holding a syringe within her magical grip. A little confused as to why they were both so intrigued by what she presumed were inoculation shots, she then saw the most recent victim of a needle jab be given a plush which made a smile come to her lips. As the sniffling filly was handed the toy by her mother, the filly hugged it in forelegs before trotting out past Jessica and the others. Surprisingly the mother gave a polite nod before leaving, Jessica vaguely recounting her briefly being a patient on the same floor as her.
I guess she must remember me from before... that's right, this was my sanctuary...
Suppressing a wistful sigh she watched a young colt receive a plush next and looked down to see Mayari and Tala's luminescent eyes go wide. Bubbles also seemed to notice this, a smile teasing her lips as she noticed Espa had a similar look upon her face. Asking if she wanted one was met with a rapid shake of the filly's head, clearly she knew the requirements and didn't wish to have any part of it. 
A wing was gently spread to tug the young unicorn close to the grey pegasus, nuzzling her affectionately before the doctor cleared his throat. Gesturing for the group to follow, he mentioned Jessica requiring another checkup to see how her shoulder was healing, a shy smile coming to Jessica's lips at his concern. Despite everything, despite how others reacted, it was nice... reassuring that the hospital treated her as a patient first and foremost, an alien creature next. 
Stoic and Sparkle talked quietly with the doctor while they made their way up the stairs, Rainbow, Bubbles and Espa at the same time were filling Apple in on everything that had happened since she left the castle. Reaching a level Jessica was well acquainted with, she felt the reassuring sensation of familiarity tug into her. Stoic shot a look back, offering a small grin as she realized she had come full circle. Without prompting she walked to her old room, the Doctor offering a small nod as she saw a white mare changing bed sheets through the doorway.
"Red!" 
Two ears flicked before the pink haired nurse turned her head, blue eyes going wide before a warm smile crept along her muzzle. Placing Mayari and Tala gently beside Bubbles who reassuringly nuzzled them, Jessica barely had time to spread her arms before Red reared back on hind legs and wrapped forelegs around her neck.
Gently hugging the equine back she smiled warmly as the pony returned to all fours, shifting on her hooves that reflected the excitement in her voice. She was asking where Jessica had been and had she been taking good care of her shoulder only until the nurse winced before exhaling softly, offering a sheepish smile upwards realizing her ex-patient couldn't understand her. 
Well... that was true at one stage, and although she couldn't understand everything spoken she had grasped enough.
"~'Jessica' is fine! No hurt... miss 'Red' much!~" Jessica couldn't contain her excitement, part of her wished to be mischievous and pretend she couldn't understand them at all anymore. She wanted to, but she was so excited on seeing the nurse again the idea just didn't hold any merit. 
Of course the reaction from the doctor and Red was enough to make Rainbow burst into laughter again with a comment of 'That will never get old' thrown into the mix. Once the medical staff had closed their jaws Red perked up immediately, her blue eyes shining in delight as she spoke reassuringly. 
Sparkle noting that Jessica was looking bashful took over the conversation, translating when needed. The doctor was looking intrigued as he asked several questions, most relating to Jessica's previous injuries as Sparkle switched between Jessica's language and equine when required. Rainbow, growing quickly bored by this started looking around the hospital room, poking things much to Red's displeasure. 
Before she could presumably ask Rainbow to stop rifling through the bookcase for whatever she was hunting for she was distracted by the two small chirps near Jessica's ankles. A look of surprise passed over the nurse's face before she lowered herself and spoke gently to the two foalings. Sparkle quickly explained their presence for fear of the nurse acting fearful, or reacting in a detrimental fashion; it became readily apparent she need not of worried.
Red...
The nurse was smiling as she spoke calmly and soothingly to the young ~changelings~. Mayari, always the more brave of the two leaned forward to sniff before nuzzling gently, Tala hesitantly stepping forward to do the same. The others watched with a smile as the nurse calmed both young ones before standing upright, tilting her head as she asked if Jessica was adopting them both.
Rainbow answered for her while reading a book, only then noticing everyone looking at her. In an impossibly fast gesture, the book was hidden under a bed as the pegasus loudly proclaimed she was merely looking for the comics, nothing more. Apple merely rolled her eyes not even bothering to argue at the, even Jessica had to admit, weak reasoning put forth by the pegasus. 
"Jess-a-ka?" The use of her name made her look at Red just in time to have a muzzle pushed against her belly forcing her backwards. Yet again amazed at the mare's strength she was forced to sit on the bed as Red explained she needed to check up on the shoulder and if it had healed correctly. Burning crimson at the prospect of having to get disrobed she had her fears put to rest as Red tugged the curtains closed around the bed with her mouth. 
Just like old times...
Ignoring the sarcastic tone of her inner voice she found herself receiving an expectant look from the mare. With a long sigh she gently started to remove her sweater only for two soft chirps to emit from the other side of the curtain, growing in distress while she could hear Apple, Bubbles and Espa trying to calm the two foalings. 
"~They love you...~" Red's voice matched the smile on her voice as she turned her head to the curtains starting to ripple. Slowly two small heads poked from underneath, urgent chirps sounding out as they galloped over to Jessica's legs, resting their forelegs to her skin. Red just gave a long exhale, the look of amusement never leaving her face. 
They love me... I know, they really do. 
Bending down she gently stroked over their heads as Sparkle and Apple spoke an apology only for Jessica to cut them off.
"It's okay ~Twilight Sparkle~, I should have known they wouldn't want to be separated from me even just behind a curtain." A few seconds passed as Sparkle must have been dwelling over the words before she gave a small affirmative and talk of conversation continued, recounting where they left off from the events at the castle for Apple's benefit. Looking down she saw Red regarding the two with a warm gaze, her words a little confusing but Jessica could make out the basic idea behind what was said.
"~Jessica never knew be mother when leave here.~" Gently removing her sweater Jessica placed it on the bed, helping the two ~changelings~ up as they curled on the clothing to curiously. "~Jessica no leave you, ever.~" 
Her words seemed to settle them as they relaxed, Red giving a small giggle at what she had witnessed before rearing up to gently nuzzle at Jessica's shoulder. Slowly she instructed her to rotate that arm, and where language failed she at least pantomimed with her own limbs enough for the meaning to be conveyed. Eventually after a few movements and inspections the mare was satisfied, right around the time that the doctor's voice sounded out in disbelief along with Apple's. 
Oh... ~Blueblood~...
Realizing to what point the conversation had reached she tugged her sweater back on only to notice Red looking closely at Tala and Mayari, her ear flicking showing she had also heard. A little part of her was touched how the nurse was inspecting for any damage before a soft chirp was offered up at her to be gently soothed with a smile.
Satisfied that Tala was not injured she was about to open the curtain when Tala crawled along the bed to nuzzle against Jessica's side, murmuring softly the equine word for mother. The nurse paused and flicked an ear, turning to smile as Jessica shyly blushed. 
"~Wait here.~" Red opened the curtain before trotting out of the room, the others curiously watching her go before the Doctor and Apple regarded Jessica with mixed looks. The doctor was looking guilty, possibly remembering his own hand... or hoof in scaring her back when she first arrived in the hospital while Apple was positively seething. A stream of promised threats towards a certain noble stallion were flowing from her mouth until Rainbow piped up, offering her own ideas... which seemed to involve certain things on an anatomy that just... well it was just wrong. 
It was around the time that Bubbles was moving her wings to block Espa's ears that Apple apologized, exhaling as she reigned in her anger. The mare spoke gently towards Jessica and the two foalings, offering her own vow that they will never be exposed to such things again under her watch. Touched by the gesture Jessica could only smile.
"~Applejack no need... Jessica... changelings okay... thank you... make Jessica happy you care.~" Apple smiled as a small blush came across her cheeks, tilting her hat up as a grin was offered while saying it really was no problem despite her embarrassment. It was around that time that Red returned, the foalings eyes going wide as they saw what she brought with her.
Wait... is she?
Held within her mouth dangled two plush ponies, a tan pegasus and chocolate unicorn as she approached the bed. Moving carefully she placed the precious bundles onto the sheets, Mayari and Tala watching her every movement like a cat watching its prey. Their heads looked between the soft toys, to Red then to Jessica.
"~No Red-...~" Her words were cut off as the mare shook her head and smiled, blue eyes twinkling with mirth. She gently reached forward with a fore hoof and nudged the toys closer towards the foalings. There was clearly no argument to be had with Red being as stubborn as ever, the other mares smiling warmly, even Rainbow who coughed behind a hoof and pretended to be looking out the window to hide the warm expression gracing her muzzle.
"Jessica... ~Nurse Redheart~ say they are for Mayari, Tala. Take..." Sparkle's words made Jessica relent, the look on the two foalings was hard to argue with as well. They were restraining themselves, unsure what was going on as it occurred to Jessica they had never received a gift before. 
That's right... according to Ebony they would be raised so differently in a normal ~changeling~ culture. 
"Tala, Mayari..." At the mention of their names the two bug-like foals looked up, each reluctantly tearing their eyes from the plush ponies before them. Gently reaching forward she picked up both, offering one to Tala and one to Mayari. Their reactions made her heart sing as the happiest chirp she had yet to hear from them escaped their mouths, hole covered forelegs wrapped tightly about each toy, nuzzling into their head before playfully gnawing on an ear. After a few seconds they paused to look up at Jessica, their smiles making everything all worth it.
"~Thank you to Nu-urse R-Redheart.~" She hopefully instructed to the two bug-fillies, using the nurse's name she had picked up from Sparkle just previous, hoping she got the pronunciation right. The giggle from Red at least made her imagine she hadn't butchered it too badly, the two foalings chirping up towards the white mare before Mayari wrinkled her nose, straining to work the word out of her young mouth.
"~T-Thaaaaank... y-yoooou.~" Smacking her lips a few times afterwards Mayari was met with a soft nuzzle from Red, Tala getting one too as the nurse smiled saying they were most welcome. Looking over at Espa, Jessica noticed that the filly was looking at the plush toys a little enviously but didn't want the foalings to feel bad that she had not received one. That was why it was such a surprise to the filly when the doctor coughed behind a front hoof, a bronze aura surrounding a grey pegasus soft toy that was offered to the young unicorn.
"~Thank you!~" Espa cried out and hugged it gently to herself, Bubbles speaking in gratitude towards the stallion who dismissed it with a wave of his hoof. With the foals all showing off their new toys and playing with them across the floor, Jessica and the others conversed and enjoyed being able to understand each other, even with Sparkle acting as mediator sometimes. Eventually however Rainbow and Apple left the hospital, an argument having escalated to critical levels. 
It seems it has something to do with the lazy comment from earlier...
The following commotion coming from outside caused those upstairs to look out the window, a deep exasperated sigh escaping Sparkle's lips at what the two were about to partake in. A small crowd had gathered, Rainbow and Apple stretching while Pinky stood holding a large flag in her mouth. With a wave the two took off running around the streets of ~Ponyville~, a small dust cloud kicked up where they passed over the dirt road.
Resting her chin upon hands Jessica observed the two competing against each other, at that point taking a wide circuit around the town. A giggle flowed easily, she had missed their shenanigans. Much like, if it could have been called an eating contest, this too brought a smile to her face. Pinky was jumping around, somehow having obtained pom-poms to cheer on the racers. 
With the foals playing with their soft toys and the race being displayed below, Jessica felt... it felt almost relaxing, happy.
Almost like home.
~~~~~~

After some time had passed, not to mention Rainbow and Apple having returned from their impromptu run, Sparkle made mention they should meet up with Ebony again. After saying goodbye to the doctor, which to Jessica's shame she forgot to ask the name of, they left the front doors of the hospital. Red had also tagged along, apparently curious as to Ebony being a queen, having only known her as a somewhat withdrawn and cynical pegasus.
Pinky had strangely enough, vanished after gushing over the three plushies the foals now held, but from the expressions on the others after this fact, it can't have been an unusual affair.  
I don't think I could ever understand her, it's like she plans twenty steps ahead. In fact, how did she know Rainbow and Apple were going to race?
Mulling on that thought while following Espa, Rainbow and Stoic who were currently leading the way, Jessica did manage to notice a change in the townsfolk. They were less hesitant now, they weren't all running up like previously but at the same time they were at least acting friendly and offering shy waves. 
Well, all except for one particular mare that had taken off screaming again. 
Didn't... she do that last time I was here? At least I think they looked similar...
Rainbow had done a circular gesture beside her head with a hoof, Apple and Sparkle tsking softly but neither really reprimanding the pegasus. Bubbles meanwhile was walking before Jessica, Mayari and Tala feeling confident enough in the pegasus's presence to walk with her along with Espa, their soft toys being dragged within their mouths. 
Well, Espa at least had given hers to Bubbles for safe keeping, so the pegasus looked like she had a diminutive rider upon her back, but it was certainly adorable to look upon. Jessica even offered to carry the two foalings, or at least carry their new toys but was met with little whimpers each time. Eventually dropping the issue she let them do as they wished, although she couldn't help being relieved they were getting back to their old selves again. Neither ventured very far from her, and despite it all Jessica was feeling keenly protective towards them.
I can mull over the issue all I want whether I deserve to be their mother or not...
When Tala lagged back a little to rub against her shin, Jessica felt her smile grow noticing several soft noises of adoration at the scene.
It won’t make any difference, I just need to be honest with myself.
Even with the reduced pace of the foals, they made their way to the large building in good time. Sparkle led the way towards the main entrance, Stoic nodding to the other guards stationed around the perimeter as they approached. Taking position by the door he opened it with a wing allowing the group to slowly make their way inside. Jessica did pretend however to ignore the hesitant looks given towards the foalings by some of the guards, even if it did make her slightly annoyed internally. 
Once inside they were greeted with a feeling of tension suffocating the air. Minder was in her natural form, seated near Ebony with Scar and Dusk nearby, along with the two other guards Jessica knew. The mare in charge with her assistant and several other guards were situated behind a desk which by this point was more paper than wood per square inch. Everyone was looking remarkably frazzled, yet upon noticing Jessica and the foalings Ebony's mood improved considerably.
The same could also be said for ~Mayor Mare~ when Sparkle walked in. Spike mirrored this reaction, running from where he had been behind the desk to empathetically gesture towards both parties, his tone one of exasperation. Ebony showing remarkable maturity stuck her tongue out at the small dragon, in turn making his teeth grit together.
They're not getting on?
Tala, appeared eager to show Ebony her new toy started to canter along the floor only for the ~Mayor's~ assistant to get startled by the movement. The reaction was immediate, and sickeningly familiar.
Shouting out something in warning he clopped his hooves while backing up, knocking half the paper off the desk in the process. This caused the guards to react, armor clanking as they took ready positions to look for the threat, the ~Mayor~ now getting worked up by all the commotion only added to the problem. Tala however gave a loud wail of fright and dropped her toy half way to Ebony, running back towards Jessica to hide against her legs. Tears rolled down her chitin covered cheeks as she whimpered, now without her plush and frightened senseless.
Oh sweety...
Minder immediately moved only to stop as Apple trotted forward, picking the toy up in her mouth before frowning at the assistant. In fact, as Jessica looked around while hugging Tala against her, she noticed most eyes were glaring in his direction, the ~Mayor~ looking rather uncomfortable as the wailing grew muffled against the sweater. 
"It's okay Tala, it's okay." Keeping her tone soothing she noticed Apple standing before her, the now dusty toy hanging from her mouth as she offered it upwards. Tala peeked out, sniffling before chirping at the blonde equine... moving her forelegs needfully towards the stuffed pegasus. Once more secure in the foaling's forelimbs the situation defused, the assistant however guiltily looked around seeing he had been frightened by the equivalent of a toddler. 
Espa and Bubbles both reassured Mayari and Tala while Ebony's expression lost the anger that had fallen over it seconds ago, exhaling in relief the situation hadn't been a repeat of the balcony, or so Jessica thought. It was then Red who trotted forward, an eyebrow perked as she regarded the tall bug-like mare, Ebony for her part looking perplexed as a name was spoken.
Oh... she wants to know if it really is Ebony.
Ebony clicked her tongue before rolling her eyes, green fire erupting around her form until she was once more a chocolate furred pegasus. The disguise was then removed, returning to normal as she gestured with a hoof, recounting several things from the hospital stay as if to prove the point. Satisfied, Red just smiled and spoke to Sparkle at a volume too quiet for Jessica to overhear, the mares giggling gently although the unicorn looked a little guilty afterwards. 
Whatever was said Ebony must have heard because she snorted from her nostrils and looked aside, yet strangely didn't seem to dispute what the two had brought up. The ~Mayor~ however blinked and tilted her head, regarding what had been said with a curious expression. Voicing the statement again made Ebony snort and roll her eyes, Rainbow and Dusk sharing a look with matching grins clued Jessica in on what the comment might have been.
Are they making fun of Ebony again? Even the one in charge? And what do they mean Ebony is mine?
With a long sigh ~Mayor~ gazed at Sparkle, calling the unicorn over to look at several documents. When Ebony approached the assistant jerked slightly before she shot him a dead pan expression and sat before the desk to be a part of the discussion. Jessica could make out a little, discussions being had of a home, trade and conditions but none of it made sense.
Shaking her head as she vowed to ask Sparkle about it later, Ebony levitated a quill to sign a document followed by Sparkle, ~Mayor~ and finally the assistant. Another look over led to three relieved sighs and Spike impatiently gesturing with a claw, the paper being rolled in Sparkle's magic and then deposited in the dragon's grasp. With a puff of fire the scroll was gone, Jessica still bemused over this occurrence. 
With the flagrant disregard for indoor fire safety complete, Ebony made her way over to the foalings, nuzzling them gently before giving Jessica's shoulder similar treatment. Minder looked curiously at the plushies, a small smile on her face while Ebony chuckled and spoke to the others, indicating towards Jessica and the two bug-foals. 
The point being made caused a few nods, Jessica struggling to keep up with the conversation once more until Red put forth a question about feeding, Ebony exhaling as if she had answered it several times already. Almost as if rehearsed she blurted out the answer in a tired voice, Minder giving a small smile at her queen's behavior. 
I feel odd thinking of Ebony as a queen and the others as her subjects... it just... doesn't feel the right term to me.
The conversation went around the room, questions posed and answered before nods of understanding were given by several equines. Red herself seemed satisfied with the answer, a smile given towards Ebony as she mentioned if that was the case, then it was fine.
And... I got like, five percent of that entire conversation.
Noticing that Jessica was looking lost, or at the very least distracted, Sparkle cleared her throat and translated as best she could. After several attempts and Spike and her checking through her books, not to mention back and forth mixing of ideas and terms across languages, she eventually got the message across in an understandable fashion. In essence Jessica discovered that the ~changelings~ fed through three ways.
Firstly an adult ~changeling~ could gain some sustenance from food products when disguised, but it was minor and not a preferable solution. This at least explained why Mayari had reacted poorly to eating food in her natural form and the lack of Ebony consuming anything. 
The second was termed 'passive feeding' or, that was the term Sparkle had found most agreeable when translating. This was apparently how the ~changelings~ Jessica had gotten to know fed, and it was upon positive emotions given willingly. The downside to this was it fatigued whoever was contributing when it was a 'minor' emotion such as concern, happiness or the like. How one defined emotions as less or more was something beyond Jessica, but then again she didn't feed off them so it was out of her realm of expertise.
Love, compassion or anything felt particularly strongly was the preferably food source and able to sustain a ~changeling~ for long periods of time yet with minimal fatigue occurring. However if this was shared over multiple equines, the effects were negligible although one to one ratio could work as long as it was stronger emotions, love being the most filling.
I wonder why I can feed so many then, I don't ever feel tired at all... well except when I feed them all at once... is that why?
The last possible way to feed was one the equines and Jessica herself reacted the most negatively towards. Sparkle had termed it 'active feeding' and from what the unicorn had said it was how the ~changelings~ who had attacked the castle were seeking to get food. The idea sent a shiver down her spine thinking about it, they were purposely taking emotions to get sustenance. This was achieved either by disguising themselves as a loved one or friend, or worse... 
She had winced, Sparkle not finding it much better herself as she had continue to translate what Ebony had explained previously. 'Active feeding' was far less nourishing than 'passive', but it was easier on the ~changeling~, it didn't require fostering relationships or taking the time to build friendships. Yet, what struck Jessica most about it was how parasitic it all seemed. 
It drained the hosts, not just fatigued them but actually pulled their emotions out of them like some kind of eldritch vampire. Ebony herself seemed a little disgusted by this, a sneer coming across her muzzle when she had mentioned that part yet she refused to elaborate further. Sparkle seemed to frown slightly as if she understood regardless, yet Jessica had tactfully decided not to press the issue.
Able to feed off fear, anger... then why did mine hurt them in the cave then?
It was the easier way to feed for the insectile-equines, and while not as efficient per se, it did have the added benefit of stronger emotions giving a temporary boost to the ~changeling~ who partook of it. The more they feasted, the stronger they got as long as it was something like love. The worst part about it all was this 'boost' was addictive, once they had felt the rush it was difficult to give it up. Add into the fact it required less effort to obtain, it was no wonder in Jessica's mind why the ~changelings~ were so feared. 
Yet...
Ebony herself looked almost saddened by the end. Sparkle having finished translating gazed at the bug-like mare who admitted she herself had felt the rush at least once. Jessica felt her guts tighten upon hearing this fact until her friend had continued. Ebony didn't know there was someone like Jessica that existed, someone that could feed a hive by herself, that could provide the most vital resource to change the mindset, to change the rules.
Time.
Jessica had provided the most precious commodity, the ability for them to try and find another solution, one that did away with their addiction, with their hunger and instead work on building a network to have genuine emotions given their way willingly, not stolen. After conversing with the princesses they too had seemed to see the benefit of such a circumstance, or so Sparkle told Jessica. Ebony however seemed to be mainly doing it for an indiscernible reason, yet she was not so forthcoming with the why she was doing this, just what she was going to do.
Her friend confused Jessica, her motives were... alien. It was clear she cared about Jessica as only a dear friend could, but at the same time some of her actions baffled her. How she would be blunt with the equines yet at other times acting almost fearful of them, such as with the princesses, at least initially. Then she could be seen to be acting in a friendly manner with the others, and in the same token display anger, annoyance, happiness and compassion.
She's not so different then, is she?
Smiling as her mind pointed out the blindingly obvious, she was given one last bit of information garnered from the conversation; pockets of ~changelings~ were scattered, stranded much like the ones now at the castle were, slowly starving, and slowly growing desperate enough to continue feeding actively.
"They... shape shifters... will come to Ebony, come to food like you." The notion of this was not an entirely pleasant one going by Sparkle's expression, although she seemed to be trusting of Ebony's motives. Of course, given how irritated her friend had seemed on the train upon admitting this, it was clear it was more of a burden on her and a passing annoyance than an overall threat.
After the explanations were done things went well while Jessica was dwelling over the information dump Sparkle had given her. Granted, it had taken the better part of an hour or two to get it across accurately, but ultimately Jessica finally had some answers, although it now raised a few more questions. The primary one amongst them was the simple question of why was she so special, how come she could feed so many when it would take a normal equine feeling genuine love or compassion for one ~changeling~ to feed it sufficiently without growing fatigued. There was also the earlier question about why her negative emotions caused them pain, especially anger.
Is it because I'm human, or is it something else?
Realizing she wasn't about to come to any conclusions at the moment she shelved the thought away, ultimately it didn’t matter. She could do what she could do, and that was of benefit not just to herself, but to Ebony and the others who she had come to depend on. It did however make one of her decisions easier, one that had been plaguing her for a few days. Before she could mull on that she found herself drawn back to the winding down conversation from those in the room, even the guards having grown relaxed seeing the ~changelings~ were no threat. 
Well that wasn't entirely true, Mayari upon realizing she wasn't in any danger had grown inquisitive once more and Dusk had been chosen as the target for the foal's play. Currently the bat-winged guard was lying down, Espa flopped upon her back with Tala and Mayari trying to get at the mare's ears, the only victim of the day so far.
As far as guards go, I think I got the best... 
Soon the atmosphere was remarkably calm, a distinct but not unwelcome difference from how they had entered. As the sun began to set, Sparkle made the decision they should get going, Apple adding her voice of consent while Rainbow was fidgeting with the urge to do something, anything having stood still for too long.
With farewells given they made their way to the door only for Jessica to be stopped by ~Mayor Mare.~ Confused she looked back only for the mare to bow her head, giving a long exhale before smiling upwards. With Sparkle having explained why Jessica was in their world ~Mayor~ wished her a nice stay in the town, and that she would find this place like a home to her.
The last part confused her, but she took the words as they were intended, smiling and giving a small curtsey of her own. The action once more amusing the equines before they left walking out under the twilight sky. 
It wasn't long before Rainbow began to complain that they would be late, possibly missing out on all the food much to Sparkle and Apple rolling their eyes, each pointing out they couldn't be late when the guests of honor had yet to arrive. Rainbow snorted as they continued on while her stomach grumbled, several townsfolk looking nervously towards Ebony and Minder, the former of which didn't seem to care or if she was upset by the treatment she didn't show it. Instead her glossy wing pushed to Jessica's side earning a smile back, the foalings content with their new soft toys as they were carried.
I wonder where we're going, and who is the guest of honor? Ebony?
Spike grew a little excited as they approached a large tree, interestingly enough it looked to have been converted into a place for someone to live. Even more curious to Jessica was that they were heading towards it even as Sparkle looked slightly unimpressed. Questioning why they chosen her home was brought up, although Rainbow's counter that she was the only one without others living with her and Spike seemed to win the argument, much to the pegasus's self-satisfaction.
This is Sparkle's home?
Before she could get an answer to her question Spike wandered over to the door opening it revealing pitch black within and bowed, holding one claw out in an invitation to enter. Despite Sparkle's earlier annoyance she now had a warm smile on her face, gesturing for Jessica to enter first. Her eyes could barely make anything out in the gloom, her foot impacting something on the ground before resting one hand against a wall for balance. Ebony however did not seem to have this problem, a large exasperated sigh escaping her lips before a comment of 'really?' issued from the insectile-equine. 
Oddly enough the foalings were acting excited, their glowing eyes peering around the room with curious chirps. 
What can they see that I ca-
"~Surprise!~" 
Accompanying the shout two things happened. One the lights came on giving Jessica the ability to take in her surroundings and that those she knew were scattered around the decorated internals of the tree. Secondly she gave a strangled squawk like sound and would have fallen onto her backside were it not for Apple and Ebony moving to steady her. 
Before she could even get her bearings there was a blur of pink before her eyes, Pinky bouncing about excitedly as she flailed her limbs. Unable to decipher a single word she was saying, a problem not just inherent to the language difficulties if the look on Rainbow's face were any indication, she instead smiled sheepishly.
Helped back to her feet after setting Mayari and Tala down, she could take stock of her situation fully now. The insides of the tree were full of books with a kitchen to the side and a stairwell leading upwards. Of course there were also streamers, banners and balloons which she guessed were not a regular design choice by Sparkle and probably having much more to do with the fact of the gathering looking at her.
From Jewel to Flute, all the mares and stallions she knew were there. While ever so slightly crowded once the others made their way inside, it was by no means claustrophobic. Bemused by all this Jessica suddenly had a cup offered to her upon a pink hoof, held within was a liquid with the strong scent of apples sloshing about. Taking the offered drink, she found Pinky smiling at her before talking excitedly to the three foals, gushing over their soft toys before she began amusing them. 
Watching the foalings and Espa chase after the mass of energy contained within a pink equine frame, Jessica sipped her drink finding it was cider. While not something she had overly often, it was at least something different and not unpleasant. Ebony for her part was looking not at all amused before she got nudged in the side by Rainbow and told under no uncertain terms to loosen up. 
A roll of the bug mare's eyes was met with a flying cushion impacting her, a dead pan expression revealed as the manchester fell off her face. Spying the culprit to be none other than Pinky, conveniently using her current role as babysitter for the children as a shield, Ebony gave a soft tsk before finding the funny side and chuckling. Apologizing for her attitude, she sat down next to Jessica as Red and Apple stayed close by while Bubbles went to go and help Pinky with the children; well, only after almost knocking a punch bowl over which was thankfully saved by Posh and Harpy's quick thinking.
Mino was decidedly absent and despite or more accurately because of his infatuation with her, she did find his lack of presence a little odd. Flitter explained he was doing a show of some sort, although she reserved judgment on exactly what kind of show it was. Jewel's comment it was an absolute waste of time was not much of a help either. 
Dropping the issue she instead let herself relax, Scar and Stoic stood near the doors while Dusk helped herself to some of the cider, also taking a cup over to each of the other guards balanced upon each wing. Jessica smiled at the three, each giving her a small nod back before Dusk caught Scar looking a little too intently at one of the other female equines.
With a mischievous grin slowly spreading along the dark guard's muzzle, she leaned close towards Scar, using the term for brother and nudging him in the side only for a spluttering response to be had. Stoic just snorted gently but a hint of a smile was creeping along his muzzle, Dusk continually teasing Scar trying to find out who he may or may not have a crush on. 
"They act like siblings." Jessica had the words pass her lips before she even realized it, Sparkle blinking before a soft laugh escaped her mouth.
"That is because ~Swift Dawn~ and ~Aurora Blossom~ are." Sparkle's words made Jessica blink, her eyes going slightly wider as she regarded the two curiously. There was little to no similarities between them, other than the obvious fact they were of course both guards. Not even trying to consider how such a genetic difference could be possible, she did however find it amusing when Dusk put Scar into a headlock with one foreleg, the other rubbing at his blonde mane almost like the equine equivalent of a noogie.
Never having siblings of her own she always found them fascinating to watch, even when Scar seemed to relent and whispered something to Dusk's ear, the mare's eyes going wide before a feral grin spread along her muzzle. A hoof prod to her chest plate was given to which she held up a fore hoof, swearing not to tell a soul. 
From the expression on both Stoic and Scar's face, that apparently was not a very binding oath. 
This is... nice...
Jessica found herself simply enjoying the activities of the night, according to Rainbow and Apple this was on the lower scale of a typical ~Pinkie Pie~ Party, but she preferred it this way. It was when Spike wandered over to Scar, the guard taking the distraction graciously that Flute suddenly looked rather nervous. Harpy gave him a firm nudge followed with a mischievous smile as Scar looked to be considering before he looked at Sparkle, a nod given from the mare. 
Lowering himself he allowed Spike to clamber upon his back, a broom held within his claws as Flute gave a soft squeak. For some reason now the target with the absence of Ledger, the unicorn bolted for the door, brushing past both guards before Scar could react. With a rearing up on his hind legs he took off outside, chasing down the designated 'prey' while Spike urged him on.
This left most of the others in the room blinking at what just happened, Pinky however gave a loud cry as she dashed past, Espa upon her back as they too made their way out into the fading light. Bubbles sighed before smiling, moving to sit beside Jessica as the sounds of laughter and Flute's pleading circled the tree repeatedly, Stoic just rolling his eyes while Ebony tried to hide her laughter. 
Suddenly with a mischievous glint in the bug-mare's eyes she lowered herself down, Mayari and Tala blinking before bouncing happily and crawling up upon her back. With a large fanged grin she excused herself and made her way outside followed several seconds later by a strangled scream. 
Oh dear...
The next time Flute ran past a window, the others could clearly see him being pursued by three 'warhorses' and their 'knights', although it could have been considered slightly cheating that Ebony kept prodding him with her horn when she got close enough. Rainbow, Shades and Harpy didn't seem to think so if their laughter was any indication. 
While everyone inside relaxed despite the poor stallion outside being pursued relentlessly, Jessica found herself being asked questions by Red and a hesitant ~Bon-Bon.~ Questions about her world being put forth, and soon she was the center of attention. Realizing she had talked little about it previously given the language barrier in place, she smiled and with help from Sparkle she recounted several things about her life and the planet she came from and wished to return to.
The others listened in rapt attention, comments of how the weather worked only seemed to confuse the pegasi greatly, mentions of an ~Everfree Forest~ coming up as a way of relating. Given the term was unknown to Jessica she just smiled and tried to explain the best she could.
It was when she was recounting the story of her twenty first birthday, much to the bemusement of several equines that Flute finally stumbled in, collapsing on the floor in an undignified heap with tongue lolling out comically. 
Despite his ragged and exhausted state, there were a few giggles shared when he was prodded several times, not just by those who had pursued him to such a state, but also by Harpy who was still seemingly disappointed in his capacity as a warhorse. 
Thus the night passed pleasantly away, Jessica feeling the most sense of belonging since she had arrived. Despite everything that had happened, she wouldn't have traded this moment for anything.
Even including when three fillies came running in and pounced upon Flute with a large net screaming something about being catchers, much to the amusement of Apple and Jewel in particular.
~~~~~~

Jessica found herself seated on the bed a few hours later, amused at its size now that she was accustomed to the one in the castle. Given that the bed there seemed to be made to accommodate far larger creatures than a pony, it was no surprise a 'normal' sized one like that of in the hospital was more common place, including here.
With her luggage in a corner of the guest room, she found herself once more thankful towards Bubbles and Espa. After some discussion, and once Flute had been untangled from the net, the problem of where Jessica would be staying was brought up. Despite the pretense of an actual discussion, the fact her luggage was already waiting in this room made her more than suspect it was a forgone conclusion before it even started.
Not that I mind, they are both wonderful people... uh, ponies.
Ebony was in her pegasus guise for no other reason than to become smaller, the bed not looking overly spacious for her natural form plus two others. Jessica for her part however had something else on her mind as she watched Mayari and Tala be fawned over by Minder. 
Taken aside near the end of the party she had been reminded that Minder was their protector, their babysitter, designated such and took her role very seriously. She had also learnt that they were effectively orphans, meant to be raised by the hive itself. Ebony had made it very clear that they considered Jessica their mother, but it was only her who got to decide whether she wished to take the role or not. 
Thinking back to how Sparkle had translated for Ebony and herself, she once more was envious of the unicorn's ability to learn. She would suspect even now, after the others had finished cleaning up she would be studying further, trying to become more familiar with Jessica's language. 
I don't think I will even need to wait as long as I thought for a fluent conversation... but I can't get lazy.
There was one more thing on Jessica's mind, something important as she sat on the bed, already dressed in her nightshirt and panties. That flittering thought that preyed upon her attention was herself, or more precisely her needed role.
With her in this world she gave the ~changelings~ a chance, not just the foalings but from what she understood Ebony and the others too. She, for whatever reason could feed them until they worked on forming relationships, friends to gain the sustenance they required. Were she to go back home, she didn't want to think what would happen. 
It explains why they were reluctant to tell me how progress to get me back home was going...
Despite this she didn't think for a second they were not attempting to, even with her mind trying to conjure up such dark traitorous thoughts. She knew Luna and Sunny were doing their best, but she also knew they were counting on her as well. A sad smile came to her lips as she found that she was being relied upon, not just as a food source but as a friend, and more importantly as something more to two certain foalings.
Watching them chirp up at Minder, Jessica found Ebony looking towards her, a smile on the mare's face. It was clear the two problems in her mind were related, entwining together to reach one outcome.
You already know the answer Jess, admit it to yourself.
Her inner thoughts could not be fooled, she smiled and stood up earning the attention of all in the room as she made her way to the luggage in the corner. 
You don't have to give up wanting to get home, you may just have to postpone it a bit. Besides, by the time they find a way, it may already be sorted.
The logical side of her brain put forth a compelling statement as she unzipped a side pocket, reaching in to brush fingers over silk. Removing the precious parcel she stood upright while Mayari and Tala looked upwards with curious glances, Ebony and Minder however shared a knowing glance as they smiled.
It's true... I need to listen to my heart.
Bending down she scooped up the two foalings and walked to the bed, setting them down on her lap as they chirped upwards, Tala nuzzling her belly while calling her mother. With her mind clear the word no longer caused conflicting emotions as she gave an earnest smile, unfolding the silk slowly with one hand as the other stroked over each of their heads.
"~Yes, Jessica mother. Mayari and Tala Jessica's daughters.~" The words passed her lips without hesitation, their eyes going wide before they smiled brightly and cuddled to her stomach. Giggling she held them close, tears building in her eyes as she realized how she truly felt about them. 
When Tala had been kicked, when they were sad, when they were happy... they all made her feel such strong emotions. Somewhere down the line, even before the fateful day they had already won her love, her affections. Somewhere down the line... she had already begun to think of them as her daughters. 
Now knowing she would have to wait to go home just made it easier to make the decision, but that wasn't the only reason. Slowly her fingers fell over molded silver, lifting it up to slip the altered bracelet around Mayari's neck. Jewel had refashioned them beautifully, making them adjustable and intricately designed but the most important feature was the name etched upon the front, written in Jessica's native tongue was 'Mayari', and inside of each, re-done with painstaking care were also Jessica and her mother's names engraved within. 
Tala was next, the second reforged amulet put around her neck. In time when the foals grew up they would be worn on a leg, but for now while they were still tiny they would have to suffice where they were fastened. Both chirped in surprise, pawing at the jewelry before bouncing excitedly. Minder and Ebony leaned forward to inspect, both foalings sitting upright to proudly show off their new accessories.
Giggling behind her hand she knew they were not just foalings anymore, they were her daughters. Not by blood, not by species, but by their feelings for one another. They loved her, she could see that, everyone could see it apparently, Luna having pointed it out in a dream one night while Jessica was still in denial. 
And I am their mother.
She knew it wouldn't be an easy relationship, she wasn't native to this world, she didn't understand their customs any more than they did hers. Yet, she knew she would have the support she needed in the friends she had acquired, in those she had come to trust, to enjoy the company of.
With Ebony nuzzling her shoulder she smiled and hugged the mare back, her friend speaking gently to her ear reassuringly.
"~Jessica will make a great mother.~" Tears rolled down her cheeks at the equine's words, at the emotions filling her. Mayari and Tala were now under her protection, their safety, their upbringing was all dependent on her. It was the door creaking that made her aware she had been observed, the cross-eyed mare smiling apologetically even with tears beading in her own eyes. 
Trotting over Bubbles leaned up to nuzzle Jessica gently, seconding what Ebony had spoken of. Espa having worn herself out was still asleep, able to see the small filly through the open door and into her room, knowing that praise relating to parenting from Bubbles was high indeed with how her daughter appeared to be raised. Smiling she saw the foalings chirp up in concern at the tears rolling down her cheeks, not understanding why she was crying.
"~Mother is okay, just happy.~" She hugged them both to her, nuzzling each of their heads adoringly before Bubbles wished them goodnight and closed the door behind her. Eventually Jessica slipped under the sheets, Minder and Ebony situating themselves on the blanket. With Mayari nuzzling against her shoulder and Tala lying upon her chest she stared at the ceiling, resting upon her back. 
Thinking back to how she arrived, then back to Starswirl's words she held back a small laugh at how what he had said seemed to come true to a degree. 
'I see you accomplishing great things, keep your heart open and let those close to you help mend it after what I have done.'
She mulled over his words while gazing out the window, watching the moonlight spill into the room and illuminate where the foalings slept against her. Feeling content she closed her eyes, taking a deep breath before simply enjoying the sensation of their small bodies rising and falling against her. 
It doesn't matter anymore if I admit that they're my adopted daughters or not. I will never leave them, even when I return home... call me selfish, call me tempting fate... but I will find a way to stay their mother and see my world again.
Slowly sleep began to claim her, the comfort provided easing her into a content slumber. Yet the last thought that crossed her mind was wishing her mother could meet the grandchildren she never would, and knew... in her heart she would have loved them with every inch of her being as much as Jessica did. Just before unconsciousness claimed her she managed to partially open one eye and see the moonlight slide along the floor, illuminating the two dusty plush ponies resting against her luggage. 
It seemed not only her mother would have been proud of her if the moonlight was any indication. A happy smile coming to Jessica's lips as she drifted off to sleep, knowing that another equine who had become special to her approved.
And in the end, that was all that mattered.

	
		Chapter twelve: Acceptance



"Momma?" 
Two fingers slid over one eye to clear the sleep within, a lingering dream teasing the edge of Jessica's consciousness. Surprisingly she felt fresh tears caught within her eyelashes resulting in her trying to think back to what may have been the cause. Yet no matter how much Jessica concentrated she could scarcely grasp the details, that fact strange in and of itself given her experience thus far with Luna and lucid dreaming. Drifting images of her mother slipped from her mental grip the more she tried to focus, the reason for her utterance upon waking frustratingly fading along with them.
Was I dreaming about my mother?
Blinking slowly she found the moonlight creeping away from the bed as the lunar body slowly slipped into the horizon, marking the start of a new day. Still confused but not overly daunted, she found two small bodies pressed against herself to be of much greater importance. Tala continued to sleep upon her chest, Mayari having cuddled closer to her shoulder as Jessica closed her eyes, enjoying the simple bliss of the moment. 
With fingernails gently trailing over their small backs Jessica knew she must have had a goofy smile upon her face at that particular moment. The way they nuzzled closer to her body only increased her happiness as one fact hammered into her skull, now also engraved upon her heart.
They are my daughters... mine.
When she was thrust into this world finding herself plummeting towards the ground, only to be seriously injured and found by two horrible unicorns... When she saved Espa with Ebony's help in the forest and found herself captured and then healed, making new friends who she valued dearly... When she found herself led astray, only to find a group of ~changelings~ and then reunited with the other equines and then eventually meeting the princesses...
When... 
All of those events, every single one of them led up to her current point, this specific moment. She would never have believed for a second had she been told upon arrival that this is what would happen, this is where she would be. That she would have adopted these two strange alien creatures as her daughters, that she would have befriended several equines, along with Spike and even having a strange minotaur have a crush upon her.
It would have been incomprehensible, outrageous even to believe for a second that such events would come to pass. Yet they had.
Tilting her head up to look at the sleeping form of Tala, noting the morning sun's rays starting to catch the modified bracelet around her neck, Jessica could only smile. No matter everything else that had happened, this... this one second here made it all worth while. To be their mother had filled her heart with such peace that she couldn't even remember why she had ever felt so conflicted over the choice.
It feels... right...
With the warm rays now spilling fully over the floor she felt her mind turn back to her friends, the friends she left behind back on the world she was born upon, where her life once was. She longed to see them again, especially given after the death of her mother they became her rock of stability. A small sliver of shame pushed through her as she realised she had not thought much of them the last few days, how were they coping with her disappearance?
I hope they're okay and not too worried... oh who am I kidding. Priya will be beside herself and Kimiko will be looking everywhere, not to mention the others...
Exhaling slowly she closed her eyes, the sensation of the four equine creatures sharing the bed with her creating a soothing atmosphere before she realised not all were still slumbering. Possibly woken by her shifting, or more likely by the uttered word earlier she found herself being regarded by crystal blue cat-like eyes.
"~'Jessica' is okay?~" Ebony's voice was soft, quiet in an attempt not to wake the foalings, yet the concern was evident. Wriggling her free arm out from under the sheets Jessica brushed fingers gently over the pegasus's muzzle, smiling warmly to reassure her friend.
"~'Jessica' is fine... think of home, friends... got sad.~" Finding herself longing for Sparkle to translate she still tried to get her views across as eloquently as possible, yet Ebony frowned softly at the words before looking up earnestly.
"~'Jessica's home is here... with us.~" From the disguised-equine's voice she sounded not quite pleading, but more wanting confirmation of this essential fact. The look on her friend's face caused Jessica to smile, she had never seen her look so vulnerable as she did at that very second. 
Home is where your heart is...
A small nod was given towards Ebony, the gesture neither committing nor dissenting from the opinion put forward. Thankfully any attempt to get a more accurate answer from her was interrupted by the waking of two small foalings. Tala gave a wide fang filled yawn before rubbing her head affectionately to Jessica's fingers. With a quiet yet heartfelt chirp upwards, Mayari announced her arrival into the world of the conscious, nuzzling into the hair that she had made herself comfortable against.
"Hee... okay, okay... I love you both too." Despite the clear lack of understanding, the tone of her voice was enough to communicate the emotion held within. Two gentle chirps were offered upwards as Jessica wriggled to sit upright, hugging them both to her chest. For that second, that one instant everything felt right in the world before she placed them both down. 
A gentle knock on the door was given and Bubbles' voice called through saying the shower was free. A word of gratitude was provided back before Jessica moved to grab clean clothing and the towel provided. Peeking behind her she noted the two foalings, her daughters having followed her although the light scampering of hooves had already given that fact away. A smile passed over her lips before she opened the door to take a shower, hesitantly eager to see what the day would bring.
~~~~~~

After getting up and her two daughters showing off their bracelets turned necklaces to Espa and Bubbles, Jessica had found breakfast already made for her. Her three guards had unexpectedly announced they would be back shortly and departed, their absence keenly felt by Jessica but she knew at the moment she was safe. Yet it still felt odd being for the first time without any of her constant bodyguards and protectors. 
Knowing they would be back soon she instead thanked her pegasus host yet again for the hospitality. Watching the mare assure her it was no problem Jessica had also noted that the clumsiness inherent to the mother seemed to increase when she tried to do mundane activities such as cooking, or clearing the table. Espa seemed well accustomed to this, not even batting an eye as she lifted up a plate to avoid Bubbles' wing from spreading the contents across the floor.
Upon closer inspection Jessica started to have a hunch why; given her cross-eyed nature she lacked spatial awareness in close quarters, or that was Jessica's current theory.
If it even works that way...
The room being somewhat cramped with furniture and more equines than normal didn't help matters at all. An attempt to question this was met with Espa offering a warm smile explaining her mother didn't always think before acting, Bubbles shyly smiling and seconding the opinion in a bashful manner. From what Jessica had noticed at the castle, the mare meant well and was extremely kind and maternal but she did seem to be... clumsy on occasion. 
Yet, that was one of the endearing features about the pegasus. She always tried her best, it was evident to see and despite being accident prone she never faltered when it came to her daughter. Voicing this fact she found Bubbles giving her thanks before continuing to work around the kitchen, Minder trying to help where she could despite the pegasus's insistence they were guests.
Come to think of it, she is never clumsy when it involves Espa directly...
The thought was something to be mulled over as Jessica bit into her toast, somewhat amused by the appliance that had created such a simple item of food. Most things seemed to run off magic in this world and the toaster was no exception, a crystal pulsing within having provided the heat. Shaken from her observation she watched the pegasus try and balance plates upon her head, moving towards the sink before tripping on one of the chair legs. 
Thankfully Minder had fast reflexes, a green glow surrounding the tumbling dinnerware stopping the catastrophe before being placed beside a thankful Bubbles, a mess narrowly avoided. Watching the mare thank the ~changeling~ Jessica smiled at Espa, the filly offering one back of her own as she too enjoyed breakfast. Mayari and Tala were both inquisitive about the food being eaten but after the incident with the pie, neither were too eager to try their luck and risk another shower.
Eventually breakfast was finished and despite Bubbles' protests, Jessica assisted with the dishes along with Minder. A small part of her was still coming to grips with the fact that after the dishes were washed by a mouth held sponge, they were then handed to Jessica or Minder by the same body part to be dried, completely defeating the purpose of washing in the first place in her eyes. 
Don't dwell on it to much Jessica, that way lies madness.
Pushing aside the possible repercussions of using their mouths for everything if they were lacking a horn, she instead was surprised by the announcement that both mother and daughter would not be joining them today. Espa looked especially crestfallen, when prompted it was explained she had to go to school although a mention from Bubbles about an ~Amethyst Star~, whatever that was managed to cheer the filly up. 
Wondering who, or what that was Jessica found herself about to ask only for a knock at the door to sound through the house. Bubbles made her way over to open the entranceway revealing two unicorns and a small dragon. Two of those were easy to identify, the third however was a pink equine she had not seen before, yet by the reactions from Bubbles and Espa they knew her well.
The new unicorn wrapped a foreleg around the pegasus, nuzzling her gently and the affection was returned in kind. The two toned purple and lavender maned mare, which Jessica had to admit was rather striking, smiled brightly as Espa bounced over and rubbed her head to the unicorn's muzzle. Sparkle and Spike watched on with amusement, Bubbles conversing with the pink equine while the blonde filly bounced around the two of them. 
The way she is acting, are they related?
Sparkle noticing Jessica's perplexed look trotted inside with a nod from the owner of the house, the pegasus from what Jessica could tell was recounting where she had been to the new arrival. A brief exchange at the amount of letters sent was met with a sheepish smile from Bubbles', the unicorn dismissing the comment with a wide smile saying how much she enjoyed them. Sparkle's glance back towards the conversing equines created a smile on her face before the mare explained to Jessica what was going on.
"Her name is ~Amethyst Star~, she look after ~Dinky~... she is ~Derpy's~..." Pausing for a second, Sparkle chewed on her lower lip before procuring one of her notebooks to flick through. After a few seconds she looked upwards, stressing the words to see if it was correct, "Not... daughter, but daughter?" 
Jessica blinked at this before maintaining a thoughtful expression in an attempt to deduce the meaning. She barely heard Spike sounding impressed about something behind her as he walked inside, instead voicing her own thoughts on what Sparkle meant. 
"So... she is Bubbles' daughter... but not a daughter, sorry I mean ~Deer-py's~ daughter." Hoping she got the pronunciation right, Jessica knew she had to start using their real names more often. Sparkle nodded to this before Jessica tilted her head, all the while the commotion both outside and in was beginning to rise in volume. "Is she related by blood?"
Sparkle thought on this, a nervous look given behind before looking over Jessica's shoulder. Turning her head to see where the unicorn was looking she noticed Ebony had the expression she normally held when communicating in her silent manner with the other ~changelings~. Most surprisingly however was the clear exasperation held on her features, Minder looking a little nervous didn't help matters. 
Jessica did however notice Spike having clear appreciation for Mayari and Tala's new accessories, her new daughters proudly showing them off as he gave a low whistle. 
Wait... that's it!
Brought back to the problem at hand she looked towards Sparkle and smiled. "You mean she's adopted, right... when... she took her in as a daughter, but is not actually born from her?" 
Her words seemed to intrigue the unicorn who hummed and tilted her head, musing on this before giving a smile and nod of the head. "Yes... that sound good." 
Happy the admittedly mundane mystery was solved, Jessica then noticed ~Amethyst Star~ looking a little perturbed towards the others in the room. Bubbles quickly calmed the mare down before smiling, Ebony however, once blinking out of her silent conversation waved a hoof nonchalantly and offered a half-hearted comment that she wouldn't eat anyone. A stern look from Jessica made her friend roll her eyes and put forth a more sincere proposal to not reign havoc upon the peaceful town. 
...I really think sometimes she is just trying to rile others up.
An innocent grin split over Ebony's muzzle as Jessica gazed at her which melted any annoyance she held at the bug-mare's actions. It was Minder shyly voicing the truth they meant no harm that seemed to quell the pink unicorn's fears; that, and Mayari and Tala deeming the unicorn no threat had led to them bounding over to show off their jewellery seemed to help immensely.
They seem so proud of their gifts...
A smile tugged at her lips watching her adopted daughters chirp happily, displaying their new necklaces off to both unicorns, Sparkle sounding very impressed as she nuzzled them both gently. ~Amethyst Star~ also couldn't help but smile at both foalings, Espa bouncing beside them showing her excitement also aided in this regard.
Sparkle was smiling warmly as she gently tapped one altered bracelet with a hoof, Mayari giving a questioning chirp as the unicorn spoke in the equine tongue. Jessica heard her name be mentioned as well as that of her mother, followed by the foalings' names. Realising that the inscriptions etched upon the jewellery were being explained, she smiled but found her attention torn suddenly away, primarily due to a bizarre strangled sound from Ebony.
She doesn't like it?
Fears that her friend was upset about the names on the bracelets were quickly dismissed seeing the mare was instead looking outside the door, a hole filled hoof now pushed to her muzzle accompanied with a groan of annoyance emitting from dark lips. Bubbles began to enquire why before she looked outside and gave a little nervous step back from the entrance way. Slowly the mare's daughters did the same while Sparkle, having finished explaining looked outside, blinking twice before exhaling.
Following their gazes Jessica could make out the fact the front yard of the house had become filled with several various equines, all lowering themselves in a bowing gesture towards the door. Espa despite her mother's tone of voice, edged outside to pose a question forth only to receive a nasty toned comment from a mare amongst those assembled on the lawn. 
Why would she say that to ~Dinky?~
Jessica couldn't understand it completely, but she did pick up a few things that made her annoyed. The mare had dismissed the filly, mentioning she was not the queen and that food should know its place. Reigning in her anger Jessica was not the only one surprised when Ebony stormed out the door, the eight equines pushing themselves closer into the ground in response. From each of their mouths came an utterance of their devotion to the queen, an act that confused Jessica greatly as she had not seen any other ~changeling~ do such a thing.
Ebony moved to stand beside Espa prior to giving a look and gesture for her to re-enter the house. The small filly nodded but didn't retreat fully instead moving back just behind the tall insectile-equine while Bubbles moved forward to place a wing protectively over her daughter, ~Amethyst Star~ moving to stand on the other side of her sister. Minder, Sparkle and Spike stood near the doorway with Jessica, the two foalings looking curious while pressing to their mother's legs.
What's going on?
Unable to see Ebony's expression she could at least hear the tone of her words, neutral, leveled and almost regal in their delivery. She knew instantly her friend was doing it for the others present who could not be communicated with as she did with her kind. Surprisingly, Ebony was also wording it in a way Jessica could easily understand, avoiding contractions and other word traps as if she wanted her to listen in specifically.
"~You say I am your queen?~" The mare's words held little emotion as the stallions and mares continued to bow, only one lifting their head... the blue mare which had just previously spoken so rudely to Espa. She answered the affirmative, and from what Jessica could understand that they would all serve her as their new queen. Mention of ~Chrysalis~ was brought up by one of the stallions and her absence, also a comment about her being weak... but Jessica was unsure of that one. 
"~You will do as I say?~" Again Ebony's voice was neutral, no emotion betraying her words as Minder trotted forward to stand beside the tall queen, a look of jealousy briefly flashing over one of the subjugated equines before they all confirmed they would do so. 
Spike whispered something to Sparkle who looked puzzled but nodded after, Jessica unable to hear before she watched Ebony take one step forward, her friend acting in a way she had never seen before. Gone was the snarky tone of voice, gone was even the shy and hesitant mare that still showed through on occasion. Ebony was confident, her tone clipped as she regarded the ~changelings~ before her impassively. A short duration of silence followed, but with several of the insectile-equines' ears flicking it was a clear indication of the silent communication resuming.
"~You understand my rules?~" Again there was a murmur of consent amongst the equines before Ebony gave a small nod of her head. "~Then so be it.~"
One by one those bowing slowly straightened up, the outspoken mare eyeing Jessica with a hungry look that made the recipient more than a little nervous. What she spoke of caused a reaction that completely conflicted with how Ebony had been presenting herself up to that point. 
Did she call me food or a buffet?
No one expected Ebony's horn to glow, her aura encompassing the outspoken mare. Nor did they expect the magically gripped equine to suddenly have her face pushed against the ground, a low growl emitting from Ebony as she lowered herself to speak very menacingly into the startled equine's ear. By the reaction of the restrained equine, her blue fur burning away to reveal a confused and suddenly frightened ~changeling~, she was the most surprised by the hostility. Jessica couldn't understand her friend's words due to how quietly they were uttered, but they were laced with venom and spoken in a way reminiscent of how Luna spoke to ~Blueblood~ that night.
W-What... did Ebony just... do that for her saying those things about me?
A quick glance around told Jessica the others were equally caught off guard, and even more so with Ebony's mannerism that had followed. Trying to go over the events in her head, Jessica found herself absolutely baffled by how her friend had reacted, never seeing her act so... aggressive before, except for the time Ledger had insulted her. Chewing upon her lower lip she frowned at this, a part of her flattered but a larger part confused and a little upset by the aggression shown. Sparkle upon seeing the confusion on her face offered a quick translation.
"Ebony say that Jessica is not 'food', she is protected by the queen and a dear friend... she warn the s-shape shifter not to ever say again." A small smile crept along Sparkle's lips as if she was just realising what the regal ~changeling~ was saying. "Also say no active feed or insult to us will be t-toler...tolera-... accepted or will be cast out. Also say princesses will be watching, will enforce rule as will Ebony." 
Ah... that's a bit better then... I guess.
Startled by Ebony's actions, the other equines dropped their disguises until the lawn was full of very nervous looking ~changelings~, a rather bizarre event if the other townsfolk watching on was of any indication. The reprimanded one shakily raised herself to four hooves before offering consent to the clarification, briefly wording an apology Espa's way who gave a nervous squeak and one worded acceptance in reply. With that all done, Ebony's mood shifted completely, her posture became more relaxed as she gave a more friendly greeting... her reversal of attitude catching the ~changelings~ off guard. 
Now that's the Ebony I know... was it all an act just now?
A fanged grin spread along the queen's muzzle as she looked over her shoulder, primarily gazing at Jessica who gave a small smile back, simply glad her friend was no longer behaving strangely. Part of her considered it was almost like a test for those on the lawn on how they would react, but it was still out of character none the less. She found herself recalling how Ebony was when they first met, her attitude had been a little dismissive, cynical and if such a thing could be conveyed through body actions, snarky. But she had also shown a more caring side under that, and that was how Jessica knew her.
Even now, after she has changed so much... physically, along with like me also emotionally... she is still the same Ebony. I guess she was acting more how she used to than how she does now...
Almost as if to punctuate this claim a multi-coloured blur flew over the house before trailing back and landing beside the tall equine. The new ~changelings~ narrowed their eyes at the appearance of Rainbow, Sparkle slowly trotting out only intensified this expression as if both were recognised and distrusted. A raised brow and curious question from the recently arrived pegasus made Ebony exhale loudly, her expression turning dead pan before she eyed the now smug looking Rainbow, the comment meanwhile baffling Jessica.
What did she mean are they more of my fan club?
Rainbow gestured with a hoof, her tone decidedly casual as she lifted off the ground to now direct both hooves. The forelimbs gesturing from Ebony to Jessica with words accompanying before the tall equine started to blush, how that was possible was still a mystery to the girl. The ~changelings~ were now wearing looks of bafflement, the same now crossing over ~Amethyst Star's~ features while Bubbles, Spike and Sparkle merely sighed at what was now a usual affair of good natured teasing.
I really do wonder why she is referring to Ebony as mine... and what the relevance is, does she mean mine as in my friend... no, that wouldn't be much to tease over... unless... no, that can't be right.
Dismissing the concept before it could fully form within her mind, Jessica watched on as Ebony made a attempt to swat at the pegasus with a foreleg who quickly darted out of reach. Continuing to laugh in amusement Rainbow made sure to keep out of reach as she threw in another few jibes for good measure. With teeth gritting the queen's expression changed as she chose a change of tact and instead offered a teasing tone back to the mare, who in turn spluttered and folded forelegs over her chest, now looking indignant. 
Hiding a giggle behind her mouth at the implications that Rainbow was a so called '~book obsessed mare~' if she had understood correctly, the two started to trade insults between each other, their audience holding various expressions amongst their number. Eventually the appearance of Jessica's guards reminded her of their absence, the three having gone to 'check up on something' once she had woken having otherwise guarded outside through the night. 
To her credit, it took Dusk at least ten seconds before she broke into laughter at the scene presented to her; a lawn full of bewildered ~changelings~ standing audience to a bickering ~changeling~ queen and a pegasus apparently the epitome of hilarity.
Scar and Stoic exchanged a glance between themselves before emitting sighs, the former summing it up nicely when he asked if the children were ready would they be able to get going. It took another ten seconds before Dusk lost it to laughter further, rolling on the ground as Rainbow and Ebony realised it was them he was referring to and not the foals. 
Despite herself Jessica tried to hide the giggle along with the mares near her, Spike's pointing and laughing was not quite as subtle but at least the tension from earlier was completely shattered by this point.
After a brief discussion between the guards and Sparkle resulted in Spike sending another scroll into fiery oblivion, the new ~changelings~ were escorted away by Scar. As he took to the air with the insectile-equines in tow, three more pegasus guards flew in to help, almost looking to melt out of the clouds themselves.
How long have they been there? Is that why Scar, Dusk and Stoic left... because we were being guarded this whole time anyway?
Wondering just how many of the other clouds contained other hidden guards, she was tugged from her thoughts by Sparkle announcing they really should get going. Offering a wave to ~Amethyst Star~ which was returned, and a hug to Bubbles and Espa, Jessica fell into step behind the others. Minder paused briefly before trotting back, reapplying her unicorn-guise before politely thanking Bubbles for her hospitality. Jessica smiled as she watched on, the expression shared with Sparkle while Bubbles looked taken back before mentioning they were most welcome.
Ebony just gave a soft snort at Minder's antics but Jessica could see a small smile pass over her friend's muzzle when she thought no-one was looking. One slit pupil regarded her curiously before noticing that the mare had been spotted, a soft cough escaping before she trotted closer to Jessica, a glossy wing pushing to her back. Leaning back against the cool surface Jessica picked up her daughters gently and smiled. 
Abruptly Rainbow flew off into the sky as they walked along, confusing Jessica in her actions while Spike, Sparkle, and Dusk conversed to the rear of the group. Stoic as always led the way with Minder staying close by, filling the role as second body guard... a strange contrast to her usual personality, something that Stoic found a little confusing himself by his expression. A shy smile was directed his way from the disguised mare as she kept pace, avoiding eye contact where possible. Coughing gently the gold clad guard focused ahead, Jessica suppressing a small giggle at what she just witnessed.
Cute...
A hushed voice whispering near her ear made her jump, peeking to see Ebony as the speaker. Unable to discern everything spoken she at least got the general idea, a smile coming to her lips as she gave a nod to what her friend had spoken of. With a happy chirp up from those in her arms she felt her steps become a little lighter, content with how her life was going so far.
Thank you Ebony, queen or not, you are my friend too and I know you don't want me to leave. 
A sharp crash of thunder made Jessica jump slightly, the foalings in her arms twitching to the sound before an angry shout reverberated from above. Shortly after amused laughter floated down, the culprit being Rainbow as she swooped away from a guard leaning out of one cloud, another darker variant suspiciously hovering above him crackling with discharged electricity. The guard was shaking his hoof angrily at the pegasus, his tail frazzled and blackened before huffing and disappearing once more inside his hide-away. 
Uh...
Dusk seemed quite pleased by this development, raising a hoof upwards which Rainbow smacked with one of her own before puffing out her chest mentioning something about being awesome, a fact that Sparkle could only look mollified towards. Suddenly on the defensive Rainbow directed a fore hoof at Dusk who sniggered and seemed to take the blame for the action quite happily, Sparkle giving an exasperated sigh after before dismissing the issue. From what Jessica could pick up, more to save the unicorn's sanity than anything else.
Stoic most amazingly of all was trying not to smile at what occurred, from what Jessica could pick up from the explanation he gave to Minder was that that particular pegasus guard always followed Dusk around, having something of a crush upon her or the like. Knowing how that was beginning to feel, Jessica felt a shiver up her spine expecting a certain minotaur to appear out of nowhere. After a few seconds of tempting fate she exhaled happy that she had dodged a metaphorical bullet, at least for now.
Once more finding herself walking through the town, Jessica was surprised how well the villagers were taking their appearance today. A few of course gave Ebony a wide berth but there were no slamming doors, barren streets or screaming in hor-
Oh... no wait, there goes that mare again... and she has friends this time.
Now something of a curiosity she watched three mares run screaming down the other side of the street only for Rainbow's exasperated comment of 'oh come on!' to follow after the fleeing equines
More bemused than anything why it kept happening, and always with that particular mare involved Jessica smiled as the rest of the townsfolk... or town-ponies just exhaled and went back about their own business. A mumbled comment from her left about 'ponies being crazy' made Ebony's thoughts on it known well enough, Sparkle's questioning tone got an amendment put onto the end with head gesture upwards of 'all present company excluded, except.' 
To Rainbow's credit, it didn't take her much longer than the previous comment about children to give a sound of indignation while Ebony directed a fanged grin her way. Just happy to see them all get along Jessica pondered as to where their destination could be, now noticing they were heading out the other side of the town along a wider and well worn path. Curiously she shielded her eyes to gaze in the sky noticing several clouds move in a completely conspicuous fashion. Well, admittedly they were actually acting like natural clouds by moving seemingly without assistance which for what she knew so far was... well it was suspicious for this world.
I guess even here I continue to get protection, or is it to protect Ebony? I don't know anymore.
Finding that the thought didn't bother her terribly, except for the additional guilt she was still disrupting others and their normal lives, Jessica smiled down at her two daughters who chirped up happily. Both were enjoying their outing, taking in their surroundings with wide luminescent blue eyes while they made their way down the road to a point unknown.
~~~~~~

"Jess-e-ka!" 
The sound brought a smile to the owner of the name's face before she had even seen the one responsible for shouting. Looking around she found an orange mare waving a hat over her head near a fence on the side of the road, a grin clear across the equine's muzzle. Promptly returning the wave with her free arm she gently set the foalings down with the other, smiling as they peeked up at her confused.
"~Want show off gift?~" Her tone was playful as her adopted daughters gave excited chirps and cantered off towards Apple, clearly approving of that particular idea. Giggling behind one hand Jessica noted Ebony give a small snort, yet the tall equine for the slightest instant held a fanged smile upon her lips. Looking forwards once more Jessica saw the foalings bouncing before Apple, who while chuckling was attempting to get them to sit still long enough for her to look at the jewellery. 
They're so excited...
Her heart felt warm seeing them, the feeling only increasing when Apple's little sister trotted towards the gate with a large red stallion, a sound of excitement emanating from the filly as she cantered over and marvelled at the necklaces. As the rest of the group approached Jessica heard an appreciative whistle from Apple as she moved to nuzzle each foaling in turn, both smiling in delight at her praise. Jessica herself felt a little bashful as a big smile was directed her way with a firm nod of the pony's head, the mare's thoughts on the issue readily apparent
A voice from above echoed the approval, Rainbow circling before giving a hoof wave. Before Jessica could even return the gesture the pegasus was off in a contrail of colour, bursting off in another direction entirely. Seeing the perplexed look now settling upon her face, Sparkle explained that Rainbow was heading off to get ~Fluttershy~, for what reason though the unicorn remained tight lipped over. 
"~Miss Jess-a-ka?~"
Blinking at the sound of her name, especially spoken by an unknown male speaker she turned her head to see the impressively large stallion looking sheepishly towards her. With one fore hoof pawing at the ground he drew in a deep breath, moving the fore limb to instead rub at his orange mane nervously. 
Why does he... 
Recognition struck her like a brick to the head, she remembered the beast of an equine pushing her down into the grass the first time she had arrived in this area, restraining her during her panic attack. The nervousness upon Apple's face also made an appropriate amount of sense when Sparkle mentioned that the stallion was her brother.
"You pinne-... ~Twilight Sparkle~ can you please translate for me?" A small rush of anxiety filled her, she felt spikes of anger towards him, fear also present but at the same time curiosity at what he wished to say. A small nod was given by the unicorn but with one caveat attached.
"Jessica call me ~Twilight~, all friends do." The smile that went with the comment made Jessica forget her mixed emotions for a second, giving a small nod of consent to the request before speaking.
Friends... Oh!
"Okay ~Twilight~, but you have to call me Jess in return." The smile given from ~Twilight~ was enough to show what she thought of this, the two coming to an agreement. Turning Jessica looked at the stallion, now aware Apple was biting her lower lip looking a little anxious, green eyes peering between her brother and Jessica. The foalings seeing their mother looking a little unsure quickly returned to her legs to rest forelegs against shins, their young voices chirping upwards to try and cheer her up. With her anger melting away almost instantaneously, she picked up her daughters to nuzzle them softly, smiling wider as the gesture was returned. "~Thank you, mother is alright.~"
Setting them back down, both now sure she wasn't upset they trotted over to the stallion if a little hesitant. Shyly they showed off their necklaces which made the large red equine look startled, an eyebrow raising as Apple nudged him in the side with a foreleg. She explained what they were and their relationship to Jessica which made him relax somewhat, exhaling as he offered a tiny, yet earnest smile downwards. 
"~Big Macintosh~ does not talk much outside family... but he is good ~stallion~, he very sorry for scaring Jessica." ~Twilight's~ words caught Jessica's attention, looking from the unicorn to the stallion and his interactions with her daughters. ~Apple Bloom~ at that moment was excitedly directing his attention to their necklaces as he gave a single worded answer in the affirmative, Jessica's daughters chirping happily at his approval. 
I can't hate him... That's not fair to him or anyone else when they were just trying to help.
Apple's eyes looked imploringly up towards Jessica, the mare gazing back at her brother while Ebony stood to the opposite side of Sparkle, regarding the stallion with narrowed eyes. Minder however approached ~Big Macintosh~ a little nervously, her voice gentle as he regarded her with a little suspicion when her eyes flashed blue, yet she continued to retain her disguise. Unable to hear what Minder was saying, Jessica watched as Mayari and Tala moved closer to her, chirping excitedly as she blinked when a smile came to her lips, nodding her thanks up to the stallion who gave the smallest of grins.
"He was doing what he thought was needed, and while he did scare me... and... while I know I can not be angry at him for it, I am still annoyed." Sparkle blinked at Jessica's words, the others watching as she sighed softly after speaking to place hands to her hips. "But... tell him, ... tell him that I do not hate him, and if he is ~Applejack's~ brother, then he must be a good person... er, horse... pony... stallion!" 
The purple unicorn slowly digested the information, nodding before a relieved smile came to her lips as she deciphered the words. Speaking to the others in equine there was noticeable relief upon Apple and her brother's face while ~Apple Bloom~ talked excitedly to Jessica's daughters, enquiring if they wished to play.
Mayari and Tala seemed to pause, offering a questioning chirp up to their new mother who smiled back down and gave each a soft stroke over their heads.
"~Can play, mother will watch, be here.~" With her words their eyes lit up and they cautiously approached the taller filly, only for her to get a warning from Apple consisting of their shyness and easily startled nature. A long sigh escaped ~Apple Bloom's~ mouth before she replied that she wasn't going to startle them, speaking instead to the two foalings, their exhilaration clear.
Mayari chirped back, the bow wearing filly looking confused before mentioning she couldn't understand, Tala offering a more meek sound which only confounded the other foal further. It was Ebony who finally spoke up, ~Apple Bloom~ jumping in surprise at the sight of the tall bug-mare having snuck up behind her, yet the queen kept her voice soft so not to frighten. 
I think Ebony has a soft spot for children as large as I have.
Watching on curiously, Jessica spied her friend explain that the two foalings were still learning how to form words in the equine tongue but could still understand most, if not all that was said. The filly looked confused by this before rubbing under her muzzle, putting forth the question if they could nod or shake their head instead as an alternative. With a soft chirp the two foalings looked at one another before Mayari nodded with a wide fanged smile, all three foals looking excited now.
A sudden scoff from Ebony directed towards ~Big Macintosh~ got a few glares her way before a sigh escaped her lips. Looking towards the stallion she gave a small dip of her head, her words surprising all except Jessica. ~Twilight~ gave a small smile afterwards as Apple issued a 'tsk' prior to grinning. Peeking to the side Jessica saw Stoic gain a tiny upward curl of his lips, although he hid it well behind his half eaten apple. 
Ebony, you didn't have to thank him for apologizing and helping me too... now I feel awkward.
Even with her inner thoughts she felt warmth radiate from within her heart. The feeling only intensified as she giggled spying her daughters being shown how to get apples into the basket by ~Apple Bloom~. Minder and Spike watched close by as the two foalings nuzzled an apple across the grass and then attempted to get it up into the container. Several tries were given until with the two working in tandem they managed to roll it up and in.
Jumping about on their hooves at achieving their goal the others kept tactfully silent that in the time it took them both to get one in, ~Apple Bloom~ had almost filled the other basket she was using. Regardless Jessica applauded her daughters, both bouncing over to chirp excitedly up at her, clearly proud of how they helped. Unable to help herself she scooped them both up, a warm smile dominating her face as Apple gave an amused chuckle at their efforts. A promise of when they got older they could come help on the farm was met with two sets of wide delighted eyes, which in turn led to a little chuckle from ~Big Macintosh.~
My wonderful girls. 
Her heart swelled with pride as Ebony leaned in to nuzzle them both, the affectionate gesture returned earnestly. Seating herself on the grass Jessica let her daughters down to continue helping, Apple and her brother bucking several more trees loose of their produce. Eventually the others joined in retrieving the apples, Jessica included until an excited voice gave Pinky away before she was even noticed.
Brushing the grass off of her skirt, Jessica stood to regard the new arrivals, smiling when she saw all of the familiar faces, some of which she had only become acquainted with yesterday yet all held a friendly expression. Jewel was in deep conversation with Flitter as they walked, the look on Rainbow's face was telling on how she found their talk; lowered eyebrows and a mouth wide open in a guttural sigh were rather... obvious signs of boredom.
If there is one thing Rainbow clearly is not, it's subtle.
What got Jessica's attention was Pinky mentioning something about a party and being '~super happy-cited~' whatever that was, only for Rainbow to push a hoof to the mare's mouth to stop her saying anything more. Curious about this development Jessica found herself being greeted by the approaching equines, two small foals she met last night bounding past the adults to greet ~Apple Bloom~, the three fillies looking thrilled before Mayari and Tala tilted their heads curiously at the young equines. 
With the new arrivals Apple and her brother ceased kicking the apple trees, moving instead to greet the others although ~Big Macintosh~ remained almost as stoic as, well... Stoic, that is with the exception of the small smile he wore. Jewel and Flitter curiously put a question towards ~Twilight~ once they were close enough who answered with a smile and nod, stepping aside for them to see Jessica just as her two daughters moved beside her feet. A loud squeal of delight came from the white unicorn as she trotted over, lowering her head down to regard the two foalings with deep blue eyes. Flitter also approached with Pinky close behind, all three gazing closely as Mayari and Tala gave questioning chirps. 
Ebony perked one ear before Minder trotted over and explained to the foalings why the three were so excited, Jessica smiling as both young foals then proudly displayed their necklaces. A friendly nuzzle was given to both from the three before they looked up and congratulated Jessica, a small blush crossing her cheeks as her daughters trotted over and were picked up, now hugged gently to her chest.
"~Thank you ~Rarity~, never can thank too much for what did.~" Her words were spoken with clear sincerity catching the unicorn off guard. A soft smile was offered back before the mare dismissed the effort mentioning it was a pleasure, the addition about doing something for a mother to give her daughters was always a delight also thrown in.
"~T-Thank you... 'Jessica' hope she make good mother.~" Her nervous words were discarded with a wave of Jewel's front hoof and a supportive toned voice, Pinky seconding the unicorn's words as they proclaimed she would do fine. Flitter gave a more quiet reassurance but looked no less happy as the three fillies were pulled from their chattering to question what the commotion was about. 
Apple went about explaining to her little sister and her two friends at this time, Jessica picking up several terms but unable to ascertain much due to the various conversations now taking place. Feeling a little bashful she felt Ebony's comforting presence beside her as a glossy wing pushed to her back accompanied with a smile. 
"~You will do fine.~" The words from her friend meant everything to Jessica as she smiled and gave a shy nod. Stoic, having finished his apple by this point gave a small nod in her direction, all that was required to communicate the quiet and steadfast guard's feelings on the subject. Now finding her smile growing she was surprised as Pinky and Jewel were currently lamenting their inability to go with the others, a comment that confused Jessica greatly. 
Can't go... where?
Now beginning to suspect this wasn't their intended destination for the day Jessica watched as Flitter shyly offered to stay behind so Jewel could go, the unicorn trying to argue before Pinky gently pushed her forward much to the mare's surprise. A 'tsk' was given from Rainbow before she pointed out all that Jewel had done, Jessica picking up words for house and preparations but failing to fully understand what they were referring too. The unicorn, still unsure had Apple and ~Twilight~ also support her coming along, Jessica now completely baffled as Ebony rolled her eyes.
Her friend's insistence that they make a decision so they could leave was returned by several annoyed expressions in her direction, the bug-mare following up with a grin and also seconding that Jewel should go. With a long drawn out sigh the white mare nodded and conceded the point, ~Big Macintosh~ trotting off with Pinky and Flitter as they waved and promised to meet up later for the '~big surprise~', of which, again Jessica had no idea what they were referring to.
Is she going to surprise me again like at the tree house?
Musing on this she gave a smile as Scar returned, the stallion landing while several other guards flew over head and vanished into the distance. Strangely enough he talked to Ebony just out of Jessica's earshot, the bug-mare frowning before giving a curt nod and gazing at Jessica before looking resolved and gazing upwards at the additional pegasi. 
What are they talking about?
Blinking as she became woefully lost in the twists and turns of the conversations and events, Jessica was surprised when a small clawed hand pushed to her leg. Turning to gaze down she saw Spike offering a toothy smile upwards, Mayari reaching down to try pawing at him was met with a little laugh as he tried to explain what she had missed. They were going to be going for a walk to see something, but that was all he was allowed to say; the addition of Pinky screaming out something about 'forever' as she wandered off only adding to the confusion.
... I don't want to know what that is about.
A long sigh was given before she realised that no answers were going to be given, the equines were evidently holding their cards close to their chests so she would just have to wait and see. Thankfully with the return of the guards it was decided to start or else they would be late, another reference to something Jessica was unsure of. The frustration must have been present on her face due to ~Twilight~ offering an apologetic smile and flip through her books.
"Sorry Jessica... but it is a surprise. Please bear with. No want surprise ruined." The mare's words elicited a soft exhalation from Jessica before she nodded, a relieved expression forming over ~Twilight's~ face. Soon with Stoic leading the way they began to walk down a dirt road, surprisingly it looked rather new due to how the ground was churned up at the edges. Confused by this she noticed Rainbow grinning at her, the pegasus promising that the surprise would be awesome.
I guess I will have to wait and see...
With Ebony on one side of her, and ~Twilight~ on the other Jessica found her curiosity growing as to what this surprise entailed, not to mention exactly where they were heading. With Jewel, Rainbow and Apple conversing behind her she found herself a little amused by Minder and Stoic walking together near the front. A small giggle given by the disguised ~changeling~ made Ebony chuckle, Jessica hiding a smile at how relaxed Minder was becoming with the guards compared to how she used to be.
A comment from Dusk in the rear made Jessica look over her shoulder to see Scar being nudged gently by his sister, the stallion exhaling softly while Rainbow's ears perked. With mention of him having a crush brought up the cyan pegasus tuned in and flew back, a teasing tone sneaking into her voice as she tried to question who it was. Jewel took interest as well, a guessing game beginning to form between the two while Scar gave a scowling expression, this only egging on Dusk further mentioning she only promised to never say exactly who it was.
Wait... where had Dusk been this entire time?
Only just realising the bat-winged mare had been absent until just recently, she found herself wondering just where she had been. Filing it away for later into the now incredibly large pile of 'stuff that doesn't make sense', she resumed instead watching the dynamics of the group as they travelled.
It seemed with Minder being off limits to teasing, as much as Bubbles and the foals were, Rainbow and Dusk were happily homing in on a new target. Of course, it was when three young voices sounded intrigued that Scar deadpanned and shot his sister a nasty glance. ~Sweetie Belle~'s cutely inquisitive voice was hard to ignore while Scar tried to remain elusive, thankfully for him a distraction was provided as he went on the offensive.
A sly grin came to his face as he nudged Dusk, the dark guard blinking in surprise to his words before her ears lowered and an annoyed look dominated her face. While several guards flew over head for reasons unknown there was a singular highly suspicious cloud traversing the skies slightly behind their group. His diversion working, Dusk looked towards Rainbow and asked for another favour, forelegs folded over the confident pegasus's chest matched her comment it would be no sweat, a grin plastered over her muzzle making Jessica a little nervous. 
What is... oh.
~Twilight~ winced while Rainbow flew off in a blur to retrieve another cloud and push it towards the suspicious condensed water vapor. The response was immediate as the inhabitant of the cloud, having learnt his lesson last time flew off in a hurry, panic written on his features much to Rainbow's amusement. Dusk gave a thankful comment upwards which was dismissed by the other pegasus, a grin offered as she flew back to above the the group now looking rather proud of herself.
Is... she not going to get in trouble for trying to electrocute the guards?
Jessica's inner thoughts were verbalized by Apple, Rainbow blinking before Dusk and Scar eased any fears, Scar in particular looking not at all happy at the retreating guard flying back towards ~Ponyville~, a mention of discipline entering his voice. From there the inquisitiveness of the three fillies was piqued and they started questioning, Dusk for once caught off guard as her cheeks burnt red and tried to explain something about a crush and not being interested in the least.
Suppressing a giggle at the usually unflappable guard being on the defensive Jessica was surprised by how serious Ebony looked, her friend looking to be deep in concentration while ~Twilight~ looked over in worry. Mayari and Tala gave concerned chirps before being soothed by Jessica, ~Twilight~ also working to settle the two foalings. 
What is Ebony worried about?
Ebony's worried look was noticed by the mare who smiled back at Jessica, her expression returning to normal as they continued walking. Knowing she would get no answers, the girl sighed and found herself suddenly giving a loud squeal as a thunderous roar ripped through the air. Silence lasted for several seconds before a muted sniggering slowly gave way to uproarious laughter, Dusk falling onto her side and folding forelegs to her chest.
Several baffled looks were given her way until a significantly frazzled and soot covered pegasus guard shakily wavered in the sky. A cough of ash escaped his muzzle alarming Jessica until Rainbow soothed her worries, the pegasus along with ~Twilight~ helping to communicate that winged equines were largely resilient to several elements to help with their weather control. Relieved with that information she watched where the guard had come from, now aware where Dusk had been and what she had been up to.
Oh... that is just not nice.
It seemed that the persistent stalker guard of Dusk's had wandered into a trap upon returning almost immediately, several dark crackling clouds having been hidden amongst their white fluffy cousins within his path. Rainbow had indeed found the funny side in the 'prank', although Jessica had reservations considering what would probably be electrocution for any other species could be considered a 'prank.'
Given no-one else seemed overly worried about the matter she let it drop as they waited for Dusk and Rainbow to collect themselves, Jessica aware that things worked very differently in this world. Despite herself she couldn't help but giggle as the lightning conducted guard in his literally shocked state bumped into another dark cloud. Shielding her eyes from the resulting discharge she heard Rainbow and Dusk burst into more hysterics, now joined by Spike as he rolled on the grass. Soon the three fillies were trying to hold back their laughter as the guard screamed about how his love will give him strength to shield his flower.
The reaction from Scar and Stoic seemed to instantly shift to nervousness as Dusk immediately snorted, her laughter forgotten. Dust erupted from her takeoff as she launched into the air, a dagger somehow now clasped between her teeth which... oddly enough didn't impede her ability to shout threats in the soot covered guard's direction. The age old adage 'discretion is the better part of valor' seemed to come into effect as he gave a girlish scream and flew with impressive speed, trying to escape the wrath of the night guard.
Watching the odd game of cat and mouse being displayed in the air above them, several of the group tried to hide their amusement. Rainbow by this point had tears in her eyes, murmurs of 'sweet blossom' and 'beloved flower' escaping her muzzle between bouts of laughter. Scar decided to explain a bit better, mentioning their families had tried to set them up a year ago until, well... their family decided it was simply not going to work. It seemed the other half of the equation was still hung up on the idea much to ~Aurora's~ disgust. 
Parents trying to step into their children's love life... So many things similar to parts of my world and yet so very different...
After several more laps around the sky Dusk finally let him get away without a flaying, landing to slip the dagger back into a hidden slot upon her armor with impressive dexterity. Silence pervaded over the group as the pegasus reigned in her anger only for a small snigger nearby to make an eyelid twitch upon her face. Jessica watched as Rainbow pushed a hoof to her mouth, trying so very hard to restrain herself as tears rolled down her cheeks... yet alas, it was not meant to be.
"~Sweet blossom!~" Laughter erupted from the cyan pegasus as Dusk had a flash of annoyance flow over her face before, much like Ebony earlier she went on the counter-attack instead. A sly fanged smile slid over her face as she made a passing comment that it must be hard being the second fastest around. This abruptly got Rainbow's attention, the laughter ceasing as she gave a cry of indignation, flying up to give an expansive amount of hoof gestures with words accompanying that she was the best there was. The small orange filly backed these claims up without a moment's hesitation, Rainbow shooting her a big grin while the two other fillies sighed and rolled their eyes.
Wait... what is Dusk doing?
Ebony seemed interested as Dusk looked amused, moving like a cat as she trotted with the group, refusing to answer to Rainbow's demands until relenting finally to gesture towards Apple. For her part the ~earth pony~ looked stunned, pushing a hoof to her chest with a simple question of 'what?'
Dusk went fully on the offensive now, mentioning that it was okay for a pegasus to be slower to a normal pony, ~Twilight~ and Jewel both slapping their foreheads with a hoof, clearly aware where this was going even if Jessica had no clue. 
A puff of Rainbow's chest was met with an assurance she could beat Apple no problem, the orange pony taking offense to this, each proclaiming they would easily beat the other in a ground race despite a draw yesterday. Now completely baffled, Jessica watched as ~Apple Bloom~ supported her sister while ~Scootaloo~ was clearly in Rainbow's court. Soon, much to Jessica's added confusion the two were lined up side by side while Spike stood nearby with a claw raised in the air. 
Waaaait... they're not going to...
As Mayari and Tala watched on with clear interest Spike lowered his claw and the two mares took off, their legs pumping as they galloped off into the distance. A look at ~Twilight~ for clarification was met with a slow shake of the mare's head, her expression said it all, it was simply not worth explaining. Jewel gave a drawn out sigh as she remarked on their uncouth behaviour as the dust clouds spilled off into distance, well, Jessica assumed that's what she meant with the lessons from Fleur on social etiquette coming in handy.
Dusk however gave a grin towards Ebony, the look returned at how the mare had effectively diverted the pegasus's attention so readily. Cheers followed from two of the fillies as the racing equines disappeared into the distance, the group slowly walking in no particular hurry to catch up.
Say what you will about this place, it is certainly entertaining. 
A smile came to Jessica's lips as her daughters were watching with excitement the disappearing forms, a soft squeeze given to each as she enjoyed the company she walked with. 
And despite everything, I am beginning to like it here more each day.
~~~~~~

Jessica was unsure what amazed her most, the fact they had been walking for what ~Twilight~ said was just over an hour, or that they still had not come across Rainbow or Apple. Looking around she took in the landscape, now realising they were moving closer to the large mountain that housed the castle near the peak, yet at the same time also moving closer to a hill range. Oddly enough the path they were walking upon looked new, the sign of stones discarded to the sides and freshly turned dirt easily hinting at signs of recent construction, or at the very least recently maintained.
Just where are we going?
Despite her brain conjuring up interesting scenarios, some downright malicious such as being sold into slavery again... she found herself not giving into them so readily. Her imagination was finding it difficult to create doubt towards those she walked with, Jessica realising a bond had already begun to form. She trusted them, that simple thought was enough to make her smile. 
They would never do such a thing...
With its vile plan thwarted, her brain instead turned to pondering just where they were heading. It seemed from her rudimentary understanding that they were heading from ~Ponyville~ towards ~Canterlot~ but also slightly to the west, again with ~Twilight's~ help on directions given. They had just crossed a bridge spanning over a river when she blinked, in the distance, roughly where she had spied the clearing from the train was something that bewildered Jessica.
Blinking she found herself now being smiled at by several of the equines, yet Minder and Ebony both looked as surprised as her. In the distance were a flurry of guards flying around, multitudes more of the unicorn or normal variety on the ground. Spotting their group caused two familiar faces to make their way over, golden armor gleaming as the female pegasus smiled while her ~earth pony~ counterpart reported in to Scar. Seeing this the mare gave a salute, the guard listening as they spoke, although mention of two 'crazy mares' running through caused a long sigh to escape Jewel and ~Twilight~.
I thought they were still with the ~Mayor~, why are they here?
Dusk found it all considerably more amusing, Spike seconding that opinion and also wondering just how far they had gone. Rainbow's voice from overhead startled the dragon as she swooped down looking a little worse for wear after her impromptu gallop, for what Jessica could only assume had been for the entire duration. Apple trotted over after, a smug look upon her face while the pegasus grumbled quietly, something about if she could use her wings it would have had a different outcome.
A grinning retort was given before Jewel cleared her throat and stomped a hoof garnering everyone's attention. A bright smile came across her face as she gestured to Jessica and the accompanying ~changelings~, a nod of understanding coming to the others who stopped their bickering to now smile as well. The three fillies looked confused before their eyes lit up, gazing about their question of whether this was the place or not met with a nod from ~Twilight~.
This is where we- wait... what?
Jessica chewed on her lower lip while Mayari and Tala chirped curiously, there was something odd about the place. Ebony and Minder looking at each other in their silent conversation only validated her growing suspicions. Mingled among the crowd of guards were a multitude of equines, most wearing a band about their left foreleg as they performed various tasks around the area. A few glanced in their direction before noticing the group, murmuring passing between each, until like a ripple on a pond it spread amongst the workers. 
Soon all those sporting a gold and silver band trotted over, all bowing before Ebony who gave a snort from her nostrils, an eye roll accompanying the action. One by one green fire erupted around the thirty or so subjugated equines until all were revealed to be ~changelings~ a few fanged smiles given Jessica's way. Unlike the ones outside Bubbles' house these... she found it hard to explain, but she knew them.
"~Yes.~" Ebony's nod towards Jessica's quizzical expression validated her thoughts, they were who she suspected. Mayari and Tala chirped happily as she set them down, the foalings bounding towards the ~changelings~ who smiled and admired the girls new necklaces. Several nods were given Jessica's way as she blushed, a smile coming to her lips. 
They're the ~changelings~ from the castle... but how? Why?
Several guards looked over before going back to their work as Scar gave a nod in their direction. Equines not wearing the bands continued to labour but spared nervous glances over at the group now, specifically Ebony who smirked at the attention. 
"~Princess Celestia~ and ~Luna~ sent here to help while Jess here." ~Twilight's~ voice from Jessica's left made her look seeing the unicorn smiling and explaining. "They want help, owe Jess, want serve Ebony... they want a home." 
As a smile slowly crept along the gathered mare's faces, Spike grinned as well while amazingly, as if they had rehearsed their voices spoke in unison. 
"~Surprise!~" 
Jessica blinked, her eyes starting to mist over as she looked around the area. There was definite signs of construction all around them, several half complete and a few complete structures rising up. A path was continuing to be created by three stallions while a unicorn mare and male pegasus were painting a building, one of several having the same treatment she noted. She didn't need them to tell her what this is, she could already tell as Ebony leaned forward to grin, nuzzling her shoulder.
"~Home.~" The single, simple word spoken from her friend summed it up. There were only five buildings she could see, but one in particular stood out amongst the others. Walking slowly towards it the ~changelings~ parted allowing them access as she rested her fingers upon the wooden door, situated upon the surface was her name etched in what she presumed was silver, underneath rested the symbol that Jewel had put upon her clothing. A loud sniff came from her nose as she looked back, Jewel nodding as the door handle glowed followed by the door opening.
As if in a daze she entered, Mayari and Tala keeping close to their mother's feet as she had her suspicions confirmed. All the items and furniture she had bought on the outing with the others were situated within, set up as if someone had already decorated the room. A mixture of dark green, black, and sapphire blue was used for the internal colors, several instances of the symbol upon her clothing also spread around along with Luna's and one she was not familiar with. 
T-This is...
While the guards remained outside, Jessica explored the house as that was what it was... a house, her house. Moving through the main room she found the kitchen and then a staircase leading up a level at the side of a small hallway. Curiously she ventured upwards, picking Mayari and Tala up before making the ascent as they too looked around curiously. Jewel seemed to be holding her breath while Jessica found five rooms upstairs, one's purpose was obvious with a large shower that made her blush softly, her love of them no huge secret. A nudge from Rainbow towards Apple made both chuckle as Jessica also spotted a toilet at the end of the hallway.
Sparkle and Jewel followed close behind while Rainbow, Apple and Minder instead went back downstairs to continue exploring. The three fillies followed after, curious questions following as Jessica heard their voices move down into the kitchen and living room. Swallowing loudly she trailed her fingertips over the next door, eyes threatening to spill tears as her fingernails found names etched onto the surface, 'Mayari & Tala'. Pushing it open she gasped at the sight of two beds set up, various furniture and a few toys placed around the room. Yet...
When did they get them here?
The source of her confusion were two simple items, on each bed near the pillows rested a slightly dusty plush toy. At the sight of them her daughters chirped happily, being set down they clambered upon each bed and gnawed at their respective soft toy's ear. Jessica held a hand over her mouth, tears spilling down her cheeks as she took in the sight of Mayari and Tala residing on... their beds, looking so happy and proud of themselves. 
A muffled sob broke through her fingers as alarm spread amongst those in the room until Jewel offered a small smile realising the meaning behind Jessica's reaction. Pulling her hand from her mouth Jessica revealed a smile despite the tears rolling down each cheek, concerned sounds from her daughters preceded them moving off their beds to rest fore hooves to her legs. Bending down she hugged them closely to her body, nuzzling each affectionately. 
"~M-Mother okay... j-just happy... n-no know how repay.~" A smile from Jewel and ~Twilight~ followed by a head shake as Ebony lowered her head, rubbing her muzzle gently against Jessica's cheek. Her friend's words explained it was part of the conditions with Sunny and Luna, that Jessica would receive a real home, a place to call her own. A way to thank her for how she will feed the ~changelings~, for their long term plan to hopefully bear fruit. 
T-This is all too much... I... I can't ever...
A soft tugging at her skirt made her aware of Spike who was asking if she wished to see her room. A question died on her lips as she found herself nodding numbly, Jewel and Sparkle leading the way before opening the threshold for her. Much to Jessica's amusement she saw her name and Ebony's written in her language engraved on the door, a look at the tall insectile-equine was met with a sheepish grin. Stepping inside she found Luna's banner hanging over an impressively large bed, easily big enough for Ebony to lie on in her natural form, along with Minder, Bubbles... her girls...
T-This... they all... h-huh?
Her cell phone that she had left at ~Canterlot~ due to lack of battery power was situated upon a vanity, yet it was the silver bracelets resting beside with a small note that caught her eye specifically. Walking over she picked up the paper with trembling fingers finding it was written in the equine language, ~Twilight~ instead reading it out loud from memory given Jessica's inability to decipher the scribbles.
"Darling, you had horrible start to Equestria. Let today be formal welcome. Signed..." Three jewels rested where a normal signature would be with a scribble nearby that Jessica presumed was Jewel's name in their tongue, ~Rarity~. The note wavered in her fingers before tears rolled down cheeks again, a sobbing laugh escaping as she turned and threw her arms around Jewel, the unicorn flinching before smiling. Soon a foreleg was wrapped about Jessica's neck, letting her hold for as long as she wanted.
"~T-Thank you... 'Jessica' thank you much... so much.~" ~Twilight~ gave a smile while Mayari and Tala nosed gently to their mother's legs. Eventually they made their way downstairs, the new bracelets slipped onto her wrists after noticing that her mother's and her own name were both engraved inside, along with Mayari and Tala... the small extra additions making her feel like the luckiest girl in the world to have such good friends.
Once they reached the ground level she had almost dried her eyes, the gift of the bracelets, clearly newly crafted having struck her deeply. She felt such deep gratitude for Jewel she couldn't word it, but she also knew the others had parts to play in this as well. ~Twilight~ had obviously had her hand, or hoof with helping with various other matters such as the etchings. There was also Flitter, who probably had influence with the task given how much time she had been spending with the white unicorn.
And the princesses...
It went without saying they definitely had a large part to play in this, obviously with the funding and she had a very clear suspicion Luna was working closely with the project. The most telling fact was that her room upstairs had resembled her one at her mother's house... in fact, a lot of this place was familiar to her. As soon as her eyes had fallen upon it from the outside she had known, it wasn't exact but the key points were there. The two levels, how the kitchen was semi joined to the living room... the shape...
Luna...
Tears threatened to spill again before she rubbed her eyes with a free hand, trying to distract herself by seeking out the others. Oddly enough she could hear them, their voices muffled until her eyes went wide. 
T-They didn't...
Leading the way she moved through the living room into a small hallway, heading down past a large painting of three flying pegasi that Rainbow had picked out to see an open entrance near the end. Swallowing audibly Jessica walked in, breath catching in her throat. The piano in the corner, the desk slightly askew from the wall, the large window dominating the side giving a view into an admittedly still being dug garden...
This was her mother's music-study room, her eyes going wide, barely even noticing the three fillies balanced on each other's backs, between the three of them attempting to reach a flute on a desk while Apple told them to behave. Her fingers trailed over the bookcase, each she knew without being able to read the spines that they were all music related, a bashful comment from ~Twilight~ confirming the fact. Blinking she noticed one book in particular that Rainbow was currently observing, Jewel telling her to put it down making the pegasus huff until she realised the importance. 
Wait... that...
"~C-Can 'Jessica' look please?~" Her hand was held out while Rainbow grinned and held the tome forward in two hooves, her fingers gripping it to look at the symbol on the front. She gently removed her hairpin to hold it against the cover, eyes darting between the two before looking at the equines for clarification. 
"~Song book.~" The voice came from ~Sweetie Belle~ who blinked as the others looked at her, young cheeks blushing as she wondered if she had done something wrong. A smile from Jessica led to her thanking the filly who flustered a little further under the praise, ~Scootaloo~ giving her playful nudge before the two other fillies giggled at their peers embarrassment.
Song... so this symbol... it's not Jewel's mark is it. It has something to do with the nickname they called me occasionally... not the bad one, the other...
"~Luna's Melody.~" Her lips played with the name, ~Twilight~ trotting close to smile and try translating. 
"~Rarity~ gave nickname to diss...d-dissuaa- ...stop use of other. ~Princess Luna~ take lots of interest in you, after hearing music told her about it." A small smile came to the unicorn's face as she looked up. "~Rarity~ thought Jessica should have mark like us on clothing, show you have a name before learnt real name, so not be called..." 
Jessica found the equine drift off while the others frowned. Apple and Rainbow appeared the most annoyed, Ebony instead looking aside as her eyes narrowed. 
"W-What was the other nickname, what did ~Blueblood~ call me?" Jessica asked quietly of ~Twilight~ before the unicorn winced and looked aside to answer.
"~Foal-Hunter.~" Apple spat the word out before Jessica blinked, unable to understand until the unicorn took over clarifying. 
"They call you... Hurt Foals?" Struggling with the translation she removed a book from her saddlebags, clearly not wishing to delve into the issue but not about to do an incorrect job regardless. After several tense seconds of flicking through pages she gazed up at Jessica with an apologetic expression. "Hunter of children."
The name made Jessica feel physically ill, now understanding that's what they had been calling her initially.
Yet...
Taking a deep breath she surprised those in the room as she gently stroked fingers over her daughter's heads, both smiling up at the action. The expression returned as she looked at Ebony who was trying to reign in her anger only to blink slit pupils as Jessica smiled at her friend. 
"It is... okay." Directing towards ~Twilight~ she offered a hesitant smile. "I would never hurt a child... or foal. But... how did I ever get such a nickname, I..." Her question was cut off by an angry glare from the unicorn, not at her but from the source of the name.
"~Flim & Flam~ gave nickname, it spread... why the town would have been scared... why when picked up ~Dinky~ it... caused things." Her expression turned downcast before she looked aside again. "Some at ~Ponyville~ had seen show too... why was fearful..." 
T-Those...
Taking a deep breath she tugged in her anger knowing that the emotion might hurt her children, not to mention Ebony and Minder. Gritting her teeth as an alternative she exhaled slowly, most of what she had suffered was directed towards those two stallions... but she couldn't hold onto the anger forever. While that didn't mean she would ever forgive them for what they had done, she wouldn't allow her feelings to hurt those dear to her. Forcing a smile onto her face she smiled and tilted her head, instead changing the subject ever so slightly.
"~Luna's Melody~ sounds prettier though, I like that much more." Her words caused a smile to cautiously come across ~Twilight's~ face before the somber mood was cracked by three high pitched wails. With a loud crash Jessica turned to see the fillies buried under a pile of books that had yet to be stored into the cases, most likely tipped in their inquisitive nature yet thankfully the three were unharmed. Just as Apple and Jewel were about to gently reprimand their sisters they were interrupted by Jessica's giggling at the image, their frowns turning to smiles as she moved to help them out.
Eventually the earlier turmoil was forgotten, enjoying her house as she invited the guards in to have a look. 
~~~~~~

Heading outside, Jessica noticed the soft toys were not about to be relinquished by her daughters. The way they held them it was almost as if they suspected they were alive and might appear somewhere else were they to let go. Giggling she shut the door behind her, marvelling at the fact this was her home, well home to be. Originally suspecting she might have to stay at the castle, now certain facts made so much more sense in retrospect.
Buying the furniture, the items... Jewel spending nights so often with ~Twilight~, working on those plans she had must have been for the interior, and where Flitter and Jewel went afterwards. ~Mayor Mare's~ comment to me... Luna's insistence to look at my mother's home in my dreams... H-How long has this been going on for it to be almost finished by now?
Mystified by what they were doing she realised it wasn't ultimately all about her, but more a place for the ~changelings~ to live as well, especially with the other buildings being constructed with magical and manual labor. Still, the effort put in made her feel... accepted. Jewel having exhaled happily when Jessica had proclaimed how much she loved it, ~Twilight~ also looking delighted. Confusingly however it looked like they were also building an entrance of sorts into the side of the hill. When questioning this she was given a knowing smile from Ebony who seemed quite proud of herself.
After explaining and Jessica blinking in bafflement several times, her friend had given a sigh of frustration and turned to ~Twilight~ to explain instead, a fact Rainbow, Dusk, Apple and even Jewel found somewhat amusing. 
"Shape shifter build... home... underground. ~Changelings~ really good at digging, when build underground home will find metal, gems..." A soft disgruntled groan escaped the unicorn's mouth as she rustled through her saddlebags again, Spike assisting as they continued walking through the sounds of construction. Several equines gave waves and friendly greetings to the mares and Spike, some she recognised from the castle staff, others she had no idea but suspected they were from ~Ponyville~ coming to help out. 
Eventually after much searching for the terms she desired ~Twilight~ continued. 
"Shape shifters will build... nest... under ground, but also live above ground with Jessica and other ~ponies~. Will mine and dig for metal and gems, send some to ~Ponyville~ and some to ~Canterlot~ as payment." A pause was given as Ebony was looking amused with herself, Minder blinking while the equines wearing bands started to gather around. "~Ponies~ will soon start to live here too, start to mingle. Close enough to ~Ponyville~ for easy travel, for Elements to be nearby, close enough to ~Canterlot~ for... guards." 
~Twilight~ blushed a little at the last bit but Jessica understood, especially if the ~changelings~ that had come to Bubbles' house were any indication. Immediately an idea came to Jessica's mind, looking down at Jewel who blinked in surprise to gaze back up through her curls of mane. 
"~Can... send...~" Frustration moved over the girl's features before she looked at ~Twilight~ for help in translating, the mare nodding in assent before Jessica restarted. "Would I be able to send some to ~Rarity~ as payment for all she has done for me?" 
The lavender unicorn blinked before a smile crossed her muzzle, looking over at the confused looking Jewel as she spoke in the equine tongue. Slowly deep blue eyes went wide, the generous unicorn looking slightly taken aback before offering a nod and consent for the idea. Jessica didn't need ~Twilight~ to translate what was said back, the gratitude was clearly presented. Smiling, and glad she could start to repay her debts, Jessica wondered where Ebony had gone, looking around before feeling a cold muzzle push against her back. 
"~Here is our special resident.~" The words from the bug-mare made Jessica fluster as the disguised ~changelings~ clopped their hooves on the dirt and grass in a simile of applause. Her cheeks burned brighter as she felt her feelings for those gathered filter out, feeding them with compassion which they all looked thankful for. Once again she felt a little unsteady on her feet due to feeding so many but the sensation quickly passed. Helped to steady herself by Apple and Ebony, Jessica thanked them both while straightening her skirt. 
Yet before she could explore further or spend more time with the ~changelings~ Jewel spoke up, her tone indicating they should head back or they would be late. Gazing up into the sky Jessica found herself surprised by how much time had gone past, unaware they had been in the house for so long when her brain pulled back her train of thought to go over what was said.
Wait... late for what?
Her attempt to question this was met with mischievous smiles from those present, even Minder looked slightly bashful showing even she was in on it. Now thoroughly curious Jessica waved good bye to the guards and equines, both insectile and otherwise resuming work on the town leaving her once more unsure how to repay them, only to be surprised as several earnest farewells were returned. Several of the guards she recognised from the castle, not to mention the equines. Giving as good a curtsey as she was capable of she squeaked as Dusk gently tugged at Jessica's skirt and laughed at the resulting reaction.
The bat-winged guard mentioned that they knew Jessica was thankful but they weren't doing it for just her, this was something that would hopefully help equines in general, the words causing the girl to blush a little. A nudge from the guard was added as she smiled upwards, slit pupils regarding her fondly. Mention of them all volunteering also caught her off guard, a grin given before the guard trotted off to lead the way with Minder and Stoic, Scar falling behind as Jessica mulled over that information until the three fillies ran past, a passing comment about gardening ~cutie marks~ not going well.
What... what happened?
Behind them she saw a discarded hoe and what, at some point had been a garden in progress now looked as if some form of eldritch abomination had tried to make it a portal into reality. A ~changeling~ and ~earth pony~ both looked flabbergasted at what had occurred, three sets of small hoof prints leading from the hoe to the quickly retreating foals helping to connect the dots.
Apple and Jewel shouted after the three, the two older sisters chasing while Rainbow sniggered behind a hoof, ~Twilight~ and Spike also sharing amusement at the scene. Jessica followed the others with a confused expression on her face, mostly curious if this was a regular occurrence. Shaking it off she smiled, noticing the three looking earnestly up at the two older mares as they approached, a nuzzle given to both while ~Scootaloo~ piped up it would have been a silly mark anyhow.
Why do I get the feeling leaving those three unattended is a bad idea?
Two soft chirps from her arms made her smile at her daughters, both looking up with a happy expression. Pushing the thought aside she simply enjoyed the long trek back, despite her legs starting to ache a little it was wonderful to spend time out of the castle with friends.
~~~~~~

Approaching the town Jessica saw that two things became readily apparent. Firstly, there was no-one around despite the sun still having to set. Secondly, there was... something about those she traveled with which was beginning to make her suspicious. Nothing malicious, but it was clear they were hiding something from her. The only thing so far that had occurred was Spike had ignited another scroll just before they entered the town, and while... understandably strange it wasn't anything out of the ordinary with the dragon.
Every foot travelled Jessica was readying herself for Pinky to launch herself out of a bush or tree, yet thankfully such an event never came to pass. Looking around the empty streets she let the others lead her, a destination clearly in mind. Most telling however was they had all gone oddly quiet, even Rainbow was resisting speaking as if fearing she would spill the secret. 
I... am now officially nervous.
As they moved through the streets she found herself starting to pick up traces of sound which only increased in volume with each additional step. A few looks were given her way as she finally realised what she was hearing, music. Jewel and Sparkle specifically were looking a little nervous, Jessica starting to hear something familiar, a certain tune that got stuck in her ears.
I-Is that?!
The pitch, the rhythm... they were familiar but at the same time also off. The piece was recognisable but at the same time there were errors on several fundamental levels, but this still confused her greatly. A frown found its way over her brow as she tried to listen while they approached, it was almost as if someone was playing the music from memory and not from sheet music, the flute was sometimes off and the harp was...
Was...
N-No way...
The penny dropped as her eyes went wide, she could hear the harp strings being plucked to the melody, yet some notes were out of place. It was jarring but not enough to ruin the piece, the flow still holding even if several bits made her wince ever so slightly. Increasing her pace she also noticed one considerable oddity, the Mozart concerto piece was meant to be played by several instruments, she could only hear three. 
Despite it all she smiled, wishing to confirm her suspicions as the equines with her moved to keep up with her increased walking. The three fillies rushed ahead, Jessica following as she found herself turning into a large open area near a stream. Blinking twice she saw on a large stage just what she thought she would, Posh, Harpy and Flute all playing their instruments while Shades sat at the piano but had yet to play. A glance from Posh as she moved the bow with one hoof garnered a smile as she gave a small nod in her direction.
H-How do they know this... I mean, it's not played properly but how do they know this piece?! W-Were they... did they piece it together this much just from what they heard? I guess it's kind of like the classical-ish music they play but... wow. Really?
Despite the flaws it was still beautiful to listen to, a large hand that clapped her on the shoulder elicited a muted squeal before looking up to see Mino was beside her, a grin upon his face. One of the goats was warily giving Posh a look while the other bleated into the microphone he wore, the music slowly filtering away as the immense crowd, which Jessica only really noticed at this point, stomped their hooves and gave various sounds of delight to the piece. Given their enthusiasm for the piece they were probably unaware of how badly it had been butchered, although Jessica felt she couldn't be harsh on them; it was still beautiful to listen to with a mix of what she guessed was the equine equivalent mixed into the rendition.
Is... the whole town here?
A loud voice sounded out as Pinky erupted from within the mass of ponies and bounced around Jessica, her voice going a mile a minute before she took a large breath when Flitter trotted over, both exchanging a glance. Quivering with energy the excitable equine threw her fore hooves upwards, standing on hind legs with a loud scream of '~Surprise!~'
Soon all eyes turned to regard the new arrivals, several looking a little nervous at Ebony and the foalings before Mino snorted, the action copied by an unimpressed looking Apple and Rainbow. Getting the message three mares in particular wilted slightly while looking bashful before Shades spoke up, her voice amplified by a microphone she held in her magical grasp. Mentions of guests of honor and a proper welcome to Ponyville were mentioned until Pinky quickly made her way on stage and retrieved the device.
In no time at all she had worked the crowd into a frenzy as the mare moved in ways a five year old tanked up with sugar would grow tired watching, yet it brought a smile to Jessica's face. Sparkle and Jewel gave warm smiles upwards as the unicorns shared a glance, finally Spike slipped off ~Twilight's~ back as she cleared her throat, Jewel giving a nod allowing her the honor.
"As note said Jess, you had bad arrival so..." With a tilt of ~Twilight's~ head towards the stage Jessica found Pinky smiling brightly at her, one hoof held in the air as she spoke, ~Twilight~ continuing to translate so nothing was missed. "So this your official welcome to Equestria and welcome to Ponyville party." 
A small pause was given before ~Twilight~ rolled her eyes, Pinky's voice taking on an oddly serious tone although Jessica could guess the context clearly didn't quite match as the unicorn continued. "I am tell you the party at my house was happy to be friends party...so no confusion on the matter." A soft sigh escaped as Pinky nodded seeing the message was passed on, Rainbow and Apple rolling their eyes but all retained a pleased look upon their faces.
Mino grinned as he trotted forward, moving up onto the stage as he took the offered microphone from Pinky, Ebony glaring daggers at him despite Dusk sniggering. His voice boomed out as he held a hand to his ear, the crowd shouting loudly back. Again he repeated the motion, leaning slightly forward as they cheered louder. Finally he pointed at Jessica and gestured for her to come onto the stage, a spotlight forming on her from above as she blinked twice. Gazing upwards and shielding her eyes she saw Rainbow had procured a light from somewhere, a grin on her face as she shined it down.
Wait what.. when did she get... huh?
Encouraging smiles were given her way until Ebony leaned forward, her muzzle brushing to Jessica's shoulder. 
"~They want you to sing.~" Her friend's words caused ice to grasp Jessica's guts, having to sing in front of so many, especially so many strangers made her more than nervous. Two soft chirps were given upwards as she blinked, wide eyed wonder directed her way as her daughters seemed to have picked up on the notion their mother might sing. A glance was given Ebony's way which was met with such an innocent look it tilted all the way into remarkably suspicious.
Oh... that is really low... but I guess there is no helping it now.
Taking a deep breath Jessica steeled herself, pausing to set Mayari and Tala onto Ebony's back so they could see as she moved hesitantly towards the stage, murmuring drifting along the crowd while her friend... no, friends watched on. Pinky had a smile that threatened to split her muzzle as she watched Jessica approach yet as she got close the mare took on a more warm expression, leaning close to whisper into her ear.
"~You will do fine, you are among friends 'Jessica', let them hear your heart.~" Blinking she looked as the mare bounced away, once more back to her hyper active self as if the comment had never even come to be. Once more surprised by the pink equine she smiled watching her situate herself near the back beside the others, leaping about while cheering loudly having at some point obtained party poppers from somewhere. Blushing at her antics she looked back at the musicians, all giving her encouraging nods.
Suddenly realising she had no music to sing to, not that it stopped her before she found herself shocked for a second time as piano music started to play. Shades had her glasses pushed up above her horn, magenta eyes focusing intently on the sheet music before her while soon a harp, then also a flute started to accompany the piano. With a moment's pause Posh gave a nod making Jessica blush as she clasped the microphone tighter. Where they had learned to play the music she now heard was leading to suspicions along with amazement at Luna, Posh, ~Twilight~ and Jewel for their dedication to a project, and how attentive to detail they were.
I can't believe they pieced this together from the music I played... given what they've managed to do despite the flaws this is... amazing. I mean... it's not done really well but... okay Jess, you're stalling...
Taking a long deep breath she closed her eyes, in her imagination she was not standing on an alien planet, but instead in the auditorium at her school. Her human friends and mother sat in the audience as they watched on, the latter cheering and trying to make her laugh. Despite it all she couldn't believe how fitting the song they picked was, knowing it was one she played several times in the darkest moments after Starswirl revealed her fate. A small part of her still noticed the music wasn't correct, the instruments were wrong but... the gesture was still beautiful, and she let the melody tug her into song.
"Let me lie on grasses green... on my mother earth I lean..." With eyes remaining shut, Jessica saw her mother's smile at the words but also started to imagine Mayari and Tala with her, seated in the crowd. Tears started to sting her eyes as she found herself wondering what her mother and friends would think of her new daughters. As the image grew in her mind she felt the song flow past her lips, flowing through verse and chorus.
"Heal me through as I lie... Here with you, heal me through... Let me sleep and keep me close." The song flew from her now, imagining her friends cheering her on but now she saw several equines in the audience, Ebony, ~Twilight~ and the others also watching within her mind's eye. Her mother now held both foalings upon her lap, letting them see how Jessica sung, her lips quivering as she continued to not let the budding emotions ruin the song, realising she was nearing the end.
"Under burning sun... Through my veins she runs... Her and I...are...one." Finishing she felt the tears roll down her cheeks, eyes reluctantly opening to banish the cheering images of the audience away, not to mention the proud look on her mother's face. Strangely however the cheers continued, her eyes going wide as she noticed that the equines were stomping their hooves and raising their voices to the performance. 
It... was such a song to pick, did they know what the lyrics meant? Did Twilight know at that stage? 
Closing her eyes she felt the smile grow on her face, her mother's approval showing through her mind's eye as she gripped the microphone tighter. There could have been no way they would have known it was played so much in her desire to be back on Earth, a song relating to being tied to Earth, to be a part of her. She found herself amazed even as she opened her eyes to take in the crowd once more prior to looking at Mino who was grinning from ear to ear.
They did this... they did this all for me. They must have known... somehow...
A blush came to her cheeks as she looked back at those who had accompanied her with music, a grin given from Shades along with a hoof thrust while the others were a little more reserved in their actions but no less delighted.
T-That's right... even though I am no longer on Earth...
Looking across the audience she saw her daughters in the back, their eyes wide as they looked positively exuberant at their mother's performance. Ebony was smiling along with the others, although Pinky was cheering enough for all of them. Even Apple calling out she did well was soon accompanied by Jewel who blushed and looked demurely around after, pretending to have not raised her voice. Mino took that moment to wander over, a grin on his face as he held his hand for the microphone and gently assisted her off the stage, calling out for the crowd if they enjoyed it which responded with another heartfelt cheer.
Even though I can't do much... I can still sing.
A shy smile came to her lips as Mayari and Tala bounded towards her, their chirps full of excitement as she scooped them up and held them close. With lips brushing gently just under their small horns she enjoyed the cool chitin to her skin, knowing that despite everything the love they felt was real despite their different species.
I have a family...
As Pinky slowly trotted past, a warm smile was given in her direction as Jessica blinked and returned the expression. Moving forward she heard the mare having reclaimed the microphone, her energetic voice once more calling for volunteers to sing. Several murmurs went through the crowd while Jessica sat on an offered bench, Ebony lying beside her as she nuzzled at the two foalings warmly. Surprisingly a small unicorn clambered up beside her and gushed, Bubbles moving beside her daughter to offer a smile upwards as well.
I have friends...
Patting the bench beside her in a clear offer she had Bubbles move up just like old times, complimenting her on her song causing a fluster to burn along Jessica's cheeks. Espa soon was talking excitedly with the other fillies until it became apparent one was missing. Just as she was about to ask Jewel where her little sister was she heard a young voice sound beautifully through the air. Looking to the stage she saw a bashful looking ~Sweetie Belle~ sing, the musicians playing a piece clearly of equine nature yet no less lovely to her ears. 
A rummaging to her right made her notice Espa having clambered up on the bench to join her mother, Jessica smiling as she held both foalings up offering her lap to the young filly which was eagerly accepted. Lying down upon her preferred seat the filly was soon joined by the two foalings who sat beside her, each watching the stage in wonder. ~Amethyst Star~ soon moved to sit beside Bubbles, shyly complimenting Jessica on her singing which only added to the girl's flustered nature. A laugh was given by Rainbow as she rested on her hooves, mentioning it was rather cool before Apple added her voice into the mix. 
I have people... ponies who care about me...
Turning her gaze back towards the stage she added her applause to the appreciation of the filly once she finished, the young unicorn quickly scampering back to her friends before they all bounced excitedly.
Looking forwards again Jessica was surprised when Shades gave a loud whoop and the other three musicians released tolerant sighs. With Mino's help they moved the piano and other instruments off the stage until the curtains in the back were tugged upwards. What Jessica thought was merely a backdrop actually held something she was rather used to now at her stay in the castle. Shades pushed down her eye wear as she sat behind her preferred musical ensemble, slapping a record down as she raised her fore hooves in the air. 
A loud chorus answered her back as she grinned and directed her hoof towards Pinky who blinked and looked elated. Soon the large speakers set up either side were blasting out tunes, the pink mare singing loudly as she moved around the stage, others eagerly joining her in singing the melody. Giggling Jessica enjoyed the spectacle, finding herself drawn in if only to hum along. Strangely a beautiful sound caught her attention, looking to the left she saw Ebony in the midst of humming along with the song before realising what she was doing. 
Minder just smiled while Flitter gently complimented Ebony only for the queen ~changeling~ to give a soft strangled noise from her throat and quickly clam up, her face burning brightly as she refused to continue. After the giggling had finished Jessica leaned to hug her friend softly, a smile given her way until they returned to enjoying the concert through most of the night. 
I have a home.
Gazing skyward a glimpse of guards flying over head hinted at something more, Scar and Dusk noticing as well as they gave small grins between each other. For a brief second Jessica could have sworn she saw a familiar silhouette resting upon a cloud, observing the events far below. Her suspicions were confirmed when the dark princess held a hoof gently before her muzzle, indicating Jessica to keep her attendance secret. Giving a small smile and nod upwards she returned to watching, enjoying ~Twilight~ singing next.
And I will do my best, I owe it to them to do nothing less.
Time seemed to slip away, the moon rising high into the sky and yet the beautiful music enjoyed with friends and family continued long into the night.
~~~~~~

Jessica found herself leaning over the balcony, observing the castle gardens and the activities below while she waited. It had been a week since the concert and she was once more back in ~Canterlot~. Despite several incidents, primarily another run in with ~Blueblood~ she felt oddly at peace, the other nobles either giving her a wide berth or making efforts to talk with her... or at the very least give a greeting when they saw her; which, given how she had been treated prior was infinitely more preferable.
Her mind turned back to the incident with the white unicorn who had almost cost her one of her daughters, even before she had admitted to herself that's how she saw Tala. ~Blueblood~ had approached her once she returned to her room on the second day, a full complement of guards surrounding him but this time she knew it wasn't for his protection, but for her own. Scar had immediately looked distastefully in his direction while her daughters had displayed fear, hiding closer within her arms. Jessica herself would have been more nervous if Sunny, no... ~Celestia~ had not been nearby, her face unreadable.
The regal hybrid went on to explain that in the interests of punishment for his crimes it was up to Jessica to decide how he should be dealt with. The responsibility had surprised her, yet she knew she was not the one who needed to decide. Looking into her arms she gently stroked over Tala's head, the more shy of her daughters looking upwards with a whimper.
With Sparkle nearby she had translated what was wanted, Ebony who was physically restraining herself from mauling the male unicorn communicating for the foalings. Ultimately Tala only wanted one thing, one thing that tore at Jessica's heart. The simple desire for the stallion not to hurt her again.
~Blueblood~ looked almost ill at that comment but had taken a deep breath and stood firm, looking upwards at ~Celestia~ who had nodded, a hint of a smile coming to her mouth. From that it was agreed upon that the stallion's punishment would be to assist with the ~changelings~ village being set up, providing physical labour until it was complete. This made the unicorn blanche slightly before he took a deep breath and nodded formally, shame sliding over his features before he apologized again and trotted off with the guards escorting him until he was out of sight.
Ebony had scoffed at the punishment but ~Celestia~ had just smiled knowingly, the two speaking privately which at least had the benefit of her friend's mood improving somewhat after.
At least she had gone off the idea of using him as Manticore bait...
Amused by the mental image that went along with her thoughts, Jessica smiled brightly at seeing those she had been patiently waiting for. Walking into the front gate were the faces of her friends, having come to visit her while the ~changeling~ town was finished, plumbing and the like still being sorted and wouldn't be finished for another month, or so she had been told.
A loud cry of delight came from within the courtyard as Pinky entered, Rainbow giving a loud groan at her friend's antics before smiling and flying up to give Jessica a friendly nudge on the shoulder. With everyone back to their normal lives only Sparkle and Spike remained at the castle instead of going back to ~Ponyville~. Granted Posh, Flute and Shades were still around but Harpy had remained in the town, yet another of those visiting today with all the others along with ~Bon-Bon~. 
Three excited fillies also bounded along the courtyard while Jessica smiled, turning to look at Ebony who stood behind her, Rainbow and the bug-mare already having traded a comment or two. Mayari and Tala rode upon Ebony's back as they started making their way down the hallway, Stoic falling into pace behind while Dusk and Scar had seemingly returned to their duties, of which she was still largely unsure although it seemed to have something to do with the other guards. She missed them both, but they still always found time to visit her, sometimes several times a day. 
As her feet impacted upon the tiles she passed Fleur and Snooty, both heading to their quarters and giving a smile and greeting to Rainbow which was returned, a comment of keeping Jessica out of trouble met with a laugh from the couple. Huffing softly Jessica gazed up at Rainbow who replied with a mischievous grin, mentioning she had a way of attracting trouble, a point she was forced to concede with... if a little reluctantly. 
Her excitement to meet her friends made Jessica increase the pace, Minder making her way from downstairs to join them, the lower levels still where the other ~changelings~ were housed but at least no longer remaining behind bars. They were however limited to downstairs, but had several items added to keep them occupied. They were also allowed to come up into the castle if Ebony was with them or several guards accompanied, another firm reminder of how far relations still had to progress, a fact Jessica was uncomfortable with yet still understanding over.
Disregarding the depressing thought she took the steps two at a time to exit out into the courtyard, smiling as she saw ~Twilight~ and Spike with the others conversing, the unicorn having been the one to go meet them at the train station. The musicians were all together again, although Shades was already situated half way into a hedge much to Harpy's amusement. From what Jessica could understand it had something to do with a comment about Posh enjoying too much of the luxury food, a volatile comment that even Jessica could concede was not in the mare's best interests to voice, however true it might be.
Upon being noticed several greetings were given, a blur of purple bouncing into Jessica's legs as Espa held her forelegs up, clearly desiring to be carried. Bubbles gave a soft laugh at her daughter's antics as the filly was gladly held in Jessica's arms, the girl smiling as she enjoyed the company of everyone back together again. Apple, Jewel, and Flitter all smiled brightly upon seeing her, pulling away from their conversation with the others to ask how she has been going and to give the two foalings a fond nuzzle upon Ebony's back. Pinky however was already discussing plans for a party, several good natured sighs escaping the group before giggles closely followed. 
Looking upwards Jessica spied Luna watching from above upon a balcony, her sister beside her as they both gave a smile down at the gathering. Smiling back she offered a wave upwards, a nod given by ~Celestia~ while Luna offered a small forelimb wave back. A loud smash from behind singled that either Shades had put her hoof in her mouth once more, or Bubbles had accidentally broken something. A glance upwards saw ~Celestia~ tactfully looking away with a warm expression stuck on her face, despite the tiny twitch in the corner of her eye which was noticeable even from down on the ground.
With Luna laughing softly at either the scene or her sister's expense, Jessica could not deny that at that moment she felt... content.
As she walked towards the main entrance of the castle with the others, she knew the reasons why this was so. Despite it all, despite everything that had occurred to her, the injuries, the fear, the pain... it had all led to this point. She would never give up a way to return home, but she would no longer disregard what she had here, she would find a way to retain her family and still see her home world once more. Despite how selfish the dream might be, despite how when trying to get everything, you risk losing all you have she saw no other alternative.
She had friends here, family and despite all that was left behind on Earth she could no longer just push one aside for the other. A creature now with a foot in two worlds, she knew she was needed here but at the same time this was not her home world, no matter how much she was becoming used to it. Yet above everything there was one thing she knew without any doubt.
She was no longer just a lone voice stranded amongst strangers.
She belonged.
And ultimately, that was all she could ever wish to be.

	
		Chapter thirteen: Epilogue



It was a beautiful day.
The term itself might be a little trite, even perhaps considered to be over-used, but Jessica could think of no other way to describe that particular morning. 
Getting breakfast ready for others was something novel that Jessica was still growing accustomed to, the experience made even more special by the fact she was doing the act in her own house. As she used the knife she held to cut an apple into quarters, she found herself musing over the knowledge that this was her first ever home of her own, even if on an alien planet. Gazing out the window she saw in the dawn light the first of the ~changelings~ making their way towards the mines, all wearing the gold and silver bands that allowed them to be identified, even when disguised.
A wave was given through the window and a few pleasantries returned, even the newcomers were warming up to her now... thanks in no small part to Ebony giving no quarter on the subject. A little amused by how protective her friend could be, Jessica moved onto grabbing a bowl from a nearby cupboard to prepare another specific meal, now that the other dishes had been completed. Moving to the table she set up four places, one of which should be returning from his walk, while the other two could appear, quite literally in fact she discovered, at any time.
It had been a month since the village had been completed enough for them to move in. The plumbing was finished, which had been the primary concern at the time, and the other buildings were now getting the finishing touches applied. After a wonderful housewarming with all her equine friends, not to mention Spike and Luna also attending, she had finally started getting used to life in the village. Despite it all however, there still remained a degree of awkwardness in being one of the only non-~changeling~ and non-guard living there, yet even that situation was no longer quite as daunting as it had been initially. 
Feeding the growing 'hive' was also becoming a bit of a mission, especially given the numbers were ever increasing with each day. Ebony, not that the mare would ever admit it, was clearly beginning to get tired of greeting every new ~changeling~ who pledged allegiance to her, at least in Jessica's eyes. Thankfully most of the new arrivals were cordial enough, while the small number that looked down upon Jessica never lasted too long in their attitude once Ebony, or surprisingly, the other ~changelings~ got involved. 
While mulling over these facts, Jessica had continued to get the morning meal ready. Sounds from upstairs brought a smile to her face as she made three coffees, the aroma a welcome visitor to her nose. Granted it tasted far different to anything she had ever had back on Earth, but caffeine was caffeine and she couldn't deny the desire for it. Finally with the salads and fruit ready, and the toast set upon a plate, there was only one thing left to do. Reaching up into the top cabinet, she removed a basket of precious gemstones, selecting a couple to place inside the bowl she retrieved earlier. Returning the gems up into where she kept them hidden, Jessica finished setting the table to look over her handiwork.
"~Perfect.~" The equine word flowed easily from her lips, and while far from proficient she at least had progressed significantly in the journey to mastery of the language. With a glance out the window she made her way to the door, timing the opening just right to greet two equines as they approached.
"~Bastion, 'Minder', welcome back.~" Jessica's tone was pleasant as a disguised Minder smiled warmly, while Stoic, or ~Bastion~ as she had come to know as his equine name, replied with a tiny nod which spoke volumes. As both ponies entered Jessica couldn't help but tease, if only a little. "~Did you both enjoy the walk?~" 
The blush that blossomed over Minder's blue fur was enough to almost be incriminating, the mare now in the habit of getting up early to spend time with ~Bastion~ when he went around to check on the guards. The stallion for his part coughed softly and fought valiantly against the slight fluster coming to his face. Impressively, only a slight hue peeked through the fur before he was once more his normal, stoic, self. 
Hee, I really shouldn't tease them... but it is adorable.
Before an apology could be made a large flash erupted from outside, several ~changelings~ jerking in mid-step before exhaling. After the initial surprise a few shot unamused expressions at the new arrivals that now obstructed their way. At the epicentre of where the light originated, stood a somewhat sheepish looking ~Twilight~. Spike, who was also beside her, was meanwhile apologizing to several bug-like equines that their abrupt appearance had brought them in the path of.
"~Sorry, sorry guys... or girls, uh... as you were?~" Spike tried to direct the flow around the two of them while a few guards exhaled, the ~changelings~ taking it all in stride by this point. Jessica was mostly impressed by how ~Twilight~ could just... teleport places; the first time it happened had caused the girl to almost have a panic attack. 
Given how I used to react around magic, I can understand why she never did it in front of me until recently.
The unicorn for her part smiled softly, offering a few apologies of her own before trotting inside, Spike following behind offering one last apology before the door was gently shut. 
"I'm glad you both could make it." Jessica smiled as Twilight sniffed the air, taking in the aroma of the prepared breakfast while offering a warm expression in reply. By this point, ~Bastion~ and Minder had started to pick up a few words here and there of Jessica's language, but for now conversation was only able between a handful of mares. Two of whom were still in ~Canterlot~, which left ~Twilight~ as the only other... and as Jessica had predicted, had become almost fluent far before she herself had in the equine tongue.
"Thank you, we would have been here sooner but ~Owlowiscious~ and ~Spike~ got into an argument over who was cleaning up later today." A pointed look was given towards the young dragon who, despite being unaware of the context of the message, had heard his name and that of the owl, inadvertently putting two and two together. 
"~Hey, it's not my fault he kept asking who was meant to... be... doing-... argh.~" A claw met Spike's face as he realised his folly, Jessica having to restrain a giggle, well aware the owl only ever uttered one word. Excusing herself, possibly to hide her amusement at what she had heard, Minder changed back into her natural form and made her way upstairs, Jessica blinking at the sounds starting to emanate from the second level. 
With a questioning look from ~Twilight~ as she removed her saddlebags, Jessica moved to the table taking one of the seats, the other offered to Spike who clambered up. 
"~'Ebony' offered to do the bath for 'Mayari' and 'Tala' this morning while I get breakfast ready for guests.~" A small nod was given at Jessica's words before a wince passed over the mare's face at the sound of Ebony calling out to Minder for help. "~I am sure they are fine.~" 
With the mare not looking overly reassured, although admittedly nor was Jessica, they all sat down to begin eating breakfast. Given she was one of the only creatures living within the village that ate food and not emotions, it was always nice to share a meal with others. Sometimes she would make something for the guards but they rotated often from the castle overlooking up in the hills, either by flying if able or via chariot. Stoic was the only one who had permanent residency, chosen by ~Swift Dawn~ and ~Celestia~ to be her appointed guard, not that Jessica had any reservations about their selection.
At least the guest room is being used.
Spike for his part was salivating upon seeing what was in his bowl, Jessica having selected from several flawless gems that had come from the hive in progress. The rest, along with another few items, were currently sitting in a resilient backpack near the door for her next trip to see Rarity. With great relish the dragon thanked her and bit into a large topaz, the sounds of appreciation spilling out around shards of the currently being consumed gem. Some even made it half way across the table until ~Twilight~ reminded him of his manners.
No matter how often I see that, it's always amazing to see.
Due to her being semi-alone in the village for want of dining partners other than ~Bastion~, this routine of sharing breakfast had become common place over the last couple of weeks. Truth be told she actually rather enjoyed it, and the company was always nice. Occasionally Rainbow would also... invite herself over, depending on where she was currently flying with her training that day, or where she had decided to lounge for a nap.
The morning where the pegasus had been found slumbering within the tree planted outside her house was always a point of amusement with Ebony. This was primarily due to how the task of waking her had been taken upon by the bug-mare.
I am still certain that levitating my daughters up there to nip at her ears was... while adorable, not very nice.
Pulled from her musings, Jessica found ~Twilight~ enquiring as to how their food supplies were going. Given that there were still no grocery stores or alternatives within the village, all the food had to be brought in by pegasus or wagon. Despite Jessica's willingness to go get her own food the others would have none of it, so by this point she found arguing with a princess and several other equines - present company included - was relatively pointless, especially when Ebony got involved as well. 
Pointing out that current supplies were relatively good, at least for a few more days, the matter was dropped. Jessica didn't quite want to bring up how some of the ~changelings~ were trying to take up fishing, primarily due to... their lack of finesse. Regardless, their continued efforts were for no other reason than because Jessica liked that particular type of food, so they wished to supply it. Of course her reservations were quickly dispelled when ~Twilight~ had noticed a few with fishing rods upon arriving and queried about the issue, not to mention how they were doing in this endeavour. In response, Jessica could only sum it up in one word; hilarious.
After delving further into the subject at Spike's urging, she skipped most of the details but did mention that once becoming frustrated after several minutes, the ~changelings~ usually tried zapping the water to pluck out fish. ~Twilight~ in response had sighed good naturedly, apparently aware of what trying to magically grasp randomly into bodies of water would do. The end result was that the involved parties always ended up extremely wet, with only one or two fish to show for their efforts, more from luck than skill. Every time, Jessica could not bring herself to dampen their proud looks, especially given that having to do such a chore would most likely not be in any of their skill sets.
"~They do try to look after you don't they?~" Twilight offered a smile around the piece of toast she had bitten into, Jessica offering a shy blush in reply. 
"~I guess they do... I am food source for them after all.~" The girl's comment was met with a disagreeing shake of ~Bastion's~ head as ~Twilight~ swallowed before putting her own view across.
"~It's not that 'Jessica', they do it because they care. Well, at least most of them do. I guess that... yes, some unfortunately do see you as just their food source.~" A warmer expression was given by the mare as a few greetings sounded through the window nearby, a few from the guards but also from several of the leg band wearing ~changelings~. "~You're hope to them, and you actually genuinely care... from what 'Ebony' and 'Minder' have told me, that isn't something that has really happened before outside of a few rare cases, although admittedly I am still researching on that particular part.~"
Jessica could only sigh softly at that, she had been told the same thing rather often but never really allowed it to sink in. Although, she was mildly amused by the admission of ~Twilight~ researching the subject; the mare really did put herself whole heartedly into whatever endeavour she set her sights on. Yet, given Jessica had no way to base her experience off, this was all normal to her in how she and the ~changelings~ interacted. They had become like a very expansive family, growing in numbers every week. Her nicknames for them were also starting to take off amusingly enough; inadvertently it had become something of an honor to earn one from her, or otherwise earning one from Ebony. 
Names are important to them, that's what Ebony said. A ~changeling~ earns his or her name through deeds, until then it is considered just another '~pupa~', just like all the rest of the un-named.
Amused in the knowledge her small hobby that initially was used to retain her sanity was now becoming something rather important to a culture, Jessica soon found herself again distracted by the sounds coming from upstairs. This time everyone seemed to have heard it, or at the very acknowledged it and by the expressions on at least two of those at the table, it was evidently a most unusual sound. Jessica, however, was more than acquainted with it, especially over the last week.
"~Nuuuuuuuuu!~" 
"~'Mayari!' No! Careful... careful, no don't d- ~"
Spike blinked twice and looked upwards, rubbing his small snout clear of gem fragments as Ebony's voice sounded out from above. The accompanying sounds of water splashing did not bode well for how the bath was going.
"~ ...Should we... be, I don't know... worried about that?~" The young dragon's question hung in the air until light hoof steps reverberated through the ceiling, moving to approach the stairs.
"~'Mayari', get back here!~" 
Despite the smile growing on her face at the knowledge of what happened, she still winced at her friend's stern voice. A small laugh from ~Twilight~ showed she at least understood what was going on, even if Spike continued to look perplexed. 
"~Nuuuuu!~" 
Sounds of splashing, Ebony's strangled outburst, and Minder laughing softly all was a prelude to a very wet and distressed looking Mayari cantering down the stairs. Missing the last step in her haste the foaling tumbled over before righting herself, scrambling for purchase on the now slick floor. 
Oh dear...
Slowly, almost sullenly trotting down the stairs, followed a remarkably wet Ebony, making the verdict of who exactly was supposed to be having a bath unclear by her current state. Suppressing a giggle, Jessica watched as her daughter finally got all four legs under her and galloped along the floor to rest fore hooves against her mother's chair, starting to whimper upwards. Spike meanwhile was covering his mouth, valiantly trying to restrain his amusement at the sight of Ebony dripping bath water from every inch of the mare's body, her hair so saturated that not a single curl remained.
"~Laugh and I will eat you.~" The threat drifted across the room before, with as much dignity as she could muster, Ebony made the move to flip the wet hair from her face. It was a valiant attempt, but doomed to failure in being so water logged it simply fell once more with a fluid filled slap against her muzzle. A soft snigger escaped, then a chuckle and soon Spike had fallen from his chair, clutching at his sides and trying to draw oxygen into his lungs between the laughter. 
"~Terrific...~" With one word summing up her situation, Ebony exhaled while Minder followed down the stairs with a clean looking Tala seated upon her back. Curiously the mare looked between the amused dragon and her queen, a deadpan look given her way easily cut off any question she might have put forth.
"~Momma? Bath?~" Torn from the scene before her, Jessica looked down at her adopted daughter, the small foaling pouting up towards her. Reaching down with one hand she stroked softly over the cool surface of Mayari's cheek, a questioning gaze given towards the annoyed looking queen in the room. "~I guess Mayari still want me to do her baths. Is it okay if I do so?~"
Ebony's eyelids half lowered while her voice took on the most neutral tone Jessica had ever heard. "~No... please, I adore getting the bathroom and myself more wet than the foal I am attempting to bathe.~" 
Okay, that was an almost impressive amount of sarcasm.
A soft giggle from ~Twilight~ was hidden behind a fore hoof, instead moving her focus to try and get Spike to stop his rampant laughter. Finding herself immensely glad this was not one of the mornings that Rainbow had decided to invite herself for breakfast, Jessica picked up her damp daughter and sighed in a good natured fashion.
"~'Mayari' you will have to let 'Ebony' and 'Minder' give you bath sometime. I can not always do it.~" Jessica's words were met with a whimpering gaze up at from the foaling in question, a small nod given before Mayari swished her tattered tail softly.
"~Know... want momma though.~" A soft chirp followed the young foal's words before Jessica sighed and smiled at her guests, moving to take her daughter upstairs to hopefully, have a more successful bath.
"~Please excuse me, I won’t be long.~" A few nods and consents were given her way, Ebony however was by that stage pre-occupied with restraining Spike to the ground with magical binds. As Jessica made her way up the stairs she passed Minder, a smile given to the mare as Tala noticed where her sister and mother were going. Not wanting to be left alone, the insectile-filly chirped and slipped off the older equine's back to quickly trot after.
The last thing Jessica saw before she reached the second level was Ebony smiling maliciously down at the pinned dragon. As Spike squirmed and tried unsuccessful apologies, the queen ~changeling~ was using her magic to wring out the sopping wet mane onto his head, ~Twilight~ all the while trying hard not to look amused at his comeuppance.
~~~~~~

Moving a towel over her daughters, Jessica smiled as both wriggled closer against her as the fabric was gently rubbed over their smooth chitin-covered bodies.
"~Better girls?~" Her question was answered with two happy chirps as they gazed upwards. Tala, despite being the more co-operative of the two with Ebony, had decided she wouldn't miss out having a bath with her mother and as such had happily clambered into the tub with her sister, much to Jessica's amusement. A gentle tap on each of their muzzles was given as she removed the towel, smiling warmly down at the two foalings.
"~I love you both, you know that right?~" The words came natural to her now, the small bug-like foals, her daughters each giving wide fang-filled smiles in return as they nodded.
"~Love momma too!~" Mayari, the more adept at learning the equine tongue was quick to respond, while Tala instead nuzzled closer to Jessica's lap. 
"Love mommy." The shyer of the two daughters’ was the one who picked up on her native tongue the easiest, of course at the moment only knowing a handful of words... yet those she did know were in Jessica's eyes the most important. A giggle came to their mother's lips as she stood, placing the towel into the hamper to wash and hang up later, still having to get used to the lack of a washing machine. 
So many things the same, yet even more are different. 
A small part of her almost missed the maids and butlers from the castle, but she couldn't deny the feeling of satisfaction in doing a job herself. With a smile at her children she found them both scampering for the door now, both clean and eager to see the guests. Following close behind she found them about to canter down the stairs, a clearing of Jessica's throat stopping both in mid step.
"~Girls, remember what said about the stairs.~" A pause was given as they both digested their mother's words, looking at each other before looking upwards as the epitome of innocence. With a good natured sigh Jessica smiled, a hand placed to her hip. "~We go slowly down the stairs or we might hurt ourselves, right?~" 
Two quick nods were given followed by a chirp each, then, with deliberate slowness they gingerly slipped down each step. Being so small it was more of an amazement really that Mayari had not hurt herself at the pace she went down prior, but there was one thing Jessica had discovered about her daughters... their carapaces made excellent protective covers for any little accidents. 
Still, I fret... so it's better to be safe than sorry.
Watching them take the stairs one at a time given their diminutive size, their mother followed close behind after grabbing her backpack that had been earlier positioned at the top of the stairs. Slinging it over one shoulder and feeling the contents shift within, Jessica moved down behind the foalings to gently aid them with each step, hearing conversation drift up from the ground floor in the process. 
"~Princess Celestia mentioned that she is very impressed with some of the minerals and gemstones your hive has been finding, Queen 'Ebony'. Oh, and Rarity is also very thankful for the gold dust and baby blue sapphires 'Jessica' sent last week.~"
"~Firstly, I told you not to worry with the title when talking to me. I get it enough from the others, and secondly...~" Jessica made her way downstairs just in time to see Ebony replying to ~Twilight~, the royal ~changeling~ waving a hoof dismissively. "~'Jess' is the one who sends the stuff to the unicorn, not me. Thirdly- "
"~'Ebony', her name is Rarity. Be nice.~" Jessica's words cut the bug-mare off as Ebony exhaled, almost making a point of ignoring the small glare she was on the receiving end of from Spike. Regardless, Ebony did look a little chastised at Jessica's words, a fact that didn't go un-noticed by ~Twilight~ as the unicorn's frown at the previous comment turned instead to an amused smile.
I really don't know why they started getting annoyed at each other again, I think I will need to ask Rarity next time I see her. Come to think of it, I think it had something to do with Rarity wanting to make something pretty for Ebony to wear... oh... wait, yes... that would have caused friction.
"~Yes, yes... Rarity. And thirdly, it was part of the deal for 'Pagasa' to be set up in the first place, why would I not honor my end of the deal?~" Ebony paused for a second, then two, the silence starting to pervade the room even while Mayari and Tala bounced around Spike, the dragon suddenly having two excited foalings to occupy his time with. Just as ~Twilight~ was about to speak again Ebony interjected, almost as if waiting for that signal to continue, "~and besides, they are my hive... of course they will find the best.~"
A long sigh escaped the unicorn's mouth before she seemed to resist the urge to place a hoof to her forehead. Taking a deep breath she glared at Ebony, only for her eyes to dart to the side to see Minder and Jessica both looking slightly apologetic and also amused, the penny dropping shortly after.
"~I really wish you wouldn't try to get a rise out of me like that.~" ~Twilight~ exhaled as Ebony gave a wide grin before moving to nose each of the now clean foalings, the bath incident long forgotten. 
"~Well, I wouldn't if it wasn't so easy.~" The comment was closely followed by Ebony waving a hoof slightly as she stood upright. "~But for what it's worth, thank you for helping Jess out as much as you do.~" 
~Twilight~ just smiled and gave a small nod, becoming quite used to Ebony by this point. Jessica however was still a little bemused at witnessing how her friend behaved, it was almost like she put on a mask sometimes and only a very small amount of people, or ponies were allowed to see the other side to her. Granted, she did know for a fact that Ebony could be very sarcastic, snarky and cynical at the best of times, but... the mare was also capable of great acts of kindness, and always wanted the best for Jessica in particular.
Not to mention her fears, and how protective she can be. It's like she has been putting on an act for how a queen should be... but drops it around us, her family.
Leaving the others to converse Jessica moved to get ready for her outing, today being something special she had arranged with ~Twilight~ and Spike earlier in the week. Satisfied she had everything needed, Jessica moved to hug both her daughters, giving an affectionate nuzzle upon each of their heads. 
"~Mother will be back later, behave for 'Ebony', 'Minder', Spike and Twilight, okay?~" Her words were met with two little pouts before both nodded reluctantly, a chirp given in response. Spike, seeing their dampened moods asked if they had any new toys to show him, both becoming excited as they galloped for the stairs.
"~Slowly girls.~" 
Jessica's warning was met with reduced vigor as they both slowly clambered up the stairs, amusing several in the room with their actions. A hug was given to Ebony next, the mare nuzzling her shoulder affectionately before looking concerned.
"~Are you sure you want to do this...?~" The question from Ebony made Jessica sigh softly but give a nod in response.
"~I need to do something, don't worry I am not going anywhere yet.~" Despite her reassurance, Jessica knew her friend was still unconvinced. A wave to the others and a farewell was given as she opened the door, making her way outside as she slipped on her footwear.
I need to do this.
Feeling the weight of the backpack, Jessica made her way through the small village to where ~Twilight~ had arranged for the meeting place to be. It was needless to say that she was thankful for the unicorn and Spike offering to assist babysitting the girls while she was out, but at the same time it still amazed her how attached she had become. 
I still can't believe they're my wonderful daughters.
A few greetings and smiles were given her way as she wandered through the town, again, some from the ~changelings~ and some from the guards. A few questions were also given her way about the notable absence of ~Bastion~, but as she explained, he was guarding the girls today at her insistence the night before. However, in return there was a deal made that she would receive escort from another, yet none of the guards seemed to know anything about it.
Odd... I wonder who-
"~Hey 'Jessica!'~" 
Blinking at the sound of her name, Jessica looked around only to finally turn her attention upwards, a broad smile crossing her lips at who the owner of the voice was. A bat-winged guard flew down to land beside her, stretching before offering a mischievous grin. 
"~Aurora! Wait... are you my guard?~" Jessica's question was met with a nod from the mare. Several greetings were also given, and returned ~Aurora's~ way from some of the stationed guard, prior to her trotting to lead the way out of the village. Jessica quickly moved to keep pace with the pegasus, aware that she had not seen the guard for at least a week due to whatever was keeping her busy in ~Canterlot~. Realising the mare must be busy, she felt a small amount of guilt for pulling her away from her duties. "~I am sorry if I burden.~"
~Aurora~ tsk'd softly at the follow up comment, trotting ahead before pausing to gaze over her shoulder. With one slit pupil peering through the lopsided bob of a mane, the mare exhaled loudly prior to speaking.
"~What do you want me to say 'Jess', that you're a burden? If I didn't want to do this, do you think I would?~" A grin followed before ~Aurora~ flapped her wings once before folding them in close. Resuming trotting, she made her way along the path leading towards ~Ponyville~, Jessica following behind slowly until the mare's voice caught her off guard. "~Didn't you know?~"
Huh?
"~Did I not know what? That you would not do this if you did not wish to?~" Her question was met with a laugh from the night guard, a detour abruptly being taken off the path as several clouds seemed to lazily drift, trailing behind the pair. Moving into the forest Jessica felt confused by the mare's cryptic words. Silence pervaded for several agonising minutes, remaining very much aware of how ~Aurora~ enjoyed taunting and teasing, but never maliciously to those she considered a friend.
She must be meaning something else... but what?
"~About us.~" The comment caught Jessica's attention where it was focused on the clouds that floated above, her mind having been absently wondering how many guards were contained within each. Looking forward she saw ~Aurora~ had stopped, now sitting in a clearing with cat-like eyes staring at Jessica intently. "~Oh, no-one ever told you?~"
At this stage Jessica was perplexed, moving to stand under the shade of a tree before slipping the backpack off her shoulders, realising their current location must be the meeting place. She then gazed at the mare, curiosity having reached a crescendo by this stage. "~No one told what?~"
A laugh escaped the mare until the all too familiar grin slipped over her muzzle, regarding Jessica for a second before indicating her to sit with a hoof gesture. Gently seating herself on a clear patch of ground, the girl listened intently as ~Aurora~ cleared her throat and banged upon the eye situated on her chest armor.
"~I am captain of the Night Guard, or Princess Luna's Royal Guard depending who you ask. Although you might have guessed that already.~" At Jessica's shocked expression ~Aurora~ sniggered before looking genuinely surprised. "~Really? No-one told you that... I can't imagine why. Oh, well then... the next bit of news will be extra special!~" 
S-She's in charge of all the bat-winged ones, I knew she must be somewhat special due to how the others reacted to her... but... why then was she my guard? I guess that's why Dusk was so busy when she got back to the castle, but why did no-one tell me? Was it due to me... feeling guilty over it? I guess I do... but then, Scar was busy too... wait...
"~Is... ~Swift Dawn~ Captain of the pegasi then?~ Jessica's question was met with a scoffing sound from ~Aurora~, her eyes rolling theatrically before she kicked at the dirt with an armored hoof.
"~Oh, I wish... no, think bigger.~" The mare's comment was worded in such a way that invited Jessica to take a guess, however before she could open her mouth ~Aurora~ continued. "~No, my brother used to be the Captain of the pegasi. Now he's Captain of the Royal Guard, recently promoted after Shining Armor's move to the Crystal Empire. Shame, he was kind of cute... although spoken for. Oh, uh... please don't tell Twilight I said that... that would be... awkward.~" 
Bwah... Scar... I mean ~Swift Dawn~ and ~Aurora~ are that important... and they were guarding me? Why would they... am I taking them away from their duties? Why would...
Noticing that Jessica was more focused on the other issues than ~Aurora's~ slight fascination with the former Royal Guard Captain, the mare frowned before coming to realise what the real issue eating away at Jessica was. 
"~'Jess', we all volunteered for it.~" A look of confusion came to Jessica's face at ~Aurora's~ words, blinking curiously.
"~You did? But... why when yo- ~" Once more finding herself cut off by the Captain, Jessica became the recipient of a wide, fang-filled grin.
"~Well, for those two, Princess Celestia asked them to watch you, and they did. But after 'Ebony' seemed to... well you know about that part... after that incident in Baltimare, Swifty really took a shine to you. Can you believe he actually kept that scar over his muzzle instead of getting it healed, to remind himself that he almost failed in his job to guard you?~" A pause was given as the mare sighed a little, a soft chuckle escaping shortly after. "~That's just like him, and just between you, me, and the woodland creatures... my brother really does impress me sometimes. Even if he is a goof.~"
He... did that for me? I can't believe he's keeping it for that reason... Wait, he's considered a goof? I guess... in the standards of the other guards I have seen like ~Bastion~ I guess he would be. Well, the ones in golden armor at least...
"~So, Bastion originally guarded you based off... well, we won’t go into that, but after he saw how frightened you were initially, and then later how you reminded him of his sister... Truth be told, he was the first to volunteer to remain one of your guards once we got to Canterlot again. Swifty was close behind, their reasoning was they knew you, and you were comfortable around them.~" A grin split along ~Aurora's~ mouth as she continued to speak, recounting something as she tapped under her muzzle shortly after. "~Oh and don't think he's staying with you just because of 'Minder', although that is something I must tease him on later. No, he chose to do so because he likes you, and with Bastion that's a rare honor indeed.~"
Digesting this information, Jessica tugged her knees closer against her chest as she sat. Chewing on her lower lip, she admitted to herself that yes, on occasion she had wondered about why they had chosen to remain with her, but eventually had merely put it down to them being given orders to do so. Knowing that they had volunteered certainly put a whole new spin on it, a smile slowly coming to her lips at the new found knowledge. Her question directed to the mare caught ~Aurora~ off guard, clearly not expecting Jessica to be quite so forthcoming. "~Why did you decide to stay my guard as well then?~"
"~Me?~" The newly revealed Captain hummed and tilted her head this way and that. "~Because you and those around you seem to attract fun?~" 
A long pause followed before Dusk grinned and stretched, becoming seated upon her hindquarters once Jessica's patience was about to give way. 
"~Honestly? Because Princess Luna told me about you and directed me to go help you out once we learned about 'Ebony'.~" A hoof was held up to forestall any questions as the mare continued. "~Which turned out to be fine. But... really, the reason I chose to remain your guard is, I like you. You're a nice girl, you're vulnerable but when the chips are down you can show some backbone. You try despite the situation you're in and ultimately, I can't fault that. Plus, I got to annoy the crap out of a changeling queen and hang around the Bearers constantly, how often do you get to do that even as part of the guard?~"
Jessica couldn't help but laugh at the last part, unsure if ~Aurora~ was merely joking or serious... but that was part of the mare's charm. A smile was given across the clearing before fingers teased the newly reapplied streak of blonde in her hair. 
"~Thank you Aurora. I really enjoyed having you and Swift and Bastion with me.~" Jessica stood, brushing off her skirt before a rogue thought struck her. "~Wait, I remind Bastion of his sister, what she like?~" 
~Aurora~ winced slightly at that before looking aside, shifting on her front hooves as wings folded closer to her back. Several seconds passed before the mare sighed and directed her gaze back towards Jessica.
"~She's a nice filly, you two would get along but it's really Bastion's place to say.~" From how the mare spoke, Jessica felt she might have stumbled onto something raw. Thankfully any awkwardness was dismissed as the sound of large wings flapping caught their attention. Gazing upwards she saw a dark silhouette fill the sky, ~Aurora~ grinning as she stood to attention as she also noticed the arrival. Slowly, with demure grace the large ~alicorn~ flapped her wings once and settled upon silver clad hooves, teal eyes regarding Jessica fondly.
"Is good see Jessica again." The owner of the name smiled brightly at Luna's greeting, ~Aurora~ instead chose to roll cat-like eyes as they used a language she was unfamiliar with. Amused at how the tables had been turned in certain situations, Jessica playfully stuck her tongue out at the guard only to receive a fanged smirk in reply. Turning her attention back to the princess, the girl gave a small bow, although the smile never once left her face.
"It's good to see you again Luna, thank you for coming on such short notice." Jessica said while reaching into the backpack, and after a brief rummage, pulling out a stack of papers with a bashful smile. "These are them."
Eyeing the presented items warily, Luna gave a soft sigh before trotting closer, her muzzle softly pushing to Jessica's hair which caused the girl to smile shyly. With a look of questioned permission, Luna then gently plucked one from the pile with her ethereal aura and read over the contents of the paper. Eventually she lifted the paper up to reveal a photograph underneath, unable to hide the small smile that came to her mouth.
"Are sure about this?" A raised eyebrow accompanied Luna's words as she met Jessica's gaze. 
No... but, I have to do something. No matter how futile.
Not trusting herself to speak, Jessica only gave a small nod in response, Luna in turn giving a sigh before smiling warmly as she moved to the center of the clearing. Gently addressing ~Aurora~ to make sure no-one entered the vicinity, the guard saluted and flew off into the sky; Jessica at that point noting that the clouds which had followed her then discharged several pegasi and bat-winged equines who moved to set up a perimeter.
Okay... a few more than I thought.
"~Jessica, we have no way of knowing if these will even reach their destination, nor, even in the best case scenario that they will be found.~" Switching back to the equine language, Luna pawed slowly at the ground, creating a small circle in the dirt. One of the notes was hovered down upon it, folded nicely and placed delicately upon the surface. "~Although I am sure you have been made aware of this fact by now.~"
Jessica could only nod silently, shifting nervously as she thought about everything that had led up to this moment. She knew that Luna and ~Celestia~ were both trying to find a way for her to get back, but ultimately the progress was slow, although not in any part due to their lack of effort. Especially since all they had to go off was some vague ideas and what Luna had gleaned from the spell Starswirl had cast. 
But... there is no way of knowing if it will work, or where it will go.
There had been a few tests conducted so far, small scale to try and replicate what Starswirl may have cast but it presented two fundamental problems, problems that ~Twilight~, ~Celestia~ and Luna had all talked to her about at the castle. Firstly, while the item had vanished they had no way of knowing where it had gone, its destination untraceable as it tore through the boundaries of dimensions, space, or time. Secondly, and most importantly, they had simply no idea if the item had arrived safely. 
For all they knew from their attempts, the item may had gone into another dimension entirely, and as ~Twilight~ stressed, even if it had made it to Earth, there was so much more to account for. For one, from what ~Twilight~ had learnt from Jessica, Earth didn't stay still, so there was a high chance it would appear in the emptiness of space. There was also the issue of where it would appear. Would it materialize in the air like Jessica did, or would it appear in the ocean, or in the middle of the wilderness...
So many variables... it could have just been dumb luck that got Starswirl to Earth the first time on the ground. When he brought me here, I appeared in the sky...
Still, knowing all this, Jessica's resolve was unwavering. Watching intently, she observed Luna's horn start to glow, the area within the circle beginning to crackle with barely restrained energy. Almost anti-climatically after all the build-up, the area within the circle simply issued a 'pop' of displaced air and a small circular ditch was created, the note and a small amount of dirt now gone to destinations unknown.
This action was repeated several times with the remainder of the notes, Luna and ~Celestia~ having narrowed down the '~area of effect~' of the spell as they termed it. Now it was safe to use on a small space as Luna demonstrated several more times, each crackling slightly differently as variations were used on the casting. Eventually the notes were all sent, Luna breathing slightly heavily before catching her breath, the spell taking a little out of her with repetitive use. Of course by that point it had also taken its toll on the ground, several perfect bowl-shaped ditches having been created.
I can only hope my writings reach their destination... and even if they don't, at least I did something.
"~There, it is done...~" The regal hybrid stood upright, stretching before moving to seat herself beside Jessica, one wing moving to encompass the girl within a feathery embrace as she too sat down. "~Now, I have further news I must share with you.~"
Curiosity now thoroughly piqued, Jessica looked up as Luna gave a hesitant smile. Questions filtered through the girl's mind, images wondering what this news could possibly be and was it good, or bad. Ultimately there was only one way to find out, a fact her brain provoked her into addressing by jabbing her with a metaphorical stick. 
"~News? What is it?~"
Luna looked a little torn on whether she should answer the question before sighing gently and nuzzling Jessica's hair prior to speaking.
"~There is... a high probability that the spell Starswirl...~" Luna's voice faltered a little at the stallion's name but she persevered with only a minor pause. "~...Cast upon the tome, the one that compelled you to write the spell down, is still active.~" 
Jessica blinked at this, gazing upwards as the ramifications hit her suddenly. Before she could speak however, Luna smiled and continued upon noticing the warring emotions crossing over the girl's face.
"~Now, keep in mind this is just a theory, but it is the original source of the 'Want-it, need-it' spell you... may have heard about.~" A slightly amused smile crept over Luna's lips before resuming speaking at Jessica's small nod. "~As such, the spell will last until it is dispelled, and I, along with my dear sister have reason to suspect that he never got a chance to do so.~"
T-Then that means...
"S-Someone else could cast the spell by reading the book... and end up here?" Jessica's voice quivered a little, excitement, fear, nervousness all blending together in a muddled mess. Feeling excited that the book may come to ~Equestria~ on its own accord, yet fear and nervousness that it may also never be read, or even found after what happened with her... or worse. "What... what if someone casts it and ends up like me? The person would..."
A cold chill ran up her spine, if Starswirl had not expended his remaining energy to slow her descent, regardless of it being his fault or not...
"~Be at ease 'Jessica', we have already considered this option and there are at least two pegasi who guard that area day and night, simply in the off chance it occurs.~" Luna's spoke with a warm smile seeing Jessica relax slightly, a long exhale passing the girl's lips.
"So you're saying... there is hope?" Green eyes peeked up towards the Princess of the Night, a small nod given in return with a slight amendment added upon.
"~There is always hope 'Jessica', you've shown that to yourself, and to others.~" Luna's kind words made Jessica fluster a little, finding herself relaxing within the feathered hold. For several long seconds they remained there, the occasional flap of wings over the forest's canopy mixing with the sounds of birds within the branches, having returned after the display of magic had ceased.
So... the book may come here... and as long as whoever casts it is okay and brings it with them, Luna and ~Celestia~ can figure out a way to get me and whoever it is back home. I could... I can go home.
Strangely her heart felt torn on the issue, but Jessica pushed the emotions aside. She had made a vow, to herself, and penned upon the paper and thus she would not back out now. Taking a deep breath she found her mind drifting into what could be, mouth moving on its own as she sat, comforted by Luna. Incidentally, in the drowsy state the warmth provided, Jessica spoke before her mind caught up to what she had even uttered.
"When I am around you, you remind me of my mother."
The sentence hung in the air, the only indication it had been heard at all was the slight stiffening of a wing. Oh so slowly, Jessica's brain started damage control, but by that point the fire had spread too far and too fast, the abort button refused to engage which left only one option. A page from ~Celestia's~ book was used, to pretend it never happened.
Of course, when both parties practice such an event, the awkward silence continues indefinitely.
Seconds turned into minutes until Jessica hesitantly peeked upwards due to Luna starting to shiver a little, and soon muffled sounds were escaping the mare's mouth. What she saw confused her, the Princess was trying to hold back in gentle laughter. Eventually a giggle escaped before the mare sighed wistfully, gently smiling down at the one she held within a wing.
I-I'm confused, why is she laughing? Isn't she mad I said something so inappropriate?
"~To raise a child like you, I have but nothing but respect for your mother.~" A soft pause was given as Jessica felt her hair being nuzzled, relaxing as the awkwardness seemed to have flitted away. "~But I can not replace her Jessica, however...~" 
Jessica blinked as the mare offered a mischievous grin downwards, a silver clad hoof ever so softly tapping against the symbol upon the side of the skirt she wore. 
"~You do bear my symbol, so I guess in some small way I could be considered your guardian.~" A wave of a fore hoof was given as Luna looked to deliberate upon the issue. "~And after all, my dear sister does have Twilight as her faithful student, I could... of course see myself taking personal interest in yourself and your daughters. That is... if you do not mind?~" 
Jessica found herself smiling, a nod easily given. She knew Luna could not replace her mother, nor did she ever desire such. But given their interactions, especially after the Starswirl incident and the fact the mare had been exploring her mind and dreams so often that it felt odd when she was not... there was no denying a bond having been established.
"I would like that, I am sure Mayari and Tala would too." Jessica giggled as Luna held her tighter with a wing, waving a hoof with a definite flourish before her.
"~Then let it be so, the Princess of the Night doth command it as a royal decree!~" With the volume of the mare's voice starting to rise, Jessica giggled feeling a little taken back by the whole thing.
"You can do that?" The inquisitive comment from the one held within the wing was met with a confused look, a tap to Luna's chin with a hoof given as she considered the question.
"~We... I, do not see why not. Times have indeed changed since I have returned, but who will argue with me over the matter anyhow?~" A mischievous smile crept along the princess's muzzle, Jessica not for the first time slightly aware of possibilities why ~Aurora~ and the other Night Guards acted the way they did, or were perhaps chosen. 
"I guess not." Jessica conceded with a smile, slightly amused by how they were talking in their native tongues yet still able to understand each other. Over the last two months Jessica had pushed herself to learn as much, and as quickly as possible. The reason was remarkably simple, she wished to aid her daughters in learning the language... to read books to them, to help them learn and be a part of their development. As such, she had spent far more time than she could have imagined with her language teachers along with late night sessions with ~Twilight~; So many in fact, that a few times her children, Minder, and even Ebony had fallen asleep on the unicorn's bed while waiting for them to finish studying.
It was cute though.
Gazing through the gaps in the feathers, Jessica took to enjoying the serene sight of the pegasi flying through the air. With thoughts turning to the fate of the notes, she could only hope and wish for the best. There was no way to know what would happen, but... she needed to write it down, for her benefit... to voice her desires. Even if they never were found, even if they had been transported into the depths of the ocean, or another galaxy, Jessica had penned her thoughts. 
And ultimately, that's more than what I have attempted so far.
Thinking to her friends on Earth she wondered what they were up to, yet at the same time she found her mind turning over words she had heard long ago. On a night her world had crumbled, her resolve almost fractured, Jessica still held certain phrases from the one responsible close to her chest. Almost as if he was still alive, she heard Starswirl's words echo through her mind.
"Let home be where your heart lies, you have strong bonds here. You have those who care about you, do not turn your back on them because of what I did."
"You child, if there is one thing I do not regret, it is that you were the one I pulled into my world. I see you accomplishing great things, keep your heart open and let those close to you help mend it after what I have done."
With the closing of her eyes, Jessica simply let her mind wander, safe within Luna's wing. She did have strong bonds now, from ~Derpy~ and ~Dinky~ to, ~Twilight~ and her friends. The guards, Luna, even an entire ~changeling~ village. Despite the fact she was a little bit of a cry-baby since arriving in ~Equestria~, the fact her only real talent was to sing and be a living food source for an entire species, she was undoubtedly cared for. 
In a way, Jessica had indeed accomplished great things just by being herself. By allowing her heart to remain open she had a family consisting of two wonderful, lovely and adorable foalings. There was also Ebony and Minder who were extremely close to her, Minder having become almost like a surrogate sister. Ebony still confused her though on how she felt about her, but at the same time she was happy, and that's all that really mattered. 
Moving a hand to her chest she rested fingers between her breasts, pushing to her ribcage to feel the gentle rhythm of her heart beat within. Luna, sensing the shifting looked down before smiling, turning her own attention into the sky.
My heart... I feel I am stronger due to everything that has happened. I've only been here a few months and yet, it feels like I have life long bonds already. 
Removing her hand she felt one more thought bubble up through her consciousness, eyes closing as she recounted Starswirl's very last words to her, his own heart's desire.
"The only thing I wanted more from you dear child is the one thing I know I do not deserve... that is, your forgiveness."
For how long Jessica sat there, she could not say. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves overhead and tried to tease Luna's ethereal mane to no success. Eventually though Jessica spoke, her words causing the mare to shift slightly in surprise.
"~I forgive him.~" 
Confused, Luna lowered her head to look down at Jessica, an eyebrow raised to reflect her not comprehending the relevance of the comment. "~You forgive who, Jessica?~"
With a long sigh the girl shifted within the dark feathered embrace, smiling softly as she brushed hair from her face. Checking her feelings again she confirmed how she felt. That deep down, despite all the pain the stallion had put her through, what she had gained was priceless in comparison.
"Starswirl, I forgive him for what he did to me." 
Luna looked stunned by Jessica's admission, tears slowly beading within the princess's eyes.
"I mean, don't get me wrong... I still think what he did was horrible, and the hell I went through initially was... words cannot describe it." Jessica paused for a second before continuing, her eyes closing before gazing up into the ~Equestrian~ sky, holding a hand up to peek at the flying equines through spread fingers, in particular a certain Captain among their number. "But... without him, without what he did... and I can understand his feelings. I would... I would never have met you, met Mayari and Tala... or Ebony. Or any of the others... so for that, I forgive him."
Luna simply gazed at Jessica for several long seconds before turning her own attention skywards. The two sat in silence until a spot of moisture fell upon Jessica's cheek, her hand reaching to brush the water away. Noticing there were no clouds in the sky she came to realise where the liquid had come from. Looking at Luna she saw the mare's face angled upwards with fur beginning to become moist under her eyes, tears rolling freely by that point.
"~He would... he would have been honored to hear that.~" A soft sniffle came from Luna as Jessica hugged softly to the mare, trying to comfort her as the emotional wound was unexpectedly reopened. Yet, much to the girl's surprise she saw a warm smile gracing the alicorn's visage as she continued to weep openly, the forest canopy hiding her from the others sight. "~Right until the end he was concerned about you, guilt eating away at him knowing what the knowledge would do to you. He begged me to keep watch over you, knowing that for what he had done he had no right to wish anything from me, and still... he did.~"
Jessica merely listened, allowing Luna to express how she felt. To be there, to remain by her side and hear her words was all that was required.
"~He knew he had ruined your life, but... he was not lying when he said you could achieve great things. He saw how you fed the changelings, he saw your relationship with 'Ebony', and he saw how you reacted to certain situations. I know that doesn't excuse what he did...~" Luna took a deep breath and gently nuzzled into Jessica's hair as she spoke. "~But... thank you, all he desired was your forgiveness, I hope he can rest easy knowing he now has it.~" 
Jessica smiled gently, the two remaining where they sat until the sun slowly began its descent signalling the end of another day. With a hug exchanged, Jessica waved to Luna and left with ~Aurora~ once again escorting her. There was no need for words by this point, Jessica knew that Luna would always look out for her, not as a replacement for her mother... but as someone no less special.
~~~~~~

After giving ~Aurora~ a fond farewell and asking her to pass on to ~Swift Dawn~ that she and her brother were welcome anytime for a free meal, Jessica made her way to her front door. The lack of security always concerned her, but given the amount of guards at any one time, not to mention the ~changeling~ population almost fanatically protective of her and their queen, it did seem a little redundant for a lock to be placed. 
Add into the fact nearly any creature I know of could get through the door with ease, even with a lock... it would seem a little futile.
Pushing concerns for home privacy aside, Jessica entered the house only to encounter a sight that never crossed her mind she would ever see. 
...Bwah?
Almost as if in shock she shut the door robotically behind her, never once turning her gaze from the figure at the bottom of the stairs. Normally, at the best of times, seeing someone in a very uncomfortable looking heap on the ground would be curious, or perhaps somewhat alarming. What escalated this within her mind was the fact the figure, partially draped in a sheet and wincing upon being noticed, was her. 
"Uh..."
With the intelligent comment given, the female doppelganger offered a decidedly sheepish grin from her awkward positioning. Taking stock of the situation, Jessica reacted as she felt any rational person would. That is, taking into account she didn't know the whereabouts of her children, or the ones meant to be looking after them and she was confronted with a copy of herself... she felt grabbing the sculpture from the side table that ~Octavia~ had chosen for her, as an improvised weapon, was well within the realms of acting prudent.
"~Okay... while I admit this wasn't the most well thought out plan on my part, I don't think I deserve to be hit by that hideous thing.~" 
Two things now puzzled Jessica, ceasing her slow advance towards the copy. For one, it was odd hearing the perfectly spoken equine language flow past her lips, even if she wasn't the one actually speaking. The second thing was she suddenly pieced together who the doppelganger might be, and decided to test her theory.
"Ebony?" 
A very bashful nod was given as her twin, now identified to be Ebony in disguise winced as she tried to sit upright. Gently placing the statue down, Jessica made her way over to help her friend into a more comfortable position, not for the first time feeling very weirded out in seeing herself before, well... herself. 
"~What are you doing? Where are the others? Why are you me?~" A heartbeat later the more pressing question was put forth. "~And... why are you naked?~"
Silence pervaded over the house, which left Jessica to note there had been a lot of awkward pauses throughout the day so far. Eventually Ebony looked down at her hands, wriggling the fingers with a curious expression.
"~I am currently sitting, the others have gone for a walk.~" A slight pause was given before the disguised-queen tugged at the linen wrapped about herself. "~I am also not naked, clearly I am wearing a sheet.~" 
Jessica gave a decidedly unamused expression towards her friend's words, a small grin the only thing given in reply. 
"~You know what Jessica mean... why are you me?~" The frustration and confusion were starting to make Jessica break into old habits of speaking, yet she was thoroughly lost as to why Ebony was disguised as her. More to the point, she wasn't even aware her friend could do such a thing. 
"~Because I know you won't change your mind.~" Ebony spoke with a sigh in her voice, moving to look at Jessica with a surprisingly serious expression. Blinking as she was forced to look at herself in a very unique perspective, Jessica was surprised when Ebony gave a toothy looking grin; one, that were the mare in her natural form would look mischievous... with Jessica's face though, it looked almost psychotic. "~So... I am going to be stubborn.~"
What... what is she talking about?
Trying to think through the fog of bafflement that was spreading through her mind with the whole conversation so far, Jessica watched as Ebony's demeanour changed. The shoulders slumped and for a second the doppelganger looked... vulnerable. 
"~I know you want to see your home, and I know I can't stop you. You promised 'Mayari' and 'Tala' that you would stay with them no matter what, so I am going to hold you to that.~" Ebony was talking with conviction now, her eyes moving to gaze resolutely into Jessica's own. "~So if, and when you go to your home world I will go with you. After all someone has to keep you out of trouble.~"
...Ebony...
Gently moving her arms, Jessica hugged her friend softly, surprising the disguised-equine into silence. A smile crossed over Ebony's face as she leaned into the embrace before blushing red and pulling away, clearing her throat several times. Giggling at this, Jessica helped her up and guided them both to the couch. Once seated, she moved a finger before Ebony's nose and flicked it gently, getting a small wince for the effort.
"~I wont leave you Ebony, or my girls, or even Minder. I want to find a way to see my home world and keep my family and friends, even if is selfish of me.~" Jessica said with a smile, her friend looking to consider the words while rubbing her nose absently. 
"~Now you're thinking like a changeling. But as the saying goes, when you bet it all, you risk losing everything.~" Ebony leaned back into the couch as she spoke, folding arms to hold the sheet closer; more for Jessica's benefit that anything else it seemed. As the girl frowned taking in the disguised ~changeling's~ words, she heard Ebony continue with a slightly amused tone to her voice. "~But... even if you lose everything, you will still have us.~" 
Jessica blinked at the words, blushing slightly before giggling behind her hand. Looking to her friend she saw Ebony looking somewhat taken aback by the reaction given. 
"~That makes no sense you know... if I lose everything how can I keep my family and friends?~" Jessica's rebuttal caused Ebony to frown slightly before shrugging, the action looking intriguing given the mare clearly wasn't used to human shoulders. 
"~I use my right as queen to ignore your logic.~" 
Finding herself smiling, Jessica couldn't help but feel a thought crawl into her mind. Like a nefarious parasite it wriggled in and multiplied until it was all she could think about, eventually forcing her to voice her concerns.
"~But if you leave, what will happen to 'Pagasa' and the changelings?~" As soon as the words left Jessica's lips, Ebony had looked back at her, immediately replying.
"~I could ask the same towards you.~"
Mulling over that thought Jessica could only be reminded of how important she was to this idea, this new village. She, as a person, was not overly critical to the success, but it was what she could do, what she, for some unknown reason was capable of doing. That definitely was. Without her to feed the ~changelings~, they would most likely be forced to go back to stealing emotions, love... or instead choosing to starve themselves until nothing remained.
I don't know which is more horrifying...
With the mood soured, Jessica rested hands upon her lap as bitter thoughts filtered into her mind. Soon however she felt a familiar, but completely different sensation brush against her shoulder. Looking down, she watched as Ebony rubbed her small human nose against the skin, which when she was an equine felt reassuring. When the mare was currently an identical twin, it was leaning far more towards weird and embarrassing. 
"Ebony!" Unable to restrain herself, perhaps due to the complete bizarre circumstance of it all, Jessica felt the smile cross her lips before Ebony grinned, pointing towards her triumphantly.
"~You smiled, it counts.~" 
Jessica huffed at her friend's words, folding arms over her chest in an obvious sulking gesture. Even so, she felt a little happier now from the affectionate nuzzle, strangeness notwithstanding.
It was... still, admittedly cute.
"~That was completely unfair.~" Jessica said, disregarding how she might have truly felt over the nose rub. Gazing with green eyes into a matching pair, she saw Ebony lean back into the couch now looking rather smug with herself.
"~Your love is delicious, I regret nothing.~" Ebony's completely neutral tone really sold the statement to Jessica as she sighed, smiling good-naturedly at her friend. Deciding to change the conversation subject slightly she instead targeted another issue that had been bothering her.
"~Why... were you at the bottom of the stairs.~" The inquisitive question put forth caused Ebony to look slightly bashful, her emotions far more evident given Jessica was undeniably familiar with the face.
"~I may have tripped on the sheet, stairs are hard you know on two legs. Why do you not have a tail? Even minotaurs have tails! Frankly, I am amazed you can stand upright let alone walk.~" Ebony folded her arms after speaking, Jessica about to offer her theory along with further questions on how her friend was so familiar with her body, clear indications given that this was not the first time, when Ebony continued.
"~Your ears are... well, next to useless. You have no tail, your fingers are really weird as are your toes, although thank goodness your eyesight is about the same. But honestly, you can barely smell anything unless it's right under your nose and don't get me started on how impractical your body is. Why is it top heavy?~"
...Okay that does it.
Ebony made the crucial mistake of closing her eyes after speaking, and as such was completely unprepared for the cushion to strike her in the face. So surprised in fact, that with a burst of green fire a rather surprised looking ~changeling~ queen was left blinking, wrapped loosely now in a sheet.
"~What was that for?~" With a completely indignant tone, Ebony huffed at Jessica who stuck her tongue out, the taunting gesture given.
"~Because you were insulting me, you act like you know my body better than me.~" Regardless of her words, Jessica's tone remained jovial even as she failed to realise the peril she had put herself into.
Slit pupils homed in on her, finding Jessica smiling mischievously as she held the fluffy weapon within hands, continuing to remain oblivious. Just as her brain started screaming of the danger she was now in, Jessica found a green glow surrounded her, pinning her to the couch while Ebony now stood above, a malicious grin spreading over the equine's muzzle with her horn glowing ominously.
"~You know... I have discovered a few things about your body 'Jessica'... that I would be more than willing to share with you.~" The words crossed the space between, the pinned girl blinking twice before a rogue blush crossed her cheeks. Slowly her sweater was gripped with the aura, rolled up to expose her belly as she struggled against the restraining magical grasp.
"~'E-Ebony'... wait, what are... a-ah... ah-hahaha... hahahahahaha!~" Jessica's worried tone soon gave way to giggles, which soon devolved into unrestrained laughter as the magic crawled over her stomach. Like a feather it teased her skin, working on her most ticklish areas as she tried valiantly to get out from under the equine to no avail. "~S-Stop... hahahahaha... I... 'Ebony!'~
The tickling only intensified, Jessica squirming with tears rolling down her cheeks as she lost herself to the laughter. It looked like she was at the mercy of the insectile-mare until salvation came in the sound of the front door opening.
"~We're home... and... um... girls?~" 
~Twilight's~ voice was soon followed by Ebony pausing her assault upon Jessica, both suddenly realising the positioning on the couch they were now in. With both set of cheeks starting to turn crimson it was Spike who only upped the ante. A soft sniggering was heard, Jessica tilting her head back to look upside down over the edge of the couch to get a better view. What she saw was the dragon holding small claws over his muzzle, a cat like grin spreading ever so slowly along its width as he took in the sight.
"~It's not what it looks like!~" Ebony's quick defensive tone only led to ~Twilight~ suddenly blushing herself, the denial only bringing the mare's mind to the exact opposite conclusion. Spike however was rubbing his muzzle now, gazing at the sight as if appraising how much this situation could work in his favour. 
"~Really? Because what I see is you and 'Jessica' on the couch getting all lovey dov- ack!~" Cut off mid-sentence, Spike suddenly realised the position he had put himself in as Ebony launched herself off the couch. Quickly ~Bastion~ stepped aside with a confused expression as he entered the house, only for Spike to sprint outside, closely followed by a ranting ~changeling~ queen.
"~Get back here so I can de-scale you, you little wyrm!~" 
With Mayari and Tala bouncing over to their mother, she in turn held them close to herself, still unsure of half of what Ebony had screamed at the small dragon. The look on ~Twilight's~ face told her not to worry, and the matter was, for the most part, dropped. Soon, all were seated in the living room while her daughters recounted their day to her as best they could, with Minder and ~Twilight~ filling in the gaps.
Throughout it all the sound of pandemonium sounded from outside, and yet...
Jessica would not have had it any other way.
~~~~~~

After the others had left, Jessica had gotten the foalings ready for bedtime. Eventually a ceasefire had been reached between Spike and Ebony, primarily due to the former threatening to scream out what he saw in the middle of the village. This proclamation had quickly resulted in an immediate, if rather grudging on the part of Ebony, stalemate. 
Not that I want that scenario to be made public either...
Pushing past her thoughts from what had happened earlier, Jessica hugged her two daughters closer. With the moon already high in the sky, she along with Ebony and Minder were now in bed. Mayari and Tala were comfortably resting in the crook of each elbow, their forelegs resting over her arms and the sheets. The cold chitin of Ebony was pressed to Jessica's back as she leaned against her friend's side, the mare curled behind her so her head rested near the girl's belly on the covers. Minder meanwhile lay in her customary spot at the foot of the bed, ~Bastion~ having gone to sleep in his room while the night guard took over guarding the house and its vital occupants. 
"~T is for?~" Jessica's questioning tone was met with two soft chirps from her arms, both foalings looking at the page in the book she held open for them. With a look between the sisters, Tala reached forward with a hoof to tap the picture opposite the runic symbol. 
"~Tree?~" A smile and nod given by Jessica caused a happy smile from Tala, having guessed correctly. Each page brought another guess from the foalings, and where their mother was unable to interpret the symbol, which... admittedly happened often, Ebony would gently offer the pronunciation to a grateful Jessica. Eventually the book was completed, two sleepy foalings nuzzling into her arms.
"~I think it is time for sleep girls.~" Jessica was only a little surprised when a soft noise emitted from Mayari.
"~Nuuuu...~" 
Tala, opting instead to just pout softly had Jessica sigh gently in response, yet the smile never left her lips as Ebony sniggered beside her. Patiently, after allowing Minder to levitate the book away onto a nightstand, Jessica looked down at her two sullen looking girls, a tilt of her head leading errant locks to fall over one eye. 
"~Well then... what do you two want?~" Her words would normally have inspired a thoughtful look that led to silent debate, prior to falling asleep in her arms. It was a sneaky trick, but it was an admittedly efficient one. This time however, their answer was immediate and had the mark of Ebony's guidance.
"~Story!~" Tala smiled upwards as she spoke, Mayari quickly nodding and repeating the request. Jessica could only smile at their antics, she adored her daughters with all her heart and couldn't deny them such a simple request. However, that didn't mean Ebony was off the hook. Cuddling back against the mare and the pillows against her lower back, Jessica got comfortable as she cleared her throat.
"~Very well... let see, oh I know...~" With the complete attention of the foalings, and even Minder looking noticeably curious, Jessica started recounting a tale very close to her heart, of course heavily edited.
"~Once upon a time, there was a girl who found herself in a strange world. But one day she was captured by very mean stallions that made her perform for them. Yet, even in this bad place, there was still hope... as she met a beautiful changeling princess who freed them both.~" 
A pause was given in the story as Ebony gave a deadpan expression upwards at the choice of words, an innocent smile the only reply she got. With a heartfelt sigh the queen gave in seeing the clear delight on Mayari and Tala's faces at the idea of a pretty ~changeling~ princess, moving her head to nuzzle gently at Jessica's arm in a sign to continue.
"~The two escaped into a forest, only to find a mean creature trying to catch a little filly. The brave princess fought off the beast but sadly she and the girl were separated. But all was not lost... as-... ~"
While Jessica recounted the tale she observed the lunar object dominate the sky through the open curtains. With moonlight spilling into the room and over the occupants upon the bed, Jessica felt safe, protected. A glance to the side saw the light catching on the two sets of bracelets upon the dresser, reminding her of everything she had, everything she loved. 
Returning to her story she knew deep in her heart that no matter what, she herself was also loved. She had those who would protect her, who needed her. She belonged, and she had purpose.
And, with a gaze out the window she knew... that as long as the moon was in the sky she would be protected, along with an equine tied to it who cared for her. Maybe not quite as a true mother figure, but certainly as someone very special to her. Someone who would be there for her when she was down, who wished the best for her daughters, for herself. 
A true family.
And she always would.
~~~~~~

In a distant cloudy sky, lightning flung its fingers through the atmosphere, the heavens being torn apart by eldritch powers the likes of which the world had only once before experienced. Yet, almost as soon as the thunder roared through the atmosphere, the event was over. 
Small chunks of dirt fell, each impacting the grass and road with minimal impact, missed by those going about their daily life; their attention still on the now silent sky, curious as to what would follow. 
Also un-noticed, a small note drifted slowly through the clouds. Twisting and spinning, moving as if caught in a dance, it began its descent towards the ground. With a stray gust of wind the note however took a different turn, flipping and fluttering, up and over until it found itself upon the roof of a building. Coming to a rest it lay, droplets of rain starting to spill from the tortured clouds to impact against its surface. 
------

To my friends,
I know you will never read this, but I must do this... I have to put my feelings onto paper if for no other reason than for my sanity, and to actually do something. I am not dead, I am alive and on an alien world as unbelievable as that may sound. Yet I have not forgotten you, and I miss you all terribly. 
In the miracle this makes it to Earth, if it makes it to civilisation please let my friends know. My name is Jessica Rivera, my mother was Maria Rivera and I was studying abroad at Victoria University in Australia. Please, please tell my friends I am okay, I am safe... that I miss them. I have included a picture of myself to be identified. I will find a way home, this I promise. Priya, Kimiko, Raju, Elise, Steven...
You are my rocks, my support and I miss you all horribly. But I have also gained new pillars, new family and friends to help me here. Please don't give up hope on me, because you guys are my family on Earth and I need to see you again, I have to see you again.
I vow, that I will see you all again one day.
~Love, Jessica.
------

With the ink finally starting to run, the wind resumed toying with the note and on catching an edge, flipped it over to display a photograph. Upon the surface was a young woman of mixed heritage, green eyes showing mirth directed at the one taking the picture. Most curious, was the fact that gently held within the embrace of her arms were two small black equine-creatures, a smile on each of their fanged faces. 
Across the bottom, signed in ink was the owner of the note's name, and beside it two small hoof prints with 'Mayari & Tala' scribbled underneath. With the rain increasing, the paper was reduced to a sodden mess, in turn releasing the binding that had held them together. The photo being further protected from the elements, was sent sailing off the building in a gust of wind shortly after.
With it flew hope.
Hope for one day a girl to see her friends again, and to once more bridge the gap between the two worlds she was now a part of.
For as the photo landed upon the street below, writing could be seen scribbled onto the back, a single sentence with meaning far greater than its words would allude to.
'Home is where your heart lies, and this is my family, my heart.'
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